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Chapter 1

His fingers trembled.

The computers had finally decided that the ship was close enough to the planet. They’d been decelerating for two days, and now speeds were low enough that the meteor shields covering the viewports could be retracted. It took him three tries to type the commands correctly because of the butterflies in his stomach, but soon the screech of metal on metal filled the cabin as the thick plates pulled back into their niches above the windows.

Earth was visible ahead of them, its familiar oceans and continents, studied in countless classes easy to identify. Rome Permek couldn’t believe that he was there to see it. This was the reason that he’d volunteered for the mission. It was the first time in five hundred years that humans not born in the original solar system saw Earth with the naked eye, with only a half-meter-thick plate of transparent Hulldeck between the planet and the observers. His heart lodged in his throat and tears threatened to escape, forcing him to fight them back as he focused on the captain.

He was sure that, on such an occasion, Ashur Nartiya would take advantage of the unique chance to not only get her name hardwired into the history files as the captain of the expedition, but also to be remembered as the person who delivered the oft-quoted inspirational speech. She looked each member of the bridge crew in the eye before beginning.

“Five hundred years ago, humanity was one.” She paused for effect. “And, thanks to our efforts, it will be one again. We will no longer be divided into two incomplete, unhappy races. The scattered colonists will, once more, have a home, and the people of Earth will once more have a future away from the confines of their single world. The way it’s meant to be.” She seemed to review the statement in her head and nodded, satisfied with the result. She went on in her usual voice, discarding the oratorical tones of the speech. “I want to thank you for your work so far, and for volunteering for this mission, as well as the months of patience you’ve put into the trip itself.” She nodded to the bridge crew.

Heads bobbed in respect around the control chamber. Everybody knew that the volunteers had numbered in the millions. No person in the Tau Ceti system with even the slightest relevant training had wanted to miss out on this voyage, despite the inconvenience of a few tedious months in space. Interstellar travel, though it had improved over the last five hundred years, was still anything but quick, and boredom had replaced death as the most frequent complaint. Even so, the crew appreciated Nartiya’s words. She was big on competence, efficiency, and discipline; compliments and thanks were very rare indeed.

“But now, we’ve got to get to work. This is where the mission truly begins and where things can get hairy. We have one more week to study the planet before we get close enough that our shielding won’t stand up to scrutiny if their technology has advanced at the same rate as ours. After that, we have to make contact. So I’ll just shut up and let you get back to it.”

She turned back to the viewport, silently contemplating the planet in the distance. The bridge crew took that as a signal to resume their tasks and tore their gazes away from the blue dot and back to their instruments.

Rome knew that the captain wouldn’t be fooled. The entire crew, himself included, was only halfheartedly monitoring their screens. Every few seconds, the rustle of fabric would give notice that someone was surreptitiously attempting to get just one more look at the planet. And then just one more.

But as long as an appearance of discipline was maintained, the captain would be satisfied. The novelty would wear off in a few hours anyway, and the real work could begin.

In the meantime, Rome stole another look and pretended to study his sensors, although, as a binarist, he was unlikely to be needed at this point in the mission. It didn’t matter. He could stare at the planet all day.

***

The days went by, and the crew grew ever more restless.

Though nobody had expected the Earthmen to communicate, or even to detect them yet, the complete lack of measurable point-to-point electromagnetic communications within the system had everyone on edge. Even the ring system composed of obviously artificial satellites seemed to be inactive, each component drifting silently in its orbit.

The only communications they’d been able to identify emanated from the surface itself and were evidently short-range transmissions. These were frustrating on two levels: they were weak, making it difficult to pick up a clear signal and, even worse, those signals that had been isolated proved impossible to resolve into either visual or audio communication.

On a ship of that size and nature, no effort was made to keep the situation—except for a few technical details—secret, so it became the favorite topic for crew gossip.

The talk quickly grew alarmist. First, guarded whispers speculated about some catastrophe: war, disease, a meteor impact. Then, more openly, the rumors grew wilder and wilder. Most of the crew seemed convinced that human civilization on Earth had been destroyed in some unexpected cataclysm and that whatever had caused it was waiting to unleash its fury on the Unity. It was clear that Nartiya would soon have to do something to get things back under her control.

