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  CAST OF CHARACTERS AND GLOSSARY


  Falling Angel


  RICHARD ARBENZ: Ambassador from Falling Angel; Charlene Dula's maternal uncle.


  DreamPark


  MARTY BOBBICK:Griffin 's assistant. Plays as Hippogryph.


  ARTHUR COWLES: Founder ofDreamPark .


  ALEXGRIFFIN : Security Chief ofDreamPark .


  THADEUS HARMONY:DreamPark Director of Operations.


  MITCH HASAGAWA:DreamPark Security. TOMISUBURO IZUML Dream Park R&D tech.


  CALVIN IZUMI: Brother of Tom, deceased. SANDY KHRESLA: Head ofDreamPark Maintenance Division.


  CARYMcGIWON: Alex Griffin's new assistant. MILLICENT SUMMERS: Formerly Griffin's secretary.


  Now an executive in the Department of Financial Affairs.


  DOCTOR VAIL:DreamPark psychologist. DWIGHT WELLES: Senior computer tech for Dream Park; Game Master for the altered Fimbuiwinter Game.


  Gamers


  ROBIN BOWLES: Professional actor. Actor in the Fimbuiwinter Game. Talisman: caribou's ear, for 2


  hearing.


  CHARLENE DULA: Gamer from the zero-gray habitat Falling Angel, and friend to Michelle Sturgeon.


  Talisman: a swatch of white fur, arctic seal, for invisibility.


  EVIANE alias MICHELLE RIVERS alias MICHELLE


  STURGEON: Veteran of the first Fimbuiwinter Game. Plays most of the game as a tomrait. Talisman: semi-automatic rifle.


  FRANCIS HEBERT: Marine, Major in the reserves. AVRAMHENDERSON : Gamer MAZIEHENDERSON : Gamer.


  OLLIE NORLISS alias FRANKISH OLIVER: Professional Gamer and MD.


  MARTIN QATERLIARAQ alias MARTIN THE ARCTIC FOX: Sorcerer or angakok among the Inuit. Actor in the Fimbulwinter Game.


  GWEN RYDER alias CANDICE alias KANGUQ alias SNOW GOOSE: Professional actress.


  Married to Ollie Norliss.


  MAX SANDS: Gamer Professional wrestler under the name Mr. Mountain. Talisman: owl claw, for strength.


  ORSON SANDS: Max Sands's brother Gamer.


  TRIANNA STITH-WOOD: Professional chef.


  KEVIN TITUS: Computer programmer and computer gamer Talisman: a crumpled skin crusted with black soot, for strength. "Soot is stronger than fire.


  JOHNNY WELSH: Gamer; professional comedian. YARNALL alias THE NATIONAL


  GUARDSMAN:


  DreamParkactor


  Others


  ANDREW CHALA: Pan-African ambassador.


  KAREEM FEKESH: Industrialist, suspected supporter of UMAF


  ROBERT J. FLAHERTY: Producer of Nanook of the North, 1922.


  TOBY LEE HARLOW JUNIOR: Alias of the person who disrupted the first Fimbulwinter Game.


  LOPEZES: Legendary Game Masters, now semiretired.


  TONY McWHIRTER: Computer whiz, incarcerated for industrial espionage against Cowles Industries.
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  MADELEINE: Mystery woman; a possible link to Kareem Fekesh.


  RAZUL: Libyan ambassador


  Glossary


  AHK-LUT: Leader of the Cabal; son of Martin Qaterliaraq, brother of Snow Goose.


  AMARTOQ: A headless troll.


  ANANSI: A space shuttle, the object of a terrorist attack some years earlier ANGAKOK: Sorcerer


  BRANTA CANADENSIS alias Tuutangayak alias Canadian Snow Goose.


  THE CABAL: The clique of evil sorcerers.


  COWLES INDUSTRIES: The parent company ofDreamPark


  COWLES MODULAR COMMUNITY: Living quarters forDreamPark employees.


  FALLING ANGEL ENTERPRISES: Industrial nation-state, off-Earth.


  FAT RIPPER SPECIALS: Games modified for the reeducation of substance abusers.


  HOLY FIRE: Terrorist organization, precursor to the UMAF


  INTELCORP: The company formed by the partnership of General Electric and Falling Angel Enterprises.


  INTERNATIONAL FANTASY GAMING SOCIETY:


  The governing body supervising the world of Adventure Gaming.


  KOGUKHPUK: The Burrowing Mammoth.


  LEVIATHAN IV: Mining rig proposed for use in terra-forming Mars.


  MARK CARD: A widely accepted inter-Union credit card.


  OFFICIAL IFGSKAMA SUTRA: A myth, a mere rumor. It doesn't exist. Forget it. Trust us.


  PAIJA: Giant female demon.


  PEWITU: Taboos.


  PHANTOM FEAST: ADreamPark diet restaurant.


  RAVEN: Progenerative force in Inuit mythology.
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  SEDNA: Goddess of the sea and of the sea's life.


  SEELUMKADCHLUK: Where the sky meets the sea; the barrier between reality and the Inuit spiritual world.


  TERICHIK: A gigantic caterpillar-like monster; the spirit form of Ahk-lut.


  TIN-MI-UK-PUKS, or THUNDERBIRDS: Fabulous Roc-like creatures.


  TORNGARSOAK: Sedna's lover, Lord of the Hunt.


  TORNR~4IT: Ghost who serves an angakok, usually as a source of information.


  UNITED MOSLEM ACTIVIST FRONT or UMAF: A radical mideastem terrorist organization.


  USIK: A weapon crafted from the pubic bone of a walrus.


  WINIGO: Inuit Yeti.


  WOLFALCONS: Hybrid creatures, half wolf, half giant bird of prey.
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  PROLOGUE


  Like a raging mountain, the Terichik rose screaming from a frozen, nightdark sea. Its many-sectioned, grotesquely wormlike body reared up; tons of water and ice thundered into the ocean with a howl like the death of worlds. The black night swirled wind-whipped snow through mist that tasted of salt. The Tenchik's mouth gaped cavernously. Endless rows of serrated teeth gleamed as it shrieked its mindless wrath. Its breath was a cold and fetid wind.


