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My father still hasn’t actually cracked any of the books – so, no, he still hasn’t noticed. I think I’m just going to have to tell him. Maybe I should break it to him gently.


 


‘Everyone here who hasn’t had a book dedicated to them, take three steps forward. Whoops, Dad, hang on a second . . .’










These people saved my life. Without their help, I would never have finished these books. You may apply the appropriate punishments.
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Barbara Cannon, Aaron Castro, Nick Des Barres, Debra Euler, Arthur Ross Evans, Amy Fodera, Sean Fodera, Jo-Ann Goodwin, Deborah Grabien, Nic Grabien, Jed Hartmann, Tim Holman, Nick Itsou, John Jarrold, Katharine Kerr, Ulrike Killer, M. J. Kramer, Jo and Phil Knowles, Mark Kreighbaum, LES., Bruce Lieberman, Mark McCrum, Joshua Milligan, Hans-Ulrich Möhring, Eric Neuman, Peter Stampfel, Mitch Wagner, Michael Whelan.


 


To which must be added another group of the brave and the good:


 


Melissa Brammer, Dena Chavez, Rick Cuevas, Marcia de Lima, Jim Foster.


 


As always, shout-outs to all my homies on the Tad Williams List-serve and the message boards of the TW Fan Page and Guthwulf.com’s MS&T Interactive Thesis.


 


And of course, no acknowledgments would be truly acknowledgmentacious without mentioning my wonderful wife Deborah Beale, my lovely and talented agent Matt Bialer, and my brilliant and patient editors Betsy Wollheim and Sheila Gilbert. My kids Connor and Devon didn’t really help much, but they sure make life more interesting (and the need to finish and sell books more acute), and Connor did type a bunch of consonants into my manuscript at random for me to use later, so I guess they belong in here as well.










Otherland


City of Golden Shadow


Synopsis


Wet, terrified, with only the companionship of trenchmates 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 returns to the net. 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, Mr 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 twenty-first 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, 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 night-club 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 his current behavior 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, mothballed 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 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 vastly 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 – so he can take on the identity of that usurped guest, leaving Dread hidden as a 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 a man named 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.










Otherland


River of Blue Fire


Synopsis


Paul Jonas still seems to be adrift in time and space. He has recovered most of his memory, but the last few years of his life remain a blank. He has no idea why he is being tossed from world to world, pursued by the two creatures he first knew as Finch and Mullet, and he still does not know the identity of the mysterious woman he keeps encountering, and who has appeared to him even in dreams.


He has survived a near-drowning only to find himself in the Ice Age, where he has fallen in with a tribe of Neandertals. The mystery woman appears to him in another dream, and tells him that to reach her he must find ‘a black mountain that reaches to the sky.’


Not all of the cave dwellers welcome the unusual stranger; one picks a quarrel that results in Paul being abandoned in the frozen wilderness. He survives an attack by giant cave hyenas, but falls into the icy river once more.


Others are having just as difficult and painful a time as Paul, although they are better informed. Renie Sulaweyo originally had set out to solve the mystery of her brother Stephen’s coma with her friend and former student !Xabbu, a Bushman from the Okavango Delta. With the help of a blind researcher named Martine Desroubins, they have found their way into Otherland, the world’s biggest and strangest virtual reality network, constructed by a cabal of powerful men and women who call themselves the Grail Brotherhood. Summoned by the mysterious Mr Sellars, Renie meets several others who have been affected by the Grail Brotherhood’s machinations – Orlando Gardiner, a dying teenager, and his friend Sam Fredericks (who Orlando has only recently discovered is a girl), a woman named Florimel, a flamboyant character who calls himself Sweet William, a Chinese grandmother named Quan Li, and a sullen young man in futuristic armor who uses the handle T4b. But something has trapped them within the network, and the nine companions have been forced to flee from one virtual world to the next on a river of blue fire – a virtual path that leads through all the Otherland simulation worlds.


The newest simworld is much like the real world, except that Renie and her companions are less than a hundredth of their normal size. They are menaced by the local insects, as well as larger creatures like fish and birds, and the members of the group become separated. Renie and !Xabbu are rescued by scientists who are using the simulation to study insect life from an unusual perspective. The scientists soon discover that, like Renie and !Xabbu, they are trapped online. Renie and !Xabbu meet a strange man named Kunohara, who owns the bug world simulation, but claims he is not part of the Grail Brotherhood. Kunohara poses a pair of cryptic riddles to them, then vanishes. When a horde of (relatively gigantic) army ants attacks the research station, most of the scientists are killed and Renie and !Xabbu barely escape from a monstrous praying mantis.


As they flee back to the river in one of the researchers’ aircraft, they see Orlando and Fredericks being swept down the river on a leaf. As they attempt to rescue them, Renie and !Xabbu are pulled through the river gateway with them, but the two groups wind up in different simulations.


Meanwhile, in the real world outside the network, other people are being drawn into the widening Otherland mystery. Olga Pirofsky, the host of a children’s net show, begins to suffer from terrible headaches. She suspects that her online activities might have something to do with it, and in the course of investigating her problem, begins to learn of the apparently net-related illness that has struck so many children (including Renie’s brother). Olga’s research also draws the attention of a lawyer named Catur Ramsey, who is investigating the illness on behalf of the parents both of Orlando and Fredericks, since in the real world both teenagers have been in a coma ever since their entrance into the Otherland network.


John Wulgaru, who calls himself Dread, and whose hobbies include serial murder, has been an effective if not one hundred percent loyal employee of the incredibly wealthy Felix Jongleur, the man who heads the Grail Brotherhood (and who spends most of his time in his Egyptian simulation, wearing the guise of the god Osiris). But in the course of killing an ex-member of the Brotherhood at Jongleur’s orders, Dread has discovered the existence of the Otherland network, and has even taken over one of the sims in Renie’s marooned company. As his master Jongleur is caught up in the final arrangements for the Otherland network – whose true purpose is still known only to the Brotherhood – Dread busies himself with this new and fascinating puzzle. As a spy among Sellars’ recruits, Dread is now traveling through the network and trying to discover its secrets. But unlike those in Sellars’ ragtag group, Dread’s life is not at risk: he can go offline whenever he wishes. He recruits a software specialist named Dulcie Anwin to help him run the puppet sim. Dulcie is fascinated by her boss, but unsettled by him, too, and begins to wonder if she is in deeper than she wants to be.


Meanwhile, a bit of Dread’s past has surfaced. In Australia, a detective named Calliope Skouros is trying to solve a seemingly unexceptional murder. Some of the terrible things done to the victim’s body are reminiscent of an Aboriginal myth-creature, the Woolagaroo. Detective Skouros becomes convinced that there is some strange relationship between Aboriginal myths and the young woman’s death she is investigating.


Back in the Otherland network, Renie and !Xabbu find themselves in a weird, upside-down version of the Oz story, set in the dreary Kansas of the original tale’s opening. The Otherland simulations seem to be breaking down, or at least growing increasingly chaotic. As Renie and !Xabbu try to escape the evil of Lion and Tinman – who seem to be two more versions of Paul Jonas’ Finch and Mullet – they find a pair of unlikely allies, the young and naive Emily 22813 and a laconic Gypsy named Azador. Emily later reveals that she is pregnant, and says Azador is the father. Separated from Azador during one of the increasingly frequent ‘system spasms,’ they escape Kansas, but to their surprise, Emily (who they had thought was software) travels with them to the next simulation.


Orlando and Fredericks have landed in a very strange world, a kitchen out of an ancient cartoon, populated by creatures sprung from package labels and silverware drawers. They help a cartoon Indian brave search for his stolen child, and after battling cartoon pirates and meeting both a prophetic sleeping woman and an inexplicable force – entities that are really Paul Jonas’ mystery woman and the network’s apparently sentient operating system, known as the Other – they escape the Kitchen and land in a simulation that seems to be ancient Egypt.


Meanwhile, their former companions, the blind woman Martine and the rest of the Sellars’ recruits, have hiked out of the bug world to discover themselves in a simulation where the river is made not of water but air, and where the primitive inhabitants fly on wind currents and live in caves along vertical cliffs. Martine and the others name the place Aerodromia, and although they are nervous about trying it at first, they soon discover that they can fly, too. A group of natives invite them to stay in the tribal camp.


Paul Jonas has passed from the Ice Age into something much different. At first, seeing familiar London sights, he believes he has finally found his way home, but soon comes to realize that he is instead traveling through an England almost completely destroyed by Martian attack – it is, in fact, the setting of H. G. Wells’ War of the Worlds. Paul now realizes that he is traveling not just to worlds separate in time and space, but to some that are actually fictitious. He meets a strange husband and wife called the Pankies, who seem to be another guise of his pursuers Finch and Mullet, but offer him no harm. (Paul is also being pursued by a special software program called the Nemesis device, but he is not yet aware of it.) Then, when Paul and the Pankies stop at Hampton Court, Paul is led into the maze by a strange man and then shoved through a gateway of glowing light at the maze’s center.


On the other side Paul finds himself in the setting of Coleridge’s famous poem, Xanadu, and the man who brought him there introduces himself as Nandi Paradivash. Nandi is a member of a group named the Circle, who are working against the Grail Brotherhood. Paul finally learns that he is not insane, nor caught in some kind of dimensional warp, but is rather a prisoner in an incredibly realistic simulation network. But Nandi has no idea why the Brotherhood should be interested enough in Paul – who worked in a museum and remembers his other life as being very ordinary – to pursue him throughout Otherland. Nandi also reveals that all the simulations through which Paul has been traveling belong to one man – Felix Jongleur, the Grail Brotherhood’s chairman. Before Nandi can tell him more, they are forced to separate, Nandi pursued by Kublai Khan’s troops, Paul passing through another gateway into yet another simworld.


Things are no less complex and confusing in the real world. Renie’s and !Xabbu’s physical bodies are in special virtual reality tanks in an abandoned South African military base, watched over by Jeremiah Dako and Renie’s father, Long Joseph Sulaweyo. Long Joseph, bored and depressed, sneaks out of the base to go see Renie’s brother Stephen, who remains comatose in a Durban hospital, leaving Jeremiah alone inside the base. But when Joseph arrives at the hospital, he is kidnapped at gunpoint and forced into a car.


The mysterious Mr Sellars lives on a military base, too, but his is in America. Christabel Sorensen is a little girl whose father is in charge of base security, and who, despite her youth, has helped her friend Sellars escape the house arrest her father and others have kept him in for years. Sellars is hiding in old tunnels under the base, his only companion the street urchin Cho-Cho. Christabel does not like the boy at all. She worries for the feeble Mr Sellars’ safety, and is torn by guilt for doing something she knows would make her mother and father angry. But when her mother discovers her talking with Sellars through specially modified sunglasses, Christabel is finally in real trouble.


Martine, Florimel, Quan Li, Sweet William, and T4b have been enjoying the flying world, Aerodromia, but things get uncomfortable when a young girl from the tribe is kidnapped. Martine and the rest don’t know it, but the girl has been stolen, terrorized, and murdered by Dread, still pretending to be one of Martine’s four companions. The people of Aerodromia blame the newcomers for the disappearance, and dump them all into a labyrinth of caverns they call the Place of the Lost, where they find themselves surrounded by mysterious, ghostly presences which Martine, with her heightened nonvisual senses, finds particularly upsetting. The phantoms speak in unison, telling of the ‘One who is Other’, and how he has deserted them instead of taking them across the ‘White Ocean,’ as promised. The voices also identify the real names of all Martine’s company. The group is fascinated and frightened, and only belatedly realizes that Sweet William has disappeared – evidently to protect the guilty secret of his true identity. Something large and strange – the Other – abruptly enters the darkened Place of the Lost, and Martine and the others flee the horrifying presence. Martine searches desperately for one of the gateways that will allow them to leave the simulation before either the Other or the renegade Sweet William catches them.


At the same time, Orlando and Fredericks discover that the Egyptian simulation is not a straightforward historical recreation, but a mythical version. They meet a wolf-headed god named Upaut, who tells them how he and the whole simworld have been mistreated by the chief god, Osiris. Unfortunately, Upaut is not a very bright or stable god, and he interprets Orlando mumbling in his sleep – the result of a dream-conversation Orlando is having with his software agent, Beezle Bug, who can only reach him from the real world when he dreams – as a divine directive for him to try to overthrow Osiris. Upaut steals their sword and boat, leaving Orlando and Fredericks stranded in the desert. After many days of hiking along the Nile, they come upon a strange temple filled with some terrible, compelling presence. They cannot escape it. In a dream, Orlando is visited by the mystery woman also seen by Paul Jonas, and she tells them she will give them assistance, but as the temple draws them closer and closer, they find only the Wicked Tribe, a group of very young children they had met outside the network, who wear the sim-forms of tiny yellow flying monkeys. Orlando is stunned that this is the help the mystery woman has brought them. The frightening temple continues to draw them nearer.


Paul Jonas has passed from Xanadu to late-sixteenth-century Venice, and soon stumbles into Gally, a boy he had met in one of the earlier simulations, and who had traveled with him, but Gally does not remember Paul. Seeking help, the boy brings him to a woman named Eleanora; although she cannot explain Gally’s missing memories, she reveals that she herself is the former real-world mistress of an organized crime figure who built her this virtual Venice as a gift. Her lover was a member of the Grail Brotherhood, but died too soon to benefit from the immortality machinery they are building, and survives now only as a set of flawed life-recordings. Before Paul can learn more, he discovers that the dreadful Finch and Mullet – the Twins, as Nandi named them – have tracked him to Venice: he must flee again, this time with Gally. But before they can reach the gateway that will allow them to escape, they are caught by the Twins. The Pankies also make an appearance, and for a moment the two mirror-pairs face each other, but the Pankies quickly depart, leaving Paul alone to fight the Twins. Gally is killed, and Paul barely escapes with his life. Still trying to fulfill the mystery woman’s summons from his Ice Age dream, he travels to a simulation of ancient Ithaca to meet someone called ‘the weaver.’ Still shocked and saddened by Gally’s death, he learns that in this new simulation he is the famous Greek hero Odysseus, and that the weaver is the hero’s wife, Penelope – the mystery woman, again. But at least it seems he will finally get some answers.


Renie and !Xabbu and Emily find that they have escaped Kansas for something much more confusing – a world that does not seem entirely finished, a place with no sun, moon, or weather. They have also inadvertently taken an object from Azador that looks like an ordinary cigarette lighter, but is in fact an access device, a sort of key to the Otherland network, stolen from one of the Grail Brotherhood (General Daniel Yacoubian, one of Jongleur’s rivals for leadership). While studying the device in the hopes of making it work, !Xabbu manages to open a transmission channel and discovers Martine on the other end, trapped in the Place of the Lost and desperately trying to open a gateway. Together they manage to create a passage for Martine and her party, but when they arrive, believing they are being pursued by a murderous Sweet William, they find that it is William himself who has been fatally injured, and grandmotherly Quan Li who is really the murderer Dread in virtual disguise. His secret revealed, Dread escapes with the access device, leaving Renie and the others stranded, perhaps forever, in this disturbing place.










Otherland


Mountain of Black Glass


Synopsis


Renie Sulaweyo, her Bushman friend !Xabbu, and several more of the volunteers recruited by the strange Mr Sellars have been reunited in the weirdest part of the Grail network they have yet discovered – a world that seems somehow unfinished. They are stranded there because the murderer named Dread, who was masquerading as one of their company, has taken the access device – a virtual object that appears to be a cigarette lighter – that they have been using to travel between simulated worlds.


While they try to discover a way out, two of the more mysterious members of their company, Florimel and T4b, finally explain their backgrounds. Florimel is an escapee from a German religious cult, and has come to the network because her daughter is one of the children (like Renie’s brother Stephen) who has fallen into one of the mysterious Tandagore’s Syndrome comas. T4b, whose real name is Javier Rodgers, is a former street kid and gang member, now living with his grandparents. A young friend of his has also fallen prey to a coma.


Renie and the others find the unfinished world in which they are marooned increasingly uncomfortable – at one point, they see something that looks just like !Xabbu’s baboon sim, but isn’t. When a huge hole suddenly opens right in the middle of the ground, almost swallowing the blind woman Martine and somehow obliterating one of T4b’s virtual hands, they decide they must escape immediately. Martine, !Xabbu, and Renie, working together, manage to open a gateway even without the lighter.


After they step through the gateway, following in Dread’s virtual tracks, the search-and-destroy program named Nemesis, which was put into the network to locate another fugitive, Paul Jonas, tries to decide whether to follow them or not. It is confused – there are things happening on the network that interfere with the original clarity of its programmed drives, anomalies that are making it do strange, unprecedented things.


The amnesiac fugitive Paul Jonas is living out a version of the Odyssey in which he is Odysseus, returned to his home island of Ithaca after the Trojan War. But Penelope, the wife of Odysseus (who also appears to be yet another incarnation of the mysterious woman Paul thinks of as ‘the Angel’) does not seem to be playing by the same set of rules. In an effort to shake her up and get some answers – another incarnation of the Angel has told him that the Penelope-version will tell him how to find the ‘black mountain’ he must reach – he performs an invocation of what he thinks is Hades, the death god of ancient Greece. Instead, he summons the Angel herself, confronting Penelope with a near-twin. Next, a new force answers his invocation – not Hades, but the Other, the dark intelligence behind the Grail network. Terrified, Paul flees onto the ocean, but his boat is destroyed.


Meanwhile, Orlando Gardiner and his friend Sam Fredericks are in a simulation of ancient Egypt – a simworld that is the one place on the network that Felix Jongleur, the world’s oldest man and master of the Grail Brotherhood, considers his home. They have been hidden from Jongleur’s subordinates by a woman named Bonnie Mae Simpkins, who is a member of a group called the Circle. She tells them how her husband and many other Circle members have been killed trying to penetrate the mysteries of the Grail network. Now the last few members in Egypt are besieged in a temple. Bonnie Mae recruits the god Bes to lead her and Orlando and Fredericks there, hoping that her Circle friends can help the two teenagers escape Egypt through an activated gateway.


People offline are just as involved in these events as those trapped on the network. Catur Ramsey, a lawyer who works for Sam Fredericks’ parents, finds himself drawn deeper and deeper into the Otherland mystery. With the help of Orlando’s software agent, a cartoon bug named Beezle, Ramsey follows the online trail of the two comatose teenagers. A Canadian woman named Olga Pirofsky that he contacts, who works for one of Jongleur’s many companies, has also become involved. What started for her as troubling headaches have now become dream-visitations by mysterious children. Olga fears she might be going mad.


In North Carolina, the little girl Christabel Sorensen, who helped Sellars escape and hide under the military base where they both live, has been caught by her security chief father, Major Sorensen. Sellars uses the little homeless boy Cho-Cho to ask Christabel to arrange a conversation with her parents. Sellars tells – and shows – Christabel’s parents enough to convince them to help him escape the base entirely. With Sellars hidden in the back of their van, and Cho-Cho pretending to be Christabel’s cousin, they all set out for a rendezvous with Catur Ramsey, who has also been contacted by Sellars.


Back in the Otherland network, Renie, !Xabbu, and the others have come through their jury-rigged gateway, following Dread’s trail into a mysterious simworld known only as the House. They quickly dicover it’s called that because the world is nothing but a house – an endless collection of halls and rooms, with separate civilizations living only floors apart from each other. They are assisted in their queries by a brotherhood of monks who maintain the House’s monstrous library, but Martine is kidnapped by Dread, and with the aid of one of the monks they set out in search of her – and the murderer.


Someone else searching for the murderer Dread – although in the real world, not the virtual – is Calliope Skouros, an Australian homicide detective. In the course of investigating one of Dread’s earliest killings, she begins to find out just what a strange and unpredictable killer he is. Although Dread – also known by his birth-name, John Wulgaru – is listed as dead in police records, Calliope begins to suspect that he is alive.


