
      
      
         [image: Cover]

      
   
      
      Copyright © 2008 by Walter Jon Williams

      All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced,
         distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written
         permission of the publisher.
      

      Orbit

      Hachette Book Group

      237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017

      Visit our Web site at 
         www.HachetteBookGroup.com
      

      First eBook Edition: March 2009

      Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group. The Orbit name and logo are trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.

      The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and
         not intended by the author.
      

      ISBN: 978-0-316-04044-0

                             
   
      Contents

      Copyright Page

      ACT 1

      CHAPTER ONE: This Is Not a Mastermind

      CHAPTER TWO: This Is Not a Vacation

      CHAPTER THREE: This Is Not a Cowboy

      CHAPTER FOUR: This Is Not a Rescue

      CHAPTER FIVE: This Is Not a Hiding Place

      CHAPTER SIX: This Is Not the Bat Cave

      CHAPTER SEVEN: This Is Not the Whole Story

      CHAPTER EIGHT: This Is Not a Flashback

      CHAPTER NINE: This Is Not Folly

      ACT 2

      CHAPTER TEN: This Is Not the End

      CHAPTER ELEVEN: This Is Not a Spy

      CHAPTER TWELVE: This Is Not a Team

      CHAPTER THIRTEEN: This Is Not a Detective

      CHAPTER FOURTEEN: This Is Not Simple

      CHAPTER FIFTEEN: This Is Not Madness

      CHAPTER SIXTEEN: This Is Not a Code

      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: This Is Not a Whim

      CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: This Is Not a Homecoming

      CHAPTER NINETEEN: This Is Not Treason

      CHAPTER TWENTY: This Is Not a Tale

      CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: This Is Not a Refuge

      CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: This Is Not an Exit

      CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: This Is Not a Dream

      CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: This Is Not a Suspect

      ACT 3

      CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: This Is Not a Place to Hide

      CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: This Is Not Desperation

      CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: This Is Not Remorse

      Acknowledgments

   
      By Walter Jon Williams

      Ambassador of Progress

      Knight Moves

      Hardwired

      Voice of the Whirlwind

      The Crown Jewels

      House of Shards

      Angel Station

      Facets (collection)
      

      Elegy for Angels and Dogs

      Days of Atonement

      Frankensteins and Foreign Devils (collection)
      

      Aristoi

      Metropolitan

      Rock of Ages

      Ten Points for Style

      City on Fire

      Destiny’s Way

      Implied Spaces

      DREAD EMPIRE’S FALL

      The Praxis

      The Sundering

      Conventions of War

      WRITING AS WALTER J. WILLIAMS

      The Rift

      WRITING AS JON WILLIAMS

      The Privateer

      The Yankee

      The Raider

      The Macedonian

      Cat Island

   
      For Kathy Hedges

   
      What if the game called you?

      —Elan Lee

   
      ACT 1

   
      CHAPTER ONE

      This Is Not a Mastermind

      Plush dolls of Pinky and the Brain overhung Charlie’s monitor, their bottoms fixed in place with Velcro tabs, toes dangling
         over the video screen. Pinky’s face was set in an expression of befuddled surprise, and the Brain looked out at the world
         with red-rimmed, calculating eyes.
      

      “What are we going to do tonight, Brain?” Charlie asked.

      Pickups caught his words; software analyzed and recognized his speech; and the big plasma screen winked on. The Brain’s jutting,
         intent face took on a sinister, underlit cast.
      

      “What we do every night, Pinky,” said the computer in the Brain’s voice.
      

      Welcome, Charlie, to your lair.

      Hydraulics hissed as Charlie dropped into his chair. Ice rang as he dropped his glass of Mexican Coke into the cup holder.
         He touched the screen with his finger, paged through menus, and checked his email.
      

      Dagmar hadn’t sent him her resignation, or a message that gibbered with insanity, so that was good. The previous day she had
         hosted a game in Bangalore, the game that had been broadcast on live feed to ten or twelve million people, a wild success.
      

      The Bangalore thing had turned out wicked cool.

      Wicked cool was what Charlie lived for.

      He sipped his Coke as he looked at more email, dictated brief replies, and confirmed a meeting for the next day. Then he minimized
         his email program.
      

      “Turtle Farm,” he said. The reference was to a facility on Grand Cayman Island, where he kept one of his bank accounts. The
         two words were unlikely to be uttered accidentally in combination, and therefore served not only as a cue to the software
         but as a kind of password.
      

      A secure screen popped up. Charlie leaned forward and typed in his password by hand— for the crucial stuff, he preferred as
         little software interface as possible— and then reached for his Coke as his account balance came up on the screen.
      

      Four point three billion dollars.

      Charlie’s heart gave a sideways lurch in his chest. He was suddenly aware of the whisper of the ventilation duct, the sound
         of a semitruck on the highway outside the office building, the texture of the fine leather upholstery against his bare forearm.
      

      He looked at the number again, counting the zeros.

      Four point three billion.

      He stared at the screen and spoke aloud into the silence.

      “This,” he said, “must stop.”
      

   
      CHAPTER TWO

      This Is Not a Vacation

      Dagmar lay on her bed in the dark hotel room in Jakarta and listened to the sound of gunfire. She hoped the guns were firing
         tear gas and not something more deadly.
      

      She wondered if she should take shelter, lie between the wall and the bed so that the mattress would suck up any bullets coming
         through the big glass window. She thought about this but did not move.
      

