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			“The Ceremony is coming . . .”

		“Several members of our organization who have been killed in simulations have also died in real life.”

		Something Orlando had long expected was now confirmed. He felt a cold lump in his stomach. “So what good will figuring out the gates do us?”

		The stranger gave him a hard look, then turned his eyes back to his figures. “It will allow us perhaps to stay a step ahead of the worst destruction—to stay alive as long as possible. Because otherwise there is no hope at all. The Ceremony is coming, whatever it is. The Grail Brotherhood have launched their endgame, and we have nothing yet with which to counter it.”

		Orlando looked at the man, who seemed to have stepped through some mental gateway of his own and was already miles away. Little yellow monkeys stirred uneasily on Orlando’s shoulder.

		
			
			We’re going to get herded like animals, he could not help thinking. From world to world until there isn’t anywhere else to run. Then the killing will really start.
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			Praise for OTHERLAND
		

		
			“On an epic scale and most impressive of all is OTHERLAND, a big colorful novel full of real-world conspiracy and virtual reality wonders, with characters worth caring about.”
		

		
			—Locus

		
			 


		“This is the best thing Williams has ever done, and it deserves attention, time, praise. More, it deserves to be read.”

		
			—The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction

		
			 


		“Exciting . . . intricately plotted international adventure and suspense thriller set in the near future.”

		
			—Library Journal

		
			 


		“Epic in scope and size, this near-future cyberspace adventure has likable characters, heinous villains, a plethora of classical references and a slew of powerful action sequences that propel its many-tiered plot forward . . . . Williams fills his pages with the sort of stories and characters that readers of epic fantasy are sure to love.”

		
			—Publishers Weekly

		
			 


		“The sheer breadth of Williams’ knowledge and the richness of his imagination make this book, like its predecessors, a complex and slow-paced feast. Otherland still remains the state of the art in integrating virtual reality and folklore into a single comprehensive narrative.”

		
			—Booklist

		
			 


		“Once again, Williams displays remarkable talent in making the unbelievable seem more than plausible. The many virtual worlds he creates in Otherland offer entertainment, insights, and commentary on a near-future Earth that is often downright scary simply because it seems so familiar—in a bad sort of way. The author manages to portray a callous, uncaring society that still has concerned and unselfish citizens. Tad Williams is a master of description. Scenes seem to leap off the page, grab you by the collar, and then pull you into the story.”

		
			—Science Fiction Weekly—www.scifi.com/sfw
		

		
			 


		“The ultimate virtual-reality saga, borrowing motifs from cyberpunk, mythology, and world history.”

		
			—San Francisco Chronicle

		
			 


		
			“With River of Blue Fire, Tad Williams has done something amazing. Not only has he made the second volume of a vast SF epic enjoyable and exciting, he has also made the reviewer itch to read the third.”
		

		
			—Interzone

		
			 


		“OTHERLAND has true speculative grandeur . . . sticks in your head like Zen toffee.”

		
			—Time Out

		
			 


		
			“This sequel to OTHERLAND: City of Golden Shadow delivers a kaleidoscopic array of dreamscapes and nightmare worlds that form a setting for a complex tale of conspiracy and betrayal. Williams displays a prodigious talent for spinning multiple variations on a theme as he alternates between real and virtual worlds.”
		

		
			—Library Journal

		
			 


		“One has the powerful sense, reading this novel, of a writer at the peak of his craft, in absolute control of his material. There are no unlikely coincidences, implausible reversals, awkward juxtapositions, or obvious plot devices. There is only the story—smooth, organic, and completely enthralling. I suspect that in OTHERLAND we’re witnessing the birth of a classic, one of the “must reads” for future generations of SF/fantasy fans.”

		
			—SF Site—www.sfsite.com
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			This is still dedicated to you-know-who, 
even if he doesn’t. 
Maybe we can keep this a secret 
all the way to the final volume.

	
		

		The list of the Kind, the Helpful, and the Patient who have contributed to the OTHERLAND books now includes the following excellent souls: Barbara Cannon, Aaron Castro, Nick Des Barres, Debra Euler, Arthur Ross Evans, Amy Fodera, Sean Fodera, Jo-Ann Goodwin, Deb 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, and my friends on the Tad Williams Listserve and the message boards of the Tad Williams Fan Page and the Memory, Sorrow and Thorn Interactive Thesis.

		
			 


		As always, I am especially grateful for the support and encouragement of my wife Deborah Beale, my agent Matt Bialer, and my editors Sheila Gilbert and Betsy Wollheim.

		
			 


		Confusion to our enemies!

		
			 


		
			 


		
			 


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

	
		

		
			OTHERLAND: City of Golden Shadow Synopsis
		

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

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

		Like most children, Stephen is entranced by the forbidden, and although Renie has already saved him once from a disturbing virtual nightclub named Mister J’s, Stephen 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 noman’s-land between the lines. As rain falls and shells explode, Paul struggles through mud and corpses, only to find he has crossed over into some nether-region, stranger even than his castle dream—a flat, misty emptiness. A shimmering golden light appears, and Paul is drawn to it, but before he can step into its glow, his two friends from the trenches appear and demand that he return with them. Weary and confused, he is about to surrender, but as they  come closer he sees that Finch and Mullet no longer appear even remotely human, and he flees into the golden light.

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

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

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

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

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

		Meanwhile Orlando Gardiner, the ill teenager in America, is hot in pursuit of the golden city that he saw while online, so much so that his friend Fredericks begins to worry about him. Orlando has always been odd—he has a fascination with death-experience simulations that Fredericks can’t understand—but 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 cloudcastle, 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 16th 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.
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			Foreword
		

		
			
			AS she spoke, the flame of the oil lamp repeatedly drew his eye, a wriggling brightness that in such a still room might have been the only real thing in all the universe. Even her eyes, the wide dark eyes he knew so well, seemed but a detail from a dream. It was almost impossible to believe, but this was unquestionably her, at last. He had found her.
		

		
			
			But it couldn’t be this simple, Paul Jonas thought. Nothing else has been.

		And of course, he was right.

		
			 


		At first it did seem as though a door, long closed, had finally opened—or rather, with Paul still reeling from the horror of the boy Gally’s death, it seemed he had reached the final round of some particularly drawn-out and incomprehensible contest.

		The wife—and, most thought, widow—of long-lost Odysseus had stalled her suitors for some while with the excuse that before considering another marriage she must finish weaving her father-in-law’s shroud. Each night, when the suitors had fallen into drunken sleep, she had then secretly unpicked her day’s work. Thus, when Paul had come to her in the guise of her husband, he had found her weaving. When she turned from the loom he saw that the design was one of bird shapes—bright-eyed, flare-winged, each individual feather a little miracle of colored thread— but he had not looked at it long. The mysterious creature who had come to him in so many guises and in so many dreams, who in this place wore the form of a tall, slender woman of mature years, now stood waiting for him.

		“There is so much that we must talk about, my long-lost husband—so very much!”

		She beckoned him to her stool. When he had lowered himself onto it, she knelt with careful grace on the stone flags at his feet. Like everyone else in this place, she smelled of wool and olive oil and woodsmoke, but she also had a scent that seemed to Paul particularly her own, a whiff of something flowery and secretive.

		Oddly, she did not embrace him, did not even call back the slave-woman Eurycleia to bring wine or food for her long-lost husband, but Paul was not disappointed: he was far more interested in answers to his many questions. The lamp flame flickered, then stabilized, as though the world drew breath and held it. Everything about her called to him, spoke of a life he had lost and was desperate to regain. He wanted to clutch her to him, but something, perhaps her cool, slightly fearful gaze, prevented it. He was dizzied by events and did not know where to start.

		“What . . . what is your name?”

		“Why, Penelope, my lord,” she said, a wrinkle of consternation appearing between her eyebrows. “Has your trip to death’s dusky kingdom robbed you even of your memories? That is sad indeed.”

		
			Paul shook his head. He knew the name of Odysseus’ wife already, but he had no interest in playing out a scenario. “But what is your real name? Vaala?”
		

		The look of worry was rapidly becoming something deeper. She leaned away from him, as though from an animal that might at any moment turn violent. “Please, my lord, my husband, tell me what you wish me to say. I do not wish to anger you, for then your spirit might find no rest at all.”

		“Spirit?” He reached his hand toward her but she shied away. “Do you think I’m dead? Look, I’m not—touch me.”

		Even as she moved gracefully but decisively to avoid him, her expression suddenly changed, a violent alteration from fear to confusion. A moment later a deep mournfulness came over her—a  look that seemed to have no relationship to the prior reactions. It was startling to see.

		“I have kept you with my womanish worries long enough,” she said. “The ships strain at their anchor ropes. Bold Agamemnon and Menelaus and the others impatiently await, and you must sail across the sea to distant Troy.”

		“What?” Paul could not make sense of what had just happened. One moment she had been treating him as though he were her husband’s ghost, the next she was trying to hurry him off to the Trojan War, which must be long over with—otherwise, why was everyone so surprised to see him still alive? “But I have come back to you. You said you had much to tell me.”

		For a moment Penelope’s face froze, then thawed into yet another new and quite different expression, this one a mask of pained bravery. What she said made almost no sense at all. “Please, good beggar, although I feel certain that Odysseus my husband is dead, if you can give me any tale at all of his last days, I will see that you never go hungry again.”

		It felt as though he had stepped onto what he thought was a sidewalk only to discover it was a whirling carousel. “Wait—I don’t understand any of this. Don’t you know me? You said that you did. I met you in the giant’s castle. We met again on Mars, when you had wings. Your name was Vaala there.”

		At first his sometime wife’s face curdled into a look of anger, but then her expression softened. “Poor man,” she said tolerantly. “Shouldering just a few of the many indignities that tormented my resourceful husband has driven away your wits. I will have my women find a bed for you, where my cruel suitors will not make your life a misery. Perhaps in the morning you can offer me better sense.” She clapped her hands; the aged Eurycleia appeared in the doorway. “Find this old man a clean place to sleep, and give him something to eat and drink.”

		“Don’t do this to me!” Paul leaned forward and clutched at the hem of her long dress. She jerked away with a momentary blaze of real fury.

		“You go too far! This house is full of armed men who would be only too happy to kill you in hopes of impressing me.”

		He clambered to his feet, not certain what to do next. Everything seemed to have crashed down around him. “Do you really  not remember me? Just a few minutes ago you did. My real name is Paul Jonas. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

		Penelope relaxed, but her formal smile was so stiff as to look painful, and for a moment Paul thought he saw something terrified fluttering behind her eyes, a trapped creature struggling for escape. The hidden thing faded; she waved him away and turned back to her tapestry.

		
			Outside the chamber he put his hand on the old woman. “Tell me—do you know me?”
		

		“Of course, my lord Odysseus, even in those rags and with your beard so gray.” She led him down the narrow stairs to the first floor.

		“And how long have I been gone?”

		“Twenty terrible years, my lord.”

		“Then why does my wife think I am someone else? Or think I’m just now leaving for Troy?”

		Eurycleia shook her head. She did not seem overly perturbed. “Perhaps her long sorrow has sickened her wits. Or perhaps some god has clouded her vision, so she cannot see you truly.”

		“Or maybe I’m just doomed,” Paul muttered. “Maybe I’m just meant to wander around forever.”

		The old woman clicked her tongue. “You should be careful of your words, my lord. The gods are always listening.”

		
			 


		He lay curled on the packed earth of the kitchen floor. The sun had set and the cold night wind off the ocean crept through the huge, draughty house. The ash and dirt on the floor were more than offset by the welcome heat of the oven, which pulsed out at him through the stone, but even being warm when he might have been outside, chilled to the bone, was not much comfort.

		
			
			Think it through, he told himself. Somehow you knew it wouldn’t be so easy. The serving woman said, “Maybe a god has clouded her vision.” Could that be it? Some kind of spell or something? There were so many possibilities within this world, and he had so little real information—only what Nandi Paradivash had told him, with many deliberate omissions. Paul had never been much good at solving puzzles or playing games as a child, far happier just daydreaming, but now he felt like cursing his childhood self for slackness.
		

		No one else was going to do it for him, though.

		
			As Paul thought about what he had become—a thinking gamepiece, perhaps the only one, on this great Homeric Greece game board—a realization came to him, muffled and yet profound as distant thunder. I’m doing this all wrong. I’m thinking about this simworld like it’s real, even though it’s just an invention, a toy. But I need to think about the invention itself. What are the rules of how things work? How does this network actually function? Why am I Odysseus, and what’s supposed to happen to me here?

		He struggled to summon up his Greek lessons from school days. If this place, this simworld, revolved around the long journey of Homer’s Odyssey, then the king’s house on Ithaca could only come into it at the beginning of the tale, when the wanderer was about to leave, or at the end when the wanderer had returned. And as realistic as this place was—as all the simworlds he had visited were—it was still not real: perhaps every possible contingency could not be programmed in. Perhaps even the owners of the Otherland network had limits to their budgets. That meant there would have to be a finite number of responses, limited in part by what the Puppets could understand. Somehow, Paul’s appearance here had triggered several contradictory reactions in the woman currently called Penelope.

		But if he was triggering conflicting responses, why had the servingwoman Eurycleia immediately recognized him as Odysseus returned in disguise from his long exile, and then never deviated from that recognition? That was pretty much as it had been in the original, if his long-ago studies had served him properly, so why should the servant react correctly and the lady of the house not?