Dread is not only alive, but has returned to Sydney, setting up operations only miles from Detective Skouros. He has brought the American programmer Dulcie Anwin to Australia to help him make sense of the Otherland network, whose existence he discovered while eliminating one of Felix Jongleur’s Grail Brotherhood rivals. Dulcie finds herself strangely attracted to Dread – she knows he is a criminal, but has no idea of his true proclivities – and Dread is more than willing to use that attraction for his own benefit. He has big plans for the network, and plans to use his experience there as a basis for overthrowing his employer, Jongleur. He sets Dulcie up in a loft and puts her to work.


In South Africa, Renie’s father Long Joseph Sulaweyo and friend Jeremiah Dako have been guarding her and !Xabbu while they lie helpless in the V-tanks they have used for long-term access to the network. But Long Joseph, cut off from drink, miserable, and distracted, left the abandoned army base to head for Durban and was kidnapped outside the hospital where his son Stephen lies comatose. The kidnapper turns out to be Renie’s ex-boyfriend Del Ray, whose own life has been ruined by the help he gave Renie. He is desperate to find Renie so he can get a group of thugs (whom Dread hired on behalf of Jongleur) off his back. But when Joseph and Del Ray leave the hospital after going back to see Joseph’s son, they are trailed by a mysterious black van. Then, when they return to the army base dug deep into one of the Drakensberg mountains, they find the thugs are there ahead of them. Joseph and Del Ray sneak into the base through the air duct Joseph used in his escape. Inside the base, Jeremiah has been contacted by Mr Sellars, who wants to help them, but things do not look good. All but weaponless themselves, they are now besieged by heavily-armed killers.


Shipwrecked Paul Jonas is bound for Troy, which means he is living out the Odyssey more or less backward. After getting help building a raft – and other sorts of solace – from a hospitable goddess, he puts to sea again. He survives the attack of the monster Scylla and the whirlpool Charybdis, then finds another survivor floating unconscious in the waves. The stranger turns out to be Azador, a mysterious Gypsy who had traveled earlier with Renie and !Xabbu and the strange girl Emily from the Oz simulation, and from whom Renie accidentally took the access device/lighter. Together, Paul and Azador defeat a dangerous cyclops and land on the island of Lotos, where they fall under the spell of the narcotic flowers. The Angel wakens Paul and helps them escape, but only after a hallucinating Azador has told Paul that he too is being pursued by the Grail Brotherhood, that he has escaped from their immortality machines, but many of his Gypsy kin have not. Free of Lotos, they sail on to Troy.


In the House-world, Renie and her companions have had little luck finding the kidnapped Martine (who is being psychologically tortured by Dread) and have themselves been captured by one of the tribes who make the House’s attic their home. To their surprise, they find Hideki Kunohara sharing the robbers’ revelries. Kunohara, one of the landlords of the Grail network, whose own giant world of insects they had crossed earlier, seems bemused to see them, but intercedes for them with the robbers. Paul Jonas’ Angel appears to them all in a supernatural fashion, frightening away the robbers and alarming even Kunohara, who refuses to help Renie and the others any more than he already has, saying that he cannot risk the displeasure of the powerful Grail Brotherhood.


Renie and her companions at last find Martine, but only after !Xabbu has disappeared while searching for her (his baboon sim a more useful form for exploring the rooftops of the House). But Martine is not alone: Dread has prepared a trap for them. When they open the door, he shoots T4b and Florimel, then battles with Renie across a steep rooftop. Just when it seems he has won, !Xabbu returns, and then Florimel finds one of Dread’s discarded guns. As Dread prepares to kill Renie, Florimel shoots him. He dies – but only online, leaving the stolen virtual body behind. For the moment Dread has been pushed out of the Grail network, and Renie and her companions are battered but safe.


Ancient arch-mogul Felix Jongleur has been very busy preparing for the Ceremony – the moment at which the members of the Grail Brotherhood will become immortal within the virtual worlds they have built for themselves. He has not been spending much time in his favorite mythical-Egypt simulation, and does not realize how far out of hand things have become there. His servants Tefy and Mewat – the Egyptian versions of his subordinates Finney and Mudd, who have been chasing Paul Jonas all through the network – are now forced to besiege a temple full of people resisting their cruel reign.


Inside the besieged temple, Orlando Gardiner and Sam Fredericks meet other members of the Circle, including Nandi Paradivash, a specialist who is trying to make sense of the network’s dying gateway system. There is something very wrong with the Grail network. Its mysterious operating system, the Other, is acting in a peculiar fashion, and many of the simworlds seem to be falling apart.


Tefy and Mewat attack the temple, first bringing in a trio of rogue Egyptian gods to fight with the temple’s two sphinx-guardians, then sending in a horde of tortoise men and flying snakes to finish the job. Orlando fights bravely, but cannot keep Sam from being captured by Tefy and Mewat. The unpleasant pair have recognized the teenagers as real people from outside the network, and are about to take them away to be tortured when Jongleur himself returns in the form of Osiris, chief god of Egypt. In the chaos, Orlando and Fredericks escape through one of the gateways Nandi has opened, out of Egypt and into Troy, where they have been urged to go by another incarnation of Paul Jonas’ Angel.


Paul has already made his way to Troy, where – as Odysseus – he fits right in with the Greeks besieging the city. But when he is sent to the tent where the hero Achilles and his friend Patroclus wait, unwilling to fight against the Trojans, he decides something about the two doesn’t seem to fit the simulation. After much sparring, he reveals his true name to them. Achilles and Patroclus are in fact Orlando and Sam, who recognize the name ‘Jonas’ from something Sellars had told them. The meeting becomes a happy one, although Paul’s spirits sag a little when he learns the two teenagers are in just as much trouble, and are just as lost, as he is.


Renie and the others use the lighter recaptured from Dread to leave the House and go to Troy. Unlike Orlando and Paul, when they enter the simulation they are assigned to the Trojan side in the besieged city, aware that their friends may be outside the gates, but with no way to recognize them. They are quickly sent on a deadly raid against the Greeks.


Paul Jonas has a dream in which the Angel appears to him again and tells him to go outside the camp. He meets Renie and the others. They talk for a long time, comparing stories, trying to make sense of what they have learned. Paul decides to bring them back to the Greek settlement in the guise of prisoners so they can be reunited with Orlando and Sam, but even as they reach the camp the Trojans launch a frightening attack.


Caught in the middle of a fierce battle, cut off from Orlando and Sam, they can only struggle to stay alive. In the meantime, Sam, in a misguided effort to keep up the morale of Achilles’ despairing troop and buy the sick Orlando some time to get better, dresses herself in the famous armor of Achilles and, masquerading as their chieftain, leads Achilles’ soldiers out to fight the Trojans. The masquerade is so successful that the Trojans are driven back toward the walls of Troy. Orlando wakes to find himself alone. When he realizes what has happened, he scavenges armor and weapons and sets out across the plain toward the city, despite his own fast-failing health, desperate to save his friend Sam. He discovers her about to be killed by the Trojan hero Hector, and only barely manages to overcome him, then collapses in front of the walls.


Martine, who has been given a role as one of the Trojan royal family, is desperate to keep her friends alive. Hearing of the fighting in front of the walls, she nearly tricks some Trojan guards into opening the gates, but when they balk, she is forced to order T4b to kill the guard captain. The gates are opened, and to Martine’s shame the Greeks come roaring into Troy, burning, raping, and killing. Although she and the others are all reunited, and even though the Trojans being killed are merely programs, she feels she has done a terrible thing.


Meanwhile, the Grail Brotherhood have begun their Ceremony, although Jongleur is irritated by the absence of his employee, Dread. Jongleur and technocrat Robert Wells explain to the concerned Grail members that they will not truly transfer their minds directly to the network. Instead, duplicate versions of themselves, virtual minds which have been made to copy every detail in the original minds, will come to life online – but in order to assure that only one version of each Brotherhood member exists, they must kill off their physical bodies. Because they are not aware that Jongleur, Wells, the financier Jiun Bhao, and American military man Daniel Yacoubian are not actually going through with the Ceremony this time – because they want to see how well the process works, these four will only pretend to awaken their virtual bodies and murder their real physical selves – the other members of the Brotherhood are at last convinced.


But Dread has other plans for the Grail network. He has decided to force his way back into the network, and with the help of Dulcie Anwin and a copy he has made of the access device/lighter, he tries to enter the system. He is resisted with terrible force by the security systems of the Other, but in the course of their battle – Dread employing his own telekinetic talent, which he calls his ‘twist’ – Dread discovers that the network has mechanisms to inflict something like pain on the Other, mechanisms which the Grail Brotherhood has used to force the intelligent operating system to do their will. Dread uses this pain to bludgeon the Other into retreat. Victorious, Dread can now influence and even direct the entire Grail network.


Renie, Paul, !Xabbu, and the others fight their way across the dying city. When Paul meets Emily, a longtime companion of Renie and the others, he is stunned to recognize her as another version of the Angel. A name suddenly comes back to him – ‘Avialle’ – and he is over-whelmed by returning memories.


Suddenly he can remember being hired by Felix Jongleur to work as a tutor in Jongleur’s huge office-tower home in Louisiana. And he also recalls his first meeting with his pupil – Jongleur’s daughter, Avialle Jongleur. But he can remember no more.


Despite apparently being followed by someone, they enter an abandoned temple and make their way to an altar at the center of a maze, where the Angel appears to them again and tells them they are too late – that she no longer has the strength to take them to where the Other wishes them to go. Paul offers her anything she needs, but does not expect what happens next. The Angel takes the life-force from Emily, who was only some kind of copy of herself, and then opens a gateway. When they go through, Paul and Renie and the others find themselves on a trail on the side of a bizarre and not-quite-real black mountain. They trek to the top, where they find a bound giant lying in a wide valley. The giant is in terrible pain, but is singing a song about an angel. Martine recognizes the song. It was sung to her by the mysterious child in the Pestalozzi Institute, thirty years before, on the day she lost her sight.


The suffering giant does not harm them, but opens a window through which Paul and Renie and the others can see the virtual Egyptian temple where Jongleur and the rest of the Brotherhood are beginning the Ceremony. Some Brotherhood members are still reluctant, but one of their number, a man named Ricardo Klement, undergoes the process and seems to be born satisfactorily into his new, young, virtual body. The others gleefully perform the Ceremony to kill off their physical bodies and resurrect themselves online, but although their physical selves do die, the virtual bodies remain uninhabited. Jongleur and the rest are spared because they have not undergone the Ceremony, but they are stunned and terrified. Something has gone very wrong.


Orlando, whose own physical body is also dying, can watch no more. He steps through the window and into the temple, where he confronts Jongleur and the other three Grail survivors. Sam and Renie follow to try to save him, and Renie tries to bluff Jongleur with the lighter that Yacoubian recognizes as his own stolen access device, which he has since replaced. Yacoubian, in Egyptian god-form, attacks Orlando.


The Grail system, already under a strain, now seems to begin to fall apart. The temple in Egypt and the top of the black mountain begin to merge. Simultaneously, the giant begins to writhe and bellow in pain – it is being attacked by something. A moment later, in the middle of all this chaos, it becomes clear that the attacker is Dread, who is trying to take control of the system from the Other.


Paul’s Angel appears, weeping, as reality breaks down altogether. With the help of T4b, Orlando appears to kill the monstrous Yacoubian, but Orlando himself has used up his strength, and is smashed beneath Yacoubian’s giant form when he falls.


The hand of the giant rises and then falls down on top of Renie, !Xabbu, Sam, Orlando, and others. They disappear. Then the reality of the top of the black mountain turns inside out again. Martine, sensitive to the network in ways the others can’t quite understand, screams that the children are in pain, dying. Paul is overcome and blacks out.


Afterward, Renie wakes up to discover that she no longer wears the sim she had chosen, but seems to be in her own body again. !Xabbu has also shed his baboon form for his own real shape, as has young, female Sam Fredericks, who no longer appears to be a man. But they are not back in the real world. They are still stuck on the now-empty black mountaintop. The suffering giant has vanished. All their other companions are gone. Only Orlando Gardiner’s dead body, still wearing the Achilles sim, remains.


But others are on the mountain, even if their friends are not. Felix Jongleur appears, wearing the body of a middle-aged man, accompanied by Ricardo Klement, who, although he has survived the Ceremony, appears to be brain damaged. After Dread’s conquest of the operating system, Jongleur too is trapped in the network. He acknowledges that Renie and her friends have every reason to want to attack him, but suggests that they are better off making common cause. He leads them to the edge of the black mountain and points down.


They are miles high, in the middle of nothing. They cannot see the bottom of the mountain, or any ground at all, because everything below them is hidden in a strange, silver cloud. This is no part of the network he created, Jongleur assures them.










Foreword


He was tossed, fragmented, part of the outward-collapsing whirl of shattered light. His own identity was gone – he was spun into pieces like a universe being born.


‘You’re killing him!’ his angel had cried as she herself flew apart into a million separate ghosts, each one shimmering with its own individual light – a shrieking flock of tiny rainbows . . .


But as the world collapsed, a piece of his past returned to him. It came first as a single visionary flash – a house surrounded by gardens, the gardens themselves bounded by a wild forest. The sky was patchy with dark clouds, brilliant streaks of sunshine falling between them, the grass and leaves beaded with the recent rain. Light dazzled in the drops of water and fragmented into gleams of many colors so that the trees seemed part of a fairy-garden, a magical wood from a childhood tale. During that fraction of an instant before the memory grew wider and deeper he could imagine no more peaceful a haven.


But it was all, of course, far stranger than that.


 


The elevator was so swift and smooth that at times Paul Jonas could almost forget that he lived inside a great spike, that his journey to the top each morning lifted him close to a thousand feet above the Mississippi Delta. He had never much cared for tall buildings – one of the many ways he felt himself slightly out of step with his own century. Part of the appeal of the Canonbury house had been the old-fashioned scale of it – three stories, a few flights of stairs. It was a place he could actually escape from if there was a fire (or so he flattered himself). When he opened the windows of his flat and looked down into the street he could hear people talking and even see what they had in their shopping baskets. Now, except for the winds of the Gulf’s hurricane season whose screaming voices could be heard even through thick fibramic, winds strong enough to make the huge tower rock gently, he might as well be living in some kind of intergalactic spaceship. At least until he reached the part of the building where he did his tutoring each day.


The elevator door glided open, revealing another portal. Paul keyed in his code and pressed his hand against the palm-reader, then waited for long seconds while the reader and other less obvious safeguards did their job. When the security door slid out of the way with a little suck of air, Paul stepped through and pushed open the secondary door, this one on metal hinges and of decidedly old-fashioned design. The smell of Ava’s house washed over him, a combination of scents so evocative of another era as to be almost claustrophobic – lavender, silver polish, sheets kept in cedar chests. As he stepped into the foyer he moved in a few strides from the smooth, edgeless efficiency of the present into something that, were it not for the vibrant young woman at the heart of it, could be a museum or even a tomb.


She was not waiting for him in the parlor. Her absence startled him, an unexpected thing that made the whole strange ritual suddenly seem as mad as he had thought it to be in his first weeks on the job. He checked the glass and ormolu clock on the mantelpiece. A minute after nine, but no Ava. He wondered if she might be ill, and was surprised by the stab of worry that came with the thought.


One of the downstairs maids, capped and aproned in white, silent as a ghost, slid past the hall doorway with her arms full of folded tablecloth.


‘Excuse me,’ he called. ‘Is Miss Jongleur still in bed? She’s late for her lessons.’


The maid looked at him, startled, as though merely by speaking he had broken some ancient tradition. She shook her head before disappearing.


After half a year, Paul still had no idea whether the household help were trained actors or simply very strange.


He knocked at her bedroom door, then knocked again, louder. When no one answered, he cautiously pushed open the unlatched door. The room, half-boudoir, half-nursery, was empty. A row of porcelain-faced dolls stared at him dumbly from the mantelpiece, glassy eyes wide beneath the long lashes.


On his way back across the parlor he caught a glimpse of himself in the framed mirror above the mantel: an unexceptional man dressed in clothes far more than a century out of date, in the middle of an over-ornamented parlor room that might have come straight out of a Tenniel illustration. Something only a hair more subtle than a shudder passed through him. For just a moment, but in a most unsettling way, he felt that he was trapped in someone else’s dream.


 


It was bizarre, of course, even a little frightening, but he still could never quite get over how much cleverness had gone into it. From the house’s front door his view across the formal garden and its maze of paths, past the hedges and over the woods beyond, was exactly what he would have expected to see surrounding the country house of a reasonably well-to-do French family of the late nineteenth century. The fact that the sky overhead was not real, that rains and morning mists came from a sophisticated sprinkler system, that the shifting of daylight into evening or the Bo Peep wandering of clouds were created by lighting and holographic illusion, almost added to the charm. But the idea that this entire house and grounds had been built on the top floor of a skyscraper largely for one person, a sealed time capsule in which the past was simulated if not actually returned, was more disturbing.


It’s like something from a story, he thought – and not for the first time, by any means. The way they keep her up here. Like the giant’s wife in that beanstalk story, or . . . who was the princess with the hair? Rapunzel?


He spent a short while exploring the garden, whose formal, old-fashioned French design was softened by what he could only think of as that woody, overgrown English influence that was almost indistinguishable from neglect. There were several places where the high hedges hid benches, and Ava had told him that sometimes she liked to bring her sewing out and work on it while she listened to the birds sing.


At least the birds are real, he thought as he watched a few of them flitting from branch to branch above his head.


The winding paths were all empty. Paul was beginning to feel a quiet rising of panic, despite all good sense. If there was ever anyone less likely to stumble into danger than Avialle Jongleur, it was hard to imagine: she was watched by the most sophisticated surveillance equipment available and surrounded by her father’s private army. But she had never simply missed a morning’s session, never even been late. Her time with Paul seemed to be the highlight of her day, although he didn’t flatter himself that it was due to any overwhelming qualities of his own. The poor child had precious few chances to see other human beings.


He turned off the gravel-strewn paths onto the narrow track that led into the overgrown orchard Ava called ‘the wood.’ Here the ground became as uneven as real terrain, and the plums and crab apples that ringed the garden gave way to stands of silver birch and an increasing tangle of oaks and alders, which were thick enough to hide the house when he looked back and provide at least the illusion of privacy, although Paul knew from one of Finney’s very pointed lectures that the surveillance extended everywhere. Still, he could not help feeling he had crossed over some invisible line: this far from the house the trees shouldered together closely and the false sky could only be seen through chinks in the foliage far above. Even the birds kept to the highest branches. The spot seemed strangely isolated. Paul found it hard to keep his earlier folktale impressions out of his head.


He found her sitting on the grass beside the stream. She looked up at his approach, smiling her secretive smile, but said nothing.


‘Ava? Are you all right?’


She nodded. ‘Come here. I want to show you something.’


‘It’s time for your lessons. I worried when you weren’t waiting for me at the house.’


‘That was very kind of you, Mr Jonas. Please, come here.’ She patted the grass beside her. He saw that she was at the center of a wide ring of mushrooms – a fairy ring, as his Grammer Jonas had called them – and the sense of being in some sort of unfolding tale crept over him again. Ava’s eyes were wide and full of . . . something. Excitement? Anticipation?


‘You’ll get your dress wet, sitting on the grass,’ he said as he reluctantly moved forward.


‘The trees kept the rain off. It’s quite dry here.’ She pulled her hem aside and tucked it beneath her leg, making a space for him to sit, and accidentally – or was it? – revealing a bit of the petticoat beneath, as well as a pale gleam of ankle above her shoe. He found himself struggling not to react. He had discovered the first day of lessons that Ava was a flirt, although it was hard to tell how much was genuine and how much was simply her anachronistic manners, which dictated perfect decorum on the surface, but by doing so made every exchange even more loaded. A female friend of his back in London had once spent a drunken evening telling him why Regency novels were so much sexier than anything written in the less-inhibited centuries since: ‘It’s all about the tight focus,’ she had insisted.


Paul was beginning to agree with her.


Seeing his discomfiture, Ava grinned broadly, an expression of unmeasured enjoyment which reminded Paul again that she was little more than a child, and which paradoxically made him even more uncomfortable. ‘We really should be getting back,’ he began. ‘If I had known you wanted your lessons outside today, I would have prepared . . .’