      It didn’t seem worthwhile, somehow.

      She was no longer interested in hiding from just any damn bullet.

      The air-conditioning was off and the tropical Indonesian heat had infiltrated the room. Dagmar lay naked on sheets that were
         soaked with her sweat. She thought about cool drinks, but the gunfire was a distraction.
      

      Her nerves gave a leap as the telephone on the nightstand rang. She reached for it, picked up the handset, and said, “This
         is Dagmar.”
      

      “Are you afraid?” said the woman on the telephone.

      “What?” Dagmar said. Dread clutched at her heart. She sat up suddenly.
      

      “Are you afraid?” the woman said. “It’s all right to be afraid.”

      In the past few days, Dagmar had seen death and riots and a pillar of fire that marked what had been a neighborhood. She was
         trapped in her hotel in a city that was under siege, and she had no friends here and no resources that mattered.
      

      Are you afraid?

      A ridiculous question.

      She had come to Jakarta from Bengaluru, the city known formerly as Bangalore, and had been cared for on her Garuda Indonesia
         flight by beautiful, willowy attendants who looked as if they’d just stepped off the ramp from the Miss Indonesia contest.
         The flight had circled Jakarta for three hours before receiving permission to land, long enough for Dagmar to miss her connecting
         flight to Bali. The lovely attendants, by way of compensation, kept the Bombay and tonics coming.
      

      The plane landed and Dagmar stood in line with the others, waiting to pass customs. The customs agents seemed morose and distracted.
         Dagmar waited several minutes in line while her particular agent engaged in a vigorous, angry conversation on his cell phone.
         When Dagmar approached his booth, he stamped her passport without looking at it or her and waved her on.
      

      She found that there were two kinds of people in Soekarno-Hatta International Airport, the frantic and the sullen. The first
         talked to one another, or into their cell phones, in loud, indignant-sounding Javanese or Sundanese. The second type sat in
         dejected silence, sometimes in plastic airport seats, sometimes squatting on their carry-on baggage. The television monitors
         told her that her connection to Bali had departed more than an hour before she’d arrived.
      

      Tugging her carry-on behind her on its strap, Dagmar threaded her way between irate businessmen and dour families with peevish
         children. A lot of the women wore headscarves or the white Islamic headdress. She went to the currency exchange to get some
         local currency, and found it closed. The exchange rates posted listed something like 110,000 rupiah to the dollar. Most of
         the shops and restaurants were also closed, even the duty-free and the chain stores in the large attached mall, where she
         wandered looking for a place to change her rupees for rupiah. The bank she found was closed. The ATM was out of order. The
         papers at the newsagent’s had screaming banner headlines and pictures of politicians looking bewildered.
      

      She passed through a transparent plastic security wall and into the main concourse to change her ticket for Bali. The Garuda
         Indonesia ticket seller didn’t look like Miss Jakarta. She was a small, squat woman with long, flawless crimson nails on her
         nicotine-stained fingers, and she told Dagmar there were no more flights to Bali that night.
      

      “Flight cancel,” the woman said.

      “How about another airline?” Dagmar asked.

      “All flight cancel.”

      Dagmar stared at her. “All the airlines?”
      

      The woman looked at her from eyes of obsidian.

      “All cancel.”

      “How about tomorrow?”

      “I check.”

      The squat woman turned to her keyboard, her fingers held straight and flat in the way used by women with long nails. Dagmar
         was booked on a flight leaving the next day at 1:23 P.M. The squat woman handed her a new set of tickets.
      

      “You come two hour early. Other terminal, not here.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      There was a tourist information booth, but people were packed around it ten deep.

      All cancel. She wondered how many had gotten stranded.
      

      Dagmar took out her handheld. It was a marvelous piece of technology, custom-built by a firm in Burbank to her needs and specifications.
         It embraced most technological standards used in North America, Asia, and Europe and had a satellite uplink for sites with
         no coverage or freaky mobile standards. It had SMS for text messaging and email, packet switching for access to the Internet,
         and MMS for sending and receiving photos and video. It had a built-in camera and camcorder, acted as a personal organizer
         and PDA, supported instant messaging, played and downloaded music, and supported Bluetooth. It could be used as a wireless
         modem for her PC, had a GPS feature, and would scan both text and Semacodes.
      

      Dagmar loved it so much she was tempted to give it a name but never had.

      She stepped out of the terminal, and tropical heat slapped her in the face. Mist rose in little wisps from the wet pavement,
         and the air smelled of diesel exhaust and clove cigarettes. Dagmar saw the Sheraton and the Aspac glowing on the horizon,
         found their numbers online, and called. They were full. She googled a list of Jakarta hotels, found a five-star place called
         the Royal Jakarta, and booked a room at a not-quite-extortionate rate.
      

      Dagmar found a row of blue taxis and approached the first. The driver had a lined face, a bristly little mustache, and a black
         pitji cap on his head. He turned down his radio and gave her a skeptical look.
      

      “I have no rupiah,” she said. “Can you take dollars?”

      A smile flashed, revealing brown, irregular teeth.

      “I take dollar!” he said brightly.

      “Twenty dollars,” she said, “to take me to the Royal Jakarta.”

      “Twenty dollar, okay!” His level of cheerfulness increased by an order of magnitude. He jumped out of the cab, loaded her
         luggage into the trunk, and opened the door for her.
      