Rome, for his part, was convinced that there had to be someone down there. “Look,” he told Stell, “the energy readings show all the signs of a functioning technological civilization going about its business. Concentrated emissions even point to the existence of population centers and a city-oriented demographic distribution.”

Stell snorted. “So where are all the phones? The TV transmissions? Their 3D relay waves?”

“They’re probably around. Maybe they use a cable-based system. Massive use of Fiberoptic piping?”

“Oh, come on! That would be completely inefficient, and besides, they have a fleet of communications satellites up that they aren’t using. Even you have to admit that it looks pretty bad. I wonder what happened to them.”

Rome said nothing, knowing that the other wouldn’t budge. They’d been having this same argument with little or no variation for the last three days. It was just a way to let off some steam and ease the tension until they found out something new. Everyone was doing the same thing because what was driving them all nuts was precisely the lack of new information.

He looked out over the windowless dining cabin. The lunch break was coming to an end, and most of the crew on shift had either returned to their posts or had gone to one of the viewports to stare at Earth in the distance, so the large, cream-painted room was nearly empty. He risked talking about one of the few secrets that the brass was trying to keep.

“The short-range communications the signals people found seem to indicate intelligent activity.”

Stell eyed him skeptically. “How convenient that you should just happen to know about something nobody else has heard of and that just happens to support your argument,” he said, showing that, deep down, he did care about the argument.

“You don’t really think that I’d make something like that up, do you?”

“Of course you would. All you want is to find a welcoming committee of Earthlings waiting for us when we land so they can throw their women at you.” Another point of discussion was Rome’s rampant heterosexuality, which Stell, being a militant asexual, found objectionable and crude. “Just face it. They probably had a big war or invented some new disease and destroyed their own civilization. Hell, if it happened to us on Wolf 349 III, it can certainly happen to a bunch of people cooped up on one single planet! I don’t think they’re all dead, by any means. But I do think that any survivors we might find will be living in trees.”

Rome shook his head. “I’m not making it up. We really have found some signals that are likely of technological source.”

“And why would the brass confide in you?”

“Because, as far as anyone can tell, the signals are short-range microwave transmissions of the sort you’d encounter between two physically separated computers, or two banks of the same computer. Binary code. Every binarist on the ship, even junior ones like me, has been trying to decipher them night and day.”

Stell was still unconvinced, but seemed willing to suspend disbelief for a few moments, if only to break the monotony. “What I don’t understand is why we don’t just broadcast a greeting and stop messing around.”

“Well, I guess it’s because the captain isn’t sure just what the hell is going on. We have no information at all regarding the situation on the surface, so we don’t know what kind of greeting to expect. We think that our tech is more advanced than theirs, so we’re basically confident but, to tell you the truth, nobody wants to find out that their tech is better than ours in the middle of a war against a planetary defense system. The ship is armored, but we really can’t survive against that kind of firepower if it has any development behind it.”

“I guess it’s logical. How long are they planning to wait, though?”

Rome shrugged. “The original plan was to transmit in four days, and I think they’ll stick to it. They don’t want to risk getting us detected before we’re ready to talk to them. I don’t think we’ll get much of a reception if the natives think we’ve been spying on them, do you?”

Stell grunted noncommittally, picked up his tray, and stood. “I’m getting back to work.”

“I’ll be along in five minutes,” Rome replied. He’d noticed the pretty brunette engine technician by the Stimdrink dispenser.

Stell turned to look, understood immediately, and gave him a disgusted glare before he walked away.

“Neanderthal,” he muttered under his breath, but loud enough to be heard.

Rome just grinned at him.

***

Frustration mixed with eager anticipation as the bridge crew prepared to send their first transmission.

They hadn’t been able to pick up a single useful transmission, even after studying the binary signal for days. The closest analogue to the binary communication they’d found was a model of a sandstorm that had been created using chaos theory. Rome himself had put forward a theory that the transmissions related to an extremely complex simulation, but they still had no idea what it was that the computers were simulating. And even less as to the political and social situation on the surface.