‘All is well.’ She patted his knee. ‘It is a surprise.’


Paul shook his head. She clearly had something planned, but he was angry with himself for losing control of the situation. It would have been difficult enough, being private tutor to an attractive, lonely, and very young woman, but in the bizarre circumstances of the Jongleur fortress the whole thing became even more of a strain. ‘This isn’t appropriate, Ava. Someone will see us . . .’


‘No one will see. No one.’


‘That’s not true.’ Paul wasn’t sure how much she knew about the surveillance. ‘In any case, we have work to do today . . .’


‘No one will see us,’ she said again, this time with surprising firmness. She lifted a finger to her lips, smiled, then touched her ear. ‘And no one will hear us, either. You see, Mr Jonas, I have a . . . friend.’


‘Ava, I hope we are friends, but that’s not . . .’


She giggled. The waves of black hair, confined today by pins and a straw hat, framed her amused expression. ‘Dear, dear Mr Jonas – I’m not talking about you.’


Puzzled, more worried than ever, Paul stood. He extended a hand for Ava. ‘Come with me. We can talk about this later, but we must get back to the house.’ When she did not accept his help, he shook his head and turned to leave.


‘No!’ she cried. ‘Don’t step out of the circle!’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘The circle – the ring. Don’t step out. My friend won’t be able to protect us.’


‘What are you talking about, Ava? Are you talking about fairies? Protect us how?’


She pouted, but it was reflexive. Paul thought he saw a real concern there as well – something almost like fear. ‘Sit down, Mr Jonas. I will tell you everything, but please don’t step outside the ring. As long as you stay here with me, we are both safe from prying eyes and listening ears.’


Overwhelmed, and with the distinct impression that things were going in a very bad direction, Paul nevertheless sat back down. Ava’s relief was obvious.


‘Good. Thank you.’


‘Just tell me what’s going on.’


She picked at a dandelion. ‘I know my father watches me. That he can see me even when I do not know he’s there.’ She looked up at him. ‘It’s been true all my life. And the world I read about in books – I know I will never see it, not if he has his way.’


Paul squirmed. He had only recently begun to realize that he himself was more of a jailer than a teacher.


‘Even in the harems of the Middle East, the women have each other for company,’ she went on. ‘But who do I have? A tutor – although I am very fond of you, Mr Jonas, and my other tutors and nannies were also kind – and a doctor, a most dry and unpleasant old fellow. Not to mention maids who are almost too frightened even to speak to me. And those abhorrent men who work for my father.’


Paul’s discomfort was rising again. What would Finney or the brutal Mudd think of him sitting here listening to Jongleur’s daughter talking this way? ‘The fact is,’ he said as calmly as he could, ‘people do watch you, Ava. Listen to you. And they’re doing it right now . . .’


‘No, they are not.’ Her tight smile was defiant. ‘Not now. Because at last I have a friend – a friend who can do things.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘You will think me mad,’ she said, ‘but it’s true. It’s all true!’


‘What is?’


‘My friend.’ She suddenly fell silent and could not meet his eye. When she did, something strange smoldered there. ‘He is a ghost.’


‘A what? Ava, that’s impossible.’


Tears bloomed. ‘I thought you of all people would hear me out.’ She turned away.


‘I’m sorry, Ava.’ He reached out and touched her shoulder, only inches from her smooth, soft neck and the straggling dark curls where her hair had pulled free of the pins. The gurgling of the stream seemed quite loud. He jerked his hand back. ‘Look, please tell me what’s going on. I can’t promise I’ll believe in ghosts, but just tell me, will you?’


Still with her face turned from him, her voice very low, she said, ‘I didn’t believe it myself. Not at first. I thought it was one of Nickelplate’s little tricks.’


‘Nickelplate?’


‘Finney. It’s my name for him. Those glasses, the way they gleam – and haven’t you heard him when he walks? His pockets are full of something metal. He jingles.’ She scowled. ‘I call the fat one Butter-ball. They are monstrous, both of them. I hate them.’


Paul closed his eyes. If she was wrong about being overheard, as he felt sure she must be if she thought her protection came from a ghost, then it wouldn’t be long before he would be hearing this conversation replayed, probably as part of his exit interview.


I wonder if I’ll get severance . . .


‘The voice whispered in my ear,’ Ava was saying. ‘At night, while I lay in bed. As I said, I thought it was one of their tricks and I did not reply. Not at first.’


‘You heard a voice in your sleep . . .?’


‘It was not a dream, Mr Jonas. Dear Paul.’ She smiled shyly. ‘I am not so foolish. It spoke to me very softly, but I was quite awake. I pinched myself to make sure!’ She held up her pale forearm to show him where she had done it. ‘But I thought it a trick. My father’s employees are always saying vile things to me. If he knew, he would surely have them discharged, wouldn’t he?’ She almost seemed to be pleading. ‘But I never tell him, because I am afraid he would not believe me – would think it merely girlish spite. Then they would make it even more difficult for me, perhaps discharge you and bring in some horrible old woman or cruel old man to be my tutor, who knows?’ She scowled. ‘That fat one, Mudd, he told me once that he would love to get me into the Yellow Room one day.’ She shivered. ‘I do not even know what that is, but it sounds dreadful. Do you know?’


Paul shrugged uncomfortably. ‘Can’t say that I do. But what are you telling me? A voice spoke to you? And said that we’re safe to speak here?’


‘He is a lonely ghost, if that’s what he is – a little boy, I think, perhaps a foreigner. He speaks that way, very seriously, very strangely. He told me he had been watching me and he was sorry I was so lonely. He said he wanted to be my friend.’ She shook her head in slow wonder. ‘It was so odd! It was more than just a voice – it was as though he stood right by me! But although it was dark, there was enough light to see the room was empty.’


Paul was more than ever convinced that something was gravely wrong, but had not the slightest idea of what to do about it. ‘I know you don’t think it was a dream, Ava, but . . . but it must have been. I just can’t believe in ghosts.’


‘He hid me. He told me to go out for a walk in the evening, and that he would show me how he could keep me safe from being found. And he did! I went for a walk here in the wood and soon there were maids all over the garden and tramping through the trees. Even Finney came and joined in the search – he was very angry when they finally discovered me sitting on a stone doing my sewing. “I frequently go for walks in the late afternoon, Mr Finney,” I told him. “Why are you so upset?” He could not admit that whatever methods they used for spying on me had failed, of course – he merely made an excuse, something urgent that he needed to speak to me about, but it was transparently a ruse.’


‘But is that enough . . .?’ Paul began.


‘And last night my friend showed me the rooms where you live,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I know, it is a most terrible incursion on your privacy. I apologize. They are much less grand than I had suspected, I must say. And your furniture is all very smooth and plain – nothing like what I have in my house at all.’


‘What do you mean, showed you?’


‘The mirror through which my father speaks to me, when he bothers to do so – it has never been of any other use, but last night my friend used it to show me you, dear Mr Jonas.’ She gave him a girlishly wicked little flash of her teeth. ‘I am grateful, for my modesty and yours, that you were fully dressed the entire time.’


‘You saw me?’ Paul was dumbfounded. She had stumbled on some way to use the one-way wallscreen in her study to connect to the general house surveillance.


‘You were watching something on the wall – a moving picture of your own. It had animals in it. You were wearing a gray robe. Drinking a glass of something – wine, perhaps?’


Paul had a dim recollection of having half-watched some kind of nature documentary. The other details were correct, too. His earlier worry was growing into something far larger and more frightening. Had someone hacked into the house system? Could it be some elaborate precursor to a kidnapping attempt? ‘This . . . this friend of yours . . . Did he tell you his name? Did he tell you what . . . what he wanted?’


‘He has told me no name. I am not sure he remembers his name, if he had one.’ Her face grew solemn. ‘He is so lonely, Paul. So lonely!’


He was dimly aware that she was using his first name now, that some crucial barrier had been breached between them, but at this moment it seemed the smallest of his worries. ‘I don’t like it, Ava.’ Another thought occurred to him. ‘You talk to your father? In the mirror?’


She nodded slowly, her eyes now focused on the slow-swaying branches high above. ‘He is such a busy man. He always says he wishes he could come to see me, it is only that there are so many demands on his time.’ She tried to smile. ‘But he speaks to me often. I’m sure that if he knew how his employees treat me, he really would be quite angry.’


Paul sat back, trying to make sense of it all. He himself had only once had a face-to-face interview with Jongleur – or face-to-screen, to be more accurate – and had felt fairly sure that the dapper, sixtyish man who had quizzed him sharply about his daughter’s habits and behavior was not a true image: no anti-aging technology in the world could make more than a century and a half look like that. Still, it was one thing for the man to keep up a facade for employees – but his own daughter?


‘Has he ever come to see you? Ever? In person?’


She shook her head, still staring at the light bleeding through the leaves.


This is too bizarre. Ghosts. A father who only appears in a mirror. What in the bloody hell am I doing in a madhouse like this?


‘We have to get back,’ he said aloud. ‘I don’t care if anyone can see us or not – it’s too long for us to be missing, out of the house.’


‘Whatever they use to spy on us,’ she said blithely, ‘they will only see us having a lesson here outside, you reading and me making notes.’ She grinned. ‘My friend promised me.’


‘Even so.’ He stood up. ‘This is all a bit too strange for me, Ava.’


‘But I want to talk to you,’ she said, her wide-eyed face suddenly anxious again. ‘Truly talk. Don’t leave, Paul! I . . . I am lonely, too.’


Her hand, he suddenly realized, was gripping his. Helplessly, he allowed himself to be tugged back into a sitting position once more. ‘Talk about what, Ava? I know you’re lonely – I know this is a terrible life for you, in some ways. But there’s nothing I can do. I’m just an employee myself, and your father is a very powerful man.’ But was it true, he wondered? Were there not laws of some kind? Even a rich man’s child had rights – was there not some parental responsibility to allow one’s offspring to live in the century into which she had been born? It was hard to think: the noise of the stream was so insistent, the light beneath the trees so oddly diffuse, as though he labored under some kind of supernatural glamour.


What should I do? Quit and file a lawsuit? Take it to UN Human Rights? Wasn’t Finney pretty much warning me about that when he hired me? A sudden thought, like a splash of icy water – What really happened to the last tutor? They were displeased with her, they said. Very displeased.


The grip of Avialle Jongleur’s pale fingers had not diminished. When his eyes met hers, he saw for the first time the true desperation, almost madness, under the girlish flightiness.


‘I need you, Paul. I have no one – no one real.’


‘Ava, I . . .’


‘I love you, Paul. I have loved you since you first came to my house. Now we are truly alone and I can tell you. Can’t you love me, too?’


‘Jesus.’ He pulled away, shocked and almost ill with sadness. She was crying, but her face held both misery and something harder and sharper, something as fierce as anger. ‘Ava, don’t be silly. I can’t . . . we can’t. You’re my pupil. You’re still a child!’


He turned to go. Even in his confusion he found himself stepping carefully over the ring of white, fleshy mushrooms.


‘A child!’ she said. ‘A child could not hurt for you the way I do – ache for you.’


Paul hesitated, compassion battling with quiet terror. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying, Ava. You’ve met almost no one. You’ve had nothing to read but old books. It’s understandable . . . but it just can’t be.’


‘Don’t go.’ Her voice rose to a raw pitch. ‘You must stay here!’


Feeling like nothing less than a traitor, he turned and walked away.


‘I am not a child!’ she shouted from inside the magic circle. ‘How can I be a child, when I have already had a child of my own . . .?’


 


The long skein of memory abruptly tore and was gone. Ravaged, feeling a regret so fierce it was almost physical pain, Paul fell from the recovered past into the darkly fractured now.


 


The first thing he realized as he sat up, heart pounding, was that he could still hear rushing water, even though the echo of Ava’s last bizarre pronouncement was completely gone. The second realization, which followed a split-instant later, was that he was sitting on the ground at the foot of an immense, impossibly huge tree.


‘Oh, God!’ he groaned, and for a moment hid his face in his hands, fighting the urge to weep. When he pulled his hands away the tree was still there. ‘Oh, God, not again!’


The rough cylinder that rose beside him was as wide as an office tower, the gray bark stretching up what must have been hundreds of meters in the air before the first branches spread out from the central column. But there was something odd about the spectacle that only the massive disorientation of waking from the memory-dream had prevented him realizing immediately.


There was not one gigantic tree as in his first battlefield hallucination, a single magical pillar stretching up to the clouds: there were hundreds, all around him.


Blinking, he stood up, slipping a little on the loose ground.


It’s real, he thought. It’s all real – or at least it’s no dream this time. He turned slowly, taking in the details he had not been able to absorb upon opening his eyes. It was not just the trees that were titanic. From where he stood, perched on a raised mountain of leaf fragments and loose soil, he could see that everything around him was immense – even the blades of grass were ten meters high, bellying in the breeze like narrow green sails. Farther away, through a stand of swaying flowers each as large as the rose window of a cathedral, lay an expanse of green water, the source of the pervasive rushing noise – water wide as an ocean, but rippling around huge sticks and house-size stones in a way that told him it was actually a river.


I’ve shrunk. What in the bloody hell is going on? He struggled for a moment, trying to regain some of the perspective lost by the surge of returning memory. Before what happened that day in the fairy ring came back to me, where was I?


On the mountaintop. With Renie and Orlando and all the rest. And with God, or the Other, or whatever that was. Then the angel came – the other Ava came – and . . . and what? He shook his head. Who’s doing these things to me? What did I do to deserve this?


He looked around for his companions, wondering if any of them had wound up in this place with him, but other than the mighty river, nothing stirred unless the wind moved it. He was alone among the oversized stones and trees.


This must be the bugworld place Renie and the others told me about. His attention was suddenly drawn to a round rock only a few paces away, a near-spherical pebble about his own size, half-buried in the mulchy slope. He had glanced at it briefly in his first inspection . . . but now it was uncurling.


Startled, Paul scrambled a few steps up the slippery hill, back toward the trunk of the gigantic tree, but when he recognized the unfolding shape, a gray-brown shell in close-fitting segments, he felt a little better.


It’s just a wood louse. A pillbug, as some called them – harmless, inoffensive. Though relieved, he was still uncomfortable seeing something usually found huddled in a pea-size ball under a plant pot now swollen to his own dimensions. A moment later, as the unfolded wood louse rolled over onto its belly and its dozens of legs stretched out to steady it on the uneven ground, he saw that the limbs were all different lengths, and that many of them ended in awkward hands with stumpy, disturbingly manlike fingers.


A chill ran through him as the creature reared up. Worse than the fingered hands was the front of the thing’s head, a dim parody of a human face, as though parts not meant to serve such purposes had been crushed together into a mask – a brow-ridge above a dark, eyeless flatness on either side of the hint of a nose, a raggedly gaping mouth framed by tiny, atrophied mandibles.


Paul stumbled back as the thing lurched toward him, its strange arms reaching out like a crippled beggar’s. So strongly did its pathetic, misformed face and halting gait speak of supplication that when it moaned ‘Fooood!’ at him in a voice clearly not designed for human speech, he began to raise his hands in the same show of helplessness he had guiltily displayed to the itinerants of Upper Street back in London. Then a half dozen more of the creatures came rustling and squirming up out of the mulch, pushing their way to the surface to join the first in its pursuit, all crying, ‘Food! Foooood!’ and Paul Jonas realized that the first mutation had not been begging, but ringing the family dinner bell.










First:


A Voyage in the Heart


‘Wynken, Blynken, and Nod one night


Sailed off in a wooden shoe –


Sailed on a river of crystal light


Into a sea of dew.’


– Eugene Field, 1850–1895
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Strange Bedfellows


NETFEED/NEWS: Little League Hostages Freed – Angry Father Killed


(visual: body of Wilkes beside camper van)


VO: Gerald Ray Wilkes, like many Little League parents, thought his son’s team was victimized by a bad call. Unlike most of them, though, Wilkes decided to take drastic action. After beating the unpaid umpire unconscious, he forced the opposing team of eleven- and twelve-year-olds into his van at gunpoint, then led authorities on a two-state chase. He was eventually stopped by a roadblock outside Tompkinsville, Kentucky, where he was shot when he refused to surrender . . .


 


Renie dodged Sam’s first blow and ducked the second almost as easily, but the third bounced hard off the side of her head. Renie cursed and leaned away. Sam was crying and swinging blindly, but Renie didn’t want to take any chances – if the sim body was a fair representation of her real self, Sam Fredericks was a strong, athletic girl. Renie grabbed her around the waist and threw her to the strangely soapy ground, then struggled to secure the girl’s arms in a clinch. She failed, and was slapped on the side of the head again. Renie was having trouble keeping her own anger in check.


‘Damn it, Sam, stop! That’s enough!’


She finally managed to grab one of the girl’s arms and used the leverage to shove Sam’s head down against the ground, then climbed atop her and pulled her other arm up behind her back. For a moment the girl bucked, trying to throw her off, then her limbs went slack and her weeping took on a deeper, more heartbroken sound.


Renie kept her weight on Sam for almost a minute, until she felt the girl’s convulsive sobbing begin to gentle. Hoping the worst was over, she took the risk of letting go one of the girl’s arms so she could rub the spot where Sam had hit her. Her jaw clicked as she worked it. ‘Jesus Mercy, girl, I think you broke my face.’


Sam twisted her head back to look at Renie, eyes wide. ‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry!’ She burst into tears again.


Renie stood up. The skimpy strips of cloth she wore had nearly been pulled off her body in the struggle, as had Sam’s, and both of them were streaked with pseudodirt. Some people would pay a lot to see this kind of thing, Renie thought sourly. Back at Mister J’s, they’d put a lot of good coding into this effect – half-naked women wrestling in the dirt. ‘Get up, girl,’ she said aloud. ‘We’re supposed to be looking for rocks, remember?’


Sam rolled over and stared up at the odd gray sky, face wet, eyes desolate. ‘I won’t do it, Renie! I can’t do it – even if you break both my arms. He’s a murderer. He killed Orlando!’


Renie silently counted to ten before speaking. ‘Look, Sam, I let you scream at me – I even let you hit me and I didn’t smack you back, no matter how much I wanted to. Do you think this feels good?’ She touched her tender jaw. ‘It’s been difficult for all of us. But we’re going with that nasty old man because we have to – and I’m not going to leave you here. End of discussion. Now, are you going to make me tie you up and carry you all the way down this damned mountain, tired as I am?’ Suddenly realizing that she was indeed exhausted, she slumped down next to the girl. ‘Are you really going to do that to me?’


Sam looked at her solemnly, struggling for self-control. Her breath hitched; she waited until she could speak. ‘I’m sorry, Renie. But how can we go anywhere with . . . with . . .?’


‘I know. I hate the bastard – I’d like to throw him off the mountain myself. But we’re going to have to live with Felix Jongleur until we get some answers to what’s going on. What’s that old saying about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer?’ Renie squeezed the girl’s arm. ‘This is a war, Sam. Not just a single battle. Putting up with that terrible man . . . well, it’s like being a spy behind foreign lines or something. We have to do it because we have a bigger purpose.’


Sam looked down, unable to hold Renie’s gaze. ‘Chizz,’ she said after long moments, but she sounded like death. ‘I’ll try. But I’m not going to talk to him.’


‘Fine.’ Renie clambered to her feet. ‘Come on. I didn’t just bring you out here to talk to you alone. We still have to . . .’ She broke off as a shape moved slowly around one of the broken spikes of stone which were the primary features of the barren landscape. The handsome young man who stood there said nothing, but only stared back, empty-eyed as a goldfish in a bowl.


‘What the hell do you want?’ Renie asked him.


The dark-haired man did not answer for a moment. ‘I . . . am Ricardo Klement,’ he said at last.


‘We know.’ Just because he was brain-damaged didn’t mean he had earned any of Renie’s sympathy. Before the Ceremony went awry, he had been another one of the Grail murderers, just like Jongleur. ‘Go away. Leave us alone.’


Klement blinked slowly. ‘It is good . . . to be alive.’ After another pause he turned and disappeared among the rocks.