      Above the windshield were pictures of movie stars and pop singers. The driver hopped back in the car, lit a cigarette, and
         pulled into traffic. He didn’t turn on the meter, but he turned up the radio, and the cab boomed with the sound of Javanese
         rap music. He looked at Dagmar in the rearview mirror and gave a craggy-toothed smile.
      

      Then the terror began.

      None of the drivers paid any attention to lanes. Sometimes the taxi was one of five cars charging in line abreast down a two-lane
         road. Or it would weave out into oncoming traffic, accelerating toward a wall of oncoming metal until it darted into relative
         safety at the last possible instant.
      

      Automobiles shared the roadway with trucks, with buses, with vans and minibuses, with bicycles, with motorbikes, and with
         other motorbikes converted to cabs, with little metal shelters built on the back. All moved at the same time or were piled
         up in vast traffic jams where nothing moved except for the little motorbikes weaving between the stalled vehicles. Occasional
         fierce rain squalls hammered the window glass. The driver rarely bothered to turn on the wipers.
      

      What Dagmar could see of the driver’s face was expressionless, even as he punched the accelerator to race toward the steel
         wall of a huge diesel-spewing Volvo semitruck speeding toward them. Occasionally, whatever seeds or spices were in the driver’s
         cigarette would pop or crackle or explode, sending out little puffs of ash. When this happened, the driver brushed the ashes
         off his chest before they set his shirt on fire.
      

      Dagmar was speechless with fear. Her fingers clutched the door’s armrest. Her legs ached with the tension of stomping an imaginary
         brake pedal. When the traffic all stopped dead, which it did frequently, she could hear her heart hammering louder than the
         Javanese rap.
      

      Then the cab darted out of traffic and beneath a hotel portico, and a huge, gray-bearded Sikh doorman in a turban and an elaborate
         brocade-spangled coat stepped forward to open her door.
      

      “Welcome, miss,” he said.

      She paid the driver and tipped him a couple of bucks from her stash of dollars, then stepped into the air-conditioned lobby.
         Her sweat-soaked shirt clung to her back. She checked into the hotel and was pleased to discover that her room had Western
         plumbing, a bidet, and a minibar. She showered, changed into clothes that didn’t smell of terror, and then went to the hotel
         restaurant and had bami goreng along with a Biltong beer.
      

      There was a string quartet playing Haydn in a lounge area off the hotel lobby, and she settled into a seat to listen and drink
         a cup of coffee. American hotels, she thought, could do with more string quartets.
      

      A plasma screen was perched high in the corner, its sound off, and she glanced up at CNN and read the English headlines scrolling
         across the bottom of the screen.
      

      Indonesian crisis, she read. Government blamed for currency collapse.

      She could taste a metallic warning on her tongue.

      All cancel, she thought.
      

      Dagmar had been in Bengaluru for a wedding, but not a real wedding, because the bride and groom and the other principals were
         actors. The wedding was the climax of a worldwide interactive media event that had occupied Dagmar for six months, and tens
         of thousands of participants for the past eight weeks.
      

      Unlike the wedding, Bengaluru was real. The white-painted elephant on which the groom had arrived was real. The Sikh guards
         looking after the bride’s borrowed jewelry were real.
      

      And so were the eighteen-hundred-odd gamers who had shown up for the event.

      Dagmar’s job was to create online games for a worldwide audience. Not games for the PC or the Xbox that gamers played at home,
         and not the kind of games where online players entered a fantasy world in order to have adventures, then left that world and
         went about their lives.
      

      Dagmar’s games weren’t entertainments from which the players could so easily walk away. The games pursued you. If you joined
         one of Dagmar’s games, you’d start getting urgent phone calls from fictional characters. Coded messages would appear in your
         in-box. Criminals or aliens or members of the Resistance might ask you to conceal a package. Sometimes you’d be sent away
         from your computer to carry out a mission in the world of reality, to meet with other gamers and solve puzzles that would
         alter the fate of the world.
      

      The type of games that Dagmar produced were called alternate reality games, or ARGs. They showed the players a shadow world
         lurking somehow behind the real one, a world where the engines of existence were powered by plots and conspiracies, codes
         and passwords and secret errands.
      

      Dagmar’s job description reflected the byzantine nature of the games. Her business card said “Executive Producer,” but what
         the players called her was puppetmaster.
      

      The game that climaxed in Bengaluru was called Curse of the Golden Nagi and was created for the sole purpose of publicizing the Chandra Mobile Communications Platform, a fancy cell phone of Indian
         manufacture that was just breaking into the world market. Live events, where gamers met to solve puzzles and perform tasks,
         had taken place in North America, in Europe, and in Asia, and all had climaxed with the fictional bride and the fictional
         groom, having survived conspiracy and assassination attempts, being married beneath a canopy stretched out in the green, flower-strewn
         courtyard of one of Bengaluru’s five-star hotels and being sent to their happily-ever-after.
      

      Dagmar’s own happily-ever-after, though, had developed a hitch.

      The hotel room was good. Dagmar spent a lot of time in hotel rooms and this was at the top of its class. Air-conditioning,
         exemplary plumbing, a comfortable mattress, a complimentary bathrobe, Internet access, and a minibar.
      

      The rupiah had collapsed, but Dagmar had $180 in cash, credit cards, a bank card, and a ticket out of town. Indonesia was
         probably going to go through a terrible time, but Dagmar seemed insulated from all that.
      

