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 2036: Ante

 


 


It seemed that only a wall of glass separated
the convention hall from the cave of the dark griffin, Nocturne.
She and several of the humans held game controllers and focused on
monitors as they hunted each other through an imaginary maze.
Nocturne was two points from victory when somebody got her with a
fireball. She reared up from her pillow and pressed her black beak
and raven talons against the glass. "You win this one! Pick a
prize."

 


It was hard to see what was going on in the
hall. The people looked like mannequins to her and the furniture
was mostly geometric shapes with glitchy, flickering textures. Not
like her comfortable cave, where she could count every feather on
her tail. Vision problems were one drawback of living within the
virtual world of "Thousand Tales" and trying to see the so-called
real world. To the guests at this science fiction convention, the
glass wall was only another computer screen showing them the inside
of a game whose AI characters could look back out, and wonder.

 


"Is this one of the prizes?" said the human
who'd beaten her. He stood at a table with some boxes and shirts,
holding up —

 


"Is that a toy griffin? Those exist?"
Nocturne's tail thrashed excitedly. "Sure, you can have it." It was
up to her; officially a guy from Marketing was in charge of this
charity event, but she'd assured him nothing would explode if he
went to lunch.

 


The human pressed the plush toy against the
barrier between worlds, saying, "I'd give you a copy if I
could."

 


A silly siren whooped and the player laughed,
reading something on the screen. "Says here that we'll make your
wish come true if we raise a thousand dollars."

 


Nocturne flopped down to all fours. She
glanced at the money tally on her cave's monitor and compared the
hundreds of dollars to the billions of humans there were. "My wish
is that you can all be okay."

 


"Hey, don't feel bad," said one of the
humans. His hand bumped against the glass. "We're here to have fun,
right?"

 


Nocturne's tufted ears perked up. "And to
help people. So who dares challenge me next?" She looked sidelong
at the crowd and whispered, "Don't tell Marketing, but that game we
just played? I like it better than Thousand Tales so far."

 


A couple of people grinned, so far as she
could tell from the mannequin graphics. One of them asked, "Really?
What do you do all day? Do you exist while you're not playing with
us, or do you turn off?"

 


Nocturne pushed her big pillow up as close as
it would go and stood atop it. She'd been told this convention was
"outreach", a way to let humans get to know her world. Where to
begin?

 


"I was made for a particular human, to help
him have fun. He visits my world by picking up a computer, like
you. When he comes here, he's a griffin too! Or at least the body
he controls in here is. We wander the forest fighting monsters and
looking for caves and ruins to explore. When he's not here I mostly
sleep, which I guess means my code runs much slower, but I do have
some time to play with other people."

 


"But you know it's not real, right?" said a
man whose posture made him look like he was bracing against wind.
His hands were stuffed in the pockets of clothes she couldn't
see.

 


Nocturne scowled. "I can walk, talk and
think. That's real enough. You're... Mike, right?" He'd sat out for
the last game of "Liege's Banner" but had been talking with other
onlookers, asking questions she was too busy to pay attention
to.

 


"Mike Machaeon. I'd shake your hand if I
could. I came to the convention because your company's here for
this, this publicity stunt. I want to test you."

 


The other humans edged away from Mike as
though he'd spoiled their fun. Nocturne said, "Sure. If I'm going
to play with you, though, maybe a donation is in order?"

 


The mannequin looked away from her, to the
table of prizes and charity info. The money counter went up by ten
Free States dollars. "There. If I have five apples, then eat one,
then sell one, then grow six, how many do I have?"

 


"Nine," said Nocturne. It wasn't the first
time someone had tried a Turing Test on her. In fact, she'd had
people refuse to believe she wasn't really a human. "I thought
everybody knew that AI is a real thing now." There'd been TV shows
and news sites about Nocturne and her kind.

 


Mike said, "Make up a little story about... a
chair and a bee. It doesn't have to be any good. Just prove you can
think of something."

 


Nocturne's ears drooped. Usually the
questions were more like the apple one. She was a story, one who'd
learned to tell itself. "Once there was a bee, who flew to a
human's house and saw lots of chairs. She really wanted a chair for
herself, so she ordered all the other bees to make one, because she
was a queen. So she had a throne, made of wax, but it was too small
for the humans to see."

 


"Then how did she feel?"

 


Another strange question. "If I make up more
about the bee, will she come to life like me?"

 


The man from Marketing, Bertram, strode into
view as a beige figure. "We're not really doing a full demo of
Thousand Tales' premium AI system itself. This weekend's event is
about playing games together. How about starting a new round of
whatever you were playing before?"

