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Timeline


1966

Walt Disney discovers that he has lung cancer. His left lung is removed, but his right lung, though damaged, is sufficiently healthy to keep him alive. He survives for another ten years during which he is physically not very active, but mentally as astute as ever.

1974

Work begins on Epcot.

1976

Walt passes away peacefully in his sleep at the age of 74. The first science labs open in the City of Epcot.

1977

Epcot’s theme park, named the Magic Kingdom, opens. It is an expanded and improved version of Disneyland in California.

1979

The residential areas of Epcot start to become populated and the acronym officially changes from Experimental Prototype CITY Of Tomorrow to COMMUNITY Of Tomorrow. By now it is now pretty much as Walt had hoped it would be, The Happiest Workplace on Earth.

1996

The town of Celebration opens not far from Epcot. Over seven thousand Disney fans quickly move in. Many times that number apply to join a waiting list.

2047

Epcot is seventy years old and well-established. Then the “Epcot Revolution” occurs and Disney’s regime of tight rules for its residents slackens off dramatically.

2049

A huge expansion area called Discovery Bay opens at The Magic Kingdom. The story begins.



Prologue

The self-styled “Queen of Florida” did her best to look calm. Hilly Calvert was a talented actress, of that there was no doubt. Her rambling house in the Everglades and all its gaudy baubles were testament to how well she had once been appreciated by the paying public, but even she couldn’t control the impatient tapping of her toe within her fake kangaroo-skin boot. Not that she had anything against real skins or furs. Had there been any of the creatures left, she would have been quite willing to skin a kangaroo with her bare hands if it meant a little more luxury in her already obscenely opulent lifestyle.

“Can I look now?” she pleaded. “Can I? After all these weeks? Please?”

Hector Delgado’s knuckles whitened around his artist’s brush as he tightened his grip. How could anyone think that her pathetic, breathy lisp was in any way sensual? It may have worked for the early screen bombshells, but nobody even played at being Monroe any more. Anyway, he had worked with Hilly long enough to know that her voice was fake, just like everything else about her. He took another bite of his donut and wiped his hand on his shirt front, adding greasy smears to the paint and other stains. It had been a mistake telling her that he’d nearly finished. She already had more than enough portraits of herself—six were hanging in this room alone—so why was she so impatient to see his interpretation? She was beautiful, he’d give her that. If anything, she was getting lovelier with age. She was much more striking in real life than the holo-theaters could ever portray, not that she got too many parts these days. And she was certainly paying him enough, more than three times his usual rate, but he’d be glad to be away from that fake lisp and the way that she actually thought of herself as some kind of royalty, somehow better than what she called “normal people”, like him.

Hector let out a long breath and paused, stepping back to take a last look at the painting. In spite of his infuriation with the subject he was pleased. He’d done good work. Today had really just been about touching up the surrounding details, not working on her face and figure at all. He’d just wanted to do something familiar in preparation for facing the full gush of her emotion, good or bad.

The artist stepped aside to let her see. “Of course, Queen Hilly.” His tongue slipped the tiniest amount, as it always did before speaking the ridiculous title that she’d insisted he call her. “Now you must understand that it’s not completely there yet, I’ve still got to seal it and—”

“Yes, yes, now let me look.” She almost knocked him over in her eagerness to see the painting. His painting. His work. His thousands of confident little brushstrokes, each invisible to the naked eye, but which flowed together to form a beautiful mosaic as fine as the work of any ancient Italian master. He heard a little gasp as Queen Hilly clapped her silk gloved hands over her mouth. For a moment he didn’t know whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, but suddenly she squealed and flung herself at him, eyes wide. Hector automatically opened his own arms to receive her. If he hadn’t, she’d have impaled herself on the brushes he still held.

“Oh, thank you,” she whispered, her mouth close to his ear. “It’s simply magnificent.”

He pushed her away with as much gentleness as he could muster. A happy client was always nice, but her job was to provide funding, not appreciation of his work. She knew nothing about art—that was obvious from the quality of some of the pieces she had hanging in this room.

“Now you simply must hurry to complete it so I can show it to all my friends. I have people coming from all over the world for my Discovery Bay opening party. How jealous they will be.” She actually clapped her gloved hands together with little muffled thuds.