  The humans beneath it were warrior and wizard, princess and commoner. They were frail meat in the Terichik's path, brittle fleshly twigs tumbled in an angry storm. They scrambled for safety, ran back onto land, away from the sea. They fled past the wreckage of the shattered Inuit village: rows of crushed houses, a great stone lodge with its roof stove in, boat hulls splintered and scattered like insect husks.


  Buiwar was the first Adventurer to die, and he died well. He was the greatest warrior among them, but foolish to think that his enchanted usik, the pubic bone of the sacred walrus, could stand against the Tenchik. Even faced by a beast to dwarf ten killer whales, Bulwar roared defiance and sprang forward.
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  His ice-caked black beard flagged in the frigid air. His mightily thewed arms coiled beneath the bear furs that lent him strength and courage. Buiwar had once been an ordinary man, a "systems analyst" in the white man's world. Here where the heavens met the earth, he was a great warrior, a great force for good.


  His magic, his courage, his strength were not enough. The Terichik crushed him, savaged his body with fanged cilia. His screams echoed in their heads long after his body had vanished into its gaping maw.


  The humans retreated. There were twelve now, people of the tundras and the people from the white world beyond.


  They ran until the sound of rifle shots split their screams. Two more of their number fell, trapped in a withering crossfire.


  Agile and lithe, beautiful Eviane rolled to safety behind an abandoned boathouse. Even as she hit the ground, she unslung the automatic rifle from her back and braced the butt against her shoulder.


  She was a woman of flaming red hair and sparkling green eyes. Her mouth was generously wide, quick to laughter or rage. Now it was flattened into a fighting grimace cold enough to freeze the stars in the sky.


  She peered along the rifle barrel and then glanced back over her shoulder. Her companions were holding the Tenchik at bay. The sky shimmered with power, enchanted flame searing away the clouds. It was Eviane's task to break the back of the ambush, to send the minions of the Cabal howling back into the wastes.


  The Terichik rose to blot out the moon and stars. Its screams shook the earth. Eviane's stomach boiled acid with fear.


  Now was not the moment to shirk! Now was the time to concentrate, to bring her wit and skill to bear.


  She sighted through the rifle scope. Through the driving snow, a black-speckled ridge of ice and rock leapt into relief. Somewhere behind it were the men who held them pinned and vulnerable to the awesome Terichik.


  Her scope's crosshairs trisected a shadowed forehead. Eviane grinned: one of the Cabal's minions was about to join his ancestors. The painted face, the glowing eyes were almost an invitation.


  She inhaled deeply, held that breath, and squeezed the thgger.


  The rifle jittered against her shoulder. Snow sprayed to the Cabalist's left. He jumped in surprise. Before he could run she fired a second time. He threw his arms around his chest; his mouth gaped wide. Recoil pulled Eviane's gun barrel upward. The Cabalist's head exploded.


  Eviane was shocked. Tickled in an odd way, but shocked. Strange. Usually you just get the flash of red.


  This time they're using prosthetic makeup effects. Kinda gag-out, but Wow!


  Confusion reigned on the far side of the ridge, and the attack, the ambush, was breaking. It had failed!


  The enemy was in rout! Eviane came to her feet, howling victory, and her companions rose with her.


  Brandishing guns and spears they raced across the frozen ground. The night blizzard's shrieks matched their own.


  Another Cabalist rose, his hands raised to the air in the sign of surrender.
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  Take no prisoners! She laughed giddily, and fired from the hip. The Cabalist doubled over, holding his stomach. He yelled something, something that seemed to take great effort to say, but the wind was too loud to make out the words. His face was twisted with pain.


  Eviane fired again, and his body straightened out as if hit under the chin with a baseball bat. Twisting, he crumpled to the ground.


  Eviane walked to her first target, moving more slowly now. She stared down at the body.


  The wind's whistle was dying. The flakes of ice were settling to the ground. The air was warming, but she shook.


  She bent down, examining the wound she had inflicted. The man's forehead was gone.


  What incredible. . . effects...


  As if they had a will of their own, her fingers touched the dead man, crawled to the ghastly hole above the still, staring eyes. They traced the edges- The wind died. Sound became silence, save for the whimper of wounded and the growing murmur of the other warriors who approached with lowered weapons. Mute, the titanic shape of the Terichik writhed in the sky behind them.


  Eviane stood, eyes wide, mouth open but silent. Finally, as with a terrible effort she screamed, and ran.


  She threw the rifle, the goddamned rifle, aside and hurled herself behind an upturned stand of boats.


  She knelt there, whimpering, and watched without comprehension as the Terichik flickered and dissolved. As the moon disappeared from the sky above her. And the stars. And the distant mountains.


  All that had been heaven and horizon was now a blank white dome crisscrossed with enormous rectangles.


  One building at a time, the abandoned Inuit village disappeared: the lodge, the smokehouse, the line of boats. The boathouse remained, but it was too far. Eviane whimpered and ran and hid again, this time beneath a heap of splintered wood and iron: the only remaining boat.


  Over and over in an endless loop her mind screamed: What is happening? What is happening? I don't under-ohgodohgod- And then even the wreckage disappeared.


  Eviane knelt on a blank field of white. Around her, her companions threw down their weapons and began to gather around the two bloodstained bodies.


  At the edge of the dome, a door opened. Men and women in crisp orange uniforms entered. They mouthed phrases about "effects breakdowns" and "optical difficulties" as they hustled away the warriors and angakoks, the princess and the commoners, separated the quick from the dead. Eviane remained on her knees, unseeing, unhearing, even when she was lifted up and carried gently but firmly to the exit.


  The bodies were covered, belted onto stretchers, and whisked away. Only blurred imprints and smears of red remained on the artificial snow.


  Finally, men came to pick up the rifle. They handled it with infinite care, as if it were a sleeping viper or a live grenade, something that might awaken to wreak new and greater havoc.
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  As if it was a thing of magic in a world of technology, or of technology in a world of magic.