The anticipation had a more obvious source. Everyone on the ship, regardless of rank or specialty, had signed up to be present at this moment, the moment in which the starfaring portion of humanity reestablished contact with the stay-behinds. The unification of the race after five hundred treaty-enforced years.

The blue orb in the viewport was considerably larger, its presence dominating the view in both real and psychological terms.

Captain Nartiya turned to face it. She ordered the comm team to open a channel on as many frequencies as possible. The nature of the initial transmission had been decided in a series of meetings attended by all the senior technical people over the course of the previous week. Basically, since they’d been unable to pinpoint any channel as a dominant or government-controlled emitter, they’d decided to hit as broad a spectrum of frequencies and geographical area as they could, concentrating their efforts on the northern hemisphere, which was where most of the energy emissions seemed to be centered.

The speech had been composed by a team of psychologists and politicians months earlier, before the ship had even left Tau Ceti II. It had been set in stone to keep the captain from being tempted into embellishing it for her own glory. That wasn’t the officially cited reason, of course, but everyone knew the score.

The captain pretended to be unaware of this and acted as if she would make it up as she went along. She paused to organize her thoughts, hesitated once, and gave the signal to begin transmission, knowing that the message was not only being transmitted to Earth, but also all over the ship. She was the most decorated ship captain in the entire Tau fleet, but she did have a thing for theatrics.

“Greetings, people of Earth,” she said in perfect Hanglish, the last recorded official Earth language. “I am commander Ashur Nartiya of the Human Star Voyager Unity, which is currently approaching your planet. I am here to transmit a message of peace from the star-traveling portion of humanity to the descendants of those who chose to remain on Earth.

“According to the terms of the Brooklands-Futa Treaty, it was agreed that there would be no contact between our civilizations for five hundred years, allowing each culture to solidify without interference from the other.”

Rome chuckled softly to himself, exchanging a glance with Stell, seated two consoles over. Every child on the Colonized planets was taught the real reason for this treaty: Earth, as a backward, isolated dinosaur, had requested the treaty to keep the more advanced Colonies from dominating their culture. But it probably wouldn’t have been diplomatic to say so.

The captain continued. “Those five hundred years have now passed, and we have come to invite you to rejoin the family of humanity.

“In the time that has passed, the Colonized worlds have increased in number from the mere twenty-one at the time of the treaty to forty-seven today. There are also six more missions terraforming suitable planets.

“But it is not enough for us to be many. We wish to be one. For humanity to be whole again. Our Federation consists of many worlds with enormously different cultures. We know how to live with differences, and we can guarantee that your way of life and your sovereignty will be respected.

“We will remain at our current position relative to Earth and await your permission to land to discuss our invitation, which we would be honored to have you, the planet where our race originated, accept.

“Thank you.”

She signed off, and a tense silence ensued as the bridge crew settled to wait for a response. At this distance, electromagnetic radiation would take thirty seconds to reach the planet, so the message had a theoretical round trip of one minute. But time also had to be allowed for the Earthmen to craft their reply, and they all knew that it might be hours before a response of any type was forthcoming. But they still relaxed visibly only after the timer had reached one minute with no answer.

After that, subdued chatter began among the crew members as tension slowly but inevitably gave way to tedium, the standard state of mind on any space voyage.

***

By the end of the shift, the tedium had become frustration, and as the days went by, frustration became a sensation of near-panic that finally motivated the captain to order the ship to approach the planet and hold a geosynchronous orbit around it.

Rome had already done three shifts at his post since they’d approached although, as a binarist, there was little call for his services unless some systems glitch came up. Since a moving ship had millions of computer-controlled functions, errors were cropping up all the time, and binarists analyzed and corrected them while independent redundant systems took over the workload from the corrupted ones.

A ship in orbit, on the other hand, was just a life-support chamber in space. And, for some reason, life support systems never seemed to fail.

He was bored. Even the incredible magnificence of the planet dominating the sky had paled after a couple of days, and he’d grown tired of looking at it. In desperation, he’d finally gone back to trying to crack the signals from the transmissions they’d picked up from Earth.