Her friends. Hector had seen some of these people when they’d flittered in and out while he tried to convince her to sit still. They made her appear classy and tolerant. How could any of them appreciate the hours of toil, the sweat, the tears, and even sometimes the blood that he’d shed to create this monstrosity? And they were here for the opening of that abomination of a theme park? They would never understand. They’d be incapable of it. None of them even deserved to be in the same room as his work.

Hilly Calvert, the Queen of Florida, was still gushing his praises and pointing out exactly where the portrait was going to be hung—“where everyone will notice it as soon as they enter the room, do you see?”—when she first smelled the smoke. It was an offensive smell that had no place in her perfectly designed home. She opened her mouth to call for her housemaid, some poor girl who was going to suffer for allowing such an odor into her perfectly ventilated home, but suddenly stopped. The smell wasn’t coming from outside; it had a much closer source. She noticed the picture, her beautiful portrait, the only one she’d ever had that came close to capturing her inner beauty as well as her gorgeous features, begin to bubble. The oils slid downward in thick streaks as the heat worked its way up into the body of the canvas. The corner that he’d lit was already starting to blacken and crack.

Hector Delgado was already marching through the door when she began to wail.


Chapter 1

The run was fast and dangerous enough to keep the novices away, which suited Martina Connors perfectly. Incompetent people were a waste of time in her work and in her leisure time, too. That was part of the reason why at the age of just twenty-seven she’d become one of the Walt Disney Company’s most influential Imagineers. Her combination of artistic ability, a thirst for technical knowledge, and a workaholic drive had made her one of the very best theme park attraction designers that the company had ever known.

She looked down the mountainside at the triple black diamond run. It curved through the forest unscarred by any tracks. Martina felt no fear as she prepared to launch herself down its almost sheer initial drop, just a calm satisfaction that, yet again, she was far ahead of the herd. She saw no point in doing something if you couldn’t excel at it.

And if she were to do her best, she had to do it in the best locations. For skiing, that meant Disney’s Mineral King Resort in the Sierra Nevada mountain range. The alpine village, the lack of vehicles, even the family-friendly restaurant entertainment provided by the Audio-Animatronic Country Bears who literally sang for their suppers all made Mineral King stand head and shoulders above its competitors, just as she did in the Imagineering labs back at Epcot.

She spoke into the Commband that nestled snugly around her wrist. While it didn’t have the full functionality that it had back in her home at Disney’s Florida city ,it could still be used in a limited capacity at the company’s properties around the world. Here in California one of its abilities was the wireless link to her ski boots. “Power up in five…four…three…” she said. She didn’t need to finish the countdown; the processor in the boots continued it on its own.

When the timer approached “one”, Martina thrust away hard on her poles, propelling herself down the slope. Almost immediately the small jets on her ankles burst into life, increasing her forward momentum dramatically. She tucked and let gravity and the boots do their work, keeping her knees soft and her eyes straight ahead. The path arced through the woods and she leaned with the curve, acting instinctively and with a grace that many on the pro circuit would envy.

She was almost at the end of the punishing two-mile run when she heard her left boot begin to whine. An unexpected vibration shook Martina’s ankle violently, sending her off balance. She was going far too fast to even think of stopping, but managed to lean left in an effort to make a controlled skid. As if that movement had been anticipated, her right boot shrieked with a new surge of power. The sudden burst of speed took her completely by surprise and she windmilled her arms in a reflex attempt to keep upright.

As the clump of trees in front of her grew larger and larger, Martina Connors surprised herself. For the first time in her adult life, she knew what real lack of control and the associated sense of panic felt like. Fortunately, it wasn’t a feeling that she experienced for very long.

Back at the ski village, on the balcony of his hotel room, a gray-haired, morbidly obese man sweated profusely even though it was a relatively cool day. His hands shook as he jerked the high-powered binoculars away from his eyes. The brightness of the explosion had brought stars to his eyes and he waited a moment for them to clear before looking again. The black smoke rising from the crash site was all the confirmation he needed. He wept silently as he called the only number in his throwaway cellphone.