      She’d passed through too many time zones in the past four days, and her body clock was hopelessly out of sync. She was either
         asleep or very awake, and right now she was very awake, so she propped herself with pillows atop her bed, made herself a gin
         and tonic with supplies from the minibar, and called Charlie, her boss. It was Monday morning in the U.S.— in fact it was
         yesterday, on the other side of the date line, and Charlie was going through a day that, to Dagmar, had already passed its
         sell-by date.
      

      “How is Bangalore?” he asked.

      “I’m not in Bangalore,” she told him. “I’m in Jakarta. I’m on my way to Bali.”

      It took a couple of seconds for Charlie’s surprise to bounce up to a satellite and then down to Southeast Asia.

      “I thought you were going to spend two weeks in India,” he said.

      “Turns out,” Dagmar said, “that Siyed is married.”

      Again Charlie’s reaction bounced to the Clarke Orbit and back.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said.

      “His wife flew from London to be with him. I don’t think that was his original plan, but I have to say he handled the surprise
         with aplomb.”
      

      Her name was Manjari. She had a polished Home Counties accent, a degree from the London School of Economics, beautiful eyes,
         and a lithe, graceful, compact body in a maroon silk sari that exposed her cheerleader abdomen.
      

      She was perfect. Dagmar felt like a shaggy-haired Neanderthal by comparison. She couldn’t imagine why Siyed was cheating on
         his wife.
      

      Except for the obvious reason, of course, which was that he was a lying bastard.

      “Serves me right,” Dagmar said, “for getting involved with an actor.”

      The actor who had played the male ingenue in Curse of the Golden Nagi, in fact. Who was charming and good-looking and spoke with a cheeky East London accent, and who wore lifts in his shoes because
         he was, in fact, quite tiny.
      

      Leaving for another country had seemed the obvious solution.

      “Anyway,” she said, “maybe I’ll find some cute Aussie guy in Bali.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “You sound skeptical.”

      An indistinct anxiety entered Charlie’s tone. “I don’t know how much luck anybody can have in Indonesia. You know the currency collapsed today, right?”
      

      “Yeah. But I’ve got credit cards, some dollars, and a ticket out of town.”

      Charlie gave it a moment’s thought.

      “You’ll probably be all right,” he said. “But if there’s any trouble, I want you to contact me.”

      “I will,” Dagmar said.

      Dagmar had the feeling that most employees of multimillionaire bosses— even youthful ones— did not quite have the easy relationship
         that she shared with Charlie. But she’d known him since before he was a multimillionaire, since he was a sophomore in college.
         She’d seen him hunched over a console in computer lab, squinting into Advanced D&D manuals, and loping around the Caltech campus in a faded Hawaiian shirt, stained Dockers, and flip-flops.
      

      It was difficult to conjure, in retrospect, the deference that Charlie’s millions demanded. Nor, to his credit, did Charlie
         demand it.
      

      “If it’s any consolation,” Charlie said, “I’ve been looking online, and Golden Nagi looks like a huge hit.”
      

      Dagmar relaxed against her pillows and sipped her drink.

      “It was The Maltese Falcon,” she said, “with a bit of The Sign of Four thrown in.”
      

      “The players didn’t know that, though.”

      “No. They didn’t.”

      Being able to take credit for the recycled plots of great writers was one of her job’s benefits. Over the past few years she’d
         adapted Romeo and Juliet, The Winter’s Tale, The Comedy of Errors (with clones), The Libation Bearers, The Master and Margarita (with aliens), King Solomon’s Mines, and It’s a Wonderful Life (with zombies).
      

      She proudly considered that having the zombies called into being by the Lionel Barrymore character was a perfect example of
         a metaphor being literalized.
      

      “When you revealed that the Rani was in fact the Nagi,” Charlie said, “the players collectively pissed their pants.”

      “I’d rather they creamed their jeans.”

      “That, too. Anyway,” Charlie said, “I’ve got your next job set up for when you get back.”

      “I don’t want to think about it.”

      “I want you thinking about it,” said Charlie. “When you’re on the beach in Bali looking some Aussie guy in the glutes, I want you
         distracted by exciting new plots buzzing through your brain.”
      

      “Oh yeah, Charlie,” sipping, “I’m going to have all sorts of plots going through my mind, you bet.”

      “Have you ever heard of Planet Nine?”
      

      “Nope.”

      “A massively multiplayer online role-playing game that burned through their funding in the development stage. They were just
         about to do the beta release when their bank foreclosed on them and found that all they’d repossessed was a lease on an office
         and a bunch of software they didn’t have a clue about.”
      

      Dagmar was surprised. “They were getting their start-up funding from a bank? Not a venture capital outfit?”
      

      “A bank very interested in exploiting the new rules allowing them to invest in such things.”

      “Serves them right,” Dagmar judged.

      “Them and the bank.” Cheerfully. “So I heard from Austin they were looking for a sugar daddy, and I bought the company from the bank
         for eleven point three cents on the dollar. I’ve rehired the original team minus the fuckups who caused all the problems,
         and beta testing’s going to begin in the next few days.”
      

      Alarms clattered in Dagmar’s head. “You’re not going to want me to write for them, are you?”
      

      “God, no,” Charlie said. “They’ve got a head writer who’s good— Tom Suzuki, if you know him— and he’s putting his own team
         in place.”
      

      Dagmar relaxed. She already had the perfect game-writing job; she didn’t want something less exciting.