		
			
			Because they’re a different order of being, he realized. There aren’t just two types of people in these simulations, the real and the false—there’s at least one more, a third sort, even if I don’t yet know what it is. Gally was one of those third types. The bird-woman, Vaala or Penelope or whatever she’s really called—she must be another.

		It made sense, as far as he could think it through. The Puppets, who were completely part of the simulations, never had any doubt about who they were or what was happening around them, and apparently never left the simulations for which they had been created. In fact, Puppets like the old serving woman behaved as  though they and the simulations were both completely real. They were also well-programmed; like veteran actors, they would ignore any slip-ups or uncertainties on the part of the human participants.

		At the other end of the spectrum, the true humans, the Citizens, would always know that they were inside a simulation.

		But there was apparently a third type like Gally and the bird-woman who seemed to be able to move from one simworld to another, but retained differing amounts of memory and selfunderstanding in each environment. So what were they? Impaired Citizens? Or more advanced Puppets, some kind of new model that were not simulation-specific?

		A thought struck him then, and even the smoldering warmth from the oven could not stop his skin pimpling with sudden chill.

		
			God help me, that describes Paul Jonas as well as it describes them. What makes me so sure I’m a real person?
		

		
			 


		
			
			THE bright morning sun of Ithaca crept into almost every corner of the Wanderer’s house, rousting the usurped king from his bed by the oven not long after dawn. Paul had little urge to linger, in any case—knowing the kitchen women were virtual did not much soften their harsh words about his raggedness and dirtiness.
		

		Old Eurycleia, despite her workday already having reached full gallop as she saw to the demands of the suitors and the rest of the household, made sure that he received something to eat—she would have brought him far more than the chunk of bread and cup of heavily watered wine he accepted, but he saw no purpose in rousing envy or suspicion in the household. He found himself chewing the crusty bread with some pleasure, which made him wonder how his real body was being fed. Despite the frugal meal and his best efforts to be unobtrusive, several of the maids had already begun to whisper that they should have one or another of their favorites among Penelope’s suitors drive this filthy old man out of the house. Paul did not want to fight with any of the interlopers—even assuming he had been given the strength and stamina to outduel one of those strapping warriors, he was tired and depressed and wanted no part of any more struggles. In an effort to avoid controversy entirely he took his heel of bread and went out to walk on the headlands and think.
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		Whatever else the creators of this simulation might have planned, Paul thought, they had done a very fine job of capturing the Mediterranean world’s astonishingly clear, bright light. Even early on this hot morning the rocks along the cliff seemed as crisply pale as new paper, the reflected glare so fierce that he could not stand too close to them. Even with the sun behind him, he had to shade his eyes.

		
			
			I’ve got to learn the rules of this thing, he thought as he watched the seagulls wheeling below him. Not Greece, but the whole network. I have to make sense of it or I’ll just wander forever. The other version of Vaala, the one that spoke first in my dream, then through the Neandertal child, said that I had to get to a black mountain.

		
			
			“It reaches to the sky,” she had told him, “covers up the stars. . . . That is where all your answers are.” But when he had asked her how he could find it, she had answered, “I don’t know. But I might know, if you can find me.” And then the dream-version of Vaala had sent him here, to search for what seemed herself in another guise—but that was where the whole thing fell apart completely. How could she know . . . but not know? What could such a thing mean? Unless, as he had guessed the night before, she was neither normal person nor simulation, but something else. Perhaps she had meant that in different simulations she had access to different memories?
		

		
			But this Penelope version of her doesn’t seem to know anything at all, he thought sourly. She doesn’t even know she’s a version—doesn’t know that she’s the one who sent me here.
		

		He stooped and picked up a flat rock and skimmed it out into the stiff ocean breeze; it splashed long seconds later at the base of the rough cliffs. The wind shifted direction and jostled him a step nearer the precipice, still healthily distant from the edge but enough to make his groin tighten at the thought of the long fall.

		
			There’s so much I don’t know. Can I really die from something that happens here in a simulation? The golden harp told me that even though nothing was real, things could hurt or kill me. If this is all a simulation network, the message was right about the first part, so I should assume it told the truth about the second part,  too, even though it doesn’t make much sense. Nandi certainly acted as though we were both in real danger in Xanadu. . . .
		

		A skirl of primitive music came from somewhere behind him, breaking his concentration. He sighed. Questions and more questions, seemingly without end. What was that other Greek myth, a many-headed, dragonlike creature—the hydra? Cut off a head and two more would grow from the stump, wasn’t that how it had gone? He would have thought that meeting Nandi and the Venetian woman Eleanora would erase all the mysteries that plagued him, but the more he chopped away at the questions, the more rapidly he created a dense bouquet of new hydra-heads. It was like some tangled modernist tale about conspiracy theories gone out of control, a fable about the danger of paranoid thinking.

		The flute shrilled again like a child trying to attract his attention. He frowned at the distraction—but it was all distraction these days. Even the messages apparently meant to help him were dubious. A dream-version of Vaala had sent him here to meet another version of herself that did not know him. He had received assistance from the golden harp he had found in a giant’s castle, but it had not actually spoken to him until he was in the Ice Age, where the harp had become a gem.

		
			So was the castle a dream, or another simulation? And who sent me that harp-message in the first place? If it was Nandi’s people—they’re the only ones I’ve heard of who might try to warn someone like me—then why hadn’t Nandi ever heard of me? And who is this bird-woman Vaala, and why am I so bloody, painfully certain I know her?
		

		Paul took the last of his bread from a fold of his tattered robe, chewed and swallowed it, then continued along the hillside, wandering in the general direction of the insistent flute. As he followed the hill path down, the music was submerged in an angry baying which rapidly grew louder. It had only just begun to intrude itself on his distracted thoughts when a quartet of huge mastiffs burst into view, speeding up the trail toward him in full cry, red mouths wide, voices full of excitement and bloodlust. He halted in surprise and sudden fear and took a few steps backward, but the hill behind him was steep and without shelter and he knew he could not hope to outrun these four-legged monsters.

		As he bent, clawing the ground for a branch to use as a weapon  and slow down the inevitable for at least a few moments, a loud whistle shrilled across the hillside. The dogs pulled up a dozen meters from Paul, circling and barking angrily, but came no closer. A lean young man appeared from around a stone farther down the hill and examined Paul briefly, then whistled again. The dogs snarled as they retreated, unhappy at giving up a kill. When they reached the young man he gave the nearest a light smack on the flank and sent them all trotting back down the slope. He beckoned for Paul to follow, then lifted a flute to his lips, turned, and sauntered back down the path after the swiftly-vanishing dogs, tootling away merrily if not exactly musically.

		Paul had no idea what any of this was about, but was not about to offend someone who was on good terms with such large, hostile animals. He followed.

		A flat area between the hills came into view around the next bend, a great open space with a few buildings on it, but what Paul at first took for another large dwelling, a crude version of the palace upon the hill, turned out to be a compound for animals—specifically swine. A large walled area had been sectioned off into sties, and each open-roofed apartment had a contingent of several dozen pigs. Hundreds more lolled around outside the sties in the wide space between the compound’s walls, as indolent as rich tourists on a Third World beach.

		The young man with the dogs had disappeared somewhere, but an older man with a slight limp now appeared from the shade of one of the compound’s higher walls, the sandal he was repairing still dangling from his broad hand. His beard was almost completely gray, but his heavy upper body and corded arms suggested he retained most of the vigor of his younger days.

		“Come, old fellow,” he called to Paul. “You were lucky that my boy was with the dogs when they went after you. I’m glad of it, too, of course—don’t need any more problems around here, and it would have been a shame to see you chewed up and swallowed. Come have some wine with me, and you can give me any news you have.”

		This man and his speech rang a bell of some kind for Paul, but he could not tell what it reminded him of; once again he cursed himself for having paid so little attention to Homer when he’d had it, first at Cranleigh, then again at university.

		
			
			Still, how was I supposed to know? I mean, yes, if someone had warned me, “Say, Jonas, one day you’re going to get chucked into a live version of The Odyssey and have to fight for your life there,” I would probably have hit the books a bit harder. But who could have guessed?

		“You are kind,” he said aloud to what he guessed must be the chief swineherd—the pork production foreman, as it were. “I didn’t mean to upset your dogs. I’m afraid I’m a stranger here.”

		“A stranger? From that ship that landed at Phorcys’ Cove, I’ll be bound. Well come, then—all the more reason. Never let it be said that Eumaeus did not offer hospitality to a stranger.”

		Paul felt sure he had heard the name, but simply knowing he should recognize it was absolutely no help at all.

		The swineherd’s hut was modestly appointed, but it was still pleasant to get out of the sun, already quite hot long before noon, and to let the dry dust settle. The watered wine Eumaeus offered was also welcome. Paul took a long swallow, then a second, before he felt ready to make conversation.

		“So tell me the truth, stranger,” Eumaeus said. “You are from that Phaecian ship that stopped in the cove barely long enough to take on fresh water from the spring, are you not?”

		
			Paul hesitated, then nodded. There had definitely been something in The Odyssey about the Phaecians—he remembered that much, at least.
		

		“You come at a sad time, if this is your first visit to Ithaca.” Eumaeus belched and rubbed at his stomach. “In other days I could have offered to dine you on fatted hog, but all I have to spare is suckling pig, and a lean, small one at that. The suitors who are encamped in my master’s house are emptying his larders. Still, beggars and strangers come in Zeus’ name, and you will not go away hungry.”

		The swineherd continued to ramble on in this vein for no little time, emphasizing the viciousness of Penelope’s unwanted suitors and the shame of how the gods had treated his master, Odysseus. Paul dimly remembered that he was supposed to be disguised in some way—one of the gods had changed Odysseus’ face so he could return to his home without his enemies realizing it was him—and wondered why the slave Eurycleia had been able to recognize him but the swineherd could not.

		
			After perhaps an hour of preliminary chat his host slaughtered two young pigs and cut up their flesh to roast on sticks over the fire. Despite the swineherd’s kindness, Paul found himself growing impatient and angry. I could spend weeks wandering around here, with all the noble old servants rhapsodizing about their noble missing master, but meanwhile I’m going to be sleeping on the floor in my own house. He caught himself and grinned tightly. In the house of the character I’m playing. But the fact remains, I have to do something.

		Eumaeus served him barley meal and skewers of roasted pork. As he ate, Paul made desultory conversation, but he did not remember enough of the epic to be able to say much that interested the swineherd. After a while, assisted by the food, several generous bowls full of wine, and the afternoon heat, he and Eumaeus lapsed into a surfeited silence not much different than that of the animals outside. A dim memory tickled at Paul.

		“Doesn’t the king have a son? Tele . . . something?”

		“Telemachus?” Eumaeus belched gently and scratched himself. “Yes, a fine lad, the very image of his father. He has gone to search for our poor Odysseus—I believe he has snuck away to see Menelaus, his father’s comrade at Troy.” As he went on to describe Telemachus’ ill-treatment at the hands of the suitors, Paul could not help wondering if the son’s absence was part of the simworld’s scenario, or whether it might somehow be more personal. Was it supposed to have been Gally? The thought was painfully sobering, and for a moment Paul was looking at himself as though from outside—lolling in the reek of an imaginary swineherd’s cottage, drunk on watered wine and unwatered self-pity. It was not a pleasant sight, even in his imagination.

		
			
			Don’t be stupid, he told himself. The system wouldn’t have any way of knowing Gally was traveling with me unless he came into this simulation with me, and he didn’t. The bastards killed him in Venice. Whatever his confusion about his own state, it was hard to doubt what had happened to Gally—the horrible, shocking finality of it had been too great.
		

		But as he thought about the boy, he began to wonder again how the whole system worked. There were Citizens and Puppets, that was clear, but did everyone else, the Gallys and the Penelopes, fall into a single category? The bird-woman was here, but there  was also a version of her on Mars. And what about the one that appeared to him in dreams? If there were somehow multiple versions of her, could they never coexist, never share their knowledge with each other? They must have some common thread, otherwise how could the Neandertal dream-spirit have known about her other self here in Ithaca?

		
			And what about his pursuers, those two ghastly creatures that had hounded him from simulation to simulation. Were they real people?
		

		The last moments in Venice came back to him, the bizarre confusion of events—Eleanora, a real woman, but appearing as a ghostly spirit in her own simulation, the Finch-thing and Mullet-thing, tracking him down again, heartless and inexorable as some kind of virus . . . and the Pankies.

		
			
			My God, where do they fit in? Paul wondered. They looked like Finch and Mullet, but they weren’t—sort of like the different versions of my bird-woman. But there’s only been one version of her in any simulation I’ve been in, either a real character, like Penelope, or sort of a dream version. The Pankies and their doubles both showed up at the same time in Venice. . . .

		It was hard to forget the strange expression that had crossed Undine Pankie’s vast, flabby face—something almost automatic, so instinctive as to seem mechanical. Then she and her tiny husband had simply left—walked off, vanishing into the catacombs like two actors who had discovered themselves to be in the wrong play.

		It was odd how often important things—especially having to do with the mystery woman—seemed to happen around the dying and the dead. The Venetian crypts, the dying Neandertal boy, the exhumed cemetery on the Western Front. Death and the dying. Although there had been the maze at Hampton Court, too. Mazes and cemeteries—what was it with these people, anyway?