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  THE BARSOOM PROJECT


  


  


  "In the beginning.' Three words spoken uncounted billions of times."


  The narrator's voice echoed everywhere and originated nowhere. It filled the vast dark cavern of Gaming Area A with its rolling, resonant embrace. Alex Griffin peered into the blackness. Phantasmal carts danced about him in elaborate patterns, orange outlines in his infr~red goggles. The carts glided through an endless, empty night, invisible to each other.


  "Yet they have never lost their magic, never diminished in majesty. Ever have we looked back to the roots of our cultures, the origin of our species, the genesis of our planet.


  "Come with us now, and peer into the past of our solar system, to the formation of our most distinctive neighbor-"


  A darkened dome a few hundred meters across became a urn-verse: the stars emerged.


  Above and below, they flamed in primal glory. Never had the skies of Earth been so fully or brightly populated. Blobs and streams of dark matter moved across the stars, dimming them. Never had the stars made any noise at all, but now Griffin's bones rattled with the reverberations of the best sound system in the Western hemisphere.


  One dim star abruptly flared brighter than all the rest. It was blinding.. . it was already dimming, while shells of lesser fire expanded from the supernova at ferocious speed. There were flame-colors in the shock waves.


  Griffin chuckled quietly.


  The thirteen hundred dignitaries gathered here by Cowles Industries and IntelCorp were in for a hell of a show. His chief deputy Marty Bobbick had a grip on his elbow. Marty's round face was soft with wonder, and his eyes gleamed.


  "Though details differ, current theories agree that the solar system originated as a cold cloud of interstellar gas. There were snowflakes and snowballs, protocomets, scattered through it.
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  Chapter Two


  THE PHANTOM FEAST


  


  Gwen Ryder had been told about the Phantom Feast, but she still stopped in the doorway, bewildered.
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  Chapter Three


  THE TOWER OF NIGHT


  


  Twenty meters of Tyrannosaurus rex thrashed helplessly in the tar pit. Its gray-green hide sprayed blood from a dozen bullet wounds. It glared up at them and screamed the scream of the dying saurian-a sound very like the product of a Cowles Mach Vifi synthesizer, to Max Sands's educated ear. It blended perfectly with the thunder of the volcano erupting at the south end of the canyon.


  It would have been the perfect end to a two-hour mini-Game:


  the dinosaur, the tar pit, the volcano, the lithe and lovely cave girl who clung to his side like moist silk.


  One problem remained unsolved. Professor Deveroux's legs still kicked wealdy in the tyrannosaur's mouth. This was, of course, no fun for Deveroux ("Remember, I'm a hologram! Don't try these stunts at home!") and no fun for Max and the rest of the team either. Deveroux still had the Time Key in his pocket!


  Max checked his watch. There were only ten minutes left! The lava crawled toward the tar pit beneath them, toward the mouth of the cave where five Adventurers huddled in confusion.


  "Jeez," Orson Sands wheezed. "We're up the creek now." At six feet four inches and three hundred and 22
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  Chapter Four


  THE PSYCHOLOGY OF


  ENGAGEMENT


  


  An aroma of fresh-ground coffee wafted in the air. Alex averted his eyes from the urn as he stormed into his office.


  The west wall blinked through the spectrum in its "alert" mode. The hubbub beyond quieted as the door closed. He circled his desk. When his weighi hit the chair, the screen triggered.


  Cary McGivvon, Griffin's new assistant, appeared on line. Her egg-shaped face was drawn with panic.


  "Chief-we've got a problem-"
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  Chapter Five


  CATCH IT AND YOU KEEP IT


  


  "Move it!"


  Max Sands ran as fast as he could, thundering along on thick, muscular legs.
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  Chapter Six


  SUPPLIES


  


  Eviane watched Francis Hebert roll clumsily down the chute. He managed to right himself, and hit the ground running. The stewardess helped Trianna Stith-Wood through the doorway. For all her size Trianna managed somehow to express panic in a dainty, ladylike manner.


  Eviane decided that she definitely didn't like the woman.


  Crates of equipment lay scattered in the snow as Bowles and the pilot struggled to haul luggage from the cargo hold. The Guardsman left the chute three feet above the ground, hit the ground rolling, and took off with rifle held at the ready.


  The stewardess took a last look into the plane, seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, and stepped out into the chute.


  The plane shuddered against the ground, and an instant later the windows exploded, gouting fire. For an instant the stewardess was outlined in flame, her body a blackened silhouette against a yellow corona.


  Then she was gone.


  The plane's death-cry flattened the hapless Garners. Chunks of burning metal rained from the sky.


  Eviane lay facedown in the snow. The snow just a few feet from her head flickered with gasoline flames, and glistened as it melted. A fragment of twisted steel lay just out of reach. It was hot. It would burn her if she touched it. . . wouldn't it?


  It was all real. The mists were clearing...


  She stood, and looked down and out at the survivors. Thirteen in all, passengers and crew. They moved toward Bowles, gathering into a tight clump to hear each other over a hammering, frigid wind.


  The pilot yelled above the storm. "I'm sorry, Mr. Bowles. Made a right cock-up of that one. I think 46
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  Chapter Seven


  THE QASGIQ


  


  Eviane stumbled down the bank of snow, caught her balance for an exhilarating moment, then tumbled again. She wiped ice from her hair and snorted it from her nose as she came back to her feet.


  The other refugees plowed furrows in the snow as they plunged down. Some rolled like pill bugs, whooping. Max and the National Guardsman. both kept their balance all the way down. At the last instant Max lost his battle with momentum and plowed face-first to the bottom.


  Charlene walked down fully upright, slowly, like an aged elvish queen, with Hippogryph alongside her as a dwarfish attendant.


  Eviane's amusement vanished almost as quickly as it bubbled up. What was happening here? They had left the violence of the cities behind. . . and now this!


  Something deep within her was untouched by the cold and the fear. Some voice whispered that it was all a dream, only a recurrent nightmare. Eviane shook her head violently. Such thoughts were dangerous.