      She sipped her drink. “So what’s the plan?”

      “Planet Nine is going to launch in October. I want an ARG to generate publicity.”
      

      “Ah.” Dagmar gazed with satisfaction into her future. “So you’re going to be your own client.”

      “That’s right.”

      Charlie had done this once before, when work for Great Big Idea had been scarce. He’d paid his game company to create some
         buzz for his software company— buzz that hadn’t precisely been necessary, since the software end of Charlie’s business was
         doing very well on its own. But Dagmar had been able to build a plot around Charlie’s latest generation of autonomous software
         agents, and she’d been able to keep her team employed, so the entire adventure had been satisfactory.
      

      This time, however, there were plenty of paying customers sniffing around, so Charlie must really want Planet Nine to fly.
      

      “So what’s this Planet Nine again?” she asked.
      

      “It’s an alternate history RPG,” Charlie said. “It’s sort of a Flash Gordon slash Skylark of Space 1930s, where Clyde Tombaugh found Pluto on schedule, only it turned out to be an Earthlike planet full of humanoids.”
      

      “Out beyond Neptune? The humanoids would be under tons of methane ice.”

      “Volcanoes and smog and radium projectors are keeping the place warm, apparently.”

      Dagmar grinned. “ Uh-huh.”

      “So along with the folks on Planet Nine, there are dinosaurs and Neolithic people on Venus, and a decadent civilization sitting
         around the canals on Mars, and on Earth you’ve got both biplanes and streamlined Frank R. Paul spaceships with lots of portholes.
         So Hitler is going into space in what look like big zeppelins with swastikas on the fins, and he’s in a race with the British
         and French and the Japanese and the New Deal, and there’s plenty of adventure for everybody.”
      

      “Sounds like a pretty crowded solar system.”

      “There’s a reason these people went broke creating it.”

      Dagmar took a lingering sip of her drink. She’d always had an idea that writing space opera would be fun, but had never steered
         her talent in that particular direction.
      

      The writers of ARGs were almost always drawn from the ranks of disappointed science fiction writers. It was odd that there
         hadn’t been more space opera from the beginning.
      

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll think about it. But not while I’m nursing an umbrella drink and watching the Aussie guys at the beach.”

      Charlie sighed audibly. “All right, you’re allowed to have some good dirty fun on your vacation. But not too much, mind you.”

      “Right.”

      “And here’s something else to think about. I’m giving you twice the budget you had for Golden Nagi.”
      

      Dagmar felt her own jaw drop. She looked at the carbonation rising in her glass and put the glass down on the plastic table.

      “What are you telling me?” she said.

      “I’m telling you,” said Charlie, “that the sky’s the limit on this one. If you tell me you need to send a camera crew off
         to Planet Nine to take pictures, then I’ll seriously consider it.”
      

      “ I —” Dagmar began.

      “Consider it a present for doing such a good job these past few years,” Charlie said. She could sense Charlie’s smile on the
         other end of the phone.
      

      “Think of it,” he said, “as a vacation that never ends.”

      Hanseatic says:
      

      I was so totally floored when it was revealed that the Rani had really been the Nagi all along.

      Hippolyte says:
      

      Ye flippin gods! SHE was an IT!

      Chatsworth Osborne Jr. says:
      

      I was expecting this. The players’ guide turning out to be the villain has been a trope ever since Bard’s Tale II.

      Hippolyte says:
      

      The Rani isn’t the villain!

      Chatsworth Osborne Jr. says:
      

      Of course she is. Who put the curse on all those people, I ask you?

      “We heard a rumor that the airlines can’t afford to buy jet fuel any longer,” the Dutch woman said the next morning. “Not
         if they’re paying in rupiah.”
      

      Dagmar considered this. “The foreign airlines should be all right,” she said. “They can pay in hard currency.”

      The Dutch woman seemed dubious. “We’ll see,” she said.

      The Dutch woman— horse-faced and blue-eyed, like a twenty-first-century Eleanor Roosevelt— was half of an elderly couple from
         Nijmegen who came to Indonesia every year on vacation and had been due to leave the previous evening on a flight that had
         been canceled. They and Dagmar were waiting for the office of the hotel concierge to open, the Dutch couple to rebook, and
         Dagmar to confirm her own tickets. A line of the lost and stranded formed behind them: Japanese, Javanese, Europeans, Americans,
         Chinese, all hoping to do nothing more than get out of town.
      

      Dagmar had checked news reports that morning and found that the government had frozen all bank accounts to prevent capital
         flight and had limited the amount of money anyone could withdraw over the course of a single day to something like fifty dollars
         in American money.
      

      A government spokesman suggested the crash was the fault of Chinese speculators. The governments in other Asian countries
         were nervous and were bolstering their own currencies.
      

      The concierge arrived twenty minutes late. The shiny brass name tag on his neat blue suit gave his name as Mr. Tong. He looked
         a youthful forty, and Dagmar could see that the cast of his features was somehow different from that of the majority of people
         Dagmar had met in Indonesia. She realized he was Chinese.
      

      “I’m very sorry,” Tong said as he keyed open his office. “The manager called a special meeting.”

      It took Mr. Tong half an hour to fail to solve the problems of the Dutch couple. Dagmar stepped into the glass-walled office
         and took a seat. She gave Mr. Tong her tickets and asked if he could confirm her reservations with the airline.
      

      “I’m afraid not.” His English featured broad Australian vowels. “The last word was that the military has seized both airports.”