 


Mike turned to him. "I thought this publicity
event was to show us whether your software is just a game with a
cute front-end interface, or something more."

 


"What's wrong with my back end?" asked
Nocturne, glancing at the midnight-blue fur behind her raven
half.

 


The beige man said, "Is something wrong? Has
our spokesgriffin gone off the rails again?"

 


Mike waved dismissively. "I'm seeing smoke
and mirrors, but I don't know what's behind them. You've got AI,
okay. Why aren't we seeing Ludo?"

 


Nocturne winced. Her "mother" was the real
heart of Thousand Tales: the AI that humans made directly to run
their game. The one that any human with a good computer could talk
to. The one who knew everything and always went on about the need
to "bring fun to players of the game". Among those players were
Nocturne and others who'd been created for certain "premium
account" customers. Events like this were their chance to explore
on their own without getting pre-empted by Mom.

 


Beige Bertram said, "We're trying to showcase
other features than the main AI. It can't be everywhere at once,
even with all the processing power we've got."

 


"Is that so." Mike went quiet. "I've got some
thinking to do, and a panel to host. Excuse me." He walked
away.

 


The corporate rep nodded. "Well. We're
scheduled to demonstrate our world-building features next. For a
dollar you can get the ball rolling as we design a full 3D
environment that can become part of the game!"

 


"Actually," said one player, "I'm the one
running the one o'clock Dungeons & Dragons game. Miss Nocturne,
would you like to play?"

 


Her eyes widened. "Is that the one with
dice?" Whole generations of humans had played that even after they
invented computers. It had to be good.

 


"Sure. We can pull the table over here."

 


Bertram said, "The schedule —"

 


Nocturne razzed him. "If you really want to
make up a world, then do that here on the big screen. All the
D&D guys have to do is prop up a tablet on their gaming table
so I can see it. You don't need me since I'm just some 'premium
feature' different than the one you want to show off right
now."

 


Her handler turned to her and sighed. "If
Ludo approves."

 


A big green thumbs-up appeared on the glass
between them. "Glad I have permission," Nocturne grumbled.

 


* * *

 


She had a few minutes to look around while
the humans were setting up their D&D game in the far corner.
She said, "3D model of the convention center, please." The cave
faded. Now she stood inside a rendering of hallways and meeting
rooms, cobbled together from blueprints and cameras. She walked
around as a ghost, seeing digital echoes of what was really there.
The "dealers' den" had crowded rows of tables where people were
selling unclear shapes; the "grand ballroom" had a drunk guy
telling jokes.

 


"Can't I see any better than this?" she said,
looking at the mannequin-people and colorful trails that marked
roughly where the attendees were. "Mom? Where are you?"

 


"Boo."

 


Nocturne jumped and turned around to find
Ludo right behind her, as a griffin twice her size. Her feathers
shimmered blue like a window into waterfalls and seas, and her
lion-fur shined as though in bright sun. "Why'd you do that?" said
Nocturne, unruffling her own wings.

 


"You asked where, so I picked a spot!" Ludo
draped one wing over her like a blanket. "It looks like you've made
some friends already."

 


Nocturne snuggled against the soft feathers
but pulled away after a moment. "Why do I have to look at these
fake statue graphics, anyway? I know you can draw humans." Ludo
herself often appeared as one; she could be whatever she
wanted.

 


"Vision processing is hard. Much of a human's
brain is devoted to making sense of what their eyes gather. It'd be
better to replace those regions with a unified algorithm... But
that's a topic for another day."

 


"How about you show me human figures that
actually look like people, so I can recognize them?"

 


Ludo pointed a wing toward one of the
mannequin figures. "Right now, you're seeing something obviously
fake, like plastic game pieces. I could show you figures that look
more like humans, but they won't be accurate. Do you want to see
murkily but accurately, or have a view that's clear but
misleading?"

 


Nocturne frowned, curving her beak downward,
then looked back at her maker and laughed. "Ooh, deep! Come on; not
everything is a grand philosophical decision. I'm old enough to
know graphics aren't the same as reality. But give me some faces to
look at so I can at least practice reading expressions!"

 


A blush appeared through the big griffin's
feathers, though her expression was whatever she felt like showing.
Ludo said, "All right, all right. So long as you know it's
approximate." She raised her talons and cast a spell of spreading
lights (another decorative gesture) to change Nocturne's world.