  She approached the burning lodge, cautiously avoiding the bodies of the dead.


  Eviane had seen corpses before. A few more meant little. One of the dead men was heartbreakingly young. His eyes stared sightless, freezing in the terrible cold. His arms were outstretched as if begging for mercy, or trying to provide some small measure of protection for his people inside.
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  Chapter Eight


  THE MISSION


  


  The fire was down to coals, and the smoke was thinning. Some of the refugees began to remember their half-naked state


  but there were larger matters to consider.


  Martin said, "We believe that the Raven's children's children tricked their grandfather. They piqued his curiosity until he assumed human form to spy upon them. They cast their spells upon him, then upon the sun. The sun's death spells the end of your world, and the beginning of theirs."


  "Martin." Within the smoky dark, who spoke? "What was the metal object that glowed blue?"


  "That? A powerful talisman I traced when I was young. The Cabal has stolen it. It was a fragment of a thing that fell from the sky, in Canada."


  "That was no meteor." Now Eviane recognized the voice of Orson Sands.


  "No, it was a machine from Russia that fell before I was born. Talismans gain power from the distance they have traveled. I learned that this object had gone round and round the world until whatever held it up stopped working. So I sought it out. Now the Cabal is using it to throttle the sun."


  Eviane heard herself saying, "They'll make the whole world into an Eskimo world." She wondered how she knew. "Cold. No crops, only the animals. We'd have to learn. . ." Her prescient vision ran far ahead of her tongue.


  Martin said, "Yes, you would have to learn. Alik-lut would teach the white and black and yellow men our ways. Those who will not learn would starve. We have guessed that much. We can even guess why 60
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  Chapter Nine


  BAPTIZED IN COMBAT


  


  The world was blind with snow as Max Sands crawled out of the qasgiq. The frozen ground was rough on hands and knees. Other Adventurers popped out of the tunnel to sprawl gracelessly on the snow.


  The sun was a pale disk daubed in watercolors upon a paler sky. Tiny flakes of ice flurried like flower petals driven by the wind.


  Max stretched his back. He was cramped and sore.


  A ragged chorus of barks split the air, and a dog sled appeared around the curve of the lodge, driven by an old woman. The six dogs pulling the sled described a semicircle, slowed to a crawl, and stopped. The sled carried one soot-stained crate from the plane and an additional pile of equipment.


  Bowles and the Guardsman went to the sled. The Guardsman opened a sheathed knife and went to work on the crate. A slat creaked in protest, then pulled loose with a long, thin whine.


  "Yeah!" Max hefted out one of the rifles, checked its action- long-forgotten ROTC training flashed to mind-then passed it to Orson.


  The rifles were relayed hand to hand like fire brigade buckets. When the last weapon had been distributed, the National Guardsman balanced a gun in one big fist, then brandished it overhead. "Is there anyone who doesn't know how to use one of these?"


  Some of the refugees paused, then raised uncertain hands.
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  Chapter Ten


  I'VE HAD DATES LIKE YOU


  


  Pins of fire leavened the darkness. That one, much brighter than the rest, had to be the sun. There was little else to catch the eye. . . but here was a tiny twiniding point; there, another; there, a tumbling snowball marked with black fissures. Alex Griffin's video wall was open to the realm of the protocomets.


  Weird skirling music floated in and out, low in the background. A tiny voice spoke of billions of iceballs 75
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  Chapter Eleven


  HIGH FINANCE


  


  For twenty-seven minutes Harmony had ignored his personal pager. Cary McGivvon looked at Alex expectantly, her fingers floating above the red button on her keyboard. "Should I try the priority 84
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  Chapter Twelve


  Page 90


  


  BREAKFAST EGGS


  


  Warm in the foillfoam sandwich of her sleeping bag, Gwen rolled onto her side and pressed herself back against Ollie. Her sigh of satisfaction, quite appropriately, sounded much like an old-fashioned kettle venting steam. Exhausted, surrounded by berserk Gamers and mad Actors, she and Ollie had managed to attain a little madness of their own. Sly, very sly he had been... wiggling up behind her "for warmth."


  Heh-heh. Then came the stealthy linking of the bags, and much suppressed giggling and jouncing about while the Gamers around them slept. Or pretended to sleep. Franldy, my dears, she didn't give a damn.


  The air was warm, the dome above them covered with fluffy Dream Park clouds. She snuck a peek at her watch: eight o'clock. Unfortunate. Not enough time to get in a quicky with Ollie. Fair enough. It was the long slowies she liked best, anyway.


  There was a crackling sound behind her. Gwen craned her head and saw Trianna standing just beyond the circle of heat-reflective cocoons, dressed in some kind of pink leotard, going through a slow, dancelike stretch routine. With surprising grace for so bulky a woman, Trianna torqued and twisted her body a joint at a time, working out the morning kinks. Behind her stretched a jagged, misty, whitecapped stand of iron-gray mountains, the object of the day's exercise.


  A low criniding sound from behind caught her attention. Francis Hebert, dark face soft with fascination, was watching Trianna. She was lovely, Gwen conceded. There was a woman of tremendous sensuality hiding in that lumpy body. Every twist and turn was a scream to be touched. Kevin and Hebert were both interested.


  What did Trianna want? Hebert had much the better body- "Arrrgh!" The voice was right behind her.


  She rolled over and


  got up on her elbows, amused as Johnny Welsh fought toward


  consciousness. "Mother," he moaned, "what has become of your little boy?"


  The crackle of his foam and foil sleeping envelope was enough to rouse Robin Bowles, who sat up suddenly, not yet completely awake. Bowles looked around with eyes that seemed still focused on the last dream. His gray beard was ragged, his hair mussed, and he wore a ridiculous pair of red and black flannel pajamas. For all of that, he carried himself with immense dignity.


  Bowles's wandering eyes fell on Welsh, and the flickering smile which had raised feminine pulses for three decades curled his lips. "Well, Jonathan. Are you determined to subject us to another litany of woe?"