He’d managed to deduce that there were, at least, hundreds of billions of complexly moving particles being controlled by semi-chaotic logic that operated in a slightly more controlled environmental setting, but that was all he could get. The simulation seemed much too complex to unravel entirely unless one had a deeper knowledge of the computer language the Earthlings were using. And, if one spoke to an Earthman, it would be much quicker to ask what the simulation was than to learn the computer languages.

Still, he had nothing better to do, so he spent his shifts honing his theory while, at other stations, the frustration continued to build at the continued Earthling radio silence.

On the third day in orbit, things finally came to a head. Captain Nartiya entered the bridge, face haggard, and began issuing orders.

“Power up the converters,” she said. “Redeploy the meteor shielding.”

The Engineering Officer raised his head. “Excuse me, ma’am, but are we leaving?” It was the question that every member of the crew had been asking for the past twenty-four hours. But this was the first time anyone had had the courage to ask her directly.

She glared at him. “No,” she said. “We’re going to land.”

The bridge, already silent during the exchange, became sepulchral. The anticipation and curiosity took on a presence that was nearly physical. Rome realized that he was holding his breath.

“And what about planetary defenses?” the engineer, a man named Wellman, asked.

“The brass at Tau Ceti II are convinced that the planet is empty and that what we’re picking up are just automated systems going about their business. They’ve ordered us to land at once.”

Rome surprised himself by saying, “The planet isn’t empty. There’s something going on down there.”

The captain gave him a look that was more curious than angry.

“You can tell me all about it later. Right now, we’re going to land.”



    


Chapter 2

Emily woke, as she always did, ten minutes before the alarm clock was set to go off. Despite years of experience, she checked the time hoping that, just this once, the glowing numbers would indicate that there was still an hour or, better yet, two, before she had to get up. But no. The implacable reality was 6:50. And Mondays were always the worst.

She sighed softly and turned off the alarm. There was no point in waking Graham. Being a software engineer, he could—and often did—sleep till noon. She fought down the urge to wake him and walked to the shower. Like she did every weekday.

By the time she looked into the mirror, another morning ritual, she was feeling almost human. This particular ritual was new. She’d only been taking the time to look her naked body over in the full-length mirror for the last two months. Ever since her thirtieth birthday.

What she saw wasn’t unduly worrying, despite having been up late the previous night mopping the floor with all her friends in a VR gaming free-for-all. She knew her features were attractive enough, in a delicate way, although her face was slightly pale and dusted with freckles and her lips were a little thin. Her shoulder-length strawberry blond hair was thin and straight, serious and professional as opposed to fashionable. Nobody would call her a great beauty, but she knew that she was good-looking enough to get a date anytime she ever needed one.

Her body, likewise, was not a problem. She was thin and of middling height, with breasts small enough that gravity didn’t hold any fears. And the rest of her had been kept in shape all her life, partly through her own efforts in the gym, and partly, she suspected, due to lucky genetics. Nothing spectacular, but she couldn’t complain.

Emily dressed quickly, checked her electron bag to make sure she wasn’t forgetting anything, and made for the exit. The elevator was, of course, waiting for her, and the apartment door slid aside immediately.

She was fully awake and in what she referred to as her ‘business’ mode. She fumed at the lost thirty seconds as the lift descended the seven hundred meters to ground level and thought, for the umpteenth time, that she needed to get a place closer to the ground. Hell, she could afford it now. And Graham wasn’t contributing much to the household economy, so it wouldn’t really hurt to kick him out on his ass.

But she wouldn’t. She resolved to get rid of him every morning, but he convinced her to keep him every night. She wasn’t sure if he was that good or if she was that insecure, but, either way, she wasn’t particularly worried. It would pass; it always did.

She walked down the same streets she’d walked down ever since getting her current job. Despite her impatience with the lift, the four-block walk to work was useful. It allowed her to organize her thoughts for the first few hours of each day.

Today’s first few hours would be delicate. She had a meeting with the Stuttgart Auto Werke product manager to discuss the new advertising campaign. SAW was United Madison’s most important client, logical since they manufactured nearly half of the world’s vehicles—land, sea and air. The Chinese were their only competition, and they used the other major ad agency: Fullnet Media.

The early meeting was due to the eight-hour time difference between Denver and Stuttgart, but the hour was no excuse. Everything had to be perfect. Imperfection, or even a delayed campaign, could conceivably cause SAW to lose the market lead to GV Fukong, and that would, by contract, cut Madison’s fees in half. And then would come the layoffs.