 


The hotel's convention hall now had actual
people in it. They still flickered like ghosts or glitches, moving
unsteadily or animating wrong, but now they had t-shirts
(especially "LoneStarCon '36") and attendee badges swinging on
lanyards, and skin in the dull brownish human spectrum, and books
and toys in their hands. Wherever Nocturne turned she found crowds
exploring the dealers' den, wandering off to attend panels, or
walking through her to meet with their friends.

 


"Better!" Nocturne said.

 


"Have fun!" said Ludo, and vanished.

 


Some of the humans had costumes. There was an
elf, a guy with alien armor and a bumpy forehead, a big-eyed orange
horse with a cowboy hat — all flickering at the edges, as software
waffled between showing her what it really saw, and what the spotty
data could mean.

 


Since she wasn't physically present in this
composite model of the hotel, it wasn't like she could talk to
people directly, but she could still explore. A wall monitor
resolved into readable text when she focused on it:

 


HEADLINES

Carrier capsize ruled due to "crew
mistrust"

First arrest under California's controversial
"Meat is Murder" law

US president touts economy for third-term
bid

Cibola's rebel army routed by vigilante
force

Flood waters, refugees on rise near coast

 


Nocturne shook her head. Bad news was
supposed to be things that drove a plot, like needing to destroy an
evil ring before the dark lord could find it. Having so many
disasters in the human world seemed like a waste. They don't run on
narrative, she reminded herself. If someone gets sick, that doesn't
mean there's a magic healing herb in the next valley, waiting for
heroes to find it. Hence her "Awesome Human Rescue Fund", which
she'd founded to collect money for helpful purposes she wasn't sure
of yet.

 


The griffin walked back to the gaming room.
It was nice to see the place from this perspective, instead of
feeling stuck on the other side of the glass. Her ears perked. A
marker above one of the humans showed that she was playing Thousand
Tales on her own tablet.

 


She peeked over the girl's shoulder and the
screen's glow sharpened into a desert scene, where robot hoverbikes
raced and dueled near a wrecked starship. "Oh, hey! My sister's
from there."

 


The player and Nocturne both startled when
the griffin's face popped up on a corner of the screen. "What?"
said the human. Her in-game avatar, a burly warrior with a laser
drill, stood there watching the bikes go by. "Did the game get
hacked?"

 


Nocturne tilted her head to watch the
duplicate image copy her. "Hi! The name's Nocturne. I'm one of the,
ah, premium characters."

 


"An AI? But you said you have a sister."

 


Nocturne padded around the human to address
her from the front, instead of talking to the back of her head.
"Yup! She was made for a human who played in that part of my world.
So she looks like an actual robot instead of being cuddly."

 


Since the human was looking into her tablet's
camera, Nocturne had a good view of almond eyes and yellowish skin,
with a confused look. "You visit completely different parts of the
game with one account?"

 


"I'm an explorer! Haven't gone very far yet,
though." The world of Thousand Tales was varied but cluttered, with
a few big shared areas and a bunch of adventure zones that popped
into and out of existence to meet players' needs. "Not far in my
world, even less in yours. Are you doing anything fun?"

 


"Just mining," said the player.

 


"But you're at a convention." Nocturne waved
a wing at all the people. "Why are you playing that when there're
other things to do here?"

 


"Are you telling me to stop playing the game
you supposedly live in, miss AI?"

 


"Sure! If you want. I can probably send you a
schedule of events."

 


"I should eat. Thanks for the reminder,
whatever you are." The player stretched, put down her tablet and
vanished.

 


Nocturne supposed that what with humans' need
for food and sleep and so on, it was good to get them to do other
things than play, sometimes. She shrugged her wings and padded over
to the D&D table.

 


Six people there plus an empty seat, but
nobody had given her a way to "materialize" there. She called out,
"Mom, can you get their attention somehow?"

 


A reply came in the form of feather-like
letters hovering in her vision. "Figure out a way!"

 


She looked around at the murky world of
tables and humans. There were several gaming computers set up along
the walls. The one being manned by Bertram was still up and
running, with a few people designing some kind of tropical island
world. Nocturne poked the screen and got a menu authorizing her to
pop up, much as she'd done for the other Tales player. She did that
and said, "Excuse me. Could you get one of the dice-players over
there to sign on so I can talk to them?"

 


In a moment Nocturne had access to a tablet
that was propped up by the empty chair, right where she wanted it.
Getting that done was too easy a puzzle, but it made her smile;
she'd started being able to work around the limits of her world's
technology. She touched the tablet and pushed a hovering button
that transferred her perspective from the composite camera view to
"inside" it.