		An idea began to tickle at him. He sat up, suddenly more sober than he had been a few minutes earlier. “Tell me something, good Eumaeus,” he began abruptly. If these things were machines, that was all the more reason why there should be rules, logic . . . answers. It was up to him to discover what they were. “Tell me how people in your country ask the gods for help.”
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		Penelope rebuffed him again that evening, starting the audience as though Paul were the kindly beggar she had sent away the day before, but then veering rapidly into a wife’s tragic leave-taking, bidding him farewell on his journey to Troy with many promises as to how she would keep his home and his possessions safe, and would raise his infant son to proper manhood.

		
			
			I’ve definitely done something to catch her in a loop, he thought. It was hard to watch the woman he had chased for so long weeping bravely over something that bore no relationship to current reality, even the skewed reality of the simulation network, but it confirmed him in his intentions. I could go on like this forever, he decided, and it wouldn’t change anything.

		“Why can your spirit not rest, my lord and husband?” she asked suddenly, changing tack again. “Is it that your bones lie unmourned on some distant beach? That the gods who opposed you have tried to hide your name and your deeds? Do not fear—not all gods are your enemies, and there are those who will avenge you. There are others who will bring your memory and good name back from those foreign lands. A man waits to speak to me even now, to tell me of your life and deeds while you have been far from me, and someday your son, sensible Telemachus, will be able to avenge your wrongful death.”

		He felt a moment of interest until he realized that the man she spoke of was himself, that she had folded that version into this scenario where he was his own ghost.

		
			
			I was right the first time, he thought miserably. This could go on and on. I started this loop, somehow—I have to end it. A chilling thought came to him: But what if this is all there is to her? What if she’s just a broken machine—nothing more than that?

		Paul shook it off—he simply couldn’t afford to consider the possibility. The quest to find this woman was almost the only thing that gave his life meaning. He had to believe that his recognition of her meant something. He had to believe.

		
			 


		Two more days passed.

		
			Gripped by a strange sort of loyalty, Paul gave Penelope one last chance to recognize the truth, such as it was, but again, after oscillating through Paul-as-ghost and Paul-as-beggar, she once more settled on the idea he was about to leave for Troy and would  not hear otherwise. Time after time she bade him a sadly loving farewell, then moments later began her leavetaking all over again. The only thing she did not seem to consider, he noted, was the scenario that all the other Ithacans seemed to be performing—that his character, Odysseus, had returned in secret, much aged, but alive and well, from the Trojan War. He thought that was probably significant, but wasn’t certain how. In any case, he was now determined to smash the puzzle rather than to waste the rest of his life trying to solve it.
		

		The ancient slave Eurycleia, he was unhealthily gratified to discover, still regarded him with the true belief of a faithful folktale servant. When he had finished telling her what he wanted, she recited his instructions back to prove she had them memorized.

		Avoiding the brawl of suitors and the backstairs treachery of the maids and house slaves, he spent the rest of his time walking the island, the dream-Ithaca. He visited Eumaeus again; then, following the swineherd’s directions, he took a long walk through the bee-droning hills to a small rustic temple on the far side of the island. The place gave every indication of having been ignored a long time: a faceless, time-rounded statue standing in a niche dusted with the remains of long-dead narcissus flowers, surrounded by cypress branches so dry they had lost their scent.

		As he stood praying before the forgotten shrine in the hollow of the hillside, the air heavy and silent but for the constant breathing of sea, he prayed aloud for himself too, just to be on the safe side. True, this was all a simulation, the painstaking creation of people as human as himself, so for all intents and purposes he was praying to some team of gear engineers and graphic designers, but his boss at the Tate had often warned him never to underestimate the sneakiness and self-obsession of artists.

		
			 


		
			
			HE woke disoriented from a dream about Gally, and for a moment could not remember where he was.
		

		He groped around. Sand lay beneath him, and there was a faint, dying light in the west where the sun had gone down behind the hills. He had fallen asleep on the beach, waiting.

		The lost child in his dream had worn the guise of the still-unmet Telemachus, a handsome, dark-ringleted youth who nevertheless  wore Gally’s urchin squint. The boy had been rowing a small boat on a dark river through drifting mists, calling Paul’s name. The urge to reach out to him had been powerful, but some dream-paralysis had prevented Paul from moving or even answering as the boy faded into a cloud of white nothingness.

		Helpless tears were on his cheeks now, cool in the evening wind off the ocean, but through his misery he felt a kind of vindication: surely this dream of Gally on the river in the lands of Death must mean he was doing the right thing. Paul sat up, his wits returning with sleep’s retreat. The beach was empty but for a few fishermen’s boats, their owners long since gone to their evening meals. Sea and sky were quickly becoming a single dark thing, and the fire he had built with so much labor earlier in the afternoon was now guttering. Paul sprang forward and fed it with cypress twigs as he had been told, and then with larger pieces of driftwood until the flames began to mount high again. By the time he had finished, the sun was entirely gone, the stars blazing from a sky undulled by the pervasive ambient light of Paul’s own age.

		As if they had been waiting for everything to be correctly arranged, voices now came to him down the beach.

		“There, where the fire is burning—see, mistress?”

		“But this is most strange. Are you certain it is not bandits or pirates who have made a camp there?”

		Paul stood. “This way, my lady,” he called. “You don’t have to worry about bandits.”

		Penelope came out of the darkness, shawl wrapped tightly around her, the firelight revealing her look of deep unease. Eurycleia, older and shorter of leg, nevertheless followed close behind.

		“I have brought her, master,” the slave announced. “As you asked.”

		“Thank you.” He was certain there was something more poetic he should say, but he had no skill for this sort of thing. His personal translation of Homer would just have to be the utilitarian sort.

		Penelope laughed nervously. “Is this some conspiracy? My oldest and dearest servant, have you betrayed me to this strange man?”

		“So you still don’t recognize me?” Paul shook his head. “It  doesn’t matter. I won’t hurt you, I promise. I swear it by all the gods. Please, sit down.” He took a breath. It had seemed so sensible when he had planned it—his decision to stop fighting the simulation, to enter instead into its spirit and thus find a painless way to jog this woman back into sanity, to make her useful to him, as her own alter ego had clearly intended her to be. “In fact,” he said, “I’m going to ask the gods for help.”

		Penelope gave one sharp glance to Eurycleia, then settled herself gracefully on the sand. Her dark shawl and darker hair, the few strands of gray invisible in the starlight, surrounded the pale, mistrustful face with a mantle of shadow. Her wide eyes seemed holes cut directly into the night.

		The slave woman handed Paul a bronze knife wrapped in a cloth. He produced a bundle of his own and unwrapped the spindly hindquarters of a butchered black sheep—the wage he had earned from Eumaeus’ brother-in-law for an afternoon’s work fixing a paddock. It seemed a paltry sacrifice to Paul, but Eumaeus—to whom he had gone first in hope of pig flesh to sacrifice—had assured him that a black ram was the only correct choice, and Paul had bowed to the man’s clearly superior knowledge.

		While Penelope watched in silent trepidation, Paul made a pyre of sticks atop the fire, then did as Eumaeus had told him, cutting the meat and fat away from the ram’s thighs. He placed the bones on the pyre and the flesh and fat on top of them. Within moments the sacrifice was sending up plumes of greasy smoke, and as the wind changed direction, he caught not only the alluring scent of cooked meat, but something deeper, older, and altogether more disturbing—the smell of burnt offerings, of ransom paid in fear, the scent of human submission to a powerful and pitiless universe.

		“I do not understand,” Penelope said faintly. Her great eyes followed his every move, as though he were a wild beast. “What are you doing? Why am I here?”

		“You think you don’t know me,” Paul replied. He tried to keep his voice even but he was beginning to feel an odd elevation, something he had not expected. The dream of poor, dead Gally, the snapping flames on the windy beach, the woman whose face had so long been his only talisman sitting across the fire from him, all combined to make him feel as though he might at last  be on the brink of something real—something important. “You think you don’t, but the gods will bring back your memory.” He felt certain now that he was doing the right thing. The exhilarated rush in his head proved it. No more drifting—he was instead seizing the simulation by its own rules and making it work for him. “They will send someone who will help you remember!”

		“You are frightening me.” Penelope turned to Eurycleia, who Paul felt sure would reassure her, but the slave looked as unhappy as her mistress.

		“Then just tell me what I need to know.” Paul stepped back from the fire and spread his arms. The wind tugged at his thin garment, but he felt only the heat of the flames. “Who are you? How did we get here? And where is the black mountain you told me about?”

		She stared at him like a cornered animal.

		
			It was hard to be patient when he wanted to shout. He had waited so long—had been pushed and tugged and flung from place to place, always passive, always the one acted upon. He had stood by helplessly while the boy, his only real friend in this bizarre universe, was killed before his eyes. Now that helplessness was finally ending. “Then just tell me about the black mountain. How do I find it? Do you remember? That’s why I came here. That’s why you sent me here!”
		

		She crouched lower. A strafing of sparks leaped out of the fire and swirled away on the wind.

		“No? Then I have to ask the gods.” He would use the logic of her own world against her. He would make something happen.

		As he lowered himself to the sand, Eurycleia piped up nervously. “Surely that is sheep’s flesh, my lord. A black ewe, my lord?”

		He began to slap his hands against the ground in slow rhythm, striking the sand with his palms as old Eumaeus had instructed him. “It’s a ram. Quiet—I have to remember the words.”

		The slave woman seemed restless and upset. “But such a thing is an offering to . . .”

		“Sshhhh.” He slowed his beat upon the ground, and then intoned in rhythm.

		
			
				
				“Hail to thee, Invisible, 
Aedoneus, son of Chronos the Eldest, 
Brother of Zeus the Thunderer, 
Hail! 
Hail to thee, Lord of the Dark Pillars, 
Hades, Monarch of the Underworld, 
King of the Silent Realm, 
Hail! 
Take this flesh, Lord of the Fertile Depths, 
Take this offering. 
Hear my prayer. . . .”

		

		He paused. He had invoked the God of Death, which surely in this place was as good as any graveyard or dying Ice Age child.

		
			
			“Send me the bird-woman!” he shouted, still drumming the tattoo on the sand. “Tell her I want to speak to her—I want this woman Penelope to see her!” The words seemed awkward, out of keeping with the poetry of the invocation, and he reached to summon the dream-woman’s own words. “Come to us! You must come to us!”

		Silence fell. Nothing happened.

		
			Furious, Paul began to drum another tattoo on the sand. “Come to us!”

		“M-My lord,” Eurycleia stuttered, “I thought you meant to ask the help of Athena the Counselor, who has long looked favorably on your family, or of great Zeus—I thought perhaps even you meant to beg forgiveness of ocean-lord Poseidon, who many say you have somehow offended, and who thus murderously hindered your journey back to us. But this, master, this . . . !”

		The last beat of his fingers upon the sand continued to reverberate—a noiseless echo that he could nevertheless feel pulsing away into the deeps. The bonfire flames seemed to have slowed, as though their light traveled to him through deep water, or along some kind of hindered and decaying transmission.

		“What are you saying?” His impatience was tempered by a throb of worry—the slave’s fear was powerful and genuine. Her mistress Penelope seemed beyond terror, her features slack and still except for her eyes, which stared feverishly from the winding-sheet  white of her face. “What are you trying to tell me, old woman?”

		“Master, you should not offer prayers for . . . such things as this to . . . to the Earthbound!” Eurycleia gasped, fighting for breath. “Have your years . . . in foreign lands robbed you of your . . . of your memory?”

		“Why shouldn’t I? Hades is a god, isn’t he? People pray to him, don’t they?” The feeling in his stomach was rapidly becoming a deep, nauseating chill.

		The old slave flapped her hands, but she seemed to have lost the ability to speak. The earth beneath Paul’s feet seemed taut as a drum, a breathing membrane pulsing to a slow, distant rhythm. But the pulse was growing stronger.

		
			It’s not a mistake—I know it’s not a mistake . . . is it?
		

		Even as he felt the clutch of doubt, she was there.

		Her counterpart Penelope lurched to her feet, staggering backward on the suddenly unstable sands as the bird-woman’s form took shape in the smoke, a monochrome angel in wispy gray, the vast wings trailing away into invisibility. The apparition’s face was curiously formless, like the rain-eroded statue of the Earth Lord himself in its niche on the other side of the island. But still, from her expression of disbelieving shock, Penelope in some way recognized her own image, even in this insubstantial duplication.

		
			The smoky face turned to him. “Paul Jonas, what have you done?”

		He didn’t know what to say. Everything he had planned, all he had thought might happen, was coming unstuck. The surface of the earth now seemed only a skin over some impossibly deep pit, and something moved there, something as vast and inescapable as regret.

		
			The angel shivered, roiling the smoke. Even in this spectral form, he could clearly see the lines of the bird-woman from the giant’s castle, and despite his terror, he ached for her. “You have called out to the One who is Other,” she said. “He is searching for you now.”

		“What are you talking about?”

		
			“You have called to him. The one who dreams it all. Why did you do that—he is terrible!”
		