“It’s done,” he said.


Chapter 2

“Your temperature is rising to uncomfortable levels. You should seek shade immediately and drink plenty of fluids.”

“Gee, you think?” Jack Rothman muttered at his Commband. Having the wrist unit monitor his health was all well and good, but he didn’t need it to tell him the painfully obvious, especially not in such an annoyingly perky tone.

“It’s true, though, Dad, you know how this weather’s been affecting people.” Jack’s son, Heath, was right. The heatwave had been hanging around for months now, much more so than the usual Florida summer. Disney’s medics had been called on to treat lots of people for dehydration and even heat stroke every day. “Come on, let’s get you a drink.” Heath headed toward Appleseed’s Cider Mill with his parents and girlfriend following behind. Adriana was young, healthy, and born in Florida; she’d be able to handle the temperature just as well as he was, but his mom had never been the same since that crazy doctor had used her as a test subject for his genocide experiments. He guessed he should be grateful that she had pulled through at all, but some days he suspected that the long-term after-effects had been much worse than she let on.

He got lucky, walking past a four-seater table just as a family of four was leaving it. Heath had feared that it would be difficult to get a seat at the Cider Mill. Like the rest of the park’s newest expansion area, it was absolutely crammed with people. The opening of Edison Square had been a large draw a few years previously, but that had been nothing like this. Back then he’d only dreamed of getting to a Cast Members’ preview event. Now each member of the family was an Epcot resident and entitled to such perks. Heath grabbed a seat and waved to his family while speaking into his Commband. “Four large cokes, please.” He helped his mom into her seat, all the while watching his father. Jack seemed to have revived a little once he hit the chilled air in the shaded restaurant. “You OK, Dad?”

“Sure, I’m fine. Stop fussing over me.” Jack waved a dismissive hand. He hated the idea of his son thinking that he was getting old. There would be plenty of time for that later, in about forty years, maybe. “But I could do with a drink.”

Right on cue, a smiling Cast Member appeared at his shoulder with a tray full of iced sodas. “Here you are, Mr Rothman, four large cokes.” Heath’s order had included directions to reach him, taken from the location of his wrist band.

Jack took a long gulp of the refreshing liquid, then pressed the chilled cup to his temple. He let out a contented sigh. “Your temperature is now within the normal to high range,” said the slightly synthesized voice of his Commband. “You should continue to drink plenty of fluids and avoid direct sunlight or other heat sources for a while.”

Before he had a chance to come back with one of his usual sarcastic replies, his wife pressed her own mug to the back of his neck, prompting another gasp of pleasure. He closed his eyes, feeling the condensation drip down his back. It felt so much better than the sweat that had been running there beforehand. Ellie took his hand in her own. “Looks like you’ll be sitting the ride out with me this time.”

Jack knew better than to argue with her. He’d been married to Ellie long enough to realize that life was so much easier when he simply accepted that she was right, as she invariably was. Eyes still closed, he nodded and allowed her to see a little smile. He’d felt fine when they’d arrived in the park for his family’s first look at Discovery Bay. A whole new theme park land was a big deal and they had all arranged their work shifts to make sure that everyone had a chance to visit the expansion area before it opened to the public. They’d had chances to try some of the new rides and attractions individually, but this was the first day that every ride and attraction in Discovery Bay had been in operation all at the same time. Of course just about every other Disney employee—or Cast Member, as the company referred to them—also wanted to attend the Bay’s opening, but there were several “opening days” with varying levels of publicity planned, so everybody would have the opportunity to see the Bay before it opened to the general public. The first opening day had been a small, quiet affair, mainly for the company’s corporate sponsors. Then there were larger events like this one, part of a series of days arranged just for Epcot residents. Very few of them were under any illusion that these events were anything other than a full-scale final dress rehearsal to see how the new area ran at full capacity. Cynics would say that if anything should go wrong, then at least it would only affect Disney’s own staff, but that didn’t stop Epcottians from filling Discovery Bay to overflowing before the final, public opening with paying customers.

Jack had been more concerned about Ellie’s health than taking notice of his own rising temperature. She’d been walking with the help of a cane for a while now. Several times Jack had told her, “I wish you’d get some of those powered braces we talked about. Not for always, just for times like this. It’s going to be a long day in the park and ridiculously busy. We’re going to be standing in line most of the time.”