‘This is so utterly horrible,’ Sam said weakly. ‘I . . . I don’t want to be here anymore, Renie.’


‘Neither do I.’ Renie patted her shoulder. ‘That’s why we have to keep going, find our way home. No matter how much we want to give up.’ She grabbed Sam’s arm and squeezed again, trying to make her hear, force her to understand. ‘No matter how much. Now come on, girl, get on your feet – let’s go find some more rocks.’


 


!Xabbu was using the stones they had already gathered to construct a wall around Orlando’s naked sim, something that looked more like a lidless coffin than a cairn. The pseudo-stones, like the rest of the environment on the black mountain, were slowly changing: with every hour that passed they looked less like the thing they were supposed to be, more like a sort of cursory 3D sketch. Orlando’s Achilles sim, though, had retained its almost supernatural realism: lying in the improvised tomb, he did indeed look like a fallen demigod.


Confronted with her friend’s empty shell, Sam was crying again. ‘He is dead, isn’t he? I keep wanting it not to be true, but that’s probably how everyone feels, right?’


Renie recalled the achingly bleak months after her mother’s death. ‘Yes, it is. You’ll be seeing him, hearing him, only he won’t be there. But it gets better after a while.’


‘It’ll never get better. Never.’ Sam leaned down to touch Orlando’s stony cheek. ‘But he is dead, isn’t he? Really, really dead.’


Renie was finding it almost as difficult as Sam to contemplate leaving behind a body that still looked so full of life. There had been other strange signs too. Unlike all the other sims she had seen whose living owners had died, Orlando’s garments had remained soft and supple despite the marble-like solidity of the body beneath. This strange state of affairs had even made Renie wonder for a while if he might not still be living, just lost somehow in his own deep coma back in real life, but numerous surreptitious experiments – performed when Sam was otherwise distracted so as not to raise her hopes – had made Renie as certain as she could ever be in this strange place that there was no animation left in that petrified form.


Orlando’s last gift to them had allowed Renie and Sam to salvage enough cloth to make crude garments, which helped Renie feel a little less vulnerable in the presence of the cold-eyed Jongleur and the vacantly childish Klement. In turning over Orlando’s stiffened sim to untangle the remains of his tattered chiton, they had even found his broken sword, the hilt still bearing a few inches of blade, which had made it much easier to turn the dirty white fabric into loincloths and crude bandeau tops.


The damaged sword was the only weapon among the mountaintop survivors, perhaps the only weapon in this entire simworld, and obviously far too valuable a tool to leave behind. Renie would have preferred to carry it herself, trusting her own wariness to keep it from falling into Jongleur’s hands, but Sam had been so pathetically grateful to have some keepsake from Orlando that Renie had not had the heart to argue very much; Sam now wore it thrust through the waist of her loincloth. With only a bit more than a hand’s breadth of blade left, it would not make much of a weapon, although it had given Renie a nasty scratch on her leg while she and Sam had been wrestling. Still, she had to admit that in such spare circumstances the shattered blade had the look of a legendary object.


Renie shook her head, irritated at herself for getting mystical. Undecaying body or not, their friend was still dead. Orlando’s sword might once have been the scourge of an imaginary gaming world, but now it would be used for digging or for sawing wood . . . if they ever found any. As for the miraculous cloth, it had been turned into a pair of primitive bikinis from a bad caveman flick. (!Xabbu had refused to take any of the tiny amount of fabric to clothe his own nakedness, and when Renie had offered some to Jongleur, more to protect her and Sam’s own sensibilities than as a kindness, he had only laughed.)


So we’ll head down the mountain this way, she thought. Three naked men and two women looking like something out of a Neandertal lingerie advertisement. And for all we know, we’re the only people left alive in this whole virtual universe . . . except for Dread. Oh, yes, we’re in great shape . . .


!Xabbu took the new stones they had collected, but he seemed distracted. Before asking him why, Renie made sure Jongleur was out of earshot. The master of the Grail Brotherhood stood some distance away, staring out into the weirdly depthless sky from the rim of the cliff. Renie couldn’t help wondering again what it would feel like to shove him over the edge.


‘You look worried,’ she told !Xabbu as he shored up the walls around Orlando’s body. ‘How are we supposed to cover the top of this, by the way?’


‘I am worried because I do not think we have time to do that. I think we must leave Orlando’s grave this way and begin our journey soon. I am sorry – I wanted to do better.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘We have all seen what has happened to this place just since we have been here – how things are losing their edges, their color. While I was out looking for more stones, I discovered something that worried me. The trail is losing truth, too.’


She shook her head, confused. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Maybe I have used the wrong word. I am talking of the trail which we climbed to come here, with Martine and Paul Jonas and the others, before everything became so strange – the trail along the mountainside. It is changing as everything else here is changing, Renie, but there was not much . . . what is the word? There was not much truth, much . . . reality to it in the first place. Already it looks old and blurry.’


Despite the permanent room-temperature ambience, Renie felt a chill. Without that path they would be trapped on top of a miles-high mountain that was rapidly losing its coherence. And what if gravity was the last thing to go?


‘You’re right. We leave soon.’ She turned to Sam, who was brooding over Orlando’s empty sim. ‘Did you hear that? We’re running out of time here.’


The girl was dry-eyed now, but the composure did not go very deep. It was still strange for Renie to see Sam’s true face. It had been even stranger to discover that Sam had a black father, and a distinct African look to her features despite her tawny hair. Her teenage dialect had been so compellingly middle-American that even Renie herself had unconsciously typed the girl (even when everyone had still thought her a boy) as white. ‘He still looks so . . . perfect,’ Sam said quietly. ‘What’s going to happen to him if this place goes away?’


Renie shook her head. ‘I don’t know. But remember, that’s not him, Sam. That’s not even his body. Wherever Orlando is, he must be in a better place than this.’


‘We need a little rest before we go anywhere,’ !Xabbu said. ‘We have none of us slept since the night before Troy was destroyed, and that seems a long time ago. It will be no help to hurry down the mountain if we are not making good choices – if we stumble and fall because we are so tired.’


Renie started to object, but of course he was right: they were all exhausted – in fact, it was !Xabbu himself who usually got the least sleep and insisted on taking the most strenuous duties. It might only be a sim and not his true body, but he was still sagging with weariness. Even Sam’s emotional volatility, unsurprising after what they had all been through, might be improved with rest.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘We’ll take a few hours to sleep. But only if you go first.’


‘I am used to being without sleep, Renie . . .’


‘I don’t care if you’re used to it. It’s your turn. I’ll stand first watch, then I’ll wake Sam up for the second. So just lie down, will you?’


!Xabbu shrugged and smiled. ‘If you say so, Beloved Porcupine.’


‘Stop that.’ She looked around. ‘It would be nice if it ever got dark here.’ She remembered the terror of sudden nightfall in the other unfinished land. ‘Well, maybe not. Anyway, just close your eyes.’


‘You could sleep too, Renie.’


‘And not have anyone keeping an eye on Jongleur? Chance not, as the young people say.’


!Xabbu curled up on the ground. Trained by his nomadic people to snatch the opportunity when it was available, within moments his breathing slowed and his muscles relaxed.


Renie reached out once and touched his hair, still awed to have the old !Xabbu back again. Or a virtual version of him. She glanced at Felix Jongleur, still staring out into the sky like a ship’s captain watching the weather, then at Sam, crouched silently beside Orlando’s cairn. Although her knee was touching Renie’s leg, the girl seemed farther away than Jongleur.


‘You get some sleep too,’ Renie told her. ‘Sam? Do you hear me?’


The girl looked up, a flash of anger on her face. ‘You’re not my mother, seen?’


Renie sighed. ‘No, I’m not. But I am a grown woman and I’m trying to help. And if you ever want to see that mother of yours again, you must stay alert and healthy.’


Sam’s look softened. ‘Sorry. Sorry I’m being so stupid. I just . . . I want this all to be over. I want to go home.’


‘We’re doing our best. Lie down for a while, even if you don’t sleep.’


‘Chizz.’ She stretched out beside Orlando’s body and closed her eyes, one hand touching the low stone wall. It gave Renie a superstitious shiver to see it.


I can’t even remember, she thought, what it felt like when life was normal.


 


Both !Xabbu and Sam were still sleeping soundly after something like an hour had passed, as deeply as her brother Stephen had used to sleep after a long day of childish hyperactivity. Sam was snoring quietly, and Renie was reluctant to wake her up. She felt a brief desire for a cigarette, and realized with surprise that it had been a long time since she had thought about smoking.


Just too damned busy trying not to get killed, she decided. Effective, but there must be easier ways to quit.


Jongleur had his back against a rock some ten meters away and appeared to be sleeping himself, or at least his head was sunk on his chest and his eyes were closed. Renie could not help thinking he looked like a vulture waiting with the patience of millions of years of blind evolution for something to die. The fifth member of the involuntary fellowship, Ricardo Klement, had not reappeared, and even though it disturbed Renie to think about him trudging around the mountaintop, God only knew what kind of thoughts flickering through his damaged brain, it was better than having to look at him.


It was the mountaintop itself that now caught Renie’s attention. For all that had happened here, for all that she and !Xabbu had worried about its ongoing dissolution, she had not really looked it over very carefully. Sleepless in the eternal, directionless light, she let her gaze wander across the spiky terrain.


The mountain was not only losing detail, it was losing color as well – or, since it had originally been all the same shiny black material, it might have been more precise to say it was gaining colors. The scumble of dark, unreflective soil beneath her had not changed too much, but the uneven peaks and pillars of stone were less solidly black, as though someone had thrown water on an ink drawing before it was entirely dry. Some of the spikes of rock had merely lightened to dark gray, but others now showed threads of other hues, purples and nightsky blues, and even the suggestion here and there of a dark brown like dried blood.


But that doesn’t really make any sense, Renie told herself. That’s not how virtual landscapes decay. If they don’t just go nonfunctional, then some of the components might work longer than others and you get an odd effect like a schematic or a wire-frame after all the other detail is gone, but you don’t just have color wash out. Things don’t go blurry. It’s crazy.


But here they were, and what hadn’t been crazy since they’d first crossed with the old hacker Singh into this virtual madhouse of a universe? Nothing here behaved as normal code should behave.


Renie squinted. The mountaintop seemed quite real – in some ways more so than when they had first come – but there was no question that the place was losing coherence. Some of the jutting spikes were little more than blobs now, and in other places the canyons that cut into the rim of the valley had begun to sag along the edges like pudding.


It’s not a real landscape – in fact, it never was. The more she looked at its sparse verticality and blurry gray sky, dead as a bad piece of theater scenery, the more it seemed like something purely of the imagination. An Expressionist painting, perhaps. A cartoon. A dream.


Yes, that’s what it truly looks like, she thought. And that’s what the other unfinished place looked like too. Not like real places, but like one of those landscapes that the brain throws out as a backdrop for a dream.


A thought suddenly came to her, something as strange and prickly as static electricity, and she found herself sitting up straight. After a few minutes, with other ideas grabbing onto the first as though magnetized, she badly wanted to share. She gave !Xabbu a gentle shake. He came awake immediately.


‘Renie? Is it my turn? Is everything . . .?’


‘I’m fine, I just . . . I had an idea. Because of what you always say. A dream is dreaming us, you know?’


‘What do you mean?’ He drew himself up until he could look closely at her face.


‘You always say that a dream is dreaming us, right? And I always thought of that as being, I don’t know, philosophical.’


He laughed quietly. ‘Is that a bad word, Renie?’


‘Don’t make fun of me, please. I’m admitting my own faults. I’m an engineer, for God’s sake – or at least that’s my training. I tend to think of things like philosophy as being what you do after the real work is finished.’


The look he gave her was amused, crinkling around the eyes. ‘And so?’


‘I was just thinking about this place and how much like a dream it is. How nothing is quite normal, but in a dream that doesn’t matter because you’re waiting for something important to happen. And then I suddenly just thought, what if this place is a dream?’


!Xabbu cocked his head. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Not a dream, really, but strange and unreal for the same reason that a dream is. Why is it that things happen all funny in dreams, things look funny? That nothing is ever quite . . . complete? Because your subconscious isn’t actually very good at recreating the stuff the conscious mind usually sees, or else it just doesn’t care.’


Sam stirred in her sleep, disturbed by the urgency in Renie’s tone, so she dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘I think the Other built this place. I think it meant us to come here, and it built this place out of its own mind, like a dream. What did Jonas call it? A metaphor.’ Spoken aloud, it did not seem as obviously true. It was hard to conceive of their own existence having any importance to that vast, suffering figure.


‘Made this from its mind? But if this Other runs the system, then it has access to anything – all of those worlds, each one perfect.’ !Xabbu frowned, thinking. ‘It seems strange it should build anything so unreal.’


‘But that’s just it,’ Renie said excitedly. ‘It didn’t build those other worlds. Those were made by people – programmers, engineers, real people who know what a real world is supposed to look like, and how to make even an imaginary world look real. But what does the Other know? It’s just an artificial intelligence of some kind, right? It sees patterns, but it’s not a human. It doesn’t know what would seem real to us and what wouldn’t, just the general shape of things. It would be like giving a book to a very intelligent child who can’t read, then telling him, ‘Now you make one of these books for yourself.’ The kid might have all the right letters to use from the one you gave him, but he couldn’t make them into a story. So it would be a weird thing that just looked like a book. Get it?’


!Xabbu thought about it for a long moment. ‘But why? Why would the Other create a new world?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe just for us. Martine said she’d met it before, remember? That she’d been part of an experiment with it when she was a girl? Suppose the thing recognized her. Or maybe for some reason it just wanted to see what we were. This is an alien intelligence we’re talking about, so who knows? It might be artificial, but it seems to be a lot more complex than any ordinary neural net.’


Renie sensed something at her shoulder and turned. Felix Jongleur stood over them, his face hardened in a frown. ‘We have waited long enough. It’s time to begin our descent. Wake the girl.’


‘We were just . . .’


‘Wake her. We are leaving now.’


Ordinarily, faced with a naked middle-aged man, Renie would have been only too happy to keep her eyes on his face, but it was surprisingly difficult to meet Jongleur’s cold gaze. Now that the first heat of her rage at the man had begun to dissipate she was discovering an uncomfortable fact: he frightened her badly. He had a deep, hard strength, the kind of unbending core that served nothing but its own will. His dark eyes showed not an iota of human concern, but there was nothing animalistic in them – rather, he seemed a creature that had moved past simple humanity. She had heard politicians and financial titans described as implacable, as forces of nature, and she had always seen it as just a flattering metaphor. Now, faced with the master of the Grail in person, she was beginning to understand that a black charisma like his owed nothing to artistic descriptions.


She darted a look at !Xabbu, but her friend’s thoughts were hidden: when he chose to be, he was just as inscrutable in his own skin as he had been behind the mask of the baboon sim.


Jongleur turned his back on them and moved a few paces away, the picture of impatience controlled. Renie leaned over and nudged Sam Fredericks awake.


‘We have to go, Sam.’


The girl roused herself slowly. She crouched for a moment, then her eyes swung to Orlando’s body lying in its close-fitting coffin of stones.


‘!Xabbu,’ Renie whispered. ‘Go bother Jongleur for a minute so Sam can say goodbye to her friend. Ask the old bastard some questions – not that he’ll give you any answers, but it will keep him busy.’


!Xabbu nodded. He walked to Jongleur and said something, then swept his arm out toward the pearly, horizonless sky, exactly like someone discussing the weather or the view. Renie turned back to Sam.


‘We have to leave him behind now.’


The girl nodded. ‘I know,’ she said quietly, staring down at Orlando. ‘He was so good. Not just nice – sometimes he was kind of hardcase, majorly sarcastic. But he really wanted . . . w-wanted to be g-g-good . . .’


Renie put an arm around her. There was nothing to be done, really.


‘Goodbye, Orlando,’ Renie said at last, quietly. ‘Wherever you are.’ She led Sam away from the cairn, fussing at the girl’s hair and ragged garments to distract her. ‘You’d better get your brain-damaged friend,’ she told Jongleur, ‘because he’s wandering around out there somewhere. We’re leaving now.’


Something even darker and colder than usual moved across the man’s face. ‘You think I should go fetch Klement as though he were some schoolyard chum of mine? You are a fool. I need the three of you, so we will all go together, but I see no such use for him. If he wants to join us, then I will not stop him – unless he does something that endangers my safety – but if he stays here instead while this place reverts to raw code, it matters little to me.’


He turned and strode away toward the trail down the mountain, making himself the leader by default.


‘Such pleasant company,’ Renie muttered. ‘Okay, it’s time. Let’s go.’


 


The great bowl-shaped valley where the giant form of the Other had lain was empty now, one side collapsed in a long, ragged edge, as though something had taken a bite out of it. Jongleur walked ahead of them all, ramrod straight, his posture and stride those of a man even younger than the middle age his looks suggested. Renie wondered if the hard-planed face was really Jongleur’s own, as it had looked sometime a century or more ago. If so, it just added to one of the strangest mysteries of all – why had they wakened here with sims so much like their real bodies?


It doesn’t make sense. When we first entered the network, I had the sim I’d chosen, and so did T4b and Sweet William, but Martine was just in a generic body from Atasco’s simulation and !Xabbu was a baboon. What the hell was that about? And Orlando and Fredericks had their own choice of sims, avatars from their adventure game – but didn’t Fredericks tell me that Orlando’s sim was not quite the same as usual? Older or younger or something?


But just as their original sims showed no obvious pattern, the fact that they now wore bodies much like their own true forms seemed just as strange. Could we actually be in our real bodies? she thought wildly. But she could remember quite clearly that moment of awakening in the tank in her true physical form, and although the difference was subtle, it was a difference. The shape she now wore might look like her real body, down to small details, scars, and even the knobbiness of a knuckle she had broken in childhood, but it wasn’t real at all.


So what’s going on? If it’s the Other’s dream, why do we look like this? It’s like magic. Renie blew out air, frustrated. No matter how strange and unrelated the facts seemed, there had to be patterns, but she couldn’t see any of them yet.


 


As the small company reached the outermost pinnacles of the mountaintop, Renie noticed that Ricardo Klement had at some point joined the party, following a hundred meters or so behind them like an unquiet ghost.


The trail still curved down from the summit and along the shiny black slope, apparently all the way down into the mysteriously glinting clouds that ringed the mountain, but Renie could see that !Xabbu had not exaggerated. The striations that had made the path safe had lost much of their definition, and although the trail itself still seemed substantial, the crispness of its outer edge was gone, as though the stone were some kind of licorice ice cream that had been out of the freezer a little too long.


‘I still wonder why the Other would want to bring us to a place like this,’ she said quietly to !Xabbu as they started down the trail after Jongleur. ‘And maybe to that first unfinished world, too.’ She couldn’t help remembering how part of the ground in that other world had suddenly vanished, trapping Martine and shearing off T4b’s hand. What if the same instability happened here? She decided not to waste time brooding about something she couldn’t prevent.


T4b’s hand, though – that was an interesting anomaly. It had been replaced by another hand, a glowing thing that had done terrible damage to one of the Grail people, who had seemed otherwise invincible. Could T4b’s hand somehow have been replaced by a bit of the Other itself, or at least of its ability to shape the network? A wild-card piece of the operating system at the end of his virtual arm?


She shared the thought with !Xabbu. ‘But even if the Other made both of these places – carved them out of the raw material of the network, so to speak – it doesn’t really tell us anything. If it’s been captured or taken over or something by Dread, that might be why this particular construct is starting to lose resolution, but it doesn’t explain why that other unfinished world started falling apart underneath us.’


!Xabbu cut her off. ‘Look here. I do not remember the path being like that before.’ The trail in front of them was suddenly only wide enough for them to pass single file. ‘We should save our talking and thinking until we have found a wide place on the trail and stopped for the night.’


‘We’re not going to sleep on this mountain, are we?’ Sam protested. ‘It only took us a couple of hours to climb up!’


‘Yes,’ !Xabbu told her, ‘but I think that was from a spot very high up the mountainside. Going down to the bottom may be a much longer trip.’