      She hesitated for a moment.

      “How can people leave?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid they can’t.” He took on a confidential look. “I hear that the generals are trying to prevent the government from
         fleeing the country. There’s a rumor that the head of the Bank of Indonesia was arrested at the airport with a suitcase full
         of gold bars.”
      

      “Ferries? Trains?”

      “I’ve been through all that with the couple who were here ahead of you. Everything’s closed down.”

      And where would I take a train anyway? Dagmar wondered.
      

      Mr. Tong took her name and room number and promised to let her know if anything changed. Dagmar walked to the front desk and
         told them she’d be staying another night, then tried to work out what to do next.
      

      Have breakfast, she thought.
      

      The dry monsoon had driven out the rain clouds of the previous day, and the sky was a deep, cloudless tropical blue. Dagmar
         had breakfast on the third-floor terrace and sat beneath a broad umbrella to gaze out at the surrounding office towers and
         tall hotels, all glowing in the brilliant tropical sun. Other towers were under construction, each silhouette topped by a
         crane. A swimming pool sat in blue splendor just beyond the terrace. It was about as perfect as a day in the tropics could
         be.
      

      Her fruit platter arrived, brought by a very starched and correct waiter, and Dagmar immersed herself in the wonder of it.
         She recognized lychee and jackfruit, but everything else was new. The thing that looked like an orange tasted unlike any orange
         she’d ever had. Everything else was wonderful and fresh and splendid. The croissant that accompanied the platter— a perfectly
         acceptable croissant in any other circumstances— was bland and stale by comparison. The meal was almost enough to make Dagmar
         forget she was stuck in a foreign city that she’d never intended to visit and that had just fallen into economic ruin as surely
         as if all the great, glittering buildings around her had crumbled into dust.
      

      What happened to you, she wondered as she looked up at the steel-and-glass buildings around her, when your money was suddenly
         worthless? How could you buy food, or fuel for your car? How could anyone pay you for your labor?
      

      No wonder her taxi driver had been so happy to get American money. With dollars he could feed his family.

      On her journey she had taken two hundred dollars with her in cash, for use in emergencies. With that money, she realized,
         she was better off than all but a handful of the twenty-five million people living in Jakarta.
      

      After finishing her coffee, she decided that since she was stuck in Jakarta, she might as well enjoy the place as much as
         she could. She returned to her room to change clothes. She put on a cotton skirt and a long-sleeved silk shirt she’d brought
         with her from the States, an outfit she hoped would be suitable for a Muslim country.
      

      She considered buying clothes here, but all she had was the $180. The dollars, she thought, she should definitely save for
         emergencies.
      

      She left a hundred of the dollars tucked into her luggage and put the rest, along with her remaining Indian rupees, in a fanny
         pack. Then she put a hat on her head— a panama, with a black ribbon, that had been woven by machine of some new plastic version
         of straw. She could roll it up into a tube and stuff it in her luggage— which you could do with a genuine straw panama as
         well, but this at one-tenth the price.
      

      It set off her gray hair very nicely. Her hair had started going gray when she was seventeen, and by the time she entered
         college the last of her dark brown hair had turned. She hadn’t minded much at the time— the look had been eye-catching, especially
         since her eyebrows had remained dark for an interesting contrast, and when she got tired of it, the gray hair was easy to
         dye a whole rainbow of colors. Eventually she’d grown fond of the gray and decided not to color it any longer. It was a decision
         that, now that she’d just passed thirty, she was comfortable with, though she reserved the right to change her mind as her
         biological age caught up with the age of her hair.
      

      It amused her that some people, in an effort to be kind, called her an ash blond.

      A younger version of the previous night’s Sikh doorman let her out of the hotel and offered to summon a cab. She said that
         she’d walk, and he wished her a good morning.
      

      As she set off down the street, she wondered if there was some kind of Brotherhood of Sikh Doormen that had somehow monopolized
         jobs in many of the big Asian hotels. Perhaps, she thought, that could be an element in some future game— Sikh doormen in
         various Asian cities would all be part of some conspiracy, and players would have to try to cadge information from them.
      

      No, she thought. Too elaborate. And auditioning Sikh doormen to find out which of them could act would be a time-consuming
         process.
      

      The dry monsoon had failed to blow away the equatorial heat, and the sun was fierce, but tall trees had been planted on either
         side of the road to provide shade. She used a flyover to cross four lanes of Jakarta’s insane traffic. The air had the fried-fritter
         smell of biodiesel mixed with the scent of hot asphalt.
      

      The area was dominated by office towers and hotels, but there were smaller buildings in between with shops and eateries. Billboards
         and neon signs advertised Yamaha bikes, Anker Bir, and Chandra handsets, the appearance of which made Dagmar smile. Celebrities
         endorsed beauty products and whiskeys. Street food was available— Dagmar imagined the vendors had to sell their seafood and
         meats before they spoiled. The smaller shops were open— the single owner, or members of his family, looked out at the street,
         face impassive— but the medium-size stores, the ones that couldn’t make their payroll in the current situation, were closed.
         Even in the shade the heat was appalling, so Dagmar stepped into a building that had been converted into a kind of vertical
         shopping mall, and wandered around in cool air for a while. The international chains, Bok-Bok Toys and Van Cleef and Arpels,
         were open; the smaller, locally owned businesses, the camera and clothing stores, were closed. There seemed to be few customers
         in any case, and the goods available for purchase weren’t anything Dagmar couldn’t get at home.
      