But stubbornness was one of his wife’s more challenging personal traits. “Jack, you know I’ll never get those. A motor chair, maybe, but never those horrible, clanking things.” The look she gave him left him in no doubt as to her seriousness and the reasons behind it. Professor Hardacre, Jack’s one-time work colleague, had worn a motorized knee brace and it had been one of the last things Ellie had heard before the professor had injected her with the experimental drugs that had left her in her current debilitated condition. He decided that it would be better to let the subject lie and just be on hand if she needed any assistance, but gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze to show that he understood. He was so proud of her, the way that she had adapted to the changes brought about by that one little injection. One day she’d been perfectly healthy, the next…well, as Ellie put it, she now had a chance to focus more on her other abilities.

And so they had stood shoulder to shoulder, packed tighter than for any Epcot fireworks display, to hear C.E.O. Corey Braithwaite thank all those present for playing their part in the creation of this fantastic new expansion land. Many of the company’s beloved animated characters, some dressed appropriately in new leather and brass steampunk costumes, surrounded the dais from which Braithwaite gave his speech with the holographic projection of Walt Disney looking over his shoulder, dapper as ever in his standard dark suit. This technological marvel made good press and was the perfect representation of the company’s past, but Braithwaite was Disney’s current leader. Walt may have been the man behind everything that had gone before, but Corey Braithwaite was the main driver for this long-delayed land and had personally lobbied for it to be built as the park’s biggest-ever expansion.

When he’d finished speaking and welcomed everybody to Discovery Bay there wasn’t any real surge, not like the chaotic sprinting that had been the case at rope drop every morning when the park had first opened. Not that there was any need to rush around the park or even stand for hours in line any more, as the Commbands took care of that and so much more.

The first time that Ellie had been into the park after her recuperation she had been delighted at the way her band had looked after her. “You are approaching the entrance to Space Mountain,” it had told her. “Be advised that you should not ride this attraction due to your current state of health. The Walt Disney Company informs you that, should you continue on to this ride, you do so at your own risk and the Company will not entertain any claims if you should suffer any health problems, up to and including death, either now or in the future, as a direct consequence of you choosing to ignore this warning. Furthermore, your employee insurance will be invalidated.” It had finished its little speech with a very Disneyesque, “Please continue to enjoy your day elsewhere in Epcot.”

She was used to hearing this kind of thing from her own wristband, but not from her husband’s. Neither was Jack. He was usually pretty healthy for his age and his reaction to the heat had surprised him. After taking his current dehydration, the weather conditions, and the size of the crowd into consideration, Jack guessed that his own band would give him much the same advice as his wife’s band had given her should he try to ride the attraction that they had planned next. “I guess it won’t hurt to give it a miss this time,” he said. “There will be plenty of other chances.” He told his wrist communication to drop the Electric Spark Gap Loop from his itinerary and rearrange his day to meet up with Heath when his son had finished with the ride.

“Your itinerary has been amended,” his band confirmed before suggesting that he might like to do some sightseeing or shopping for a while at the nearby Chinatown area of Discovery Bay. “Have you noticed that when you have a few minutes to spare, your band always suggests the gift shop?” he asked, his face a picture of angelic innocence.

Ellie smiled and kissed her husband lightly on the cheek. If he’d regained his humor, then he was obviously on the road to recovery. She instructed her own band to “clear all schedule for Magic Kingdom for the next four hours and link to Jack Rothman’s schedule for Magic Kingdom for the next four hours”. She’d quickly learned that you had to be quite precise with the auto-scheduler, but when you got used to it, it was a great system. Park guests could now plan their entire day or even a full trip months before leaving home. They just had to tell the system what rides and attractions they’d like to do in order of preference and Disney’s huge array of processors would plan the entire vacation from arrival to departure. All Epcot residents had Commbands assigned when they moved into Disney’s Experimental City. All guests were issued a limited function band with their welcome pack, just before they were due at the resort. Everyone’s individual band would then suggest the optimum route through the park so the person wearing it got to see the highest number of the attractions that they wanted, with minimum wait times. This also avoided bad word of mouth due to long queues. It automatically adjusted in real time, too, taking into account the number of people wanting to experience an attraction at that moment. It told its wearer where to be at every moment of their day to fit the most happiness into their available hours. It was a great tool for those who loved planning their vacation, but the company had received—and chosen to ignore—quite a few complaints from guests who wanted a more spontaneous experience. For them, over-planning their day took away some of their happiness.