‘If we make it down safely,’ Renie said, edging past the narrow space and its much too expansive view of the sheer black mountainside below her feet, ‘then I won’t mind if it takes a week.’


 


Even after hours of plodding descent, they seemed no closer to the bank of white cloud. They were all tired – Renie, who had not slept, was perhaps the weariest of all. It was not surprising that an accident should happen.


They had reached one of the narrower stretches of trail, not the worst they had seen – in places they had been forced to edge sideways along the path with their backs against the hard stone of the mountainside – but slender enough that two of them could not safely stand side by side. Sam was just behind Renie; !Xabbu and Felix Jongleur were the first and second in line. Klement, who at times had trailed a long way to the rear, was now so close he could reach out and touch the last in line, which for some reason was exactly what he did.


Sam, startled and frightened by Klement’s fingers trailing through her hair, lurched forward, trying to push her way past on Renie’s inside shoulder. For a moment the two of them tangled; then, trying to give the girl room, Renie put her foot down too far to the outside and the edge of the trail crumbled beneath her like stale bread. For a moment Renie could only flail her arms, a reflex absolutely useless for anything except to increase the odds of dragging Sam over the side as well. Renie shrieked and then tumbled outward, aware even as her heart seemed to stop that the sight of !Xabbu’s shoulder and his head turning – far too late to help – was the last of him she would ever see. Then something closed on her wrist like a manacle and she slammed down against the path with her legs dangling over nothingness, her breath smashed out in one great gasp.


In the scrambling and shouting of her companions as they struggled to drag her back over the edge, Renie did not understand until she was safe again that it was Felix Jongleur’s hand that had seized her, his wiry body that had kept her from slipping away until !Xabbu and Sam could pull her back to safety.


Stretched on her stomach, blood sizzling through her head like electricity, Renie struggled to refill her lungs. Jongleur looked down on her like a scientist examining a dying lab rat. ‘I’m not certain I would have bothered to do it for one of your other companions,’ he said, then turned and continued down the path.


Despite her shock and nausea, Renie spent a long moment trying to decide how she should feel about that.


 


There was no darkness on the mountain, and the strange Van Gogh stars that had hung above them during their ascent did not reappear. That first journey seemed weeks behind them, but Renie thought it must have been less than forty-eight hours since she and !Xabbu and Martine and the rest had emerged from the Troy simulation onto this very trail. Now all those others were gone – vanished or dead. Out of the entire company that had been gathered by Sellars, only three were left: !Xabbu, Sam, and herself.


The climb up the mountain had been brief, but this reverse journey held the promise of being much longer. Depressed by the way the silvery distant clouds seemed to grow no closer, increasingly exhausted, they continued down the trail long past the point of safety, searching for a place to stop. An hour longer than Renie would have believed she was able to walk, they finally reached a fold in the mountainside, a deep elbow joint in the trail a few meters wide and a few meters deep where they could rest away from the cliff face. It was a bleak campsite, without food or water or even fire, since !Xabbu had found nothing anywhere that could be used as fuel, but just the chance to lie down and rest in safety seemed as good to Renie as any meal she had ever eaten. Since her near-fall she had been so frightened she would not move out of arm’s reach of the mountain face, and had spent most of the last part of the descent trailing her fingers along the black stone, rubbing her skin raw to make certain that she was on the inside of the path.


Renie made Fredericks curl up at the back of the crevice so that she could put herself between Jongleur and the broken sword Fredericks carried, then laid her own head on !Xabbu’s shoulder. Jongleur made a space for himself farther up the cut where he quickly fell asleep sitting against the stone with his chin on his chest. Klement crouched at the opening of the crevice, looking out on the gray sky, his expression quite unreadable.


Renie was asleep within seconds.


 


She was teetering on the edge. Stephen was only a few meters away, a dim shape floating on air currents she could not feel, as though he wore wings; for all his fluttering movements he never came within reach. She thrust her arm out as far as she could and for a moment thought she touched him, but then her footing gave way and she was falling, plunging, with nothing beneath her but shriekingly empty darkness . . .


‘. . . You there? Can you . . . me? Renie?’


She fell gasping out of the dream and into a greater madness. Martine’s voice was buzzing from her own breast, as though her friend were somehow trapped inside Renie’s body. For a long, disoriented moment she could only stare at the black stone walls and the sliver of gray sky before she remembered where she was.


The voice hummed against her skin once more. !Xabbu sat up. Sam stared, groggy and dumbfounded. ‘Can . . . us? We’re . . . bad shape . . .!’


‘The lighter!’ Renie said. ‘Jesus Mercy!’ She fumbled the device out of the strip of cloth she wore across her chest. ‘It’s Martine – she’s alive!’ But even as she lifted it up, trying to angle it into the thin light so she could see it and remember the operating sequences they had discovered, a shadow crashed against her and knocked the lighter from her hand, sent it clattering toward the back of the crevice. Felix Jongleur stood over her, fists clenched.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ she screamed, already scrambling on her hands and knees after the device.


‘. . . Answer us, Renie,’ Martine pleaded. Renie’s hand closed on the lighter again. ‘We’re . . . without . . .’


‘If you try to activate that,’ said Jongleur, ‘I will kill you.’


Sam came up from her crouch brandishing Orlando’s broken blade. ‘Leave her alone!’


Jongleur did not even look at her. ‘I am warning you,’ he told Renie. ‘Do not touch it.’


Renie was frozen, irresolute. Something in Jongleur’s tone told her he would do what he threatened, even with the sword buried in his back. Even so, she leaned slowly toward the lighter, fingers spread. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she growled. ‘Those are our friends!’


‘Martine! Is . . . you, sweetness?’ said a new voice – a terrifyingly familiar one, the signal stronger than Martine’s, but also slipping in and out. ‘I’ve missed . . . you have any of my other . . . with you?’


Renie snatched her hand back as though the lighter had begun to glow white-hot.


‘I’m a bit busy . . . old darling, but I’ll . . . some friends to find you. Don’t move! They’ll . . . in minutes. Actually, go . . . move if you want . . . it . . . good.’


Dread’s buzzing laugh filled the small space. ‘He’s after them!’ Renie almost shouted. ‘We have to help!’


Jongleur curled his fingers into a fist. ‘No.’


After ten seconds had passed in strained silence, Renie reached for the device and picked it up. It seemed cold and inert now, a dead thing. ‘Those people are our friends,’ she said furiously, but Jongleur had stepped away, back toward the entrance to the crevice. !Xabbu and Sam stared at him as though he had suddenly sprouted horns and a tail. Only Klement had not moved from the place where he sat silently against the wall.


‘Those people have just revealed themselves on an open communication band,’ Jongleur said. ‘They have just announced their helplessness – not to mention their position – across the entire Grail channel. But they are not the only ones with access to that channel, as you also heard. If you had tried to give away my position to him, I would have killed you without a moment’s hesitation.’


Renie stared, hating him, but fearful of his cruel certainty. ‘And why should we care about that? It’s you he wants.’


‘All the more reason you shall not give me away.’


‘Really?’ She was enraged now by her own cowardice. ‘Well, you talk big, but there are three of us and only one of you, unless you’re expecting help from your idiot friend. As for Dread, he’s no worse a threat to us than you are – less, because he’s just an ordinary psychopath.’


‘Ordinary psychopath?’ Jongleur lifted an eyebrow. ‘You know nothing. John Dread with no greater weapon than his bare hands would be one of the most dangerous people in the world, but now he has the power of my entire system at his disposal.’


‘All right. So he’s dangerous. So now he’s the little tin god of the Grail network. So what?’ Renie pointed a trembling finger. ‘You and your selfish old friends, destroying children so you could live forever, so you could build yourself the most expensive toy in the history of the world. I hope your friend Dread does bring the whole thing down in flames, even if we go with it. It will be worth it, just to see the last of you.’


Jongleur eyed her, then !Xabbu and Sam. The girl cursed under her breath and turned away, but !Xabbu held Jongleur’s gaze with little expression until the older man turned back to Renie.


‘Be silent and I will tell you something,’ he said. ‘I built myself a place. It does not matter what kind of place, but it was something I created for myself, separate from the Grail system. It was my respite when the stress and worry of this project became too much. A system completely removed from the Grail matrix – in fact, a dedicated system, if you know what that is.’


‘I know what that is,’ Renie said scornfully. ‘What’s your point?’


‘The point is that no one but me could access this virtual environment. Then one day, not long ago, I discovered that someone had accessed it, corrupted it, ruined what I had built there. I only realized after much consideration that the Other itself had penetrated that dedicated system – something it should not have been able to do.’


He paused. Renie could make no sense out of what he was saying. ‘So?’


Jongleur shook his head in mock-sorrow. There was a glint in his eye; Renie realized that the monster was actually enjoying this in some strange way. ‘I have overestimated you again, I see. Very well, I will explain. The only way the Other could have reached into that environment is through my own system – by stealing or co-opting my own security procedures out of my house system. My personal system, not the Grail system. And now the Other is under the control of John Dread.’


Renie’s chill had returned. ‘So . . . so what you’re saying is that the Other . . . isn’t isolated on the Grail system anymore.’


Jongleur’s smile stretched his lips but went no farther. ‘That is correct. So while you consider where your loyalties lie, take this into your counsels. That far-from-ordinary-psychopath Dread not only has control of the most powerful and complex operating system ever developed, that system itself has already managed to reach out of its Grail Project bottle and into my house network. Which means that the Other – and Dread, as its controlling force – can reach anywhere on the global net.’


He stepped out of the crevice and onto the path, turned toward the downhill slope, then paused.


‘The damage Dread can do here is nothing compared to what he’ll do when he discovers his new reach.’ Jongleur spread his hands wide. ‘Just imagine. The whole world will be at his fingertips – air traffic control, critical industries, stockpiles of biological weapons, nuclear launch facilities. And as you have already discovered, Johnny Dread is a very, very angry young man.’
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Execution Sweet


NETFEED/NEWS: Sect Refuses Marker Gene for Messiah


(visual: Starry Wisdom headquarters, Quito, Ecuador)


VO: The religious sect Starry Wisdom has gone to court to gain an exemption from UN rules on marker genes in human clones. The religious group intends to clone a duplicate of their late leader, Leonardo Rivas Maldonado, but claims that the marker genes the UN mandates to separate clones from originals would compromise their religious rights.


(visual: Maria Rocafuerte, Starry Wisdom spokesperson)


Rocafuerte: ‘How can we create our loving master again in a body that is sullied by an incorrect gene? We are trying to remake the Vessel of the Living Wisdom to lead us in these final days, but the government wants us to change that vessel for the sake of obtrusive, antireligious regulations.’


 


This is so bad, this is so bad, was all Christabel could think.


The van bumped up over the sidewalk and slowed down at the opening, so the soldier who was driving could do something with a big metal box standing there. A woman wearing a bathing suit and a robe, pushing a baby in a stroller along the walkway beside the building, was trying to look in through the van’s windows, but it didn’t seem like she could see Christabel at all through the glass. After a few seconds the woman turned away. The van rolled down the ramp into darkness.


Christabel knew she must have made a noise, because her daddy leaned over and said, ‘It’s just a garage, honey. Don’t be afraid. Just a garage for a hotel.’


They had been driving for what seemed like a long time, driving out of the town and into a place where there were more hills than houses, so that she had seen the hotel coming for a long time – a big, wide, white building that stretched high up into the air, with flags flying in front. It looked like a nice place, but Christabel did not feel good about it.


The younger soldier sitting across from them looked at her, and for a moment she thought he was going to say something, maybe something kind, but then his mouth got tight and he looked away. Captain Ron, who was also sitting across from them, just looked unhappy, like his stomach hurt.


Where’s Mommy? she wondered. Why did she drive away in our van? Why didn’t she wait for us?


To keep Mister Sellars a secret, Christabel suddenly knew. Just because her Daddy and Mommy – and this new person, Mr Ramsey – all knew about him now didn’t mean that everyone did.


Something she hadn’t really thought about came to her as the van stopped. That means Captain Ron doesn’t know about Mister Sellars either – about how he came with us in our car, with that terrible boy, too. None of the army men know about it. That’s why Daddy kept saying not to talk to anyone.


She had to hold her breath, because the being-scared suddenly felt so big. She hadn’t understood. She had thought Daddy was angry at Captain Ron, angry because Ron didn’t want him to take time off from work. Now she knew that he wasn’t angry, he was keeping a secret. A secret she might have told one of the army men if they had asked her.


‘Are you all right, honey?’ her father asked. The van doors hissed open, and one of the soldiers stepped out. ‘Just take the man’s hand when you get down.’


Mr Ramsey leaned close to her ear. ‘I’ll be right behind you, Christabel. Your daddy and I will make sure everything’s going to be okay.’


But Christabel was beginning to learn a scary thing about grown-ups. Sometimes they said things would be all right, but they didn’t know they’d be all right. They just said it. Bad things could happen, even to little kids.


Especially to little kids.


‘Very slick,’ Captain Ron said as the door slid open in the garage wall, but he didn’t sound happy. ‘Our own private elevator to the exec suite.’


What kind of sweet? Christabel started to cry. Exec. She’d heard the word before. She didn’t remember just what it meant, but she was pretty sure it must mean something about executions. She knew about them – she saw more things on the net than her parents knew about. Execution sweet, that was what Captain Ron was really saying. She wondered if it was a poison candy bar or something that they kept just for bad kids – maybe a poisoned apple, like in ‘Snow White.’


Her father put his hand in her hair, touching the back of her head. ‘Honey, don’t cry. Everything will be all right. Ron, does she have to come along? Can’t we put this off until I can get hold of her mother or someone else to take her?’


Christabel grabbed her daddy’s hand, hard. Captain Ron just shrugged, a big, heavy movement of his shoulders. ‘I got orders, Mike.’


It was crowded and hot with all of them in the elevator – herself, her father, Mr Ramsey, Captain Ron, and the two other soldiers – but Christabel didn’t want the ride to end, didn’t want to see what an execution sweet looked like. When the doors pinged and opened, she started crying again.


The room inside wasn’t what she expected, which had been something like one of the terrible gray-painted prisons she’d seen on net-shows, like the one Zelmo and Nedra had been in on Hate My Life. Captain Ron had kept calling it a hotel, and that’s what it looked like, a big, big hotel room with a floor as big as their lawn at home, covered in pale blue carpet, with three couches and tables and a wallscreen that took up one huge wall, and a kitchen at the far end, and doors in the other walls. There was even a vase of flowers on one of the tables. The only thing that seemed as bad as she had expected was the really big man in dark glasses who stood in the doorway waiting for them. Another man who looked a lot like him was sitting on one of the couches, although now he stood up. They both were dressed in funny black suits, tight and a little shiny, and both had things strapped on their chests and hips that looked like guns or something even worse and more complicated and scarier.


‘ID,’ said the man waiting at the door in a low slow voice.


‘And just who the hell are you?’ Captain Ron asked. For the first time his unhappiness seemed like something else – like he was angry, or maybe even scared.


‘ID,’ the big man in the wraparound glasses said again, just the same, like he was one of the store window advertisements in Seawall Center. The soldiers with Captain Ron moved a little. Christabel saw one of them drop his hand to his side, near where his gun was. Christabel’s heart began to go really, really fast.


‘Hang on,’ her daddy said, ‘let’s all just . . .’


One of the doors on the far side of the big room swung open. A man with a mustache and short gray hair walked out. Christabel could see a whole other big room behind him, with a bed and a desk and a big window with the curtains drawn. The man wore a bathrobe and striped pajamas. He was smoking a cigar. For a moment, Christabel thought she had seen him on the net because even in such funny clothes he looked so familiar.


‘It’s all right, Doyle,’ the man with the mustache said. ‘I know Captain Parkins. And Major Sorensen, too – oh, yes.’


The big man in black walked back across the room to the nearest couch. He and the other shiny-suit man sat down together, not saying anything, but there was something about them that made Christabel think of a dog pretending to sleep at the end of a leash, just waiting until a kid got close enough to jump at.


‘And I even remember you, darlin’.’ The man in the mustache smiled and leaned forward to pat Christabel on the head. She remembered him then, the tan-faced man in her daddy’s office. ‘What are you doing here, little girl?’ Her father’s hand tightened on hers, so she didn’t pull away from him, but she didn’t say anything either.


The man straightened up, still smiling, but when he spoke again his voice was cold, like someone had just opened the freezer door and let the air puff out in Christabel’s face. ‘What’s this child doing here, Parkins?’


‘I’m . . . I’m sorry, General.’ Captain Ron had sweat stains under his arms that had got bigger since they had left the elevator. ‘It was a difficult situation – the girl’s mother was out shopping and couldn’t be located, so since you said this was going to be informal . . .’


The general laughed, a snort. ‘Oh, yes, informal. But I didn’t say it was going to be a goddamn picnic, did I? What, are we going to have father-daughter sack races? Hmm? Captain Parkins, were you thinking we should have a picnic?’


‘No, sir.’


Mr Ramsey cleared his throat. ‘General . . . Yacoubian?’


The man’s eyes swiveled across to him. ‘And you know what?’ the general said softly. ‘I definitely do not recognize you, citizen. So maybe you should just get back on the elevator and get the hell out of my suite.’


‘I’m a lawyer, General. Major Sorensen is my client.’


‘Really? This is the first time I’ve ever heard of a military officer bringing legal representation to a casual meeting with his commanding officer.’


Now it was Ramsey who smiled, just a small one. ‘Clearly you have a broad definition of the word “casual,” General.’


‘I’m a brigadier general, sonny. I think you’ll find that things have a way of being what I say they are.’ He turned to Parkins. ‘All right, Captain, you’ve done your job. Take your men and get the hell back to whatever you’re supposed to be doing. I’ll take it from here.’


‘Sir?’ Captain Parkins seemed confused. ‘But my men, sir . . . you said to bring a couple of MPs . . .’


‘You don’t think Doyle and Pilger can handle anything that might come up?’ The general shook his head. ‘Those boys are carrying more armament than a combat helicopter.’


‘Are they also US Army, General?’ asked Ramsey loudly. ‘For the record?’


‘Ask me no questions, lawyer, and I’ll tell you no lies,’ chuckled the general.


Christabel’s daddy’s hand was trembling on her shoulder, which was making her almost more frightened than anything else that had happened today. Now he finally spoke. ‘General, there’s really no need for either my daughter or Mr Ramsey to be involved in this . . .’


‘Mike,’ Ramsey said, ‘don’t give away your rights . . .’


‘. . . So I wish you’d just let them go,’ her father said, ignoring him. ‘Send them with Captain Parkins, if you like.’


The general shook his head. Although his face was very tan and his mustache was very small and neat, he had a crinkly look around his eyes that looked like pictures Christabel had seen of Santa Claus. But she thought that he was more like some kind of backward Santa, someone who instead of bringing presents would come down the chimney and take little boys and girls away in a sack. ‘Oh, no, I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘I’m very interested to hear what everyone has to say – even the little girl. So you and your men just paddle off, Captain Parkins. The rest of us have some talking to do.’ He leaned past them and pushed the gold elevator button in its little frame in the wallpaper.


‘If it’s just the same with you, sir,’ Captain Ron said suddenly, ‘I’ll stay. Then if you need Major Sorensen or his daughter taken somewhere, I’ll be available. Mike’s a friend of mine, sir.’ He turned quickly to the two soldiers, who were looking very wide-eyed, but still not saying anything. ‘You and Gentry go down and wait in the van. If I’m not going to need you, I’ll call and let you know you can head back to base.’


The door hissed open. For a moment everyone just looked at each other, the soldiers, the men in black on the couch, Captain Ron and Ramsey and her daddy and the general. Then the general smiled again. ‘Fine. You heard the captain, boys.’ He gestured the soldiers into the elevator. They were still staring out when the door slid closed. For some reason, seeing the young soldiers in their shiny helmets disappear, she felt like she had the first day her mommy had left her alone at kindergarten. She reached up and took her father’s hand again and squeezed it tight.


‘Make yourselves at home,’ the general said cheerfully. ‘I have a rather important conference to finish, but I’ll be done in half an hour or so, and then we’ll all have a long chat.’ He turned toward the two men in black. ‘Make sure our guests are comfortable. But make sure they remain our guests until I’m offline. Gently, though. Gently.’