      She paused for a moment at an indoor skating rink, a few young people in tropical clothing making lazy circles to the sounds
         of 1970s American pop.
      

      Back to the heat and the traffic. She made a random turn onto a boulevard shaded by rows of cone-shaped trees, where a series
         of blocky old office buildings stood with their window air conditioners humming. There was a lot of green in Jakarta— trees,
         bushes, tropical ferns, and more palms than in L.A. She made another turn and found herself heading toward some kind of square
         or park— or maybe just a big, empty parking lot. Dagmar saw the open area was filled with people, and that many of them were
         carrying angry-looking signs and banners; she made a U-turn just as a pair of police vans turned down the street, each filled
         with men in blue uniforms and white helmets and crossbelts.
      

      Dagmar increased her pace, not about to get between the police and a bunch of pissed-off citizens.

      A few blocks away, music boomed out over the street, louder than the traffic. The sound came from a music and video store.
         The music thundering from its speakers was propulsive: layers of Indian tabla; a harmony line drawn by a chiming synthesizer,
         a metallic sound influenced by the gamelan; and on top of it all a bubbly 1950s-style pop vocal. Dagmar was completely charmed.
      

      She stepped into the narrow store. Local films glowed from plasma screens, all heroic action, men with bare, blood-spattered
         torsos, headbands, and krises. The walls were covered with movie posters and pictures of pop stars. There was a row of terminals
         where customers could download music into portable storage, for transfer into whatever media later suited them.
      

      The fact that this store existed at all told her that most Indonesians still made do with dial-up, assuming that they had
         Internet at all.
      

      A young man with a Frankie Avalon haircut sat behind a counter up front. Dagmar gave him a nod, and he nodded back, an expression
         of surprise on his face. Clearly he didn’t see a lot of tourists in here.
      

      Beneath the glass counter were interchangeable plastic cartridges of fuel for miniturbines and a lot of cheap memory storage,
         sticks and slabs and buttons with pop culture symbols: peace signs, the faces of pop stars and anime characters, popular heroes
         like Bruce Lee, Che Guevara, and Osama bin Laden, and of course the ubiquitous Playboy rabbit.
      

      It’s a sad world, Dagmar thought, when you have to choose between Osama and Hugh Hefner.

      Dagmar was the only customer. She went to one of the terminals where a pair of headphones waited. She took off her faux panama,
         stashed it atop the monitor, and put on headphones that smelled faintly of someone else’s sweat. The instructions were in
         Javanese, but she managed to call up a directory and began to sample what was on offer.
      

      There was rap. There was reggae. There was heavy metal and bubblegum pop and classic rock and sappy love songs with far too
         much reverb. World culture was available to anyone with a T1 connection, and the local people downloaded it, wrung it for
         meaning, remixed it, rebranded it, uploaded it, and broadcast it onto the street from speakers mounted on the facades of music
         stores, from off-brand MP3 players, from speakers in taxi cabs, from podcasts and webcasts and radio and audio streamed from
         thousands of sources, from unlicensed radio stations run by enthusiastic amateurs in Brazilian favelas, by religious fanatics
         in Sumatran kampungs, by fierce college girls in Kansas with piercings in their navels and anarchy in their hearts . . .
      

      And by Dagmar, standing atop the massive bandwidth of Great Big Idea Productions in Los Angeles, the media capital of the
         world. Dagmar, whose job was to take all that culture and history and find, or invent, the collusions and cabals that kept
         the world dancing… all the content zooming out into the world, where it would join with all the rest and be downloaded
         and adored and hated and absorbed and remixed again, only now with Dagmar’s fingerprints on it . . .
      

      Now Dagmar, listening, was worried about how she was going to pay for any content that she downloaded. She figured that the
         kid behind the counter had no way of breaking one of her twenty-dollar bills, and she still had no local money, not that it
         would buy much. There was no sign saying the place took credit cards.
      

      She went to the counter and tried talking to the kid, but despite all the rap and classic rock his store had on offer, he
         had no English at all. She offered credit cards, but he shook his head. She took out Indian rupees and waved them. He looked
         at them in a businesslike way and took a thousand-rupee note, about twenty dollars U.S., then waved her back to her station.
      

      Dagmar was happy with the exchange, and she congratulated herself that the kid’s family would eat for the next couple of weeks.
         She took out her cell phone, thumbed the catch that revealed the USB connector, and plugged the phone into her terminal. She
         began her first download.
      

      There was a few seconds’ pause, and then the phone screen began blinking red warnings at her, and an urgent pip-pip-pip began to sound. She looked at the screen for a startled instant, then yanked the phone from the connector. She reversed the
         screen to read it and discovered that the download store had just tried to load a virus into her handset.
      

      She looked up at the kid with the Frankie Avalon haircut.

      “You little bastard!” she said.

      The kid affected nonchalance. What’s your problem, Kafir?

      “You tried to steal my shit!” She turned off the phone, with any luck killing the virus, and marched to the counter. She banged
         the counter with the metal USB connector.
      

      “Give me my rupees back!”

      The kid shrugged. The rupees were nowhere in sight.

      Dagmar had just about had enough of Jakarta.

      “You want me to call the cops?” She looked out the door and to her immense surprise saw three policemen, right on the spot
         and right on time.
      