  Welsh smiled sheepishly. "Oh, don't pay any attention to me.. ."


  "You may rely upon it."


  "I know I need this. I saw the tapes from my last concert. Those close-ups were the worst. I had more chins than the Taiwan telephone directory."
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  Chapter Thirteen


  AEROBICS


  


  The male Tin-mi-uk-puk carried a caribou in its outsize claws. As it caught sight of the carnage it screamed and released the carcass. Garners froze as it dropped toward them. That mass was carrying enough kinetic energy to kill Rambo XII.


  The caribou brushed the edge of the nest and dropped into the mist amid a shower of leafy debris, lost before it crashed against the side of the mountain.


  Max was frozen as the male approached and swooped down. As close as he came, it was the female who actually landed first. She stalked directly to her babies as her mate circled overhead.


  She nudged one of the broken shells, her eyes and body language almost unendurably grief-stricken.


  One of the turkeysized, feathered corpses was still partially intact. She nudged it, pushed her great beak against its lifeless mass, before giving up and inspecting the other shells.


  The male landed. The birds weren't as big as houses, but certainly twice the size of dray horses, the size of small elephants. The smaller of them easily sported a twenty-foot wingspan. Their bodies were golden-eagle bodies tinged with silver. For birds, they were extraordinarily muscular. Each clawed footstep, each ripple of a wing conveyed a sense of majesty, authority, power.


  The male studied each of them in turn.


  "Nobody panic," Snow Goose commanded. "We might just survive this." She turned her head. "Mr.


  Welsh. Give me your charm. And no jokes."
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  Chapter Fourteen


  THE AFTERLIFE


  


  The girl on the couch was drowsy. Her head hung from an unsteady neck, and her eyes were defocused.


  The tranquilizing tabs Vail had placed on the skin over Michelle Sturgeon's carotid artery had done their work.


  The tiny holding room in medical central was adequate for a situation like this, but not particularly comfortable.


  Vail stared at a computer screen. He cleared it, summoned up a new batch of data, cleared it again.


  Griffin rapped the desk impatiently. "Well?"


  "We could get sued for our lungs and kidneys."


  "To hell with that," he growled. "Listen. For eight years her father took our money, and tucked this woman into that hospital in Salt Lake City. Then he demanded the rest of the money in a lump sum. We gave it to him. He blew it, and tucked her into a state home in Saint Paul. When Minnesota went through a recession last year, they let her go. That's when she started using the name 'Rivers.' She's still, pardon the expression, a loon."


  "I don't understand those esoteric medical terms, Alex."


  "I'm hardly a doctor."


  "Precisely."


  "Dr. Vail." Alex's voice was deceptively mild. "Let's cooperate with each other, shall we? We both made mistakes. It could be argued that yours was larger-unless you'd like me to believe a sealed file kept you from reading her Rorschach blots."


  To Alex's immense satisfaction, Vail stammered for a beat before composing himself. "We-nh, utilize a more complex battery of tests than that, I assure you. But Michelle Sturgeon is a classic schizophrenic, and she took the test as her Eviane personality. There were, ah, no pathological symptoms."
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  Chapter Fifteen


  Page 107


  HOLY SMOKE


  


  Max's Thunderbird was wounded. Its left wing fluttered weakly against the driving wind. The great eagle strove to pace itself: two strong beats, and then a rest. Gain altitude, and then pause into a gentle downward glide.


  They flew through a clear layer between two cloud decks. The upper haze layer let the sun through as a brighter disk. It was thirty degrees above the horizon of the lower cloud deck, though the time must have been about noon.


  They flew above a knobby white landscape, so dense that Max could see no trace of an earth below.


  Suddenly, and for the first time, he felt the primal fear of falling, that cling-to-Mommy, hairless-ape-in-the-treetops fear. His Thunderbird's beak was open, and he could hear the ragged whistling of its breath even above the wind.


  Tnanna put her lips to his ear and whispered, "Look," and pointed down.


  Curiously, as his air sickness increased, hers had begun to fade. A mile below them there was a break in the clouds. They could find outlines of a mountain range, vast and foreboding, all jagged peaks sheathed in impenetrable ice.


  The Thunderbird began to glide down, making its slow and gentle descent. A mist of blood streamed from the wounded right wing.


  The Thunderbird was fighting for its life, for their lives. Max felt gratitude and admiration for the creatures, repaying their debt in so heroic a fashion. The only problem was that he could see no place to land. The mountain was all cliffs, all bare rock faces at varying angles.


  There might be ledges, landing places, somewhere below; but diving blind through the clouds would be suicide. What would the wounded bird do?


  Half-hidden by mist was a tiny ledge, too narrow, narrower than the bird's spread wings.


  Max's chest ached with the tortured wheeze of its breathing. He felt its triumph of will as gilded wings spread wide. It swooped toward the ledge. The wings half-folded-he felt the drop in the pit of his stomach-and the bird's feet slammed into rock. Three hopping steps brought it to a halt.


  It looked back at them. In its eyes shone a mixture of pride, and anger, and gratitude. Max swung himself over and landed heavily on rock. "Offi Get off, Trianna. Let the beast rest!" He helped her descend. She was heavy. . . and he saw her surprise at the strength in his arms.


  Francis Hebert descended without help and at once began trying to stretch his back out.


  The other birds came down behind them, landing with half-folded wings on the same narrow, fog-shrouded ledge. Stiffly the Gamers unstrapped themselves from their mounts and tumbled to the ground.


  Max's toes curled hard against the ground, and his knees half-buckled, then became firm again. His 108
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  Chapter Sixteen


  THE PAIJA


  


  The fog swallowed them. Snow Goose seemed sure of her directions. There was rarely a choice. They followed ridges and smooth rock, the path of least resistance. Where the path forked, Max glimpsed smoke drifting from Snow Goose's mouth.


  Now they were crossing a land bridge so high up that the floor vanished into the mist, and only giant stalagmites rising up like mountains through the clouds told them there was any floor at all. They trooped single file, and Max found himself behind Charlene. She was limping. A glimpse of her profile showed excitement and anticipation and a certain sadness.