He turned and began to head back toward the bedroom.


‘General Yacoubian, sir,’ Christabel’s daddy said. ‘I want to ask you again if my daughter and Mr Ramsey could be released. It would just be a lot easier for everyone . . .’


The general turned around, and Christabel thought his eyes were as bright and strange as a bird’s. ‘Easier? It’s not me who has to make things easier, Sorensen. It’s not me who has to answer the questions.’ He started toward the room, then stopped and turned again. ‘See, someone named Duncan from your office copied me on a request for labwork – something I should have been copied on automatically, but for some reason you held it back from me. Made for interesting reading, I have to say. A bit of scientific analysis you had done on some sunglasses. Very interesting sunglasses, they were, too. Ring a bell?’


Captain Ron looked completely confused, but Christabel’s daddy turned as pale as if something had leaked out of him.


‘So just sit tight and keep your mouth shut until I’m ready for you.’ The general smiled again. ‘You might say some prayers, too, if you know some.’ He turned and walked back into the bedroom, then shut the door.


There was a long silence. Then one of the men in black, the man called Pilger, said, ‘If the kid’s hungry, there’s some peanuts and chocolate in the minibar,’ before turning back to watch the wallscreen again.


 


The thing is, Dulcie told herself, I don’t really know him all that well:


She was surveying the routine maintenance levels of Dread’s system, which he kept in a state rather similar to his household decor – sparse and colorless. Where her own system had the equivalent of notes and unfinished projects lying around everywhere, not to mention all kinds of strange coding bric-a-brac – everything from long out-of-date utilities and code-busters which she’d hung onto just in case she ever bumped into such a system again to algorithmic representations so interesting she saved them almost as objects of beauty – Dread had nothing out of place, nothing that was not absolutely necessary, nothing that gave any hint of his personality at all.


He’s so guarded. One of those anal-retentive types. Probably rolls all his socks the same way. But after spending her childhood in her mother’s aggressively bohemian care – most mornings young Dulcinea Anwin had not only needed to clear plates of spoiling food from the previous night’s dinner party off the kitchen counter before making her own breakfast, but also had to make a circuit of the house putting out candles that had been left burning and evicting guests who had fallen asleep in strange places – she thought that a certain rigidity about order was not the worst trait a man could have.


She had finished running diagnostics on their project’s house system, which, despite the rather uncommon strains Dread was putting on it at the moment, was holding up nicely, and she was busy making records of some of the events from their incursion into the Grail system for future study when she bumped across something odd.


It was a partition of sorts in Dread’s own system, a boxing-off of data, but that wasn’t the unusual thing about it. All systems were divided for organizational purposes, and most people who spent a lot of time working directly online were as idiosyncratic about how they arranged their system environments as they were with their RL homes. What she had seen of Dread’s space was in fact so nonidiosyncratic she was almost disturbed by it: he had never bothered to change any of the settings, names, or infrastructure of the original system package, for one thing. It was a little like realizing the pictures on your manager’s desk were the fake ones of smiling catalog models that had come with the frames. No, there was nothing unusual about partitioning your storage. What was interesting about this partition was that it was invisible, or supposed to be. She checked the directories, but there was no listing to correspond with the fairly extensive secured area onto which she had stumbled.


A little secret door, she thought. Why, Mr Dread, you do have some things you want to keep private after all.


It was sort of cute, really – a boy thing, like a hidden treehouse. No girls allowed. But of course, Dread was a beginner with this stuff, and Dulcie was a very, very hard girl to hide things from.


She hesitated for a few moments – not very long at all, really – reminding herself that it was wrong, that not only did her boss have a right to his privacy, he was also a man who did a lot of dangerous things for dangerous people, people who took their security very seriously. But Dulcie (who almost always lost these arguments with herself) found the idea more a challenge than a discouragement. After all, didn’t she run with a dangerous crowd herself? Hadn’t she shot someone only a few weeks ago? The fact that she was having regular nightmares about it, and now wished she had invented an excuse not to do it – faulty gun, jammed door lock, epileptic seizure – didn’t mean she was suddenly unfit to run with the big boys.


Besides, she thought, it will be interesting to have a peek into his mind. See what he really thinks about. Of course, it might just be his account books. Anybody this much of a neat freak might be pretty serious about hiding their double-entry stuff.


But the small bit of poking and prying she allowed herself failed even to turn up a keyhole, let alone a key. If there was something interesting on the other side of the door, she was not going to find it out so easily. With the faintly shamed feeling that had visited her as a young girl rooting through her mother’s bureau drawers, she erased all records of her investigations and dropped back out of the system.


 


Her employer’s secret compartment was still nagging at her half an hour later as she stood over his sleeping form, which lay nestled like a piece of dark jewelry in the white padding of the coma bed.


It’s true – I really don’t know anything about him, she thought, looking down at his heavy-lidded eyes, at the minute movement of his irises between the mesh of black lashes. Well, I know he’s not the most stable person in the world. It was hard not to remember each and every one of his flashes of anger. But there’s something else in him, too – something calm, something knowing. Like a big cat, or a wolf. It was hard to avoid animal analogies – Dread’s compact grace somehow did not seem quite civilized.


She was watching the way his cocoa-colored skin took and softened the clinical glare of the overhead lights when Dread’s eyes popped open.


‘Hello, sweetness,’ he said, grinning. ‘Bit jumpy today, aren’t you?’


‘My God . . .!’ She fought to regain her breath. ‘You could have warned me. You’ve been out of communication for almost twenty-four hours.’


‘Been busy,’ he said. ‘Things are hopping.’ His grin widened. ‘But now I’m going to show you a little something. Come join me.’


It took her a moment to understand it was not an invitation to climb into the coma bed – an unpleasant thought even had her feelings about the man himself been less ambivalent: the low murmur of its engines and the constant slow movement of the bed surface made her think of some kind of sea creature, an oyster without a shell. ‘You mean . . . on the network?’


‘Yes, on the network. You’re a bit slow today, Anwin.’


‘Just a few thousand things to do, that’s all, and about two hours of sleep.’ She tried to keep her voice light, but this teenage jocularity was making her tense. ‘What do I do . . .?’


‘Access the way I did, and make sure you’re in full wraparound – you’re going to need it. When you hit the first security barrier, your password is “Nuba.” N-U-B-A. That’s all.’


‘What does it mean?’


He was smiling again. ‘One of our abo words, sweetness. Comes from up north, Melville Island.’


‘What, is it insulting or something?’


‘Oh, no. No.’ He closed his eyes as though drifting back into sleep. ‘Just the term they use for an unmarried woman. Which you are, right?’ He chuckled, savoring something. ‘See you when you get there.’ He visibly relaxed, dropping back into the system like a swimmer sliding under the water.


It took her a long moment to realize that she was still shaking a little, startled by his sudden appearance. Like he was watching me, she thought. Just standing behind me, watching me, waiting to give me a little scare. The bastard.


She poured herself a glass of wine and drank it off in a couple of swallows before lying down on the couch with the fiberlink.


 


Dulcie had barely uttered the code word when the nothingness of the first system level abruptly took on color and depth. The initial dazzle was so bright that for a second she wondered if she was staring into the sun, then the huge bronze door in front of her swung open and she stepped through into darkness.


The darkness was not complete: the far end of the corridor had an unsteady glow that drew her forward. A dull murmur washed out to her, deep and slow as an ocean pawing at a stony beach. As the light grew and she began to glimpse the large chamber beyond, a shadowed space filled with tight-packed, round shapes like a field of sunken megaliths, she could not help feeling that she had stumbled into a dream. A look at her own legs and bare feet, muscular and bunioned from years of dance class, told her otherwise. Who ever saw their own feet in a dream? Her hands, too, were recognizably her own, the freckles on her long fingers visible even in the dim light.


It’s a sim of . . . me, she realized, even as she stepped out into the great chamber.


The rush of muttering voices rose around her. A thousand people, maybe more, were kneeling on the floor of the massive room, their rhythmic, whispering chant rising to the distant ceiling. Oil lamps burned in niches all along the walls, making everything flicker like some visual recording from the earliest days of technology. A clear space between the huddled bodies led across the pale marble; none of the bent figures even looked up as Dulcie walked past them.


At the far end of the chamber a silent, motionless figure sat enthroned on a dais like a statue in a pagan temple, a long silver rod clutched in its hand. The creature was larger than a man, and although its body was human-shaped, the skin was absolutely black and as glossy as Chinese lacquer. The snouted, prong-eared head was that of some doglike beast.


As she neared the dais the whispering voices dropped into silence. The dog-creature’s head was lowered, eyes hooded as if in sleep, muzzle against the massive chest, and she had begun to think it really was a statue when the great yellow eyes fluttered open.


All the kneeling shapes suddenly bellowed in perfect unison: ‘Cheers, Dulcie!’ The room thundered with echoes, covering the sound of her startled shriek. ‘You’re looking damn nice today’, they added, loud as artillery fire, toneless as a punch press.


Silence fell again as she took a staggering step to maintain her balance. The thing on the dais stood up, rising to almost ten feet, and the muzzle gashed open in a long-toothed leer. ‘Like it? Just my way of saying “Welcome!” ’


I wonder if you can wet yourself in VR. Aloud, she said, ‘That’s just charming. Took a few years off my life.’


‘What do you want from the Lord of Life and Death – flowers? Singing and dancing? Well, that can be arranged, too.’ He lifted the silver rod and a fluttering snow of rose petals began to descend from the roof. With a great scraping and murmuring, the thousands of shaven-headed priests rose from their kneeling positions and began clumsily to dance. ‘Any particular music you’d like?’


‘I don’t want anything.’ Dulcie looked up through the flurrying petals, trying to ignore the disturbing spectacle of a thousand blank-eyed, sandaled priests doing a spastic soft-shoe. ‘What the hell is this place?’


‘It’s the Old Man’s home away from home.’ He waved, and the priests lowered themselves to the floor once more. The last few rose petals were still drifting down. ‘His favorite simulation – Abydos, I think it’s called. Ancient Egypt.’


It was more than a little disturbing to be carrying on a conversation with a jackal-headed man almost twice her own height, like something from a game or interactive theater. ‘The old man – you mean your . . . employer, right? And who are you supposed to be? Sparky the Wonder Dog?’


He showed her his teeth again. ‘This is the sim I always wore here. Of course, I was taking orders then, and now I’m the one giving them.’ He lifted his voice. ‘Roll over! Play dead!’ The priests dropped to their bellies, rotated once, then lay motionless with their knees and elbows in the air. ‘It’s amusing, in a sort of way, especially when I think how much it would piss the old wanker off.’ He gestured to one of the nearest priests, who leaped to his feet and scuttled to the dais. Dulcie stared at the sim curiously. He certainly looked like a real person, right down to the gleam of sweat on his shaved head. ‘This is Dulcie,’ Dread told the priest. ‘You love her. She is your goddess.’


‘I love her,’ the priest intoned, although he did not look at the object of his newfound affection. ‘She is my goddess.’


‘Would you do anything for her?’


‘I would, Lord.’


‘Then show her how much you love her. Go on.’


The priest struggled to his feet – he was one of the fat, middle-aged variety, and a bit short of breath – and waddled to one of the wall niches. As Dulcie watched with growing horror, the priest snatched out the oil lamp and upended its contents over his head; in a moment he was running with flames. His white robe caught and blazed up. His round head seemed to float in a halo of fire. ‘I love you, my goddess,’ he croaked even as his features began to blacken.


‘Oh my God, stop, put him out, stop!’ she screamed.


Dread swung his long-muzzled face toward her in surprise, then lifted his rod. The blazing figure disappeared. All the other priests still lay on their backs like dead locusts in a field. ‘Christ, girl, they’re only code.’


‘I don’t care,’ she said. ‘That doesn’t mean I want to see something like that.’


The jackal shape vanished, leaving the real Dread, ordinary size and dressed all in loose-fitting black, standing on the top step of the throne. ‘Didn’t mean to upset you, sweetness.’ He sounded more annoyed than contrite.


‘I just . . .’ She shook her head. ‘What’s going on here, anyway? You said this was the . . . Old Man’s place. Where is he? What have you been doing since you got into the system?’


‘Oh, this and that.’ His human grin was only slightly less feral. ‘I’ll explain more later, but first I want to take you on a little tour. Just for fun.’


‘I don’t want to watch any more burning priests, thank you.’


‘There’s lots of things more interesting to see than that.’ He raised his hand in the air and the silver rod abruptly shrank to a small silver cylinder. ‘Let’s go.’


‘That’s the lighter!’ she said. ‘What . . .?’


But the high hall of Abydos-That-Was and its thousand patient priests had already vanished.


 


It was indeed a tour. From their first stop in the streets of Imperial Rome, complete with the shouts of street vendors and the wind off the Tiber rank with the scents of human sweat and urine, Dread moved Dulcie in short order to sweltering afternoon on an African plain inhabited by strange creatures as large as elephants, but which Dulcie had never seen before, and then in quick succession through the plum-treed gardens of some clearly mythical China, to a cliffside position overlooking a waterfall a mile or more high, and at last to the white weirdness of the ultimate north, where the convulsing Aurora Borealis hung over their heads like a fireworks show stuck on extra slow speed.


‘My God,’ she said, watching her breath hang as vapor in the air, ‘it’s staggering! I mean, I knew there were a lot of simworlds – we saw quite a few through the Quan Li sim, but . . .’ She shivered, mostly out of reflex. Due to some wrinkle in the simworld, or to Dread’s control of it, the temperature here felt no cooler than an early spring evening. ‘And you can just go anywhere . . .?’


‘Go anywhere, do anything.’ His grin was now only half a smile, the expression of the proverbial canary-catching cat. He rolled the lighter in his fingers. ‘I won’t need this much longer. And you can do whatever you want too, if you behave yourself and keep me happy.’


She felt a tingle of warning. ‘What does that mean, exactly . . .?’


‘Do your job. Stay out of trouble.’ He paused to stare at her in a way that made her squirmingly uncomfortable. It was almost as though the attempted incursions into his hidden storage had appeared on her forehead like stigmata. ‘You have no idea what I’ve got going here.’


She looked out at the endless ice fields, the northern lights shimmering. ‘But what about your employer? Where did he go? How is it that you have access to everything . . .?’ Nearby, a piece of ice the size of a football field groaned and shifted, lifting a jagged edge above the permafrost and tipping the entire plate on which Dulcie and Dread stood. She grunted in fear, staggered, and put her hand on Dread’s arm for support.


He opened his eyes wide. ‘You don’t have to worry,’ he said, although he seemed to be enjoying her discomfiture. ‘Even if you get killed here, you’ll just drop offline. We’re the only people left with on-and-off access.’


‘What about the owners? What are they called, the Grail people?’


He shrugged. ‘Things have changed a bit.’


‘And you can control the system? You can make things happen?’


He nodded. He seemed as pleased as a child, and Dulcie realized that just like a child, he was anxious to show off. ‘Anything you’d like to see?’


‘Have you let those other people off the network, then?’


‘Other people . . .?’


‘The ones we were traveling with – Martine, T4b, Sweet William. If you can control the access to the network, you should be able to set them free . . .’ She realized suddenly that she missed them. After living with them day in and day out for weeks, she knew them better than she knew most of the people in her real life. They had been so miserable, so frightened and trapped . . .


Dread’s blank look had become something even deeper and more distant. She pulled at his sleeve. ‘You are going to set them loose, aren’t you?’ When he did not answer, she tugged again. He snatched his arm away with a quick violence that almost yanked her off her feet.


‘Shut up,’ he snapped. ‘Someone’s using the main broadcast channel.’


As she watched, in a white world silent but for the deep shifting of ice, his lips moved minutely as he subvocalized to the invisible someone. A slow smile stretched his face. He seemed to say something else, then his fingers flicked momentarily across the lighter. He turned to her slowly, eyes bright.


‘Sorry about that. Something I’ll have to see to later.’ He nodded. ‘What were you saying?’


‘About the others – the ones the Grail had trapped online.’


‘Ah, yes. As a matter of fact, I’ve just been too busy to see to Martine and the rest. But I’ll be getting to them directly. You’re right – I need to deal with them.’ He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, his curious elation had been banked like the coals in a fire. ‘Come along – we’ve got one more thing to see.’


Before she had time even to open her mouth the polar icecaps had dissolved and the two of them were hovering in midair above a vast and unbroken expanse of ocean. The sun was sinking toward the horizon, scalloping the wavetops in brassy light, but otherwise there was nothing to see for miles, not even seabirds.


‘What’s this . . .?’ she began, but he flicked up his hand, demanding quiet.


They hung above the endless green for long moments, then Dulcie saw that the pattern of the waves was beginning to change just before them, the regular crisscross of breakers churning into something more chaotic. As she watched, openmouthed, the churn became a great boiling, the waves lifting into plumes dozens, perhaps even hundreds of meters tall, flinging gobbets of froth into the air. Then, like the nose cone of a missile launched from some inconceivably huge submarine, the first tower top pierced the surface of the angry seas.


It lasted over an hour. For most of that time Dulcie was aware of nothing but the unfolding spectacle before her. The city heaved up from the waters with a surging roar, as though the earth itself were painfully giving birth – the spires of its tallest buildings first, tangled in great ropes of kelp, the walls of the citadel following closely behind, their armor of barnacles glittering wetly as they emerged into the sun. When the citadel had breasted, water sluicing down its roofs and walls before thundering into the ocean, turning the waters into white foam as far as she could see, the mountain and the rest of its clinging city arose, the drowned streets gleaming as they came back into the light.


When it was over, and the monstrous empty husk of island Atlantis had returned from the depths, Dread slipped his arm companionably around her shivering shoulders and leaned close to her ear.


‘Play your cards right, sweetness,’ he whispered, ‘and someday all of this will be yours.’ He reached down and patted her on the buttocks. ‘I’ll even dry it off for you. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a few loose ends to deal with. Just keep out of trouble, and make sure that my loft doesn’t catch on fire or anything, right? Cheers.’


An instant later she was lying on the couch in the converted Redfern warehouse, muscles cramped and head pounding. Across the room, Dread’s unmoving form lay like a corpse set out for viewing.


It was only when she had finished her shower and was sipping her second glass of wine of the afternoon that she realized she had just been taken on what must have been the strangest first date in history.


 


‘Here, honey,’ Catur Ramsey told the little girl. ‘Come here and look at the giraffes.’


She stared at him doubtfully, then at her father, who was standing on the far side of the suite. Sorensen nodded, so she came over and curled up on the couch beside Ramsey. He lifted the hotel guide and touched the picture of the Tanzanian resort; instantly the image sprang to life. Ramsey muted the soundtrack. ‘See how tall they are?’ he asked her. ‘They eat the leaves on the very tops of the trees.’


Christabel frowned, her big, serious brown eyes curtained by her lashes. He could see she was nervous, but doing her best to control it. Catur Ramsey found himself impressed yet again by the composure of such a young child. ‘Does it hurt their necks to stretch like that?’ she asked.


‘Oh, no. Doesn’t hurt them any more than it hurts you to reach up and take something off a shelf. That’s what they’re born to do.’


She bit her lip as the brochure cycled through to a picture of a young, happy, wealthy-looking family dining on the veranda overlooking the waterhole while impala and zebra moved gracefully in and out of the spotlights bathing the veldt.


Ramsey was not feeling any happier himself. He eyed his pad, wishing he could try to call out again, but the shorter of the two men in black, the one called Pilger – shorter, but still over six feet and muscled like a professional wrestler – was watching him, broad face set in an expression of misleading indifference. Ramsey was furious with himself that he hadn’t brought his t-jack.


Christabel’s father, Major Sorensen, had wandered over to the suite’s kitchen unit and was fiddling with the touch controls on the range. The big man named Doyle, the general’s other bodyguard, or whatever they were, looked over from the European football game he was watching on the wallscreen. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.