      Two policemen, blue shirts and white helmets, rode a motorcycle. The driver kept the bike weaving between the cars stalled
         in traffic, and his cohort rode pillion, turning to look rearward as he talked into a portable radio.
      

      The third policeman was on foot. He’d lost his white helmet, and blood ran freely from a cut on his forehead.

      He was running like hell.

      Dagmar became aware of a strange sound echoing up the street: bonk-whonk-thump-bonk! Like people kicking a whole series of metal garbage cans down the street, or the world’s biggest gamelan orchestra on the
         march. Behind the metal crashings there was a background noise, a roaring like the crowd in a stadium.
      

      The kid was startled. He ran to the door and took a peek outside, and then suddenly there was a wide-eyed look of fear on
         his face and he was out on the stoop, reaching over his head to yank at the rolling mesh screen that covered the front of
         his shop when he wasn’t in it. He had forgotten Dagmar’s existence.
      

      Bang-thump-whonk-thud! The metallic crashings were coming close.
      

      The kid got the screen only about a third of the way down before a silver saucer sailed through the air, hit him squarely
         in the back of the head, and felled him like a tree. He dropped at Dagmar’s feet, unconscious. Dagmar looked in complete surprise
         at the VW hubcap spinning in triumph on the pavement outside the store.
      

      “Hey!” she said, to no one in particular.

      And then the streets were full of running figures, scores and then hundreds of Indonesian men. Some carried sticks, some carried
         signs, and a few carried what looked like machetes.
      

      The demonstration that she had seen in the public square a short while ago had become a riot.

      The source of the metallic clanging sounds became apparent. The runners were banging on the hoods, roofs, and sides of the
         cars as they ran past them. Banging with their sticks or their fists. The trapped drivers stared at them in horror as they
         streamed past.
      

      There were shrieks as a windshield caved in.

      At the sound of the breaking glass, a wave of adrenaline seemed to pick Dagmar right up off the floor. The unconscious boy’s
         legs stretched out into the street, and she couldn’t lower the screen with him in the way. She knelt by him, hooked both hands
         in his armpits, and dragged him clear.
      

      Then she looked up to see one of the rioters bent to enter the store. He was a small man with a goatee, a bare chest, and
         a cloth headdress. He carried a knife as long as his forearm.
      

      He looked just like one of the men in the store’s heroic action vids.

      Dagmar gave a yell, which startled the rioter. He drew back, then got a better look at Dagmar and took another step toward
         her.
      

      Dagmar yelled again, jumped to her feet, and ran for the back of the store. She found a toilet cabinet and slammed the door
         shut and shot the little bolt. The cabinet was a little over three feet deep, with a discolored, streaked hole in the ground,
         a tank of water, and a battered green plastic scoop. Dagmar looked for an exit and saw a screened window too high to reach.
         She then looked for a weapon and saw a mop and bucket. The mop was too long to use in the confined space, so Dagmar snatched
         up the plastic scoop and held it like an ice pick as she faced the flimsy door and its flimsy lock.
      

      In the store were a series of crashes and thuds. The music out front stopped playing. More crashes. Footsteps. Then silence.

      Dagmar stayed braced behind the toilet door, scoop raised, ready to gouge whatever flesh she could out of an attacker. The
         air in the tiny room was hot and rank, and sweat dripped from Dagmar’s chin, patting down onto her silk shirt. Through the
         open window overhead she could hear, faintly, the poink-whong-bang of the rioters hitting the cars on the street.
      

      But no sounds any closer than that.

      She thought about calling for help on her cell but had no idea what number to call, and rather doubted she’d ever reach anyone
         who could help her. Even if she reached someone, she had no idea where in the city she was or what the street address of the
         store was.
      

      Dagmar stayed in the toilet for another fifteen minutes, until the sounds of the riot had faded completely. Then— scoop poised
         to stab any intruder— she flicked the little bolt open and slowly pushed open the door.
      

      Nothing happened.

      Carefully she leaned out of the cabinet to scan the store. She could see almost the entire room. The kid still lay on his
         face near the front door. Several of the plasma screens had been smashed, and others carried away. Brilliant sunlight shone
         through the narrow windows and the open door.
      

      Dagmar crept out of the cabinet and approached the front. What she could see of the street was empty: the cars and trucks
         had dispersed. No human beings were visible. The kid on the floor was still breathing and had bled freely from a cut on his
         scalp, though it looked as if the bleeding had stopped. The mesh screen was still partly deployed.
      

      She stepped over the boy, looked left and right— smashed windows, broken bicycles, a Honda burning, sending up greasy black
         smoke— and then grabbed the screen and hung her weight on it. The screen rattled down, making a shocking amount of noise,
         and then hit bottom with a bang.
      

      The bang echoed up and down the empty street.

      Dagmar had no way of locking the screen, but hoped any rioters wouldn’t look too closely.

      She retreated from the door, bent over the Indonesian kid, and tried to find a pulse in his neck. The heartbeat was strong:
         it looked as if the boy weren’t about to die anytime soon.
      

      She saw a corner of her thousand-rupee note peeking out of the kid’s back pocket. She reached for it, then hesitated. Then
         withdrew her hand.
      

      The boy had just had his store wrecked. A thousand rupees might keep him alive for the next few weeks.

      She noticed her faux panama on the floor. Someone had stepped on it. She picked up the hat, brushed away the bits of broken
         glass that clung to it, and put it on her head.
      

      She moved back into the store and waited for whatever was going to happen next.
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