  "Charlene?"


  She half-turned with that oddly angular grace: she reminded him of a praying mantis. She was breathing too hard, trying to disguise it behind a game smile.


  "Do you miss your friend? Eviane?"


  Charlene sighed. As tall as she was, she was losing inches, drooping. Gravity was pulling her down.


  Brother Orson hung back to listen to the conversation.


  "We're friends, but. . . we'd barely met," she said wistfully.


  "How's that?" Orson asked.


  "We met on the Gaming channels. For maybe a year we've been playing everything we could get into, and she kept telling me about Dream Park. I'd heard of it. She said that I had to come. Tell the truth, I wasn't all that hot on it. I thought one of the Cook Islands, or maybe Greece. But I wanted to meet Eviane." She paused. "I don't have that many friends. So I came, and before I could blink, Eviane was killed."


  "Doesn't seem fair, does it? How's your leg?"


  She smiled ruefully. "I thought I was hiding that. I can walk it out."


  Orson noticeably straightened up. "If you need help carrying anything, let me know."
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  Chapter Seventeen


  BUTTERFLIES


  


  Slightly blue-faced, Gwen exhaled with relief. For a few seconds, the wail of the wind and the Paija's receding death-howl were the only sounds. Then the Garners behind her were leaping and screeching 121
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  Chapter Eighteen


  RESEARCH AND


  DEVELOPMENT


  


  Transit time from Security to Research and Development, on the far side of the park, was about forty-five seconds when Alex could catch the right routing.


  There was the gentle bump as his shuttle capsule hit the bottom of the vertical tube, a moment's hesitation as the gyros rotated the capsule, and then a shush as he accelerated, like a bullet fired beneath the thriving metropolis that was Dream Park.


  For some of the trip, the clear walls of the shuttle revealed nothing save an occasional flash of light.
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  Chapter Nineteen


  OLD FRIENDS


  


  Millicent Summers's office was tucked away beneath the Blue Lagoon swimming spa. A wall-wide 136
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  Chapter Twenty


  SIN CITY


  


  A butterfly formed out of the thin fog and fluttered near her mouth. It was a delicate yellow thing, wings tinged with black, and it came too close. She snapped at it, didn't feel her teeth touch anything, but tasted a sweet, mellow tang like sugared toast.


  Eviane sighed. It was butterflies today, butterflies tomorrow, butterflies until the end of time. She was trapped in this drifting darkness, surrounded by strangers and silence. She had resigned herself to that 142
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  Chapter Twenty-One


  TEMPTATIONS


  


  Dwight Welles watched, waiting, his fingers splayed over the keyboard like a concert pianist's, bare feet gently touching the pedals.


  He watched the four screens. Occasionally his eyes flicked to the bob stage where the entire Judgment scene was displayed in miniature.


  Truth be told, he preferred the two-dee screen-it flattened and simplified the images, and thereby sped his responses. This was vital. Even though he had time-delays built into the program, he needed every split second to focus the massive power of Dream Park's computer banks on the job at hand.


  In play, and at his best, Dream Park's chief computer wizard was a blur of motion, fingers and feet 149
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  Chapter Twenty-Two


  SKYHOOKS


  


  A rocket rose up the sky. . . up the dome of Gaming A, off to Alex Griffin's left. At first the launch looked normal enough. But stratospheric winds twisted the vapor trail into a bizarre knot of subliminal skywriting, and the oversized Phoenix craft still hadn't tipped over to make orbit. It was roaring straight up. The flame died, but the tiny silver dot kept rising. if something else didn't happen it would prçsently 160
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  Chapter Twenty-Three


  THE SNOWMAN'S WAR


  


  "Gotcha!"


  Max ducked, too late. The snowball hit him in the side of the head, exploding in a burst of fluff.


  "Point!" one of the two judges called. The judges were unusual. They looked like snowmen: more the Frosty than the Abominable variety. Complete with carrot noses and black top hats, the two odd creatures had appeared at the beginning of the evening break, and led the Garners on a whistling march to a mountain concealing a network of ice caves. Inside the cave was a suspiciously warm spring, and a banquet of fresh fruit, vegetables, hot breads, and lean proteins.


  After the meal most of the Adventurers had been coaxed back into the bracing cold for a little game.


  With the glowing sky above them, the vast expanse of arctic plain surrounding them, and the specter of tomorrow's destruction before them, the Gamers had adopted very much of a "Tomorrow we die" air, and engaged in the greatest snow war of all time.


  Johnny Welsh wouldn't play; he didn't like things hitting him in the face. Orson wouldn't play; it just didn't sound like fun. Max no longer found that surprising, but it still bothered him. Those two watched from the sidelines, looking obscenely comfortable.


  There were two trenches twenty feet apart, with low parapets of snow. Max, Eviane, and Trianna manned the battlements. Behind them crouched Hebert and Kevin. Together they composed the Reds, a gang of desperados if ever there was one.


  They sucked frigid air, dizzy with exhaustion. A few minutes earlier they had repulsed an all-out assault by the Blues.


  They had Charlene on defense, and although she had to stop every few minutes to massage her knees, she was actually quite


  good. She couldn't run anymore, but dogged practice had given her fair control of a snowball, and indecently high speed. Her first attempts were hilarious; her reflexes didn't know which way gravity went.


  Kevin threw himself into the game with maniac zeal which was already beginning to flag. He had no reserves at all.
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  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Page 179


  


  OVERVIEW


  


  Outside the snow might have been howling, but inside the ice cave it was comfortably warm, warmed even more by the unexpected circumstance of a warm-water spring. The cave was half the size of a football field, with vaulted ceilings that sparkled with meter-long icicles.


  Yarnall was doing laps in the spring. Charlene had never really noticed, but his lean dark body was actually quite nice, probably the best among the Adventurers. At Falling Angel only first-comers carried muscle like that. If Yarnall hadn't been so intense and serious, she might have been interested.


  A flash of pain shattered her train of thought.