The creative and accounts people would already be at the office preparing the virtual meeting room on the Mindnet and uploading the standard commercials and full-immersion net ads.

Her own files could be uploaded in real time. They were just spreadsheets detailing how the media budget would be allocated among the different channels. TV, as always, represented about two-thirds of the spending, with the remainder going to Mindnet and outdoor media. She understood the plan was a conservative one, but this was not a client with whom it was advisable to take risks.

The only thing that worried her was how the product manager on the client side might react to the plan. Lee Taik-Sanchez was a bit of a closet sociologist and was always arguing that a greater percentage should be spent on Mindnet advertising. In his opinion, society was mature enough to use the Mindnet to its fullest capability and that advertising would be more effective there than anywhere else.

Fortunately, there were more than three hundred years of data showing that Mindnet advertising always gave a smaller return on investment than the supposedly outmoded TV ads. The data would be enough to sway his boss, although she knew that Lee himself would remain unconvinced.

By the time she arrived at Madison tower, she felt ready for the meeting: she was calm, she was prepared, and she’d run through all the possible questions in her head and had answers ready. Her part should go off without a hitch.

But trouble found her anyway.

As soon as she stepped into the marble-floored foyer, she was intercepted by an agitated account executive.

“Miss Plair,” the man said, “they sent me down to wait for you since you always arrive at this time. Please come with me.”

“What’s going on?” Emily asked.

“The other directors are in an emergency meeting. Only you were missing.”

“Why? What happened?”

“The Mindnet’s down, Miss Plair.”

Emily was stunned. She knew that the Mindnet was essentially a series of redundancies piled one on top of the other. It might work sub-optimally at times, but it could never go down. That was impossible, and she said so.

The executive answered, “Well, it’s not actually down completely. It’s working at maybe forty percent efficiency.” That was the lowest number in recorded history. “But that isn’t the main problem. The main problem is that we can’t get Stuttgart at all.”

“Maybe the connection to the Stuttgart office is down.”

“We thought of that. We tried other links in the city—even comm links and audio-only emergency systems. We can’t get anything. It’s as if all of Stuttgart has disappeared off the net.”

Emily rolled her eyes. So, it was going to be one of those days.

***

Minutes later, everyone in the agency was clustered around the TV set in the conference room, anxiously trying to get any kind of news from Stuttgart. The only channel that seemed to have assigned a crew to the story was MindNewsCast. They were also having trouble getting in touch with Stuttgart, so they were sending a crew there on the ground.

Frustratingly, even the TV feed was coming through on the Mindnet, which was still not working optimally and blanked out every few seconds making the reporter’s comments unintelligible. The stress level in the room rose with every passing moment.

Despite the potential for mayhem that a complete Mindnet failure in Stuttgart represented for the agency, Emily could still find the time to smile at the irony. Experts had been predicting the death of conventional television for six hundred years. The argument was that the interactive control available on the old internet, the Supernet that followed and, finally, the current Mindnet would render the old non-interactive, 2-D experience redundant.

Sadly, most hyper-educated young professionals seemed to share this view, which had made being a media planner a living hell for as long as anyone could remember. The main problem was that, although the data clearly showed that more people were watching TV in their free time than operating online, educated people didn’t want to believe that the great majority could really be that stupid. After all, watching TV was the equivalent of brain death—there was no mental activity in watching programming that was generated by somebody else.

They insisted that the numbers had to be skewed and that their reality was correct.

Nevertheless, numbers didn’t lie, especially when they were backed up by additional research that showed that most people, after a day of pointless toil, preferred entertainment that simply allowed them to turn off their brains. They didn’t want to interact with anything. Let someone else do all the work.

Though the delay would mean extra work and heightened stress, Emily found herself smiling as they watched a reporter trying to explain what was going on, even though the reporter himself had absolutely no idea what that was. The static only added to the comedy of the situation.

The final irony was that the reason they couldn’t get a good image was that some genius had decided to run the TV feed through the already existing, supposedly infallible, fiber-optic network installed for the Mindnet. The same network that was already critically sub-optimal.