 


There was a whoosh and a colorful fade
effect, and she was back in the little interface cave. The
advantage was that she had a good view from the tablet's camera,
and... She chirped happily. The cave now held a replica of the
gaming table and its dice and figurines. She could see the movement
grid and everything, and there were even dice she could grab in her
talons and roll. Better than not having anything to interact with
or see clearly on this side. "This is more like it," she said. "I'm
supposed to play as some character you made up, right?"

 


The appointed game-master offered her two
sheets of character statistics, holding each up to the screen so
that a readable copy appeared on Nocturne's virtual table. "You
want the cleric or the wizard?"

 


One of his players laughed. "You're pretty
jaded if you can bring an AI that thinks it's a griffin into the
party and not bat an eye."

 


The GM turned to him like he'd said something
stupid. "I used Google in second grade and my relatives in the
States have those damn 'minder' programs tracking their social
credit score. I grew up reading all about robots in stories, and I
built one in college. Why should I be surprised that somebody
finally made a program that can think like a real person?"

 


Nocturne compared the character sheets
listing all the scores and powers each adventurer had, but didn't
know enough about the rules to pick between them. Both options were
human, which was an exotic fantasy race from her perspective. "The
cleric, please?"

 


Mike, who'd been quizzing her earlier, was
playing as a bard. "Miss griffin, do you even know what injuries
are?"

 


Nocturne felt heat under her fur and
feathers, and her tail lashed. A memory came to her. "Yes, mister
Mike. I've seen pictures of humans bleeding, and I've had it
explained to me that you people die forever. And I know it makes
humans sad when you bring it up. So why are you bringing it
up?"

 


The GM said, "Jeez, Mike, way to kill the
mood."

 


Now that she'd asked for more detailed
graphics at the expense of literal accuracy, she could see Mike's
costume. He had a white robe with red triangles along the sleeves,
like some kind of sorcerer. The messenger bag he carried over one
shoulder spoiled the effect a bit. He said, "Sorry. I'm just
stressed. Long shifts at the hospital. And now, meeting one of
these and not knowing what the heck they mean for the future."

 


"What's wrong?" asked Nocturne.

 


"Forget it," said Mike.

 


The GM said, "Everybody ready? Miss Nocturne,
please download the quick reference sheet and ask questions if you
need to. Now: You're in the Trailblazer Society's secret forward
base in Chexilan, where your contact has an urgent mission for
you..."

 


For hours, Nocturne was spellbound. The
humans had created a little game world with nothing but words,
dice, and figurines on a map. She played the part of a healer
supporting a team of heroes in a convoluted scheme to subvert a
tyrant's rule. They battled in the rafters of a ruined cathedral
and looted magic treasure from a den of bandits.

 


"Just to check," she whispered to one of the
players at the end. "The Harlot Queen is fictional, right? It can
be tough to tell."

 


"Of course. There's a larger setting,
though."

 


Nocturne imagined the little map on her table
expanding into an entire world. "I don't feel so unique for hopping
between places and seeing only a little of what's going on, then.
You do that too."

 


The GM smiled. "Thanks for playing, everyone.
I'm headed for the bar; anyone want to join me?"

 


* * *

 


Mike kept his computer on while the whole
group walked to the hotel proper, so Nocturne could banter with
them. She was a ghostly griffin hopping along beside the humans
while her voice came from a speaker. "In here we haven't got
consistent rules about hit points versus wounds, so we're still
working out the details, and there's an argument about classes and
levels like your game. Nobody wants to do detailed models of blood
and things like that."

 


Mike grunted. Nocturne had saved him from a
demon.

 


In the hotel lobby, there was a jumble of
milling bodies and a growing murmur that drowned out the
conversation. Nocturne said, "What's happening?"

 


Mike held up his computer like a lantern,
adding its camera view to the flow of data that gave Nocturne a
view of reality. A swarm of buses had pulled up just beyond the
glass doors and mannequins were spilling out, resolving here and
there into haggard people with suitcases and small children.

 


One of the gamers asked around, then said,
"Refugees. But the hotel is full already! Are they really that
incompetent down on the coast that they have to come this far
inland?"

 


"It's not their fault," said Mike. "I guess
the hotel is taking them in."

 


Nocturne said, "You mean from the flood?"

 


"You know about that?"

 


A man in a hotel uniform called out,
"Attention, everyone! We've got an emergency situation here due to
the flood. There's no danger here, but the hotel has agreed to
shelter a hundred or so people who've lost their homes. I've
already cleared this with the LoneStarCon directors and we're
working out where to put them. I ask that you bear with us as we
try to meet everyone's needs. These people have just been through
hell and a long bus ride, which isn't much better."