Ellie Rothman’s own personal happiness was greatly influenced by her husband’s well-being, and if he had to sit out the Electric Spark Gap this time, then so be it. It was a shame, though, because he and their son had been looking forward to this signature Discovery Bay ride for many months. Still, as Jack had said, there would be other times.

There would be many other times.


Chapter 3

Heath and Adriana, as with most young people, didn’t care about future times. They wanted their fun right now as well as later, and their bands told them that if they didn’t take up their allocated slots on the Electric Spark Gap Loop ride soon, they would lose them. “Go,” said Jack. “We’ll be fine. We’ll meet you in Chinatown afterwards. The band will tell you where we are.”

The young couple needed no further encouragement and trotted off hand in hand, marveling at the magnificent new Disney land that spread out before them. The company’s promotional blurb had been spot on when it had described a once-only place in time, a Victorian place that occurred at the latter end of the nineteenth century. Discovery Bay was, Disney assured, the kind of place that Jules Verne or H. G. Wells might have inhabited, and very few would have disagreed. The entire new land had been designed to resemble a post-gold rush San Francisco, albeit one overlooked by a huge, gloomy volcano and spread out around a massive lagoon with an equally impressive lighthouse on the other side.

“I still can’t believe that they finally built this,” Adriana said as they stood in the short line with the lighthouse towering overhead. It was based on the one in that old, almost forgotten film, Pete’s Dragon. That film, like all the other Disney classics, would be transferred to holo-format eventually, but she couldn’t imagine it being on top of anyone’s waiting list.

“Me, either,” replied Heath. She had meant the lighthouse, but Heath took her words to mean the entire Bay that fanned out around an inlet from the Rivers of America. She didn’t contradict him. “I mean, it’s been on the back burner since the 1970s. They could have had this, yet they built junk like that Superstar Limo over at Disney’s California Adventure,” he added, referring to the much-maligned ride featuring cut-out caricatures of celebrities that had proved so unpopular with guests that it was operational for less than a year.

“Don’t forget the Wizard of Bras,” his girlfriend chuckled. She’d laughed until she cried when she’d first discovered that Walt Disney had allowed an intimate apparel museum and store to be one of the first occupiers on Disneyland’s Main Street. Just the thought of it sent her into a fit of chuckles.

Others in the line turned to see what was so funny. Adriana tried to suppress her merriment which, as ever, made her laugh even harder. When she’d got herself somewhat under control, Heath reminded her of possibly Disney’s most outlandish attraction. “I still can’t believe that they had a live demonstration of nuclear fusion every five minutes at the World’s Fair in 1964. They wouldn’t let them do that these days.”

Adriana laughed yet again. Sometimes it seemed to be her default setting. “And yet you’re happy to ride this,” she said, indicating the track in front of them, “where they basically fire lightning bolts at you?”

As much as Heath loved her, he had to admit that his girlfriend wasn’t the smartest person he’d ever met. He’d explained the principles of a Faraday cage to her several times, but she never seemed to get it. Not that she seemed to care much, either. It was a Disney ride, so that meant it had to be safe as far as she was concerned. “It’s just a normal coaster on a track, ok?” She nodded, rolling her eyes to show that she wasn’t really interested in the theory. Heath pressed on, regardless. “The ride car is covered in a metal cage which contains a static electrical field. When they fire those electrical bolts at the car, this static field causes the electrical charges within the conducting material to redistribute, which in turn cancels the field’s effects in the cage’s interior. Simple. It looks impressive, there are lots of sparks and flashes, but as long as the cage is intact, we’re fine.”

Adriana was on the verge of telling him how he was boring her to death when the Cast Member waved them forward. “Hi, how many in your group?” she asked before directing them to their seats.