  "Did that hurt?" Oliver let a little air pressure out of the pneumatic bandage on her knee.


  "I'll be all right." She gritted her teeth. Her knees ached, but there was no swelling, and no grinding, and she was damned if she was going to let a little pain get between her and what she hoped was going to be a memorable evening.


  Trianna Stith-Wood and Johnny Welsh dove in tandem. Water splashed high and far. They bobbled up laughing and spitting warm water, playful as seal pups. "Race you!" Trianna yelled, splashing a palmiul of water into Johnny's face.


  "What's the wager?" he said mischievously.


  "What do you want?" she asked. Their eyes locked for a moment, and then he pushed off and thrashed across the pool.


  


  "I am a follower of Cthulhu


  And! lead a mad horde


  Searching everywhere for our vanished


  Overlord...


  But though we need him more than want him, Still we'll have him for all time When his city of Rl'yeh


  Ascends from the sliiimmme!"


  


  Snow Goose-Gwen-was leading the other Gamers in a series of rousing, bawdy songs. Orson Sands's voice was surprisingly high and sweet, though it broke occasionally. She sighed. Orson might have been 180
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  Chapter Twenty-Five


  MADELEINE


  


  Down the corridor, down the long, dark hall framed with steel bars and steel doors, punctuated with steel windows peering out onto a steel courtyard, Tony McWhirter heard screams.


  Likely it was a wirehead in need of his juice. It probably wasn't a beating. It probably wasn't a rape.


  Not tonight. Not again.


  For the ten millionth time, Tony cursed his stupidity, cursed the day that an olive-skinned woman tempted him with an unusual proposition.


  One bad, stupid decision could twist a life completely out of true.


  It had started out as a lark. . . as a hack, a theft of information, a bit of industrial espionage committed in a deeper reality. . . like Dream Park's Games.


  And Tony McWhirter, would-be soldier of fortune, was sent to Chino Men's Prison to pay his debt to society.


  The words and symbols on the computer screen blurred out. He stopped, rested his head against the keyboard, tried to find a little breathing space.


  Two more years. God in heaven. Two more years of this place if he didn't make parole.


  At first he had been able to con himself into looking at it as another great adventure, filled with sinister secrets and a certain noble romanticism.


  Then Acacia stopped writing.


  Because of Alex Gr~ffin!


  Tony rubbed his wrists. They were numb, often felt cold. The doctors said that it was in his mind, that there had been no nerve damage-no permanent nerve damage caused by the jagged chunk of glass and the frantic midnight attempt to take his own


  life. The cold was just an externalization of the emotional void within him.


  Hang on! Two more years. Maybe less, if you can get this, he reminded himself. Hell, you're Tony McWhirter, boy genius, soldier offortune, hacker supreme. You can get through any defense system in 185
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  Chapter Twenty-Six


  THE BEANSTALK BRUNCH


  


  Alex Griffin snapped awake, totally alert and sweating. He had to have been dreaming. . . those were the only times when he awoke wondering, confused, eyes focused and staring, lips pursed to whistle for the ceiling light, then pausing.


  He had to have been dreaming, but he couldn't remember the dream. Since childhood, Alex had had trouble remembering his dreams. It rarely deviled him. Alex supposed he was one of those rare and fortunate people for whom reality was enough.


  But when he woke up slimed with sweat, gelatinous night-images sliding away like corpses sinking in oily water, then he knew that he was lying to himself. Of course he dreamed. He'd never stopped. He just didn't really want to know what was down there in the depths.


  He lay there for a few moments, breathing shallowly, then rolled out of bed. He felt around for his slippers and slipped them on. He turned the clock to face him.


  One-thirty. In five hours he would be expected to be up and about, attending to the business of the day.


  He might as well get to it now.


  Alex lifted his body out of bed. He felt heavy, and didn't quite understand why-he was in perfect physical condition. Disconcerting. A diet, maybe?


  How about the Fat Ripper Special?


  There was something intrinsically absurd in that idea, but he didn't laugh. He was too tired. One part of his mind kept digging for that last elusive dream-image, and it kept wiggling away from him.


  Musing, he headed for the shower. If there was really something important lurking in his subconscious, it would eventually come out and say "Hi."


  The midnight streets of Dream Park were deserted facades once again, but in Alex Griffin's mind, they 188
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  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  THE ISLAND


  


  Eviane shielded her eyes, guarding them from a killing glare. Far away, across a vast blue-white sheet of ice, their destiny waited. Now it seemed like nothing so much as an empty plain, but she knew: in her heart she knew.


  Her pack was heavy against her shoulders, but her heart was light: for the first time in many months...


  Years? -~


  Ever...?


  Inwardly, she shuddered. Why didn't her memory reveal other friends, other lovers? It was all a mist.


  Perhaps she had taken a blow on the head.


  (No, that's not it, a voice whispered. And the voice was dinturbingly familiar. She could almost, but not quite, remember the name that went with the voice. Almost. It wasn't the first time that the voice had spoken to her, but the sound of it was growing more and more welcome, like an old friend...) Max adjusted the strap on his pack, and looked down at her, one massive arm resting on her shoulder.


  It was a comforting weight, and she took unutterable comfort from his nearness.


  Last night. . . last night. The panic had been there, as if he really were her first lover. She had been prepared to hide it, as she would hide her fear before a battle, but it hadn't been like that at all.


  He had been so gentle with her that her panic had fluttered and receded as his hands, those large, 193
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  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  SECOND THOUGHTS


  


  By now, Max was totally confused.


  The woman he held in his anns wasn't the warrior, or even the passionate creature it had been his pleasure to discover last night. It was someone new, almost a different personality, motivated now by a balance of knowledge and blind fear.


  The bizarrely twisted spires of the Cabal's stronghold rose around them, ice sculptures that were a twisted wonderland of disturbing angles and facets.


  Hippogryph bent over them, concern in his round, flat face. "Is there anything I can do?"


  Max sighed. "I think she's going to be all right. I think we've just got a certain amount of exhaustion here.