‘I’m just making my daughter a cup of cocoa,’ Sorensen said scornfully, but Ramsey saw something anomalous in his body language. He had no idea what the major might be doing but he hoped the men in black weren’t paying close attention. On the other hand, he hoped that Sorensen wasn’t planning anything heroic – Doyle and Pilger were armed to the teeth, and even Sorensen’s friend Captain Parkins, sitting stiffly in a chair in his uniform, scowling at the floor, was armed. It was Parkins who had arrested them in the first place, after all, and now they were cooling their heels waiting for General Yacoubian. That made it three large men with guns against himself and Sorensen, both unarmed, and a little girl who probably didn’t even have the training wheels off her bike.


‘Daddy,’ Christabel said suddenly, unable to pretend interest in the lioness that was chasing down a wilde-beest for the fifth time through the loop, ‘when can we go home? I want to see Mommy.’


‘Soon, honey.’


Sorensen still had his back to them, waiting for the water to boil, and Ramsey felt a shiver of unease. Doyle and Pilger might look like they were doing anything but performing their professional duty, but Ramsey had met their sort before, both on the military bases of his youth and in the cop bars in which he sometimes found himself in his adult profession. Not to mention that physiques like theirs probably owed something to metabolic enhancement. The one named Doyle certainly had more than a bit of yellow in the whites of his eyes, which could mean any number of unsavory things. If he had gone through one of the military biomod programs, it meant that even if Sorensen threw a pot of boiling water over him, the bodyguard would still be capable of snapping several necks, pain and third-degree burns not-withstanding.


Oh, man, Ramsey found himself silently begging. Major, please don’t do anything stupid.


He was beginning to wonder just what exactly he had let himself into. Yacoubian clearly knew something that scared Sorensen to death – the man’s blood had all but drained into his feet when the general started talking about sunglasses – and they were none of them going anywhere without the general’s permission. Ramsey was furious that he had not had more time to talk to Sorensen, and had not even met the strange Sellars before this whole thing had blown up; it was like walking unprepared into a capital murder trial, then finding out that you were the one on trial.


His nervous thoughts were interrupted by Christabel scrambling past him toward her father. Sorensen turned and waved her away. ‘It’s hot, Christabel,’ he said sharply. ‘I’ll bring it to you when it’s ready.’


Her face screwed up, and her eyes filled. Ramsey looked helplessly to Captain Parkins, who was still glaring down at the blue carpet as though it had done something to offend him, then went and took her hand and led her back to the couch. ‘It’s okay, honey. Come sit with me. Tell me about your school. Who’s your teacher?’


Something thumped in the far room. For a moment, Ramsey thought he heard the general’s voice raised in anger. The two bodyguards flicked each other a look, then turned back to the game. Ramsey wondered who the general’s conference was with, and why it was more important than the interrogation of Sorensen. The general had clearly expended a great deal of energy to track the girl’s father: it seemed strange he would keep the matter waiting for half an hour or more. Ramsey looked up at the wallscreen. Closer to an hour. What was this all about?


Something banged the connecting door hard, like someone had taken a sledge to it. Ramsey had only a moment to wonder why such an expensive suite would have doors thin enough to shudder just from someone banging their fist against it in the middle of a phone-conference argument, then Doyle jumped to his feet. He moved across the suite in perhaps two strides, just as frighteningly quick as Ramsey had feared he would be, and stood before the door to the general’s room, listening. He knocked twice, loud.


‘General? Are you all right?’ He flicked a glance back to Pilger, who had risen now too, then knocked again. ‘General Yacoubian? Do you need some assistance, sir?’ He leaned to the door, straining to hear a reply. After a moment, he pounded again, wide hand flat on the door. ‘General! Open up, sir!’


‘What are they doing?’ Christabel asked, beginning to cry again. ‘Why are they shouting . . .?’


Doyle took a step back, grabbed Pilger’s shoulder to brace himself, then lifted his booted foot and slammed it against the door. ‘Bolted,’ he grunted. This time they both kicked the door at the same time, which crunched and fell inward. Pilger splintered it off its broken hinges while Doyle snatched the huge machine-pistol from his shoulder holster and stepped through, the weapon already locked in firing position as he disappeared from Ramsey’s view.


His voice came from a few meters inside the room. ‘Shit!’


Pilger stepped through after him, his weapon also drawn. Ramsey waited a moment. When no sounds of firing were heard, he stood and moved cautiously toward the door, trying to get an angle to see what was happening. Captain Parkins was leaning forward in his chair, mouth open.


‘Christabel!’ Sorensen shouted from somewhere behind him. ‘Don’t get up! You stay on that damned couch!’


Doyle was squatting over the body of General Yacoubian, which lay sprawled on the floor between the door and the suite’s large bed, his bathrobe rucked around his legs and open over his white-furred chest. The general’s tan skin had turned a strange shade of gray. His tongue dangled from his mouth like a piece of rag. Doyle had begun CPR; for a surreal moment, Ramsey wondered how the bodyguard had pushed hard enough in just a few seconds to make that broad purple welt on the general’s breast.


‘Ambulance to the garage,’ Doyle said between his teeth. ‘This is massive. And get the kit.’


Pilger was already hurrying back into the main room, his finger pushing against the jack on his neck. He spat a sequence of code into midair, then suddenly turned and waved his gun across the room. ‘All of you, lie on the floor. Right now!’ Without waiting to see whether his order was obeyed, he kneeled and pulled a black valise out from under the couch, then headed back toward the bedroom. He popped its catches and slid it toward Doyle, who was still working on the general; with each blow, Yacoubian bounced on the carpet. Pilger drew a syringe out of one of the valise’s inner pockets. As he checked its label, he saw Ramsey standing in the doorway. The gun came up in his other hand.


‘Goddamn it, I said I wanted you all down on the floor!’


‘Daddy?’ Christabel was crying back in the main part of the suite. ‘Daddy!’


Even as Catur Ramsey backed away, helplessly watching the frighteningly large hole at the end of Pilger’s gun barrel, something flared in the corner of his eye. He flinched, but there was no sound of a shot. He looked to the right and saw something that made no sense at all: Major Michael Sorensen was standing on a chair in the suite’s kitchen holding a burning napkin clutched in a pair of ice tongs. He was lifting it up to the ceiling, like some bizarre parody of the Statue of Liberty with her torch.


‘I told you all to lie down!’ shouted Pilger, who could not see this inexplicable sight. Even as Doyle plunged the hypodermic into the middle of the dark bruise on Yacoubian’s chest, Pilger’s gun tracked from one side of the doorway to the other, then tilted down at Ramsey’s knees. Something clattered, then hissed.


Suddenly it was snowing purple.


The tiles of the ceiling had folded back like venetian blinds. Dozens of nozzles racked down, spewing clouds of pale lavender fire-retardant dust. The lights of the room began to flick on and off and a painfully loud buzzing filled the air. Sorensen leaped past Ramsey and snatched his daughter up off the floor, then sprinted toward the elevator door where he began to press the button, over and over.


Doyle was pasting the second of two defibrillation patches to the general’s still unmoving chest, but Pilger came out of the bedroom with gun drawn, waving his arm so he could see through the fog of choking purple. He shoved his gun against the back of Major Sorensen’s head, inches from Christabel’s terrified face. ‘You don’t want it to go down this way, do you?’ he snarled. ‘Your brains splashed all over your little girl? Just step away from the door and lie down.’


‘No. None of it’s going to go down this way.’ Captain Ron Parkins had drawn his own service automatic and was pointing it at Pilger’s head. Parkins’ face was red with frightened anger. ‘We’re not going to be disappeared by you bastards, whoever you are. These people are under my authority, not yours. You go tend to the general. We’re leaving.’


In the moment that followed, silent except for the low moan of the alarm, the elevator door swished open. Ramsey, who had both Pilger and Captain Parkins between himself and safety, struggled to slow his rattling heartbeat. It was already hard to breathe, and although most of the purple dust had settled to the floor, there was enough left in the air that he could feel the mother of all sneezes coming on. That would just be the capper, he thought. Sneeze and set off a gun battle.


‘Let us go,’ Sorensen said quietly, Pilger’s gun still against the base of his skull. ‘The general’s dead. You may have more of your people coming to help clean up the mess, but now the fire alarm’s gone off, so there are a lot of people on the way that you don’t own. Just turn around. He’s dead. This isn’t worth it anymore.’


Pilger stared at him, then flicked his eyes sideways to the silvery snout of Captain Parkins’ gun. His lip curled. He lowered his pistol, then turned and walked back into the bedroom without another look at them. The general’s body was twisting on the floor as Doyle turned the defibrillator dial. Ramsey fought the urge to faint dead away.


 


‘Get out here,’ growled Captain Parkins. They were five miles from the hotel, the van stopped in front of the light rail station. ‘You can get a cab from here, a train, whatever the hell you want. Just get going.’


‘Ron – thank you, man, thank you.’ Sorensen helped his daughter down from the van. The two young soldiers, who had fought to keep astonishment off their faces when three men and a girl stepped out of the elevator powdered in purple from head to foot, sat a little straighter.


‘I don’t want to know,’ Parkins said angrily. ‘But even if I lose my bars for this, I just . . . I couldn’t . . .’


‘I don’t think you’re ever going to hear about it again, Ron. At least not through official channels.’ Christabel’s father brushed some of the powder from her hair; she looked up quickly as though to make certain it was his hand, not a stranger’s. ‘Trust me – you don’t want to know anything more about this than you have to, anyway.’


‘No, I don’t.’


Ramsey stepped down beside them, still amazed that he was alive and free and under the open sky again. ‘Thank you, Captain. You saved our lives.’


Parkins threw up his hands in confusion. ‘Jee-zuss!’ He turned to Sorensen. ‘Just . . . Mike, just take care of that wife and little girl of yours. On second thought, maybe I will ask you to explain this to me one day. What do you think?’


Major Sorensen nodded. ‘As soon as I figure it out, you’ll be the first to hear.’


Christabel was shivering despite the warm sun in front of the railway station. As the military van drove away Ramsey took off his wind-breaker, shook a cloud of dust from it, and draped it over her shoulders. It was only as he followed the child and her father toward the taxi line that he realized he was shivering as badly as she was.
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Restless Natives


NETFEED/INTERACTIVES: IEN, Hr. 4 (Eu, NAm) – ‘BACKSTAB’


(visual: Yohira receiving implant)


VO: Shi Na (Wendy Yohira) is a prisoner in the New Guinea cult headquarters of the evil Doctor Methuselah (Moishe Reiner). Can Stabbak (Carolus Kennedy) save her before she joins the cult in their mass suicide ritual? Casting 28 cult members, 5 tribespeople, 2 Doctor Methuselah ‘special toadies.’ Flak to: IEN.BKSTB.CAST


 


It was strange how it had come back to him, the new swathe of memory suddenly revealed, as though the roof of an ancient tomb had collapsed and let sunlight stream onto its contents for the first time in centuries. At the same time, the memories seemed new and painfully raw, like growing skin exposed beneath a scab.


Of course, he wasn’t going to get much chance to think about it . . .


 


Paul leaped away up the slithering leafmold hill even as the first of the wood lice just missed clutching his leg in a ripple of malformed paws. He could barely keep his feet: the skeletal remains of leaves were bigger than he was, slippery to climb as the bones in an elephant’s graveyard. A dozen more wood lice emerged along the slope, the whole pack moving in that deceptive, staggering way. Their deformed legs might be different lengths, but that was small handicap on such terrain, and their dozens of tiny grasping hands were a perfect adaptation for chasing a stumbling, two-footed prey.


Paul dragged himself up onto a great curl of root that emerged from the leafmire like the back of a whale breaching the waves. He could see that even if he reached the base of the trunk, still about a hundred paces away, there was no escape on the far side except along another descending slope of the same half-decayed mulch, a slope littered with the bodies of other sleeping wood lice, curled like ribbed Easter eggs. He staggered on anyway.


‘Come back,’ one of the creatures groaned behind him, and some of its companions took up the cry. ‘Huuuungry! Eat you!’


Despite the recognizable English words, the voices were so completely inhuman that he felt utter despair wash over him like a cold rain. Even if he escaped, something else would get him eventually. He was alone in a hostile world – a hostile universe. Whether he lived another ten minutes or ten days, he would probably never see another human being, would have only rasping, homicidal monstrosities like these for company until the inevitable end.


The whine of his pursuers became a fierce hiss, a change of tone so sudden and complete that Paul stopped in surprise. The wood lice were all rearing up on their hindmost segments, their distorted little hands waving frantically at him. Or at something behind him.


Paul turned. A man stood at the base of the tree, his dull robe almost invisible against the vast expanse of gray bark, so that for the first instant he seemed an apparition, a trick of the light making a face out of a whorl in the tree’s rough hide. He was no bigger than Paul, but he seemed oddly careless of the approaching wood lice as he walked down the humped spine of the tree root.


‘Huuunngryyy!’ they chanted, like terrible children.


As the man drew closer, Paul had a better view of the stranger’s compact frame and distinctly Asian features and guessed that this must be the one Renie and the others had described – Kunohara, the insect world’s creator.


The black-haired man glanced briefly at Paul, showing neither interest nor irritation, then stopped just where the root curved sharply down into the leafmold, so that he faced the swarm of creatures like Moses preaching from the mount. But if these were Kunohara’s people, they did not seem much disposed to obey him.


‘Eat you!’ they cried, hunching up the slope.


Kunohara shook his head in disgust, then lifted his hand. A great gust of wind abruptly curled down from the sky, then swept along the ground and past the base of the tree – a wind so howlingly fierce that most of the fallen leaves and other detritus were ripped away in an instant. With piping shrieks of frustration or terror, the wood lice, too, were lifted and flung off into nothingness; some managed to cling to larger objects for a few moments, but within a few heartbeats even those were sucked away. Then the gale died.


Paul stood, astonished. Although the closest of the creatures had been only a few paces away from him, and had been hurled sideways like a bullet fired from a gun, he had felt no wind at all.


Of the dozens, one wood louse remained, squirming helplessly on the ground at Kunohara’s feet. ‘They even speak . . .’ the man said quietly, but he almost sounded shocked. Kunohara snaked his fingers into the plates behind the creature’s head, pushing deep. Something crunched and the thing lay still.


‘You saved me,’ Paul said. ‘Those things would have killed me . . .’


The man peered at him, then lifted the curled corpse of the mansized wood louse. He turned his back on Paul and lowered his head. Paul had the distinct impression that his savior was about to vanish.


‘Wait! You can’t just leave!’


The smaller man paused. ‘I did not bring you here.’ His English was very precise. ‘In fact, you are trespassing. I did not need to rescue you, but these . . . monsters offend me. You are free to leave the way you came in.’


‘But I don’t even know how I got here.’


‘That is nothing to me.’ He shrugged and hefted the dead bug. ‘It is bad enough, finding my blameless isopods corrupted like this. I will not also be made a park ranger in my own home.’


‘What do you mean, corrupted?’ Paul was desperate to keep the man from leaving. He sensed that his rescuer was not toying with him – he genuinely intended to leave him alone in the wilderness. The wood lice were gone, but the thought of what other horrors might be lurking was almost enough to make Paul throw himself on the other man to keep him from going, to cling to his legs like a frightened toddler. ‘You’re Kunohara, aren’t you? This is your simulation world.’


The other did not reply, but the look of heightened caution that flitted across his face was enough to tell Paul he was right.


‘Look, can you at least tell me if you know anything about where my friends are? You’ve met them before – here and in the House world.’


Kunohara snorted. It was hard to tell whether it was a noise of amusement or disgust. ‘So you are one of Atasco’s orphans,’ he said. ‘I am almost sorry now I saved you. You and your friends have brought ruin on me.’ He turned his back again, waving his hand dismissively. ‘Go and find your own road to hell.’


‘What are you talking about? At least tell me if you’ve seen them! Are they here somewhere?’


Kunohara turned around, his look of anger shifting to something more subtle, if not more friendly. ‘I have not seen you before with those other fools – and you have not been in my world before either, I think. So who are you?’


Paul felt himself at another crossroad. This man Kunohara was clearly no friend to Renie and the others, and Paul was reluctant with good reason to tell people his own name. But he could feel Kunohara slipping away from him. In a moment the man would be gone, leaving Paul alone in a place where he was no bigger than an ant.


‘No, I haven’t been here before,’ he said. ‘My name is Paul Jonas.’


Both of Kunohara’s eyebrows now rose. ‘So you are the man for whom Jongleur tore the system apart. Why does he want you? You do not look like much.’ He threw his hands apart, a gesture of frustration or resignation. ‘Come.’


‘Come . . . where?’


‘To my house on the river.’ For the first time, Kunohara smiled, but it was scarcely more than a brief grimace. ‘I might as well ask you a few questions before I give you back to the local crustacea.’ He nodded his head once and the environment blurred around them so swiftly and unexpectedly that for a moment Paul thought the ground had literally been yanked from beneath his feet. A moment later everything jumped back into place again and Paul gasped at a world gone suddenly pear-shaped.


The sky curved over him like a weirdly gleaming bowl, and the towering trees which had stretched upward like pillars holding the heavens now bent above him like bystanders examining an accident victim. Paul felt a solid floor beneath his feet, and turned slowly to discover an entire room behind him, multileveled, furnished sparsely but attractively with screens and low furniture. Beyond the furnishings, the stairs, and the different levels of flooring, the world seemed to distort again, but instead of trees and sky, the other half of the wide space seemed to cower beneath a curved wall of foaming water.


The effect was so bizarre that it took long seconds before Paul realized that the curvature of sky and trees and water was because the room was . . .


‘. . . A big . . . bubble?’


Kunohara shook his head, but only because he was amused. ‘It is not so big, really – it is you and I who are small. The bubble floats in an eddy between two cataracts of the river.’ He gestured to the wall of water which seemed to hang above the back of his bubble-house. ‘There, see the river pour down? It is most pleasant to watch its motion – turbulence is paradoxically soothing, whereas too much regularity can be maddening.’


‘I don’t get it.’ Paul swiveled to look out what he thought of as the ‘front’ of the house, with its leaning trees and broad if distorted view of the river spreading out below the cataract, then turned back to the curtain of foaming water behind them. He could feel the boil of water pushing steadily at the bubble, although the movement it imparted to the house was surprisingly gentle, like the rolling of a sailboat at anchor. ‘If this place is just a bubble, and there’s water pouring down behind us, why don’t we go over the waterfall?’


‘Because this is my world.’ Kunohara was beginning to sound irritated again. ‘It is easy enough to keep the bubble floating in one place, balanced in the eddy, circling gently to the side of the main current.’


Paul thought it would be even easier just to make the house out of something more substantial and stick it down, or use some programmer’s magic code to ensure that the bubble would stay rigidly in one place no matter what, but clearly Kunohara found something to like in the sound and feel of the moving water, the delicate way the bubble swayed and spun. Paul was just glad he was not prone to seasickness. He turned from the view and examined the rest of the multileveled room, the floor covered in rugs and soft mats, the tables low to the ground in the ancient Japanese style.


‘Are you interested in the natural sciences?’ Kunohara asked suddenly.


‘Certainly.’ Paul was anxious to keep his host happy. Polite chit-chat beat the hell out of being thrown back to the ravenous pseudo-bugs any day. ‘I mean, I’m no expert . . .’


‘Go to those stairs. Wave your hand on the topmost step, so, then go down.’


Paul paused at the top of the staircase, looking down into a lower level of Kunohara’s house, this one seemingly not much different than the other, except that the floor was made from some dark, glassy substance. Paul waved his hand and the lights in the lower room went out, and he suddenly realized that he was looking not at a dark floor, but at the bottom of the bubble, gazing directly down through its transparency into the river.


Without the reflections obscuring his view he could see the rocky bottom of the river-pond beneath him, which to his eyes seemed as craggy and distant as a mountain range seen from a passenger seat on a jet. From time to time vast shapes slid between stones on the riverbottom, creatures which made Paul flinch in atavistic fear, although he knew that they must be very small fish by any normal standards. There were also a few semitransparent animals a little like attenuated, spider-legged lobsters or even more unusual shapes. Paul moved down to the bottommost step and stood there, reluctant to step onto the glassy material even though he could see a low couch and other furnishings below him, indicating that the floor could hold weight. One of the lobster-things floated up and bumped its head against the bubble, black bead eyes swiveling on stalks, whip-thin legs scrabbling across the curving surface, perhaps wondering why it could not reach something it could see.