They pulled the safety harnesses down over their shoulders and around their waists, feeling them inflate automatically so that they were comfortably, but securely clamped in place.

“Just tell me one thing, science boy. Is it safe?” She gave him a playful wink as the mesh cage descended and locked in place around their ride car.

Heath laughed back at her as he removed his eyeglasses, secured them away, and gave his harness one final tug. “Of course it is. It’s Disney. What could possibly go wrong?”


Chapter 4

Jack watched the bolts of energy playing around the top of the Electric Spark Gap Loop building. Sure, the man-made lightning was only for effect, but he still felt a jolt of envy that he was outside and not having fun on the ride with his son and Adriana. Even at his age, a new Disney theme park attraction was something to be excited about, and the new section of the park was full of them. Floating past dinosaurs on the Lost River Rapids, flying high over the entire Bay on the Western Balloon Ascent, grabbing a bite at the San Francisco Chowder House and Energy Factory before seeing all the weird things in Professor Marvel’s Gallery. Even that creaky old classic, the Big Thunder Mountain Railroad, had been re-themed to fit into the new expansion. Discovery Bay would, the advertising blurb had said: “Bring to life a time and place that climaxed an age of discovery and expansion.” From what the Rothman family had seen, it did. Jack couldn’t wait to experience it all.

The mining town curved in a tight arc around a small body of water on which sailing ships bobbed on the artificial waves. Looming above was the dark, dominant face of Mount Prometheus, the smoldering volcano that erupted twice daily and within which sat even more rides and attractions. It was Captain Nemo’s famous Vulcania lair made real. The volcanic mountain wasn’t quite as tall as the New Cosmopolitan Hotel which rose up through the skin of Epcot’s central dome, but it was still tall enough to need a red light at its apex, due to aviation laws. Mount Prometheus had such a light, but in true Disney tradition the legal requirement was combined with artistic design and the warning light had been cleverly integrated into a glow of fiery lava. The rules had been upheld without compromising the theming of the mountain.

One aircraft that wasn’t bothered by these laws was the full-scale mock-up of the Hyperion dirigible that appeared to be floating out from a huge cavern in the side of the rocky peak. This huge flying ship indicated the entrance to the interior of the mountain and the queuing area for a magnificent new ride. This ride, and the creation of Discovery Bay itself, had been passed for construction due to the unexpected success of The Island at the Top of the World, the first film available for home viewing in holographic format. Truth be told, it had only been released to test the new technology. Who would have thought that a remake of an almost forgotten movie from two generations ago could lead to all this?

“What do you think?” Ellie stood before him with a ridiculous Minnie Mouse hat perched on top of her head. She batted her eyes innocently.

Jack faked a stern face. “It suits you perfectly,” he tried, though he couldn’t keep the pretense up for long. Even shopping was fun when his wife was there, but honestly, he’d rather be on the ride with his son.

The son in question was having a fantastic time on the Electric Spark Gap Loop ride. He and his girlfriend where whooping in delight along with the other riders on the indoor coaster as it spun around a pair of immense pillars like the coils inside a battery. The ride was meant to represent a demonstration of a massive electromagnet. The two pillars that formed the powerful humming and throbbing magnet were designed to pull the roller coaster vehicle up a steep track and then suddenly reverse the magnet’s polarity, forcing the car away into a corkscrew loop through the Bay’s power station. With only the smallest amount of low level lighting, most of the illumination came from the bolts of electricity that surged between conductors protruding from the top of the columns. The track twisted and turned to simulate the path of the current, but even with all its loops and spirals, by far the most exciting moments were those when the track passed right between the conductors and was struck several times by strong, blinding and totally random bursts of power. Like all the best thrill rides, it was, Heath realized, exciting just to the point of being a little frightening. That fear, along with the underlying knowledge of safety, was what made it enjoyable. Adriana didn’t care about that or any other theories, of course. She was too busy screaming and grinning in equal measure. It was fast, furious, and unpredictable, which pretty much summed up the way the young woman lived her life. She loved it, and the longer the ride went on, the faster it seemed to get.