  It's been a hard couple of days."


  "Just another few hours.. ." Hippogryph said, but he must have been wondering if she could hold together that long.


  Charlene Dula slid in next to them, and her long, long arms went around Eviane's trembling shoulders.


  "Why don't you go on for a while, and let us girls have some privacy?"


  "You've got it."


  Max crept around the side of the ice wall, and looked down at the shambling Amartoq. It paced as if keeping guard.


  "Can't we just go around it?" he whispered to Snow Goose.


  "I doubt it's alone. This is the stronghold of the Cabal. It's mobile. They must keep it moving around the Arctic Circle-"


  Johnny Welsh was suddenly behind them, his voice, for once, completely serious. "What for? Ah-they're 199
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  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  THE MAZE


  


  Max's breath sounded rough in his throat. He was too aware of his hurts. Muscles hurt everywhere.. . as if he'd been in a match, a rough match against an inept and overpowered opponent, a match that had lasted for days.


  He was worried about Eviane. Getting into a part-that he could understand. It came to him now that he had never seen her leave it.


  How were the others doing?


  Kevin was doing fine. The kid had seemed all sticks and parchment a few days before. Now he was whalebone and rawhide. The wind blew snow into his thin face, fluttered the furred edges of his parka, and he barely seemed to notice. Kevin had taken the lead in their colunm.


  The two groups of Adventurers moved in a modified pincer movement through the tumbled blocks of the city. The oddly angled blocks rose twenty stories tall. At first Max had thought that they were composed of ice. Now he saw that they were stone, ancient blocks of stone sheathed in ice, carved with hieroglyphs unlike anything he had ever seen.


  Kevin clutched his war club and sidled up to the edge of an abutment, poking the club out and waving it gently as if trying to draw sniper fire. Nothing.


  He looked back at them, sugarcube teeth showing in a wide smile. He was nervous, but trying not to show it.
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  Chapter Thirty


  THE CABAL


  


  As Max sat up groggily, Eviane threw her arms around him and squeezed until she could hardly breathe.


  It didn't matter that the others laughed. Their little party of ten was almost alone in the world. The survivors would inevitably pair off for mating. She was staking out her territory now, and any woman who trifled with Max was going to be sorrier than she could believe.


  Orson and Charlene roused muzzily, and shared a brief, intense hug. Hippogryph's face darkened.


  Evidently he didn't like that much.


  She didn't blame him. She'd seen the way Hippogryph stayed next to Charlene, a subtle but effective barrier between the Moon Maid and the rest since the beginning. He seemed to consider anyone, including Eviane, a potential threat to her. Franidy, she hoped that Orson was slipping into what Hippogryph had considered exclusive territory. Serve him right.


  Her man stood, once again strong and firm. It was good to know that Eskimo white magic was as powerful as the dark variety. There were not only evil forces, but forces of light and warmth in this strange new world. It was comforting...


  "Hey! Look here!" Hebert cried excitedly. In a corner of the cave, hitherto unnoticed, were what seemed to be a pile of rags and a small stack of boxes.


  A quick and feverish inspection revealed the grim truth: the rags were what remained of an Eskimo expedition. Under the rags were human bones, gnawed and broken.


  "Jesus Christ," Orson said. "They must have made a last stand here, been attacked by some of these creatures."


  Max looked at the boxes. They were marked flare grenades. "I'd think we could make use of these. .


  "And these!" Hebert said. There was a cache of survival choc olate in one of the boxes. Hebert grabbed a handful, peeled wrappers with his teeth, and began to chow down.
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  Chapter Thirty-One


  CHALLENGE


  


  The multitowered rise of San Diego's EnCom Plaza was a billion-dollar paean to the ego and accomplishments of one man:


  Kareem Fekesh.


  Alex Griffin shielded his eyes as he emerged from the tube station. Although only an eighteen-minute ride from Dream Park (including tube transfer) the tubes had been relatively quiet, and dark. Alex had closed his eyes, trying to keep the tension at a dull roar.


  Understandable, considering what was sitting in his lap, and what he had to attempt.


  The sidewalks buzzed with activity, and in the midst of it he felt slightly uncomfortable.


  How long had it been since he ventured outside the environs of Cowles Industries? With all of the resorts, shopping malls, entertainment complexes, and health services, he actually hadn't needed to leave the corporate environment for...


  Over a year?


  Astonishing, now that he actually thought of it. Closer to two years, maybe.


  The executive jets, the tubes, the vacations in Aspen and fishing in Bermuda... All of these things had been owned, controlled, designed by Cowles Industries, if not outright owned and maintained for the use of the executive staff. A totally self-contained world.


  Alex was suddenly, painfully aware of how vulnerable he felt. There was no nod of recognition from the hundreds and thousands of people passing him on the street. The street sounds were foreign to him-there were still internal-combustion engines in San Diego, albeit small, efficient ones. He could smell it in the air.


  It was new, and in a way exciting. He ran up the dozen steps


  to the Glass Tower, the tallest and most prominent building in EnCom Plaza, rising above the others like a giant standing on stilts.


  He ran up those steps, a tall, redheaded man, lean in his three-piece suit, extremely fit, and alert.


  Perhaps the nervousness didn't show. Perhaps.


  The guard at the front door stopped him-him!-and asked his business.


  The guard was portly, with dark skin that didn't seem to be any protection from the sun. His skin was peeling badly on the tip of his nose, and on his neck. Alex handed him the coded card Fekesh's secretary had sent via courier.


  224

  Unknown
  
  
  
  
  
  

  




  Chapter Thirty-Two


  DREAMS 'R' US


  


  It was big, and mean, and sounded hungry.


  The thing shambled past their cave, hairy and brownish-white, sniffing in their direction.


  Snow Goose held the spooi of Falling Angel wire like a crucifix. In her hands it glowed like tame lightning. Her eyes were tightly closed.


  The beast at the entrance sniffed. She whispered "Winigo" under her breath, more aprayer than a comment. Finally it turned and left.


  "What in the hell was that?" Johnny ask