		Through his confusion, Paul finally realized that he had been  listening for long moments to Penelope moaning in terror. She had fallen to the ground and was throwing sand on her own head, as though she would bury herself. He pulled her upright, in part wanting to help, but also furious that her recalcitrance should have brought him to this. “Look! This is her!” he shouted at the smoke angel. “You sent me to her, but she couldn’t tell me where to go. I wanted her to tell me how to reach the black mountain.”

		
			The apparition was no more willing than Penelope to meet her double’s eyes: when Paul thrust his erstwhile wife toward her, the angel twitched away, a ripple passing through her entire body and deforming her wings. “We do not . . .” The face of smoke writhed. “We should not . . .”

		
			“Just make her tell me. Or you tell me! I can’t stand this anymore!” Paul could feel a growing presence, simultaneously beneath his feet and behind his eyes, a pressure building all around that made the very air seem about to burst. “Where is your bloody black mountain?” He shoved Penelope toward the apparition again, but it was like trying to force together two repelling magnets. Penelope tore free from him with animal strength and fell to the sand, weeping.
		

		“Tell me!” Paul shouted. He turned to the angel. “Why won’t she tell me?”

		
			The specter was beginning to dissipate. “She has told you. She has told you what she knows in the only way she can. That is why I sent you to her. She is the one who knows what you must do next.”

		Paul grabbed at her, but the angel was truly smoke: she dissolved in his clawing fingers. “What does that mean?” He turned and seized Penelope instead. He shook her, his anger threatening to overspill, the bursting tension of the night like a great dark blood clot in his head. “Where am I supposed to go?”

		Penelope screamed in pain and terror. “Why do you do this to me, my husband?”

		
			“Where do I go?”
		

		Penelope was weeping and shuddering. “To Troy! You must go to Troy! Your comrades await you there!”

		Paul let go of her, staggering as though he had been struck with a great stone, the realization a searing pain in his heart.

		
			
			Troy—the only thing she had said that did not speak of the  end of the story, the only answer that did not fit with the rest of the simulation. Through the cloud of confusion caused by his presence, Penelope had been telling him what he needed to know all along . . . but he hadn’t listened. Instead he had brought her here, the woman he had sought for so long, and then tortured her, after promising the gods he would not harm her. He had called up something none of them dared face, when she had already told him several times what her other self could not.
		

		Whatever he had summoned from the dark regions below, it was he himself who was the monster.

		His eyes blurry with tears, Paul turned from the fire and stumbled away across the drumhead sands. He tripped on the huddled form of Eurycleia, but did not stop to find out if she was alive or dead. The thing that had frightened even the winged woman seemed very near now, achingly so, as close as his own heartbeat.

		
			
			Searching for me, she said. He tripped and fell, then wobbled to his feet again like a drunken man. The Earthbound, they called him. He could feel the breathing vitality of the soil beneath him. A part of him, a tiny, distant part, shrilled that it all had to be illusion, that he must remember he was in some kind of vast virtual game, but it was a pennywhistle in a hurricane. Every time his feet met the ground he felt the dark thing’s presence, as alarming and painful as if he ran on a hot griddle.
		

		A disjointed idea sent him hurrying along the beach to the fishermen’s boats. He grabbed the nearest and shoved it down the slick strand, filling the air with panicky curses when it stuck, until at last it skimmed free into the shallow tide. He clambered up over the side and in.

		
			
			Not touching the earth anymore. His thoughts were like a deck of cards knocked from a table. Big thing. Dead thing. But it can’t find me now. It was impossibly strange, whatever it was—could a mere simulation do that?
		

		He lifted the oar in the bottom of the boat and began to drive himself out onto the wine-dark sea. He looked back, but all he could see of the beach was the dying flame of his fire. If Penelope and Eurycleia were still there, they were lost in shadow.

		The waves grew higher, lifting the front of the small boat with  every swell, setting it down again with a smack. Paul set aside the oar so he could get a better grip on the sides of the boat.

		
			
			Troy, he thought, clutching at prosaic things in the grip of great horror. A black mountain. Is there a mountain near Troy . . . ?

		Another swell almost knocked him overboard and he gripped the boat even more tightly. Although there were no clouds above him, nothing between him and the diamond-bright stars, the waves were lashing the little craft harder and harder. One passed beneath him and lifted the entire boat up, up, until he thought it would spin him over and dump him out. As he pivoted slowly at the top of his rise, he saw that a wave of unnatural shape was rising before him, higher than any others, a dark mass touched with luminescence at its edges—a figure ten times his own height, the ocean itself taking the form of a bearded man with a crown. For a moment he thought that the thing the angel had called Other had found him, and he gave himself up to despair.

		
			A thunderous voice made the bones of his skull quiver. “Wily Odysseus,” it boomed, “mortal man, you know that I, Poseidon, am sworn to destroy you. Yet you leave the safety of your island home and return to my domain. You are a fool. Your death is deserved.”

		The great sea-king lifted his hand. The waves now rushing toward Paul’s boat were like mountains. Paul felt his frail craft lifted, slowly at first, then jerked up into the air and tossed high.

		
			He clung to the hull as he spun, and could hold no thought except, I am a fool, it’s true—a bloody, miserable fool. . . .

		The ocean, when he fell from the heights and struck it again, seemed hard as stone. His boat burst into fragments and Paul was sucked down into crushing wet blackness.

	
		

		
			
			First:

		
			EXILES IN DREAM
		

		“For the sake of persons of . . . different types, scientific truth should be presented in different forms, and should be regarded as equally scientific, whether it appears in the robust form and the vivid coloring of a physical illustration or in the tenuity and paleness of a symbolic expression.”

		
			—James Clerk Maxwell, address to the Mathematics
 and Physics Section, Brit. Assoc. for the
 Advancement of Science, 1870.
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			CHAPTER 1

		
			A Circle of Strangers
		

		
			
				NETFEED/NEWS: Net Gadfly Claims “Digital Divide” Still a Problem (visual: African school children watching wallscreen)
			

			
				VO: Ansel Kleemer, who styles himself “an old-fashioned gadfly” who has devoted his life to being an irritant to economic and political power-players, is launching another protest to bring UN Telecomm’s attention to the “digital divide” that Kleemer says is becoming a permanent gulf in world society. (visual: Kleemer in office)
			

			
				KLEEMER: “It’s simple, really—the net simply replicates world economic inequality, the haves versus the have-nots. There was a time when people thought information technology would bring advantages to everyone, but it’s clear that unless things change, the net will continue to be like everything else—if you can afford it, you’ll get it. If you can’t, who cares about you?”
			

		

		
			
			IT was only a hand, fingers curled, protruding from the earth like a swollen pink-and-brown flower, but she knew it was her brother’s hand.
		

		As she bent and grasped it, she felt it move slowly, sleepily beneath her fingers, and was thrilled to know he lived. She pulled.

		Stephen emerged from the clinging soil bit by bit—hand and wrist first, then the rest of his arm, like the root of a stubborn plant. At last his shoulder and head burst free in a shower of dirt. His eyes were closed, his lips curled in a tight, secretive smile. In a desperate hurry now to wrest him loose completely, she pulled harder, drawing out his torso and legs as well, but somehow his other arm, hidden from her view, still anchored him to the earth.

		She yanked hard but could not pull the last inches of him out into the light. She planted her feet, bent her back, then put an even greater effort into another pull. The rest of Stephen abruptly jerked free of the ground, then stopped. Clutched in his trailing hand was another small hand whose owner still lay beneath the soil.

		Increasingly aware that something was wrong, Renie kept pulling, frantic to dislodge Stephen, but now a chain of small dirty shapes lifted from the soil like the plastic pop-beads she had played with in her own childhood—a score of little children all connected hand to hand, the last still partially immured in the earth.

		Renie could not see well—the sky was growing dark, or she had rubbed dirt into her own eyes. She made one last effort, the very hardest pull she could manage, so that for a moment it seemed she was in danger of tearing her own arms out at their roots. The last of the children came free of the soil. But this child’s hand held another hand as well, only this last childish fist was the size of a small car, and the wrist loomed from the earth like a vast tree trunk. The very earth trembled as this last monstrous link in the chain, perhaps annoyed by Renie’s insistent pulling, began ponderously to dig its way upward out of the dark, gelid soil toward the light of the surface.

		“Stephen!” she screamed, “let go, boy! You must let go . . . !”

		But his eyes remained tight shut and he continued to cling to the chain of other children, even as the earth heaved and the vast shape beneath it continued to rise. . . .

		
			 


		Renie sat up, gasping and shivering, to discover herself in the thin, unchanging gray light of the unfinished simworld, surrounded by the sleeping forms of her companions—!Xabbu, Florimel,  Emily 22813 from the crumbling Oz simworld, and the armored silhouette of T4b stretched on the ground beside them like a fallen hood ornament. Renie’s movement woke !Xabbu; his eyes flicked open, alert and intelligent. It was a surprise, as always, to see that gaze housed in an almost comical baboon face. As he began to rise from where he lay curled near her side, she shook her head.

		“I’m okay. Bad dream. Get some more sleep.”

		He looked at her uncertainly, sensing something in the ragged tone of her voice, but after a moment shrugged a sinuous monkey-shrug and lay down again. Renie took a deep breath, then rose and walked across the hillside to where Martine sat, blind face turned to the skies like a satellite dish.

		“Do you want to take a turn sleeping, Martine?” Renie asked as she sat down. “I feel like I’m going to be awake for a while.” The complete absence in the environment of wind and ambient sound made it seem as though a thunderstorm was imminent, but they had been here for what seemed several days now without any weather whatsoever, let alone a storm.

		Martine turned toward her. “Are you all right?”

		It was strange, but no matter how many times Renie saw her companion’s bland sim face, when she turned away again she could hardly remember it. There had been plenty of similar-looking sims in Temilun whose faces were nevertheless full of life and individualism—Florimel had one, and even the false Quan Li had looked like a real person. Martine, though, seemed to have been given something out of a default file.

		
			“Just a bad dream. About Stephen.” Renie pawed at the oddly-textured ground. “Reminding myself how little I’ve done for him, perhaps. But it was a strange dream, too. I’ve had a few like it. It’s hard to explain, but I feel like . . . like I’m really there when they’re happening.”
		

		Martine nodded slowly. “I think I have had similar types of dreams since we have been on this network—some in which I felt I was seeing things that I have only experienced since I lost my sight. Perhaps it is to do with the change in our sensory input, or perhaps it is something even less explicable. This is a brave new world, Renie, in many ways. Very few humans have experienced such realistic input that was not actually real—very few who were not completely insane, that is.”

		Renie’s smile was a sour one. “So we’re all more or less having a continual schizophrenic episode.”

		“In a way, yes,” Martine said thoughtfully. “The kind of thing usually reserved for madmen . . . or for prophets.”

		
			
			Like !Xabbu, Renie almost added, but was not sure what she meant. She looked back toward the rest of their comrades, and specifically to where !Xabbu lay curled, his slender tail pulled up near his muzzle. By his own standards, the Bushman was no more a mystic than he was a theoretical scientist or a philosopher: he was simply working with the laws of the universe as his people knew them.
		

		
			
			And after all, Renie had to admit, who’s to say they’re wrong and we’re right?

		The silence stretched for a minute, then another. Although the strangeness of the dream still clung to her thoughts, especially the jangling terror of its last moments, she felt a kind of peace as well. “This backwater place we’re in,” she said at last. “What do you think it is, really?”

		Martine frowned, considering. “You mean, do I think it’s what it seems to be—something the Grail people haven’t finished with yet? I don’t know. That seems the most likely explanation, but there are . . . sensations I get from it, things I cannot describe, that make me wonder.”

		“Like what?”

		“As I said, I cannot describe them. But whatever it might be, it is definitely the first place of its sort I have entered, so my speculations do not mean much. It could be that because of the system the Grail Brotherhood employs, any unfinished place would give off the kind of . . .” again she frowned, “. . . the kinds of . . . intimations of vitality this place has.” Before Renie could ask her to explain further, Martine rose. “I will take you up on your kind offer, Renie, if it still holds. The last few days have been impossibly difficult, and I find I am much wearier than I thought. Whatever else this place is, at least we are able to rest.”

		“Of course, get some sleep. We still have a lot ahead of us—a lot to decide.”

		“So much had to be said simply to bring each other up to date.” Martine’s smile was wry. “I am certain Florimel and T4b  were not entirely unhappy we did not have time for their personal histories.”

		“Yes. But that’s what today’s for, whether they like it or not.” Renie noticed she had dug a little trench with her fingers into the strange, soapy ground. Remembering the dream, she shivered and filled it in. “They’re going to have to tell us. I won’t stand any more secrets like that. That might be what killed William.”

		“I know, Renie. But do not be too fierce. We are allies trapped in a hostile environment and must take care of each other.”

		She fought down a small twinge of impatience. “Yes, of course. But that’s all the more reason we have to know who’s watching our backs.”

		
			 


		
			
			T4B and Florimel were the last to return. By the time they appeared around the curve of the hillside, trudging toward the otherwordly campfire across terrain whose surface hue shifted subtly from instant to instant like the colors on an oil slick, Renie was beginning to feel nervously suspicious about their long absence. Still, even though they were the last two maintaining a mystery about their identities, they also seemed a fairly unlikely pair of allies—a fact underscored as T4b clanked into camp and blurted out their news, clearly irritating Florimel.
		

		“Saw some kinda animal, us,” he said. “Got no shape, seen? Just, like . . . light. But all bendy.”