She had to suppress an immature giggle. None of her agitated coworkers would have understood anyway, and her professional credibility demanded certain care.

***

The delay went on through the morning and into the afternoon, making Monday a complete waste.

Even the news from Stuttgart had been patchy all day. It seemed that the closer the news team got to the city, the lower the ratio of clear images to static became.

Finally, the decision had been made to turn off the TV and get back to work, but Emily knew that the silence in the hallways was not the silence of deep productive concentration, but the lack of sound created by dozens of employees scouring the Mindnet for information from the confines of their cubicles.

She didn’t even try to stop them. Everybody knew that a critical net failure could affect much more than just a couple of deadlines and business communications, and even the most mule-headed director would be too sensitive to order his or her employees back to work under the prevailing conditions.

At four-thirty, the situation hadn’t changed, so Emily decided to release her team and go home. Nothing useful was getting done anyway. Maybe Graham could give her an inkling as to what the hell was going on. Maybe the guy would finally prove that having a programmer living off what you earned was good for something other than a couple of orgasms a night.

Yeah, right, she thought as she shut down her interactive desktop, and right after that, a flock of pigs will fly by for my amusement, as well.

She enjoyed the ride to the ground floor. A small part of it was knowing that she was, essentially, goofing off on company time in the middle of an enormous crisis and that nobody would ever question her for it. But mainly, she enjoyed the sensation that something different was happening on a Monday. That by itself was enough to make her ignore the possible consequences.

The wide boulevard that ran in front of the building was paved with stone and had a row of trees growing in the middle. Mechanized traffic was limited to two elevated roads that ran near the building’s walls, so pedestrians were flowing in front of her. The density of traffic was about average for a Monday afternoon, but something nagged at her subconscious, telling her there was something unusual. Not wrong, but certainly different.

She speculated that it might be that they all seemed animated and determined, as if they were all going somewhere. Maybe that was what jarred her: the feeling that nobody was simply out for a casual stroll, just smoking a weedsprig.

But that would be perfectly normal for a Monday afternoon in the downtown business area. No, there was something else.

Emily just stood, watching, trying to figure out what it was. The warm spring breeze caressed her face and tousled her hair, but she ignored it, just observing the pedestrians.

It finally hit her. It hadn’t been immediately apparent because the traffic wasn’t particularly dense, and the people were moving at different speeds, but she managed to see what had been bothering her.

Everyone was moving in the same direction. The entire flow of traffic was headed towards Emily’s right. To the south. Purposefully.

She’d seen similar patterns outside rock concerts and lazershow events, but never in this part of Denver. They were miles from the stadium.

Emily shrugged and was about to turn left and head home, against the current, when curiosity got the better of her. These people didn’t seem panicked or worried, so it was unlikely that they were moving away from anything, but it did seem that they were eager to get wherever it was they were going. Besides, she really didn’t have anything better to do; all she had planned for the rest of the afternoon was to ask Graham about the Mindnet failure, which, she decided, could wait. It was a beautiful brisk day in late spring, perfect for a walk.

She briefly debated whether to ask someone where they were going, but discarded the idea. Despite her aggressive nature in business dealings (her coworkers referred to her as the megabitch) and social skill at parties, she knew that if she tried to simply walk up to a perfect stranger on the street and ask where they were headed, she would feel so self-conscious and embarrassed that she’d probably run away before they managed to answer. And, to make things worse, most of the people on the street were walking along in groups of twos or threes, chatting excitedly as they advanced towards their destination.

Emily simply joined the flow, telling herself that if the final objective was too far distant, she would simply turn around and go home. She enjoyed the walk for its own sake, savoring the sight of the dark green mountains glimpsed between the old brick buildings.

After only four blocks, however, she knew it must be getting closer. The crowds got thicker, and it looked like everyone in Denver was converging on her position. There was also a subtle but definite change in the atmosphere. The pleasant, unconcerned conversation that had been constant during the walk was developing a more urgent edge as the groups that had gone down one street combined with others that had come down a different route and exchanged rumors.