‘Penaeus vannemei, postlarval stage,’ Kunohara said from behind him. ‘Baby shrimp. I changed the refraction of the bubble here on the bottom, so what you are seeing is a bit magnified. Really they would be much smaller even than we are in our present size.’


‘You’ve got . . . it’s very impressive.’ Paul did not say so, but although the bubble-house was striking, it was also strangely modest for one of the gods of a virtual universe. ‘A beautiful house.’


Paul waved his hand at the topmost step; when the lights came back on, he saw his own reflection stretched along the curve of the wall like a sideshow mirror. Despite the unfamiliar jumpsuit, the man looking back was definitely him, the Paul Jonas he remembered, although with enough of a beard to give him the look of a shipwreck survivor.


But why do I always look like me, he wondered? When everyone else keeps changing? Someone said !Xabbu was even a monkey for a while.


Shaking his head, he mounted the stairs and discovered the dead wood louse Kunohara had brought back floating in the center of the room, suspended in an hexahedron of white light as though fossilized in amber. Paul’s host walked around it, staring; when he gestured, the bug revolved in place. A pale scrimshaw of kanji text ran across the surface of the transparent container.


‘Is it . . . something you haven’t seen before?’


‘Worse. It is something that should not be.’ Kunohara grunted. ‘Can you drink?’


‘Can I?’


‘Do you have the receptors? What would you like? You are a guest. Courtesy demands I offer you something, even if you and your friends have ruined my life.’


Kunohara had twice accused Paul and his companions of causing him harm, but he wasn’t ready yet to pursue the subject. ‘I can drink. I don’t know if I can get drunk, so I suppose it doesn’t matter.’ He had a sudden thought. ‘You wouldn’t happen to have any tea, would you?’


Kunohara’s smile this time was only a few degrees short of friendly. ‘Forty or fifty varieties. Green teas, which are my favorite, but also black – orange pekoe, congou, souchong. I have oolong, too. What do you want?’


‘I’d kill for English tea.’


Kunohara frowned. ‘Strictly speaking, there are no “English” teas, unless they have begun growing it in the high tropical hills of the Cotswolds while I was not looking. But I have Darjeeling and even Earl Grey.’


‘Darjeeling would be lovely.’


Paul had no doubt that Kunohara could have magicked the tea into existence just as he had magicked them into the bubble, but his host was clearly a man of carefully preserved idiosyncrasies – both Kunohara and his environment were a strange combination of the naturalistic and absurd. An old-fashioned fire burned in a brazier in a depression in the floor filled with sand, but although there was no visible way for the smoke to vent from the bubble, the air in the room was smoke-free. As Kunohara hung a pot of water above the low flames and Paul sat down on a mat beside the fire pit to wait, he found himself overwhelmed by yet another absurdist juxtaposition – one moment about to be murdered by mutants, five minutes later waiting for water to boil for tea.


‘What are those . . . things?’ he asked, gesturing at the hovering wood louse.


‘They are perversions,’ Kunohara said harshly. ‘A new and terrible interference with my world. Another reason for me to despise your companions.’


‘Renie and the others had something to do with those monsters?’


‘I have found strange anomalies in my world for some time – mutations that made no sense, and which could not have come from the normal functioning of the simulation – but this is something else. Look at it! An ugly parody of humanity. These have been created deliberately. Someone with power – someone in the Grail Brotherhood, I do not doubt – has decided to punish me.’


‘Punish you? Mutations?’ Paul sat back, shaking his head. He was beginning to realize that even if the tea behaved as it did in the real world, it was not going to be enough to clear his head. He was exhausted. ‘I don’t understand any of this.’


Kunohara stared at the wood louse in scowling silence.


Steam chuffed from the kettle, spread in a cheerful cloud, then vanished, as though overwhelmed by the chill coming from Paul’s host. Paul accepted the cup which Kunohara conjured out of midair, then watched as he poured boiling water over an infuser. The fumes rising from the steeping tea were the first thing Paul had experienced in longer than he could remember that made him feel like there might be some point to the world. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’m being dense, but I’m very, very tired. It’s been the long day to end all long days.’ He laughed, and heard a tiny edge of hysteria in his voice. He leaned his head over the cup to breathe in the vapor. ‘Can you just tell me what terrible thing my friends did to you?’


‘Exactly what I expected them to do,’ Kunohara snapped. ‘In fact, it is myself I am angry with as much as them. They pitted themselves against a far superior force and lost, and now it is the rest of us who will pay the price.’


‘Lost?’ Paul took his first sip. ‘Oh, my God, this is wonderful.’ He blew on the tea and sipped again, trying to make sense of what Kunohara was saying. ‘But . . . but nobody’s lost anything yet, as far as I can tell. Except the Brotherhood. I think most of them are dead now.’ He stopped, suddenly fearing that in his weariness he had said too much. Was Kunohara one of the Brotherhood, or just someone who rented space from them?


His host was shaking his head. ‘What nonsense is this?’


Paul stared at him. There was, of course, no way to know what someone was really thinking behind his face back in the real world, let alone here. But, he reminded himself, it might have been as little as an hour since he and Renie and the others had experienced . . . whatever it was they had experienced. It was too late in the day, and he himself was too helpless, to offend potential allies.


‘You’re saying you don’t know what happened to us? That we saw the Grail Brotherhood have their ceremony – that we met the Other? This is all news to you?’


Paul had the not-inconsiderable pleasure of watching Kunohara’s hard face melt into an expression of astonishment. ‘You met . . . the operating system? And you are alive?’


‘Apparently.’ It was not, Paul reflected, as sarcastic a remark as it sounded.


Kunohara lifted the teapot. Admirably, his hand did not tremble. ‘It seems clear you know things I do not.’


‘From what my friends told me, it was usually the other way around. Perhaps this time you’ll be a little more generous with your own information.’


Kunohara looked shaken. ‘I will answer your questions, I promise. Tell me what happened to you.’


 


Hideki Kunohara listened carefully to Paul’s story, stopping him often for clarification. Even in a drastically streamlined version it was still a long tale: by the time he was describing the climb up the black mountain, the world outside the bubble had passed from twilight into evening and stars hung in the black heavens above the river. Except for the flicker of the fire, Kunohara had allowed his house to grow dark too; there were moments when Paul forgot he was inside the shining, curved walls and could almost believe himself back on one of the Greek islands with Azador, huddled by a campfire beneath naked sky.


Exhausted now and wanting to finish, Paul did his best to keep to what was important, but with so many mysteries it was hard to know what to leave out. Kunohara seemed particularly interested in the silver lighter, and disappointed to hear it had apparently been lost on the mountaintop. At the mention of Dread and the murderer’s boastful announcement of his control over the operating system, his expression became dark and remote.


‘But this is all most, most strange,’ he said when Paul had paused to finish his fourth cup of Darjeeling. ‘All of it. I had some inkling of what the Brotherhood intended. They approached me about it long ago, and they seemed surprised that although I could have afforded to join their inner circle, I chose not to.’ He met Paul’s look with a grim smile. ‘I said I would answer your questions, but that does not mean I must explain everything of myself. My reasons for not wanting to pursue the Brotherhood’s immortality are my own.’


‘You don’t have to apologize for that,’ Paul said hastily. ‘I’d like to think that if it was offered to me, and I knew how many children would have to suffer and even die, that I’d say no, too.’


‘Yes, the children,’ Kunohara nodded. ‘There is the matter of the children, too.’ For a moment he sat in distracted silence. ‘But the Other, that is truly astonishing. I had long suspected that some kind of unique artificial intelligence underlay the system, and even that in some ways it had begun to change the environments. As I said, there have been unlikely mutations in my own biosphere almost since the beginning. At first I attributed them to processing errors because of the mounting complexity of the network, but I began to doubt that. Now these latest . . .’ He paused and closed his eyes for a moment. In the silence, Paul felt his own weariness tugging him down like a heavy burden. ‘You saw them,’ Kunohara finally said. ‘Those mutant isopoda were no chance corruption of the programming. They even speak!’ He shook his head. ‘I suspect that this creature who calls himself Dread has truly bent the system to his own will and is beginning to play with his new toy.’


The idea of the monstrous personality that Renie had described having such power over the network sent a chill through Paul.


‘And your own story is just as strange,’ Kunohara said abruptly. ‘You were actually employed by Felix Jongleur?’


‘That’s what I remember, but beyond that point there’s still some kind of block. The rest is all blank, except for the angel – except for Ava.’


‘Jongleur’s daughter.’ Kunohara frowned. ‘But how could that be? The man is nearing the end of his second century of life. From what I know, his body has been almost entirely useless for many decades, floating in a tank, kept alive by machines – far longer than the age of the girl you apparently tutored. Why should he want a child?’


Paul sighed. ‘I hadn’t even thought of that. I don’t understand any of it. Not yet.’


Kunohara slapped his hands on his legs and stood. ‘There will be much to consider and discuss tomorrow, but I see that you are falling asleep. Find yourself a place to stretch out. If you need anything you have only to ask the house, but I think you will find the beds are comfortable. I will darken the wall of the place you choose so the morning sun will not wake you too soon.’


‘Thank you.’ Paul got laboriously to his feet. ‘I said it before, but I’ll say it again. You saved my life.’


Kunohara shrugged. ‘As you may yet save mine. Information is the most valuable capital in this network. I have always maintained sources of my own, of course, out of necessity. Sharing this network with Jongleur and his associates is like living in the Florence of the Medicis. But I must confess that we have come to a time when my knowledge is failing me.’


Paul staggered across the room toward an alcove where a bed that was little more than a padded mat lay unrolled on the floor. ‘One more question,’ he said as he slumped onto it. ‘Why were you so certain we’d lost? That the Brotherhood had won?’


Kunohara paused at the entrance to the alcove. His face was again a stoic mask. ‘Because things have changed.’


‘Those new mutants?’


He shook his head. ‘I did not know of them until I saw your distress. But shortly before that happened, I discovered that I have been affected by the same thing you others have experienced, despite being one of the founders of this virtual universe.’ His smile seemed almost mocking. ‘I can no longer leave the network. So I too can die here, it seems.’ He gave a brief bow. ‘Sleep well.’


 


Paul woke in the middle of the night, disoriented from yet another dream of being chased across clouds by a giant whose every step made tremors. He sat upright, heart speeding, and discovered he was still bouncing, although it was less than in the terrifying dream-pursuit, but as he saw the quiet, restful shapes of Kunohara’s house around him, he relaxed. It was raining outside, the drops huge from his perspective. They thudded down on the bubble walls and stirred up the waters of the eddy, but Kunohara had apparently buffered the force so that Paul felt it as no more than a mild jouncing.


He had just lain down again, trying to make his mind a companionable blank in the hope of finding a more soothing dream this time, when a loud and weirdly familiar voice filled the room.


‘Are you there? Can you hear me? Renie?’


He scrambled to his feet. The room was empty – the voice had come from thin air. He took a few steps and banged his shin on a low table.


‘Renie, can you hear us? We’re in bad shape . . .!’


It was the blind woman, Martine, and she sounded frightened. Paul pawed at his head, confused and frustrated by the voice from nowhere. ‘Kunohara!’ he shouted. ‘What’s going on?’


Light began to glow all around him, a dim, sourceless radiance. His host appeared, dressed in a dark robe. He too seemed disoriented. ‘Someone . . . someone is using the open communication band,’ he said. ‘The fools! What do they think they are doing?’


‘What communication band?’ Paul demanded, but the other man was making a series of gestures. ‘Those are my friends! What’s going on?’


A group of view-windows sprang open in midair, filled with darting sparks of light that might have been numbers or letters or something even more obscure, but they seemed to make sense to Kunohara, who scowled. ‘Seven hells! They are here – in my world!’


‘What’s going on?’ Paul watched as Kunohara opened a new and larger window. This one was full of dark forms; it was a moment until Paul realized he was looking at a section of the macrojungle by moonlight. Rain was splashing down with a force like artillery shells. Paul could make out several dim shapes huddled beneath an overhanging leaf. ‘Is that them? How are they talking to us?’


‘Please answer us, Renie,’ Martine’s voice moaned. ‘We’re stuck somewhere without . . .’


The sound abruptly died. Before Paul could open his mouth to ask more questions, another disembodied voice cracked through the room, deeper and stronger than the first. He had heard this one before too, Paul realized with mounting horror, but only once – from the sky above the black glass mountain . . .


‘Martine! Is that you, sweetness?’ The big bad wolf discovering that bricks were no longer being issued to pigs could not have sounded more pleased. ‘I’ve missed you! Do you have any of my other old mates with you?’


Martine had lapsed into what was doubtless terrified silence, but the gloating voice did not seem to mind.


‘I’m a bit busy at the moment, my old darling, but I’ll send some friends to find you. Don’t move! They’ll be with you in a few minutes. Actually, go ahead and move if you want – it won’t do you a bit of good.’ Dread laughed, a clear, wholehearted sound of enjoyment. The figures Paul could see in the open view-window shrank back even farther into the shadows beneath the leaf.


He turned and grabbed Kunohara’s arm. ‘We have to help them!’


In the dim light, Kunohara’s profile seemed carved from unmoving stone. ‘There is nothing we can do. They have brought this on themselves.’


‘You saved me!’


‘You did not reveal yourself to those who would destroy me. In any case, I think it is too late for them anyway, no matter what this Dread chooses to do. They have been found by a nearer enemy.’


‘What are you talking about?’


Kunohara pointed at the window. The leaf where Martine and the others huddled still bounded beneath the heavy raindrops, but a huge shadow had crossed into Paul’s field of view, a towering mass of jointed legs and armor that seemed, eclipse-like, to swallow the projected image.


‘It is a whip scorpion,’ said Kunohara. ‘At least they will not suffer long.’
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In Silver Dreaming


NETFEED/NEWS: Free Speech for Talking Toys?


(visual: Maxie Mouth Insult Doll, manufacturer’s demo)


VO: Parents of a nine-year-old boy in Switzerland are suing the local school authorities, saying that their child is being punished for insubordinate speech when the real culprit is a talking toy named Maxie Mouth, manufactured by the FunSmart company.


(visual: Funsmart VPPR Dilip Rangel)


RANGEL: ‘Maxie Mouth is a full-range interactive toy. It talks – that’s what it does. Sometimes it says bad things. No matter how unpleasant the remarks may have been, they are not the fault of the owner, who is a minor child. It’s one thing to confiscate the toy – we’ve seen a lot of that – another thing to hold a child responsible for what the toy calls a teacher. Who is apparently a fairly oppressive old bitch, by the way . . .’


 


There could be no mountain so tall. It was inconceivable.


‘If this were the real world,’ Renie gasped to !Xabbu in the agonizing middle of what seemed to be their fourth or maybe fifth full day descending the mountain, ‘then the top would have been above the atmosphere, in outer space. There wouldn’t have been any air. The cold would have flash-frozen our bones in our bodies.’


‘Then I suppose we should be grateful.’ He did not sound convinced.


‘Chance not,’ Sam muttered. ‘’Cause if we were poking up into outer space, we’d be dead and we wouldn’t have to do this hiking fenfen any more.’


This was a rare exchange. The exhaustion and misery of the journey were too great, the danger too constant, to encourage talking. The path still led them in a monotonous clockwise spiral down the massive black cone, but as it receded back into the mountain, or simply melted slowly into nothingness, the trail became too narrow for anything except single file, too treacherous for them to attempt any speed greater than a trudging walk with eyes flicking between the edge of the trail and the back of the person just ahead.


Sam had slipped twice, saved both times because they were now marching so closely together that everyone was within arm’s reach of someone else. Jongleur had almost fallen once too, but !Xabbu had shot out a hand and grabbed the man’s arm, allowing him to topple backward instead of forward. !Xabbu had acted without thought, automatically, and Jongleur did not thank him. Renie could not help wondering what she would do if the Grail master stumbled again and she were the only one who could save him.


After Jongleur’s near-miss, they made it a practice to rotate positions during the dwindlingly frequent wide spots along the path, so that the four of them took turns at the front, ensuring that whoever was leading would be relatively alert. Only Ricardo Klement was left out of the rotation – consigned to the rear, where his somnambulistic stops and starts would threaten no one but himself.


It was an indescribably dreary trip. Other than the occasional odd shapes of the black stone itself, its bulges and candledrip flutings, there was nothing to look at, no plant life, not even the distraction of weather. The sky that so closely and fearfully surrounded them was less interesting than a concrete wall. Even the distant beauty of the silvery-white cloudbank below them, with its unstable shimmering and gleams of rainbow light, quickly lost the power to engage, and in any case it was far too dangerous to look over the edge for more than a few seconds. Weary feet frequently stumbled: the trail, though monotonous, was not uniform.


By the time they had gone through their third miserable night’s sleep in one of the mountainside’s narrow crevices – ‘night’ signifying only the period during which they stopped walking, because the black peak remained in perpetual twilight – even the violent angers of the first camp had disappeared. Felix Jongleur barely mustered the energy for the few necessary communications, apparently avoiding even contempt as a waste of resources. Renie’s fear and dislike of him did not disappear, but in the dull slog of routine and the occasional shock of accident it receded into something at the back of her mind, a small, cold thing that slept. Even Sam, despite her loathing of Jongleur, began to lower her guard a little. She still would not speak to him, but if she stumbled and he was the one in front of her, she would reach out and steady herself on his naked back. The first time she had shivered in disgust, but now, like almost everything else, it had become only another part of their bleak routine.


 


‘I just realized something,’ Renie said quietly to !Xabbu. Since they had not found a place wide enough to sit, they were taking their rest standing up, backs against the mountain’s side. With no sun to warm it or night to chill it, the temperature of the stone was indistinguishable from that of her own skin. ‘We were supposed to climb this.’


‘What do you mean?’ He lifted one of his feet carefully and massaged the sole.


She sneaked a look at Jongleur, who stood a few meters away down the slope, spine and head pressed back against the smooth rock face. ‘Paul’s angel,’ she whispered. ‘Ava. She said something about how we were supposed to get to the mountaintop ourselves, but there wasn’t time. And then she made that gateway and dropped us right onto the path. Do you see? They wanted us to climb this whole thing. Imagine that! Having to go uphill even farther than we’ve already gone down.’ She shook her head. ‘The bastards. It probably would have killed half of us.’


!Xabbu too was shaking his head, but in puzzlement. ‘But who wanted that? Who are they?’


‘The angel. And the Other, I guess. Who knows?’


He pursed his lips, then wiped a hand across his eyes. Renie thought he looked wrung out – more weary than she had ever seen him. ‘It is like the journeys our people must make, where we must sometimes travel for months in the bush – but that is for survival.’


‘So is this, I guess. But it still makes me angry, someone setting up an obstacle course like this. ‘‘Oh, and let’s have them climb a hundred-kilometer mountain, too. That’ll keep them busy for a while.’’ Bastards.’


‘It’s a quest.’ Sam’s voice was flat.


Renie looked at her in surprise. By the girl’s slumped position, Renie had judged her too exhausted for conversation. ‘What do you mean, Sam?’


‘A quest, seen? Like in the Middle Country. If you want to get something, you have to go on some utterly long journey and earn bonus points and kill monsters.’ She sighed. ‘If I ever get out of here, I’m never going in that fen-hole Middle Country again.’


‘But why would we be sent on a quest? I mean, we already are on one, in a sense.’ Renie scowled, willing herself to think when her weary brain wanted only to lie torpid in its skullbath of nutrients. ‘Sellars brought us in to find out what was going on. But those gameworld quests always have a purpose, an explanation. ‘Get this and win the game.’ We had no idea what we were looking for – and we still don’t.’


Her gaze flicked to Jongleur, as still as a lizard on a rock. Something tugged at her memory. ‘It was Ava who kept sending Paul places, wasn’t it? And she did it for you and Orlando, too, right?’
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