		At first glance, Florimel’s sim appeared little different than the one Martine wore, a woman of the Atascos’ Temilun simworld, with a strong nose and a dark, reddish-brown complexion not unlike the Maya; but just as two people might wear the same clothes to totally different effect, where Martine’s guise gave an impression of blankness that belied her dry wit and careful empathy, Florimel’s small sim seemed to have the coiled intensity of a Napoleon, and her face did not look unfinished or general in the same way Martine’s did.

		
			
			Just another mystery, Renie thought wearily, and probably not one of the important ones.

		“. . . It wasn’t an animal in any normal sense of the word,” Florimel was saying. “But it’s the first phenomenon we’ve seen that wasn’t obviously part of the geography. It was very fluid, but T4b is correct—it was made of light, or was only partially visible  to us. It appeared almost out of nowhere and moved around as though it were looking for something. . . .”

		“Then it just zanged out, like into an airhole,” T4b finished.

		“A what?” Renie turned to Florimel for clarification.

		
			“He means it just . . . well, it did seem to step into a hole in the air. It didn’t simply vanish, it . . .” She stopped and shrugged. “Whatever happened, it is gone.”
		

		!Xabbu had finished poking up the fire. “And what else did you see?” he asked.

		“Saw too much zero, me,” said T4b, levering himself down to a seat by the campfire. The reflected flames made unusual, almost textured patterns on his armor.

		“We saw a lot more of this,” Florimel elaborated, gesturing to the hillside on which they stood. “A thousand variations, but all much the same . . .”

		“Don’t touch me!” Emily stood up and moved away from T4b.

		“Didn’t. You’re dupped and trans-upped,” he growled. “Trying to bring friendly, me, all it is.” If a warrior-robot could be said to sulk, he was clearly doing so.

		Florimel let out a great sigh, as if to underscore what she had been forced to put up with all day. “Everywhere was like this—unfinished, disordered, silent. I do not like it, to tell you the truth.” She made a dismissive gesture. “What was perhaps interesting, though, is that we found no sign of a river or anything similar, not even a river-of-air, as we had in the last place.”

		“William liked flying in that river so much,” Martine said suddenly. “He was laughing and laughing. He said it was the first thing he’d found in the whole network that made him think the money was worth spending.” Everyone fell silent for a moment. Sweet William’s stiffened virtual body was only a short distance away, concealed in a sort of pit on the far side of a knoll swirling with evanescent colors. No one looked in that direction, but everyone was clearly thinking about it.

		“So, no river,” Renie said. “!Xabbu and I didn’t find any trace of one either. Pretty much everything else we saw was as you said—more of the same. We didn’t see anything I’d call an animal, though.” She sighed.–Which means there isn’t any obvious and easy way to travel through and out of this simworld.”

		“There is not even a way to know which direction we should  take,” Florimel added. “There is no sun, no sunrise or sunset, no directions at all. We only found our way back because I left a trail of broken . . . sticks, I suppose you would call them . . . behind us.”

		
			
			Like bread crumbs, Renie thought. Isn’t that from “Hansel and Gretel”? We’re living in a bloody fairy tale—except our story, like this world, hasn’t been finished yet . . . and we might not be the folks who are going to be around at Happily Ever After time. Out loud, she said, “We had !Xabbu’s nose and sense of direction, although I have to admit I was a little nervous—it all just looks the same to me.”
		

		“Did you find food?” asked Emily. “I’m very hungry. I’m going to have a baby, you know.”

		“Oddly enough,” said Florimel, saving Renie the trouble, “we realized that, yes.”

		
			 


		
			
			ONCE she had decided to do it, Florimel appeared impatient to start. They had barely settled themselves around the fire pit before she declared, “I was born in Munich. In the early ’30s, during the Lockdown. The part of the city where my mother lived was an industrial slum. We shared a small rebuilt warehouse with a dozen other families. Later, I would realize that it was not all bad—many of the families were political, some of the adults were even wanted by the police for things they had done at the beginning of the Guestworker Revolt, and I was taught a great deal about how the world truly works. Too much, perhaps.”
		

		She looked around as though someone might want to ask a question, but Renie and the others had been waiting too long to learn something of this companion-stranger to interrupt her.

		Florimel shrugged and continued at a brisk pace. “For my mother, it was definitely too much. When her man, who may or may not have been my father, was killed in what the authorities called a riot, but was truly more of an attempt to round up and incarcerate large elements of the social fringe, she fled Munich entirely and moved to the Elz Valley in the Black Forest.

		“You may or may not remember the name Marius Traugott—he has been a long time dead, now. He was a teacher, a holistic healer, I suppose a mystic. He rode the wave of superstition at the end of the last century to fame, bought one of the last stands  of the old forest, which had been privatized by the Reutzler government, and founded a retreat he called Harmony Camp.”

		“Was that one of those, what is the name . . . ?” Renie tried to remember the news stories. “Is that the Social Harmony religion?”

		Florimel shook her head. “No, not really. One of Traugott’s very early disciples split from him and started the Social Harmonist Army in America, but we were nothing like them, believe me—although many people did call our Harmony Camp a religious cult. But whatever you call it, cult, commune, social experiment, it does not matter. My mother was one of the converts, and when I was just a few years old she became a member, giving away the few things she owned for a narrow bed in a bunkhouse and a seat at the foot of Doctor Traugott.

		“Despite a diet made entirely of raw, living vegetables and plant material, Traugott died only a few years later at age eighty. Harmony Camp did not fold up or fall apart, though. Several of his lieutenants kept it going, and although it went through periodic shifts of philosophy, some fairly extreme—for a while when I was about twelve, people at the camp armed themselves against a feared crackdown by the government, and at one point some of the more mystical members were trying to beam messages to the stars—it remained more or less what it had been under Doctor Traugott. For me, it was simply home. We children ate together, slept together, sang together. Our parents did the same—lived communally, I mean—but the two groups were largely separate. The children were all taught together, with a rigorous stress on philosophy, health science, and religious thought. It is not entirely surprising that I became interested in medicine. What is more surprising is that when I was old enough, the Harmony Camp Foundation actually spent the money to send me to the university in Freiburg. It is less surprising if you know that the group mistrusted outside doctors and mainstream medicine, and that up until then we had only one nurse to minister to almost six hundred people.

		“I will not bore you with how my years at university changed me. Meeting young people who did not call their mothers ‘Sister-in-God,’ and who had grown up sleeping in a bed of their own in a room of their own was like being introduced to creatures from another planet. Not surprisingly, I came to view my upbringing  differently than before I left Harmony Camp, to be more critical of what I had learned, less accepting of the truths of Doctor Marius Traugott. What may surprise you, however, is that I still returned home when my schooling was finished. Even though I had no formal doctor’s degree, I had learned enough to become the chief medical authority of Harmony Camp.

		“I feel I must explain this, or you will all misunderstand, as people generally do. It is true that Traugott’s ideas were largely nonsense, and that many of the people drawn to his doctrines, and thus to the commune, were those without the strength or resources to compete in the great commercial struggle outside the gates. But did this mean they had no right to live? If they were foolish, or credulous, or simply tired of trying to climb up a ladder that had many times already proved too slippery for them, did that mean they were without value?

		“My mother was one such, you see. She had chosen to turn her back on the politics of the street, but she did not want simply to replace that with the values of the bourgeoisie, either. What she wanted was a bed, a safe place to raise her daughter, and the company of people who did not shout at her that she was ignorant or spineless because she was frightened to go out and throw bricks at police.

		“My extended Harmony Camp family were mostly kind people. They were frightened of many things, but if fear makes people hateful, it had not yet risen to a sustained pitch with them. Not then. So after university I busied myself with helping them, and although I no longer blindly accepted Harmony Camp’s guiding beliefs, I had no qualms about trying to make the lives of its people better. And I did make things better—very quickly, too. I was fortunate enough to have made a friend in school whose father was an executive in a large medical supply company, and at his urging—and much to my surprise—the company donated us some excellent equipment.

		
			“Listen to me.” She snorted. “I have already taken too long to get to the point. I started out to tell you of my life at Harmony Camp only because it explains much about me in a few words. But I also wanted you to know that my mother was taught, in part by her own experiences in Munich, in part by Doctor Traugott, to fear the modern life of instant communications and imaginary  worlds—in short, the life of the net. I learned to partake freely of that life in my university days, but a part of me still feared it. It was the opposite of all we had been taught to revere, the raw, the tangible, that which lived. When I underwent my quiet rebellion against Marius Traugott’s teachings, I undertook to face that which I feared, and I began to spend almost as much time connected to the information world as all but the most die-hard enthusiasts among my university friends. When I returned to Harmony Camp, I even had a showdown with the council, threatening to leave if they did not agree to allow me at least one line which could handle greater bandwidth than voice-only. I told them I could not be their doctor without one, which was only partially true. My blackmail worked.
		

		“So I opened up Harmony Camp to the net. No one touched that system station but me, and after a while the council became less uneasy. Eventually, it was all but forgotten, although I would eventually pay for my pleasures, and pay very heavily. But at the time, once my own initial absorption with the novelty of it began to fade, even I used it only seldom. I kept in touch with a few friends from the university. I did my best to stay current with general medical information. On rare occasions I experimented with some of the other things the net had to offer, but my work at Harmony Camp kept me very busy. In many ways I was almost as disconnected from the modern world as you, !Xabbu, in your early life on the Okavango.

		“What changed it was my child, and a man named Anicho Berg.”

		“My mother died in an accident—as yours did, Renie. It happened in the winter, twelve years ago. The heater in the cabin she shared with some of the older Harmony Camp women malfunctioned and they were asphyxiated. There are far worse ways to die. In any case, though, for the first time I began to feel that my fellow communards were perhaps not family enough—that with my mother dead, I lacked any deep personal connection to the world, even to my own life, if that makes sense.

		“It was not very difficult for a woman in her forties to begin thinking about bearing a child. It was even less difficult for a woman with medical training and control over the health services of several hundred people to arrange an artificial insemination. I  considered briefly just a parthenogenetic cloning of one of my own cells, but I did not want simply another version of myself. I took what I knew to be several healthy sperm samples from different donors, unfroze them, and mixed them together.

		“Considering the clinical nature of her conception, you may be surprised to know that I bore my daughter Eirene full-term, and that she was beautiful to me beyond anything I can say. You may be less surprised to learn that someone who had spent her entire life in communal living found herself fiercely jealous and protective of her child.

		
			“I could not continue living in Harmony Camp without allowing her to join the other children in their communal schooling, and I had no wish to leave—it was the only home I had ever really known. But I made sure that I taught her, too, and that I was not an essentially uninvolved figure like my own mother, who had been only a small degree more loving and intimate to me than any of the other Sisters-in-God. I was Eirene’s mother, and she knew it. I told her every day. She felt it.”
		

		Florimel’s clipped narrative came to a startlingly sudden halt. It took a moment before Renie realized that the woman was struggling with tears.

		“Excuse me.” She was clearly embarrassed. “We are coming to the things that are very hard for me to say, even to remember.

		“Anicho Berg was not at first anything to fear. He was a thin, serious young man who had been part of Harmony Camp for a long time, since his youth. At one point he and I even had a short affair, but that meant little because none of us went outside the commune for our relationships, and although we were not one of those groups that emphasizes free love, neither had Doctor Traugott been anti-sex—he was much more concerned with people’s dietary habits and bowel movements. We were normal, healthy people. Many of us had our flings over the years, and some married. But something in Anicho was ambitious, and could not bear things in the commune to be as they were and himself just one of many. He began to take more power on the council, which was not difficult—few at Harmony Camp wanted power of any kind. Had we not retreated from the world where such things were important? But perhaps by making ourselves a peaceful flock, we  thus became an irresistible lure to a cunning predator. And that is what Anicho Berg was.

		“I will not stretch out this portion of the story, because it is sad and unsurprising. Those of you, like Martine, who are familiar with the newsnets may have even heard of Harmony Camp’s messy ending—a shoot-out with the authorities, several people dead, including Berg, and several others arrested. I was not there—Berg and his cohorts had driven me and Eirene away months before. Ironically, it was my possession of net gear that Anicho used to make me unpopular—what was I doing, he demanded to know, late at night when others of the commune were abed? Using electricity, talking with strangers and thus generally up to no good, was his insinuation. I am sad to say that in the climate he and his friends fostered, my fellow communards believed it.

		“Again I have gone on longer than I intended. I suppose it is that I have kept this quiet for so long I had almost forgotten it, as though these events happened to a stranger. But now that I speak of it the wounds are once more fresh.

		“What I was doing, of course, and what rapidly took over my entire life, was trying to find out what was wrong with my daughter. For like so many others, as we all now know, she had been struck down suddenly and terribly by a mystery disease. I had no idea at first it could have anything to do with the net, because at first I thought that she had only ever used my connection under my supervision. I was a fool, of course, and knowing that I was not the first busy parent to realize that does not make it any the less painful. Eirene was fascinated, and used every opportunity when I was out doing my rounds in Harmony Camp to explore the virtual world beyond the camp walls. I only discovered later, by tracing the records of my account, how far she had roamed. But at first I only knew that my daughter had succumbed to something as abrupt and brutal as a stroke, and that doctors far more knowledgeable than me could do nothing for her.