Being ostracized from all the groups meant that Emily’s anticipation was killing her. She put on an impatient burst of speed and pushed through the dense crowds for two more blocks before she finally turned a corner and understood that the tall buildings around her had been blocking an unbelievable view.

The whole southern half of the city was gone.

Well, perhaps gone was not quite accurate, but that was the first impression that came to mind. The reality was that everything was perfectly normal right until the central line of Univac Avenue, the six-lane boulevard that divided North Denver from the Historic Barrios.

But, on the other side of that dividing line was … nothing. A featureless black wall, as tall as the eye could see, ran the length of the boulevard and beyond, from east to west, blocking off the sight of everything behind it.

Thousands of people stood on the visible side of Univac Avenue, just staring at the wall.

Emily did the same. The sheer size of it staggered her, dwarfing the buildings around it and continuing upward until it seemed to curve into the very fabric of reality, becoming one with the sky. She stood immobile, trying to reconcile what she was seeing with her knowledge of physics and structural and architectural rules. Just looking up at that vast expanse of blackness made her dizzy—she was certain that the wall had to collapse onto her, to crush the teeming crowd on the street. There was no way that something so tall could stand under its own power.

She must have stood there, just looking at the thing, for half an hour. Looking and listening to the awed whispers from the crowd around her. It seemed fitting that the people spoke quietly; one loud word would probably bring the whole thing down on top of them.

Finally, Emily’s need to stare at the wall was surpassed by another, equally irresistible urge: she had to touch it, she had to understand what the wall was made of, to feel its texture. Was it hot or cold? Smooth or rough?

She searched for an open area along the surface, but realized that thousands of people were already crowded around the base of the structure in front of her. Approach would be impossible.

Emily walked to the right. Five blocks, ten, twenty, looking for a free space along the barrier. It seemed that the whole city had heard of it and was out to see for themselves.

After an hour of walking, she came to Denver’s warehouse district, a sparsely populated area where the crowd was much thinner. She headed towards the wall and spotted a gap along the surface.

She rushed in and put her hand against the blackness without hesitation, without pause for thought. The possible consequences of touching the blackness never even crossed her mind.

The texture of the wall came as a complete surprise. Before her mind registered its temperature or its texture, she had to deal with the completely unexpected: her hand had sunk into the wall, disappearing from view.

Panic surged and she pulled it out, half-expecting it to be maimed, or burned, or just gone, eaten by the black nothingness in front of her.

But her hand was fine. She tested the movement of her fingers and looked at them minutely but could find nothing amiss.

She touched the wall again, more carefully this time. It was neither hot nor cold, neither smooth nor rough and, despite standing right next to it, she couldn’t make out any detail of the surface. It seemed to be there, solid in front of her, but the eye was unable to see exactly where the wall began and even less able to discern what it was made of.

She pushed harder, watching her hand sink in, maybe two inches into the surface, meeting greater and greater resistance as it penetrated, before finally coming to a complete stop. Emily pushed, putting the entire weight of her body behind it, but couldn’t overcome the resistance.

She pushed her shoulder into the wall, but got even less result, maybe one inch. And her head wasn’t able to break the surface at all.

The sun was going down, off to her right, and the crowd was dispersing, although some people were just standing in front of the wall, looking at it as if uncertain what to do next.

Southsiders? she thought. But it wasn’t any of her business. She decided to get herself home. An idea of what was going on was forming in her head, but she had to talk it over with Graham.

***

The reporter, a woman of about forty, had been on the job since the wall came up, and it showed. Even frequent touch-ups of her makeup couldn’t mask the bags that were forming under her eyes or the haggardness of her features.

Emily, in sympathy for another veteran of nightmarish working hours, stopped to listen, curious as to how the media was interpreting this latest Denver phenomenon. How the cataclysmic would be presented to a town used to following a fixed, unmovable routine.

It became immediately apparent that the reporter had already described the wall to her viewers as many times as possible (even the most sensational members of the press can only take “it’s huge and it’s black” so far), and had even exhausted the speculation as to what was going on. They had finally gone into the “human interest” phase, where they were cynically trying to flog a dead horse by pretending to care about people.

Sometimes, Emily’s cynicism surprised even herself.