Thrill rides are a way to experience a small tingle of fear in a controlled environment, but for many of its riders, the Electric Spark Gap Loop pushed that fear over the edge. With each pass around the conductor towers, it got a little faster, nudged a little closer to the safety buffers, and felt as it if were teetering on the brink of tipping over on the corners. Of course it was all perfectly safe and the safety brakes would prevent such accidents, but, if Heath didn’t know better, he’d swear that they had been turned off. Either the Imagineers had pushed it right to the very limit of what was acceptably safe ride design, or something had gone very wrong. His head said that the ride had just been designed to be extremely intense, but his heart disagreed. This was too much. It needed toning down, and toning down a lot. This was one of the reasons that Disney held these pre-public days,, to test how people reacted to the new attractions. It wouldn’t be the first time that the company had opened an exciting ride to great fanfare only to be forced to lower the intensity later due to customer response.

Electricity arced around the ride vehicle creating showers of brilliant white sparks each time it hit the cage. Each burst temporarily blinded the riders, which added to their excitement and the disorientation caused by the loops. Heath was certain now that they were travelling even faster, rocketing out of each bend into the next. The immense battery components flashed by in an electric blur, but something else caught Heath’s eye. Just for a moment he thought that he saw the figure of a man outlined against the crackling blue lights, half hidden in a recess. If it was indeed, human then the man was huge and standing perfectly still, hugging the shadows. It could have been a rounded silhouette or perhaps just a large, curved section of the ride structure, but it could just as easily have been an obese man watching the ride, studying the beginnings of fear rising in the people aboard. And if it was a real person hiding away in the shadows, then Heath could have sworn he saw it grinning.

Try as he might, though, he couldn’t fix his mind on what he’d seen, or thought he’d seen. His brain was too busy trying to work out if his escalating fear was justified. The electricity levels seemed to be rising far too high and his nostrils filled with the sulfuric smell of burning plasma. Bright sparks flew everywhere and Heath had no way of knowing if they were simply pyrotechnic effects or the real thing, and even if they were real, were they just “Disney real”? Such was the company’s reputation for attention to detail that it was perfectly possible that everything was operating precisely as it was meant to, but Heath wasn’t sure.

The static electricity crackling around the ride vehicle’s surrounding cage made Heath’s dark surfer-dude hair straighten out from his head as if blown by a fan, but this was nothing compared to what was happening to a young woman a few seats ahead. Her long, fine hair fanned out like a halo around her, whipping first one way then the other as the little train sped on. Her ride companion, a girl who looked like she might just have entered her teenage years, had her head buried in her safety harness and appeared to be silently weeping. Heath turned his head to the side and saw Adriana. She was the exact opposite, whooping and hollering in delight as the intensity of the ride ratcheted up yet another gear.

Then, without warning, it was over. The ride plunged into total blackness and the car jerked to a sudden and painful halt. The safety harness dug into Heath’s shoulders and midriff as the brakes bit. “Was that part of the ride?” someone asked. The sobbing girl was no longer silent and murmurs of relief and astonishment filled the air as the car gradually began to trundle toward the station. Only Adriana was still laughing.

“How good was that?” she asked in a voice that left no room for doubt as to exactly how much she’d enjoyed it, but in the seat beside her, Heath wasn’t so sure.

“Are you OK?” Ellie held her husband’s hand much more lightly than she had done in their dating years, gently stroking the back of it with her thumb.

“Yes, fine now,” he said in a voice that sounded far from happy. He nodded over to the Spark Gap ride. “I’m just wishing that was us.”

“You’re kidding? I never liked the big looping rides, you know that. Not since that time in Paris when I was sick on the Indiana Jones ride.” Jack smiled at the memory. She’d been unhappy, but physically fine when the roller coaster had gone forward around its tight little loop, but when it reversed and did the same thing going backward, it had been too much for Ellie’s constitution. She’d only just made it back onto the loading platform before being violently ill.

“That was a bad day,” he said, though his grin betrayed his real feelings on the matter. “But I didn’t mean that. I meant being able to do what you want without a moment’s thought. Young and in love like those two on there.” His smile had faded now. It was a terrible thing to realize that you’re jealous of your own children.

Ellie kissed his cheek
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