		“But even as I was forced to have more and more dealings with hospitals and clinicians and neuromedical specialists, Berg and others had begun to make the people of our commune fear the outside world. These things happen, I suppose, with closed societies. Even large, open societies are prone to waves of paranoia, but because of their nature, the paranoia usually dissipates.  But in a tight community like Harmony Camp, especially when some among the group are fanning its embers, paranoia can smolder and smolder until it bursts into flame. Berg and his closest followers, many of them young men who had joined in only the last few months, began to target those with influence, trying to force them either to join Berg or to stay silent. In other circumstances, I might have resisted, might even have led the opposition to hold onto what was, after all, my home. But I could not care about anything except finding a cure for Eirene. Hours of every day, all through the night, I roamed the net—a path that eventually, after two years, led me to the Atascos’ make-believe world.

		“But long before that I found my home changing into something I did not recognize. When I actively began to fear for my safety—which I did not care about for my own sake, but rather because of Eirene—I left Harmony Camp.

		“I make it sound easier than it was. I was frightened of Anicho Berg by then, and I went through quite vigorous steps to make sure no one knew I was leaving until I was gone, and I also did my best to cover my tracks. I was instantly denounced as a traitor, of course, the more so because I took much of the expensive medical equipment with me, but I had no choice, since I also took Eirene out of the local hospital so that I could care for her myself after we went into hiding. We moved to Freiburg, the only other place I knew, and where I felt there was a lessened chance of encountering any of the Harmony people. What I did not know was that as paranoia rose higher in Harmony Camp, Anicho Berg used my escape to denounce me as a proven spy. When Berg himself was killed by federal police, in what began as little more than a land-usage dispute but quickly became a small but violent war, several of his disciples escaped the camp’s collapse, convinced that I had sold them out to the government.

		“So I have been in hiding ever since, with very little contact with the outside world. I do not know whether Berg’s disciples are still hunting for me, holding me responsible for their leader’s death, but I would be surprised if they have given up—they are not very imaginative types and do not take in new ideas easily, especially if giving up their old ideas means facing up to the fact that they have been led astray.

		“I can do nothing about that. I may still be able to do something about Eirene. And if not, then I have no reason to go on living . . . but I will at least try to spit in the face of the people who have done this to her before I die.”

		
			 


		The dramatic ending of Florimel’s recitation left everyone stunned into silence. Renie found herself obscurely ashamed at the German woman’s ferocity, as though somehow her own sincerity in trying to solve the riddle of her brother’s illness had been cast into doubt.

		One thing had been nagging at her, though. “But if you’re hiding,” Renie asked at last, “if you’re worried that those people are still after you, why did you tell us your name?”

		“I told you a first name only,” Florimel said, then made an odd face, half scowl, half smile. “And in any case, what makes you think that is my real name? Did you go on the net to begin this search using your own name? If so, then I have lost some respect for you.”

		“No, of course I didn’t,” Renie said, nettled.

		Little Emily leaned forward, eyes wide. She had paid far more careful attention to Florimel’s story than anyone would have expected, although Renie wondered how much someone who apparently had only experienced life within one simulation of the network could make of such a tale. But the girl’s question was a sharp one. “What about your baby? How could you leave her behind?”

		Florimel, who knew the girl’s recent history from Renie’s tales of New Emerald City, looked at her as though she guessed what caught at Emily’s interest. “My daughter?” She hesitated. When she finally spoke, some defensive barrier had dropped, and for a moment the unhappiness and vulnerability were clear, even on her sim face. “I have not left her behind. I told you that I brought my equipment with me when I escaped Harmony Camp. It is very fine equipment. She is connected to me, both of us sharing a telematic circuit. We are yoked to a throughline onto this network. So I know where she is, at least—that she lives. I can feel her in her terrible sleep, and . . . and she is always with me. . . .” Florimel drew a shaking hand across her face.

		Martine broke the long, painful silence. “I sensed a second person,”  she said quietly, wonderingly. “I wondered how it could be, and to tell the truth, this was all so new to me I was not certain I was right, but I sensed another person with you from the very first.”

		“Where my real body lies, she lies beside me, in my arms.” Florimel looked away, unwilling to meet the eyes of the others. “The machines keep our flesh healthy, our muscles functional. Eirene is with me, you see.” She took a deep breath. “And when she leaves me . . . I will know. . . .”

		It was T4b and Emily, oddly enough, who reached out to touch her. Florimel did not resist, but neither did she give any sign she was even aware of them. After perhaps half a minute unspeaking, she got up and walked away from the fire, out across the incomplete landscape, until she was little more than a small, dark figure against the eternal gray.

		
			 


		After Florimel’s story, it was hard even to nudge T4b into speech. He answered Renie’s questions at first only in sullen monosyllables. Yes, his name was Javier Rogers, as the voice of the Lost had announced, although he’d never liked it. Yes, he lived in the suburbs outside Phoenix, but he was actually from So-Phee—he pronounced it like the girl’s name—from South Phoenix, Central Ave, the streets.

		
			“Not no sayee lo ’burboy, me,” he insisted.
		

		Under further prodding, a rather strange and interesting story emerged, piece by garbled, Goggleboy-slanged piece. Despite his name he was half-Hopi, his mother a young reservation woman who had fallen in love with a truck driver. Her decision to run off with the man, Renie could see pretty clearly, had been the last romantic thing to happen to her: she and her lover had shortly thereafter begun a descent into drink and drugs, pausing only briefly along the way to bring several children into the world, of which Javier had been the first. After dozens of incidents, a sad list of drug-fueled batterings, petty crimes, and neighbors’ complaints, social services had stepped in and taken the Rogers children away from their parents. Mama and Papa Rogers barely seemed to notice, so caught up were they in pursuing their own downward spiral. The younger children had been fostered to a  family Javier had not liked, and after clashing several times with their new foster father, he had run away.

		
			Several years on the South Phoenix streets had followed, running with Chicano and Amerind Goggleboy gangs, particularly one called Los Hisatsinom” or “Old Ones,” named after an ancient Arizona tribe who predated even the Hohokam. The gang had a big old Krittapong Multiworx station in an abandoned apartment downtown, and they spent a lot of time on the net. Los Hisatsinom had a quasi-mystical bent, which T4b would only describe as “deep fen, man, deep and deepest,” but they also kept themselves busy with the much more pragmatic occupation of buying discard or demo cartridges from Mexican charge factories and smuggling them across the border to sell in the black gear markets of Phoenix and Tucson.
		

		Eventually, of course, and almost inevitably (although he clearly did not think of it that way) T4b was arrested, a “minor card” as he put it, stopped while driving a van full of stolen merchandise without even the mitigation of possessing a driver’s license. Because of his age he spent some time in a juvenile institution before being fostered, not to a family, but to a special halfway-house program for young offenders. When that had proved relatively successful, and he had been straight and more or less out of trouble for half a year, they released him to the custody of his father’s parents, a couple in late middle age who had only seen their grandchild once in ten years. Grandma and Grandpa Rogers had belatedly tried to get custody of the younger children, but failed, and had received Javier instead as a sort of consolation prize. They were less than certain about inheriting a Goggleboy with a scalp-to-toe tracery of luminous subdermals, not to mention an arrest record, but they made the best of it. They put him back in school and bought him an inexpensive console, so he could put his Goggleboy tapping-and-napping skills to some use, perhaps even find a career someday.

		It quickly became clear—and here for the first time T4b spoke expansively if, as always, somewhat opaquely—that he was a natural. (“Major hammerhead netboy,” was how he described himself.) His grandparents began to feel that maybe their gamble was going to pay off. Things were not really that simple, of course—one of the main attractions of the net was that he could still run  with his old Goggleboy crowd, even if only virtually—but it was true that young Javier had begun to feel a freedom and a sense of possibility he hadn’t known before. “Magic big,” he called the experience, providing a bit of poetry. But as he went on to explain, it was only when his friend Matti succumbed to a mysterious illness that he had made the net his full-time crusade.

		“I have never heard of anyone your age being affected by the Grail Brotherhood’s online virus, or whatever it is,” said Florimel. “The illness that has taken my Eirene.”

		“So?” T4b glowered. “Calling me duppy?” His unchanging mask of Kabuki-warrior ferocity and his spiky, formfitting armor made it hard to think of him as someone named Javier, but it was not difficult to sense the insecure street kid underneath it all.

		
			
			In fact, thought Renie, that’s what they all wear anyway. Whether they’re on my street in Pinetown or wherever it is he comes from—“So-Phee ”—most of them are so armored up that they can barely move. But here in VR you can actually see it.

		“No,” Florimel told him calmly, “I am not calling you anything.” Finally telling her own story seemed to have taken some of the edge off her approach; she sounded, Renie thought, almost human. “I’m just trying to get information which may be important to all of us. How old was this Matti when it happened?”

		T4b stared at her, then abruptly turned away, going from frightening robot to spike-studded child in moments. Renie wondered whether they were asking for the right person’s age.

		“Please answer. It might help us, T4b,” said Martine. “We are all here for the same reasons, or at least we are all in the same danger.”

		T4b mumbled something.

		“What?” Renie resisted the urge to shake him, mostly because there were few spots on him that were safe to touch. She had never been good with people playing hard-to-get. “We can’t hear you.”

		T4b spoke in a gust of anger and shame. “Nine. He nine. But wasn’t nothing weird—not like that William. No babybouncer, me.”

		“William said he meant and did nothing wrong,” Martine said, her voice so soothing Renie found herself nodding like a comic bystander. “I believed him. And I believe you, too.”

		
			Renie thought she saw Florimel mouth the words, Speak for yourself, but she was distracted by T4b’s reaction.
		

		“Don’t understand nothin’, you.” He grabbed a handful of the not-earth and crushed it into translucent powder in his servo-motored fist. “Matti, he was crash—he knew all stuff nobody here know. All over the net, he going here, going there. For a micro, he was outmax. Whatever got him had to be far far dire. So got all matrixed and went lookin’ for it, me.” He proceeded to describe a search across the net that seemed to have taken him months, culminating in the discovery of one of Sellars’ golden gems near a tribute wall in a VR park frequented by the youngest Goggleboys, like Matti.

		Renie was wondering whether Javier Rogers’ grandparents were rich, and if not, how he could afford to stay online so long; she was also growing curious as to who was taking care of T4b’s physical body right now. Suddenly Emily spoke up with a question that Renie herself had occasionally been tempted to ask.

		
			“So,” the young woman asked, her tone half-contemptuous but ever so slightly flirty as well—a change, because she had been treating T4b like the plague since he had arrived—“what are you supposed to be, anyway? Some kind of spaceman?”
		

		Florimel hid a snort of laughter, but poorly.

		
			“Spaceman?” asked T4b in high dudgeon. It was an old-fashioned word, and he repeated it as though she had asked him whether he was a farmer or a janitor. “Not no sayee-lo spaceman. This a Manstroid D-9 Screamer Battlesuit, like outta Boyz Go 2 Hell!” He looked around, but no one responded. “Boyz Go 2 Hell?” he tried again. “Like with the Ballbuster Bugs and the Scorchmarkers . . .”
		

		“If it’s an interactive game,” Renie said, “you’ve got the wrong crowd, I’m afraid. If Orlando and Fredericks were here, I’m sure they’d recognize it.”

		“Don’t even know Manstroid Screamer . . .” he muttered, shaking his great metal head.

		“I have a question, too,” !Xabbu piped up. “Is that mask the only face you have in this place, or is there another underneath?”

		T4b stared at him in stunned silence. “Underneath . . . ?”

		“Underneath the mask,” Florimel said. “Have you even tried to take it off?”

		He had swiveled to face her now, but did not react to what she said, only stared as though in a dream. At last, slowly, his spike-gauntleted hands crept up to the flared sides of the battle-mask, sliding up and down the polished edges until one of his fingers slid into a slot below one of the finny protuberances. He found the corresponding slot, then pressed them both. A loud click was followed by the front of the mask swinging up out of the way like a medieval knight’s face shield.

		The face that peered out from beneath was simply that of a brown-skinned teenager with long black hair and startled eyes. Even the runic Goggleboy designs picked out on his cheeks, neck, and forehead in faintly luminous subdermals could not disguise how ordinarily homely and normal a face it was. Renie did not doubt that she was seeing a very convincing simulation of the true Javier Rogers.

		Only a few seconds passed before T4b flinched beneath the weight of their collected gazes and clicked the mask back into place.

		
			 


		
			
			THE fire had burned down. They had talked and talked until they had fallen into a surreal timelessness unusual even for this place.
		

		“. . . So this is what it all comes down to,” Renie said at last. “Do we try to explore this place and find a way out? Or do we search for the lighter that . . . I want to say Quan Li, but it wasn’t Quan Li, of course. Do we search for that lighter instead, which could bring us some control over our environment?

		“How we gonna hunt something like that?” T4b asked. Like Florimel, he seemed to have lost a little of his abrasiveness after confession. Even his rigorously unintelligible Goggleboy patois had shifted a little closer to normal speech. “Need one to find one.”

		“We may not.” Renie turned to !Xabbu. “That’s why I gave it to you to open a gateway for that monster—hoping that if you did it, it would make some impression on you. Do you think there’s any way you could find that gateway again? By . . . dancing, or by doing anything at all?”