“…an emergency committee to obtain shelter for the people who live in the Historic Barrio area of the city, who find themselves cut off from their homes by this inexplicable, incomprehensible development,” the reporter was saying. “Psychologists from the staff of Denver Unicist will be on hand in the shelters to try to deal with the effects of the uncertainty caused by this event. We have here a man called William Shenken, who is unable to return to his home. Mr. Shenken, what are you planning to do…”

Emily tuned the reporter out and resumed her homeward walk. She hoped Graham knew what was going on. Her own theory was not a happy one, but knew she didn’t possess the technical knowledge to form a valid opinion. She wanted Graham to tell her that she was wrong. To tell her that everything would be all right.

That comforting her was a role that would normally have fallen to her mother was something she refused to think about. They hadn’t talked much after their last big fight, but that didn’t change the fact that her parents were on the other side of that wall.



    


Chapter 3

Emily fumed. It was vintage Graham.

He could go for days on end without leaving the apartment and was invariably at hand to bug her with his inane chatter as soon as she came back from work, never respecting the fact that she’d repeatedly asked him to give her a few minutes to unwind before bombarding her.

But today, when she actually wanted to talk to him, he was nowhere to be found. The apartment was empty, and there wouldn’t be a note—this was Graham we were talking about, after all.

She looked around for it, halfheartedly, anyway, but came away unsurprised. Then she tried to comm him. First standard operation, then audio-only, and finally, in desperation, text-only, but received the same recorded message each time: the lines are saturated, please try again later.

Well, it was her own fault, she thought as she sat and waited. What else could she have expected from a man she’d picked up at a Cyberskill tourney? The fact that she’d become global champion at a game he’d designed had seemed to give them some common ground.

That idea had lasted about a week. When the new wore off, she noted that their personalities were diametrically opposed, and even what she’d thought of as a shared love of competitive simulations had turned out to be another wedge that drove them further apart.

The game he’d designed was called Wolfhunt. It was a full-immersion simulation that required the players connect to the game via brainjack, so it could only be played at authorized community interface centers. Even so, however, the game was so popular that a player had to reserve a jacking post days in advance.

She just had to try it. Having been local champion at a few earlier games, her curiosity had made Wolfhunt inevitable.

She found it brilliant. An inspired combination of mental and reflex challenges, it required intelligence, physical dexterity, and machine sensibility in a beautifully generated, if slightly surreal, science-fantasy worldscape. Players were forced to match their skill and wits against the simulated terrain, the fiendish puzzles, computer-generated enemies, and each other.

She had subsequently given it her full off-hours attention, often playing through the night (especially after discovering that after one in the morning, the interface centers were much less crowded) and her proficiency improved daily. She soon found that nobody online with her locally could come anywhere close to matching her.

She won the local championship in a walk. The regional finals were, surprisingly, even easier. And her showing at the nationals was good enough to qualify for the global championship. The fact that she’d been unable to win the nationals spurred her into adopting an even more extreme training regimen, using her determination as a foil to her lack of sleep.

It had worked, of course. Whenever she went after something with all her heart, she inevitably got what she wanted.

As global champion, she’d been offered the chance to meet the game’s designer, Graham Johnson.

Graham had turned out to be a tall, thin guy with longish blond hair and blue eyes, dressed in Bermuda shorts, sandals, and an old T-shirt. His eyes had sparkled, his wit had sparkled, and his ability in bed had decided her. Fifteen days later, he was living in her house.

But while her brilliance was based on a hard-nosed acceptance of the facts of life—namely that hard work, determination, and perseverance were the keystones to success—he was one of those people who lived on pure talent and worked only if there was an immediately impeding financial crisis that had to be dealt with. There could be no doubt of his brilliance, but Emily felt that it was being wasted by his refusal to apply himself to make it blossom.

Even Wolfhunt, she was soon to learn, was a product of this infuriating philosophy. He told her that his driver in the design of the game wasn’t the challenge of creating the greatest simulation the world had ever known, but actually that one day as he was lying on the beach, he’d had this great daydream about a slightly off-kilter fantasy world. The game itself had just been his excuse to share the world with his programmer friends. The friends, of course, had recognized the brilliance and had debugged it, expanded it, and sold it to one of the big game companies from California.

The day
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