		!Xabbu looked worried, an oddly natural expression for a furrowed baboon brow. “I found it difficult even when I had the lighter in my hand, Renie. And as I have told you, the dancing,  the searching for answers, is not like ordering something in the mail. It is not a foolproof delivery system.”

		“Nothing is foolproof for us these days.” She couldn’t even smile.

		“Perhaps I could help.” Martine spoke slowly. “I have learned things myself since I have been in this place, and since !Xabbu and I . . . connected through the access device, I suppose you could say. Perhaps together we could find that gateway again and open it.” She turned her blind eyes to Renie. “I think it would be a great gamble, but if you are all in a gambling mood, there are few enough opportunities left to us.”

		“Let’s vote on it.” Seeing the faces of her companions, Renie relented. “If you’re not too tired, that is. I suppose we could wait until tomorrow.”

		“Could we not wait in any case?” Martine asked. “I mean, would it not be good to explore this unusual part of the network first, no matter what?”

		“But if we wait, we give that bastard a greater chance to escape,” Renie pointed out. “Not to mention the fact that you and !Xabbu may lose whatever insight you have—you may just forget, like trying to remember some stranger’s name three days after they tell it to you.”

		“I am not certain that is a good analogy,” said Martine, “but there is perhaps something in what you say.”

		“Very well, then, Renie,” Florimel said, amused and disgusted. “We will have no peace until we give you your vote. I assume I know what you and !Xabbu will say. For me, I say we stay here until we know more about this place.”

		“But . . .” Renie began.

		“Is it not enough we are voting?” Florimel asked. “Do you need to harangue those who disagree with you?”

		Renie frowned. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Let’s go on.”

		“I want to vote, too,” said Emily suddenly. “I know I’m not one of your friends, but I don’t have anywhere else to go, and I want to vote.” She said it as though it were a treat.

		Renie was uncomfortable with the idea of putting someone who might not even be fully real on an equal footing with the rest of them. “But, Emily, you don’t know all the things we know—you haven’t been through everything . . .”

		“Don’t be mean!” the girl said. “I heard everything you’ve said since we’ve been here, and I’m not stupid.”

		“Let her,” rumbled T4b, recovering from the embarrassment of showing his naked face. “Prejudiced, you, somethin’?”

		Renie sighed. She didn’t even want to begin discussing the ins and outs of Emily’s possible status, since it would have to be done in front of the girl herself. “What do the rest of you think about Emily voting?”

		Florimel and Martine nodded slowly. “You remember what I have said, Renie,” !Xabbu reminded her quietly.

		
			
			Which is that he thinks she’s real, Renie thought. Which should carry some weight, after all—he hasn’t often been wrong about anything. “All right, then,” she said aloud. “What do you think we should do, Emily?”
		

		“Get out of here,” the girl said promptly. “I hate this place. It’s not right. And there’s nothing to eat.”

		Renie could not help but notice that she had been resisting a vote in her own favor, but was still not entirely comfortable about its source. “Okay. Who else?”

		“I’m afraid I agree with Florimel, instead,” said Martine. “I need rest—we have come through a very frightening time.”

		“We all have!” Renie caught herself. “Sorry. I’m out of line again.”

		“That was my thought, too,” Florimel told Martine. “I don’t want to go anywhere yet—if nothing else, I need to build up some strength. Remember that you were here for a day before we got here, Renie. Perhaps after the rest of us have had a chance to recover, and to get to know this place somewhat . . .”

		“So we come down to you, T4b.” Renie turned to the spiky, fire-glinting shape. “What will it be?”

		
			“Fen—that dup tried to six us! Say we catch her, me, and vile her up good.” T4b curled a mailed fist. “Don’t let her get away, what it means.”
		

		“I’m not at all sure it’s a ‘her,’ ” Renie said, but inside she was pleased: that made it four to two to follow the spy—and, more importantly, Azador’s lighter. “So that’s it, then.”

		“No.” !Xabbu raised one small hand. “I have not made my vote yet. Florimel said she assumed I would vote as you did, Renie. But I do not.”

		“You . . . you don’t?” She felt nearly as astonished as if he instead of Quan Li had turned out to be a murderous stranger.

		“When I look at our friends, I see that they are very tired, and I would like to see them rested before we run to danger again. But more importantly, Renie, whatever hid behind Quan Li’s face, it frightens me.”

		“Of course it does,” Renie said. “Don’t you think I’m frightened, too?”

		!Xabbu shook his head. “That is not what I mean. I . . . felt something, saw something. I do not have the words. But it was as though for a moment I felt the breath of Hyena, out of the old tales—or worse. There is a deep, hungry darkness in that one, whatever it is. I do not wish to rush toward it. Not yet, anyway, not until I can think about what I saw, what I felt. I vote we wait.”

		Renie was more than a little stunned. “So . . . so that makes it three to three. . . . What do we do, then?” She blinked. “Is that the same as if I were outvoted? That doesn’t seem fair.”

		“Let us say instead that we will take the vote again soon.” Martine patted Renie’s hand. “Perhaps we will feel differently after we have had another night’s sleep.”

		“Night?” Florimel laughed flatly. “You ask for too much, Martine. But just sleep will be enough.”

		Martine’s smile was sad. “Of course, Florimel. I forget sometimes that for others it is not always night.”
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			CHAPTER 2

		
			An Old-Fashioned Sound
		

		
			
				NETFEED/NEWS: Gruhov Denies He Implanted Russian Leader
			

			
				(visual: Gruhov coming out of fast-food restaurant)
			

			
				  VO: Although he is avoiding the media, renowned behaviorist Doctor Konstantin Gruhov has flatly denied that he implanted a control chip in Russian President Nikolai Polyanin under orders from high officials in Polyanin’s lame-duck Russian government, and that his being called suddenly to the Kremlin during the president’s recent illness was merely a coincidence . . .
			

			
				(visual: Gruhov in university garden, prerecorded statement)
			

			
				  GRUHOV: “. . . Really, it is preposterous. It’s hard enough simply trying to keep someone from shoplifting—how could you hope to control a politician . . . ?”
			

		

		
			
			WAITING to die, as Joseph Sulaweyo discovered, was surprisingly like waiting for anything else: after a long enough time, your mind began to wander.
		

		Long Joseph had been lying in darkness on the floor of a car with his face covered by some kind of sack for what seemed at  least an hour as his kidnappers drove slowly through the streets of Durban. The hard shin of the man who had snatched him from in front of the hospital was pinning Joseph’s arm against his side, and the even harder barrel of the gun rested against the top of his head like the beak of a murderous bird. The sack itself was foul and close, with the ammonia-stink of old, sweaty clothes.

		It was not the first time in his life that Joseph had been abducted by armed men. Twenty years earlier a rumor of cuckoldry had led one of the neighborhood hard men and his cousins to drag Joseph out of his house and bundle him into a truck, then drive him to a shebeen one of the men owned on the far side of Pinetown. Guns had been waved around and Joseph had been slapped a few times, but at least a dozen witnesses had seen him dragged from the streets and knew who had done it. The whole thing was mostly a face-saving display by the husband of the whispered-about wife. Joseph had been much more afraid of a bad beating than of being killed.

		
			
			Not this time, he thought to himself, and felt cold all over. Not these men. The kind of people Renie got onto, they don’t bother with no hitting and yelling. Take you out to the edge of the township and just put bullets into you.

		Beyond a swift, partially whispered conversation as he was being forced into the car, his two captors had not spoken. The man driving seemed in no hurry, or perhaps was trying to avoid being noticed. Whatever the case, Joseph had at first been frightened rigid, but had found that he could not sustain such an extreme pitch of fear. After going round and round with the imminence of his own death dozens of times, he began to slip into a kind of waking dream.

		
			
			This what Renie feel like, down in the dark? He shifted on the car floor, his back arched uncomfortably. The man with the gun shoved him, more in irritation than in threat. Just wish I could see her again, one more time. Tell her she’s a good girl, even though she drive me crazy with her nagging.

		
			He thought of Renie’s mother, Miriam, who had nagged him, too, but who had also loved him up sweet as honey. Once, when they were first together, he had stripped naked and waited for her on the front room couch. She had laughed when she came in and  saw him, saying, What will I do with a crazy man like you? What if my mother had been with me?

		
			
			Sorry, he had said, but you have to tell her I am just not interested.

		Miriam had laughed so hard. That night, as they lay together on top of the sheets, the old fan only barely pushing the hot air around the room, he had told her that she was going to marry him.

		
			
			Might as well, she had said, and he could hear her smile, there in the dark beside him. Otherwise you’ll probably just keep bothering me.

		They had made Renie in that bed, and Stephen, too. And Miriam had slept with him there the last night she spent at home, the night before that terrible day when she did not come back from the department store. That had been the last night they lay together belly to belly, with her snoring in his ear the way she did—the way that sometimes when his head ached had made him crazy, but which he would now give anything to hear again. He would have slept beside her in her hospital bed in her last days, but she was too badly burned. Even a slight movement of the mattress, just setting down a magazine near her arm, had made her whimper.

		
			
			Goddamn, it is not fair, he thought, then continued with an unusual leap of perspective. Especially for poor Renie. First her mother, then her brother, now her foolish father gone and get himself killed, and she has nobody. He entertained a brief fantasy of managing to escape when the car reached its destination, a sprint for freedom that would take the kidnappers by surprise, but the unlikeliness of it was too heavy a weight for his reverie to bear. Not these men, he told himself. People burn down a whole flat-block just to tell someone like Renie to shut up and leave things alone, they not going to make any mistakes. . . .

		Without warning, the car slowed and then stopped. The driver switched off the engine. Long Joseph’s body turned to ice in an instant—it was all he could do to keep from pissing himself.

		“I don’t go any farther,” the driver said, the seat between them muffling his voice so that Long Joseph had to strain to make out his words. “You get me?”

		It seemed a strange thing to say, but before Joseph could think  about it, the man with the gun made a noise, almost a grunt, and pressed the barrel hard against his neck. “Get up,” he told Joseph gruffly. “Don’t do anything foolish.”

		Tripping and staggering, grudgingly assisted by his captors, Long Joseph at last managed to clamber out of the car and onto his own two feet again, lost in the dark sack covering his head. He heard a distant shout echoing as though down a long street. The car door slammed shut, the engine started, and it rumbled away.

		Someone yanked the bag off, pulling at his hair in the process so that despite everything he yelped in anger and surprise. At first the dark street and its one flickering streetlight seemed shockingly bright. Tall, graffiti-tattooed walls loomed on either side. Half a hundred meters down the street a fire burned in a metal drum, surrounded by a small crowd of figures warming their hands, but before he could even contemplate calling out to them the gun jabbed his backbone.

		“Turn around and walk. Through there.” He was shoved toward a doorway in one of the walls. At the gunman’s direction Joseph pulled the door open and stepped through into blackness. He flinched, positive that any second the bullet would slam into the back of his skull. When something clicked, he jumped. A moment later he realized he was still alive, but that controlling his bladder was no longer an option. He was ridiculously glad he hadn’t had much to drink in the last few hours—at least he would die with only a small show of cowardice.

		A fluorescent light spasmed on overhead. He had been brought to some kind of garage or storage room, empty but for a few cans of paint and some broken chairs, the kind of place someone whose small business had failed might rent to keep his equipment in until he could sell it off. Joseph saw his own shadow stretched against the floor with his kidnapper’s flung alongside it.

		“Turn around,” the gunman said.

		Long Joseph did, slowly. The dark-skinned black man who stood before him wore what surely had once been a nice overcoat, but which was stained, as was the white shirt he wore beneath. His hair had been expensively cut at some point, but had not been tended recently. Even Joseph, one of the world’s less observant people, could see that the man was nervous and upset,  but the gun in the fellow’s hand kept him from saying anything about it. “Do you recognize me?” the kidnapper asked.

		Joseph shook his head helplessly—although now that the man mentioned it, there was something vaguely familiar. . . .

		“My name is Del Ray Chiume. Does that mean anything?” The gunman shifted from one foot to the other.

		Long Joseph frowned, still frightened, but now puzzled, too. “Del Ray . . . ?” It came to him a moment later. “You used to see my daughter Renie?”

		“That’s right!” The man laughed explosively, as though Joseph had conceded a hard-fought point. “And do you know what your daughter has done to me? Can you even guess?”

		Joseph watched the gun go up and down, up and down. “I don’t know nothing that you are talking about.”

		“She’s ruined my life, that’s what she’s done.” Del Ray paused in his back-and-forthing to wipe the sleeve of his overcoat along his damp forehead. “I’ve lost everything because she couldn’t leave well enough alone!”

		“I don’t know what you are talking about.” Joseph gathered his courage. “Why you kidnap me? You going to kill me because my daughter break up with you or something?”

		Del Ray laughed again. “Are you crazy? Are you crazy, old man? That was years ago. I’m a married man! But my marriage is over because of your daughter. I’ve lost my house, everything. And it’s all her fault!”

		
			Renie, Long Joseph decided, had clearly been keeping a lot to herself. And she had the nerve to criticize his behavior. He was beginning to feel that there was a good chance he was going to live after all, and he was torn between an urge to collapse and a desire to shout out his joy and fury. This was no hard man. Long Joseph knew this type. This Del Ray fellow was some kind of businessman, the kind who turned down your loan application with a sneer, but when push came to shove and he wasn’t on top anymore, had no balls. “So are you going to shoot me, then? Because if you are not, then put your damn gun away, but don’t keep waving it around like you some kind of Mafia hitman.”
		

		“Hitman!” Del Ray’s laugh was theatrically bitter. “You don’t know shit, old man. I’ve met the bloody hitmen. They came and had a talk with me—that was before they burned my house down.  One of them had fists as big as your head—biggest, ugliest Boer you ever saw. Face like a bag of rocks. You know what they said? Told me if I didn’t do what they wanted, they were going to rape my wife and then kill her, right in front of me.” Del Ray suddenly burst into tears.

		Long Joseph was taken aback—how did you deal with a weeping man with a gun? In fact, how did you deal with a weeping man of any kind? “Why would they do a thing like that?” he asked, almost gently. “Why they so angry at you?”

		Del Ray looked up suddenly, his eyes bright, madly intent. “Because of your daughter, that’s why! Because Renie dragged me into something I didn’t want to know about, and my wife’s left me, and . . . and . . .” The tears returned. He sank to the floor and sat, legs stretched in front of him, like a toddler who had fallen down. The gun lay on the floor between his knees.

		
			“So you going to shoot me?” Long Joseph asked. “You been waiting around in front of that hospital just to shoot me?” He considered for a moment. “Or you waiting to shoot Renie?”
		

		“No, no.” Del Ray wiped his sweat-shiny face with his sleeve again. “No, I have to talk to Renie. She has to tell these people what they need to know so I can stop hiding.”

		Joseph shook his head, unable to keep up with the man’s logic. “I can’t tell nothing to Renie. She is not here. I just come to see my son, and that’s what I’m going to do. Unless you going to shoot me.” He had allowed a sneer to creep onto his face—now that he thought back on it, he had never liked this high-talking fellow very much, and had been openly glad when Renie got shed of him.

		Del Ray’s hand suddenly snapped up, the gun clutched in it once more, the alarmingly large black hole pointing right at Long Joseph’s face.

		
			“You are crazy,” Del Ray said. “You don’t know how lucky you are it was me got you first. My brothers and I have been watching out for you or Renie for days and days, but if I can watch that place, so can the hitmen. Do you think for a second you can just walk in and see your son without them knowing? These people won’t just kill you, old man, they’ll torture you first to find your daughter—and then think what they’ll do to her.”
		

		Joseph frowned. “I don’t understand any of this talk. It all  sound crazy to me—crazier than what Renie says, even.” He blinked, trying to remember how it had been when he could talk to someone and make them understand him, and he could understand them in turn. It seemed like years. “Put that gun away, man. Just tell me what happened.”

		Del Ray stared at him for a moment, then looked at his own outstretched arm and the gun trembling in his fist. He tucked the pistol into his coat pocket.

		“That is good,” Joseph said. “Much better. Now tell me what happened to you.” He looked around the dimly lit garage, then back to Del Ray Chiume’s wide-eyed, sweaty face. “But can we go somewhere? I truly need a drink.”

		
			 


		
			
			IT was not good to think too much about things, Jeremiah was discovering.
		

		When there was no one to talk to but yourself and nowhere to visit but the same echoing rooms, when you saw no sun, and had listened to the radio voices babble about a world that had nothing to do with you until you wanted to scream, when you had heard little else except the breathing and amplified heartbeats of two people who for all intents and purposes had left you behind in another country, it was bad to spend too much time letting your mind wander.

		
			There had been times during the years he had worked for the Van Bleecks, first for both of them, Doctor and Doctor, but most of the time for Susan alone in her long widowhood, that Jeremiah Dako had thought, I would give everything I have for just a little time to rest and think. Acting as secretary, housekeeper, cook, and chauffeur for a brilliant, cantankerous, absentminded old woman, he had done a job that two younger men would have found arduous, but Jeremiah had prided himself on his ability to take anything life (or Susan Van Bleeck’s dubious skills of organization and personal punctuality) could throw at him and keep going, venting his frustration only in small steam-valve gusts of bad temper and irritable over-solicitousness. He had given up his own social life for it, had been out of the bars and club scene so long that on the few occasions he found himself with a night off and his mother otherwise engaged, he not only didn’t recognize any of the people he met, but could not understand the music or  the clothing, as though an entire generational shift had happened while he wasn’t looking.
		

		But even if he had little interest anymore in investing the hard work of maintaining a social life, had weighed the pros and cons and reconciled himself largely to celibacy and—much more frightening—perhaps a solitary old age, he had not entirely given up his dreams. In all those years of fiercely hard work, he had never regretted anything except the lack of rest, of time to think. The worst thing about middle age, he had discovered, was that if you weren’t careful, your life sped past at such a breakneck pace that an entire year could sneak by and leave no important memories.

		So he had yearned through all the years with Susan for a little time to himself, real time and real leisure, not the annual week of taking his mother to play the slot machines at Sun City (while himself hoping for a brief and discreet romance, which had indeed happened a couple of times, a happy encounter at a casino bar after Mama’s bedtime, the memory of which would carry him through the rest of the year.) Jeremiah had longed for time to think, to read, to regain at least a little of the young man he had been back in school, when he had felt that living in the world should be synonymous with changing the world. What of all the books he had used to read, the big thoughts, African history, sexual politics? He had been lucky in the Kloof years if he found time to check the traffic reports and download an occasional recipe.

		So here he was, after all these years and in this most unexpected way, with nothing to do but read and think, with no company but his own, with no demands on his time and attention that could not have been fulfilled by a four-year-old child. He had exactly what he had wanted for so long. And he hated it.

		
			 


		Now that Long Joseph had—for lack of a better term—escaped, one of the things that Jeremiah found himself thinking about far more often than he would have liked was the terrible responsibility of being the only person looking out for Renie’s and !Xabbu’s safety. There had been little need for worry thus far: although their heart rates had spiked several times, nothing had crested above the military’s own warning system levels, so he had to assume they were experiencing the normal ins and outs  of virtual existence. Not that there was anything actually normal about any of this.

		It was nothing new, of course. Throughout his years as Doctor Van Bleeck’s companion and protector the responsibility of her safety had weighed on him heavily. Durban had suffered several waves of carjackings and kidnappings, including a year-long reign of terror by one gang of young thugs who routinely murdered drivers just so they could steal a particular automotive opsys bubble chip that was then drawing a high price on the black market. Twice Jeremiah had escaped in high speed chases from threats that he felt were very serious indeed, and once he’d driven away from a crossroad with three hoodlums still clinging to the hood, trying to break the expensive, shatter-resistant glass with tire irons. When the last of the young criminals had tumbled to the pavement and Jeremiah had begun to turn the car back toward home, a shaken Susan had instead asked him to drive her to the hospital. Her heart was beating so swiftly, she later told him, that she had been positive she was going into cardiac arrest.

		Even thinking back on that now, he felt cold. There were so many dangers in the world—so many crazy, desperate people!

		
			A deeper and more subtle chill spread through him, a deep unhappiness that made him feel sick to his stomach. Here he stood in this vast underground fortress worrying about how someone had once almost hurt Susan, ignoring the fact that she had been hurt, and that in the end he had failed in his duty to her as completely as anyone could fail. Men had broken into the house and had beaten Susan Van Bleeck so badly that she died. All the things Jeremiah had done for her over the years, the dramatic and the domestic, had all come down to that. He had failed to protect her, and they had killed her.
		

		And now he had been planted with ultimate responsibility for two more people—people he could not speak to, could not even see. But if something went wrong, if their hearts stopped, or if someone cut the power to the military base one night while Jeremiah slept, their deaths would still be his fault.

		It made him want to follow Renie’s father, to flee into the big world outside and leave the responsibility to someone else. But of course there wasn’t anyone else, which made the duty even more miserable, more impossible to escape.

		Jeremiah was thinking some variant of these thoughts—his mind had been traveling in rather unhappy circles in the days since Long Joseph’s midnight departure—when the phone rang for the first time.

		
			 


		It was such an astonishingly unexpected noise that at first he did not even know what it was. The incredibly old-fashioned handset slung in its metal cradle on the huge concrete pillar beside the control panels had long ago lost even its initial novelty and become merely another object in his visual field, something that would have attracted his attention only if it had disappeared, and then perhaps not for days. When the insistent ringing began, a purringly metallic tone quite unlike anything he’d ever heard, it sounded five or six times before he even understood where it was coming from.

		
			Decades of secretarial reflexes summoned into operation, for a moment he seriously contemplated answering it—he even had a brief vision of himself picking up the handset and saying “Hello?” like someone from a costume drama. Then the full magnitude of the thing came to him and he sat frozen in fear until the ringing stopped. His pulse was just beginning to return to normal rates when the ringing started once more.
		

		The phone rang every five minutes for the next half hour, then stopped again, apparently for good.

		After the worst of the surprise was over, he was able to put it aside, even smile at his own reactions. Obviously Martine and Singh had reconnected the telecom lines, otherwise Long Joseph wouldn’t have been able to access the net, even in receive-only mode. So if there was a working line, phone calls could get through, too, even random ones. Someone had triggered a number that just happened to belong to Wasp’s Nest—perhaps some autodialing machine, perhaps a simple mistake. It would be foolish to pick it up, of course, but even if he did, probably not fatal. Not that he would touch the phone if it happened again—Jeremiah was tired and worried, but not stupid.

		It seemed much less academic when the phone rang again four hours later, then rang back every five minutes for another half hour, then stopped again. Even so, he did not panic. It meant nothing,  and never would unless he himself answered it, and there was no reason to do that.

		The phone continued to ring, sometimes after intervals as short as two hours, sometimes after a hiatus as long as eight hours, or once ten—always the same phone, always with the same, persistent pattern of five minute retries. If it was just gear, Jeremiah decided, just mechanical, then anything so aggressively upsetting must be Satan’s own autodialer. But what if it wasn’t?

		Try as he might, he couldn’t imagine anything good that the phone might represent—someone at Power or Communications trying to find out why an abandoned base was sucking from the grid at a greater rate than it had in years, perhaps? Or something even more sinister, the same mysterious people who had mauled Susan and burned down Renie’s house and God knew what else? He could not think of anyone they knew who might even guess they were in this place, so there was no reason at all to answer, which should have made the whole thing easier. Still, the constant repetition was maddening. He tried to turn off the phone’s ringer, but the ancient device had no external control. An attempt to remove the entire phone from the pillar was equally useless: he wrestled with the frozen bolts for the better part of an afternoon and managed nothing more than to scrape his knuckles bloody, until in a fit of frustrated fury he beat at the phone with the inadequate wrench, dimpling the several layers of bland gray-green paint but not even denting the heavy iron cover.

		It went on. The phone rang every day, usually several times a day, and each time it did, he flinched. Sometimes he woke up from his sleep to the sound of the phone, even though he was now sleeping on the far side of the underground base, completely insulated from its noise. But by the end of the first week he heard it anyway, even in his dreams. It rang and rang and rang.

		
			 


		
			
			“MAN, you gone a long time. You just get one bottle of wine?” Joseph rolled down the sack and squinted at the label. At least Del Ray had gotten him Mountain Rose as he had asked, which might taste like cat-piss but had a reliable kick.
		

		“It’s all yours. I don’t drink wine,” Del Ray said. “At least I don’t drink the kind of wine they sell around here. I got myself a beer.” He brandished a bottle of Steenlager.

		“You should get that Red Elephant.” Joseph upended the squeeze bottle and took a generous swig. “That’s a good beer.” He settled on the garage floor with his back against the wall, unmindful of oil stains on his trousers. An hour ago he had been certain he was going to get a bullet in him, not wine, so he was in a very, very good mood. He had even forgiven Renie’s old boyfriend for kidnapping him, although he had not entirely given up the idea of punching him a good one in the face, just on principle, to let him know that it wasn’t smart to mess with Long Joseph Sulaweyo. But not as long as this Chiume fellow still had that gun tucked in his pocket. “So what is all this foolishness you getting up to?” Joseph asked, smacking his lips. “Why you running around all tooled up like some kind of Pinetown rude boy?”

		Del Ray, who had only taken the first sip of his beer, scowled. “Because there are people trying to kill me. Where’s Renie?”

		“Oh, no.” For once Joseph had right on his side, he felt quite sure. It was a novel feeling and he intended to enjoy it. “You don’t come kidnapping and mistreating me and then expect me to answer all your questions.”

		“I’ve still got the gun, you know.”

		Long Joseph waved his hand airily. He had this young fellow’s number. “Then shoot me. But if you not going to shoot me, then you better tell me what cause you to go snatching people off the street when they are minding their lawful business.”

		Del Ray rolled his eyes but did not pursue it. “It’s your daughter’s fault, and if you don’t know about it, you ought to. She came to me, after all. I hadn’t talked to her in years. I was married . . . I was married . . .” He fell silent for a long moment, his face morose. “My life was going very well. Then Renie called up with some crazy story about a virtual nightclub, and now it’s all gone to hell.”

		After Del Ray’s explanation of Renie’s request and their meeting on the Golden Mile, the younger man fell silent, staring at his beer. “These three fellows came to talk to me,” he said at last. “And everything started to get very, very bad.”

		Joseph noted with alarm that there were only a few swallows left in his bottle. He put the cap on and put it on the floor, tucking it just out his line of sight to make it last a bit longer. “Who come talk to you? You said some Boers?”

		“Two of them were Afrikaaners.
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