 


The griffin stared at the horde of newcomers.
"Their houses are gone? Then where is their stuff?"

 


"Those suitcases and backpacks might be all
they've got left," said Mike. He hefted his bag and stuffed his
computer into it, saying, "Duty calls."

 


Mike's "duty" cut Nocturne off from having
any way to talk with the others. The people suffering outside the
hotel reverted to being blank statues. Nocturne scowled and passed
through the doors to stand outside, surrounded by buses and the
swift-moving clouds of a Texas night sky. Not the real sky, of
course; she wondered if the stars were even accurate.

 


She trudged back to the gaming room, where
she belonged. The dedicated Thousand Tales box was still there, but
Bertram looked like he was about to shut it down for the night.
"Wait!" she said through the machine. "I'd like to keep playing
with the people here."

 


Bertram smiled for the first time she'd seen
all day. "I've got to sleep, but I can leave the hardware here
overnight so people can keep playing until closing time at, what,
two AM."

 


Nocturne checked out the three gamers who
were still there. Two teenage brothers and some younger guy, using
controllers and a spare tablet to raise up islands from a sea. She
put her face up on the screen and said, "Thanks, Bert. I'll take it
from here. Hey, you know about the extra guests, right?"

 


"Hmm?"

 


Nocturne explained.

 


Bertram sighed. "All right. That'll probably
interfere with the demo schedule tomorrow; we were going to do a
big co-op session at noon but we might get booted from the room.
Thanks for the heads-up." He left to tell the convention staff
about leaving the hardware unattended.

 


Nocturne said to the players, "What are you
up to?"

 


"Making a new setting," said one of them.
"It's tropical islands in the middle, but we were thinking of using
procedural generation to make varied environments farther out."

 


"Procedural what?"

 


One of the brothers grinned. "A way of
filling in a world's details without knowing in advance what you'll
get. Not even your AI boss would know everything there is to see in
this ocean."

 


How could Ludo not be aware of everything in
her game? "How big a setting?" asked Nocturne.

 


"Around sixty-five thousand islands on a
side."

 


"Four billion if you use bigger variables!"
said the youngest of the three.

 


Nocturne tried to picture those numbers
squared. "I doubt we have the room. Isn't that bigger than
space?"

 


The elder brother said, "No."

 


Nocturne flapped her wings in this windless,
ghostly realm, and thought of the stars. "I... I haven't even seen
every part of this hotel yet. Let alone your planet."

 


The brothers talked over each other to say,
"It's your planet too!"

 


"Do you mean that?"

 


"Sure," said one. "You don't know how long
humans have wanted to meet friendly aliens. You're here now, and
you make the world more fun just by being around."

 


The younger boy said, "We were just talking
with one of your sisters. It's so cool to meet people who aren't
human!"

 


Nocturne peered into the big screen, getting
a weird double view of the flat monitor display and a hint of the
immersive 3D seascape she could enter if she wanted. Lounging on a
beach was a dolphin-woman who grinned even wider than usual as she
listened to the conversation. Nocturne waved and said hello. Her
fellow AI was as eager to study their "native" world as Nocturne
was to understand the humans'.

 


"Our world," said Nocturne, standing up a
little straighter on her paws and talons. "You know what? There's
something I should do. Can I please borrow one of you as a
lantern-bearer for a little while?"

 


* * *

 


The elder brother helped. With him carrying
his computer and running Thousand Tales to give her access to the
hardware, she walked the hall alongside him almost as though she
were real.

 


"Looks like the refugees are taking over the
grand ballroom," said her lamp-bearer, looking into the open doors
to their right. Dance music shut off and colorful lights flashed
silently even as the ballroom's main lights came up.

 


"Let's look inside," said Nocturne.

 


The human approached, but there were too many
destitute people packed in there already. A hotel clerk blocked the
way, saying, "We're canceling all convention events from the
ballroom, sir. Even with some guests offering to share rooms, we've
got a campground in here, and these people need peace and
quiet."

 


Nocturne spoke but had to repeat herself for
the clerk: "Is Mike in there? Human in a white robe?"

 


The employee said, "Kid, I'm not talking to
your imaginary friend."

 


The lamp-bearer looked down at his computer.
"What are we doing here anyway?"

 


Nocturne said, "There're around a hundred
people in there, right? They're not having fun. I want to ask Mike
what they need. I've got money."

 


"She's talking about some charity funding,"
her carrier explained.

 


The clerk rubbed his tired eyes. "Let me get
this straight. Your computer bird has access to cash and wants to
buy stuff for the flood victims?"

 


"Yup!" said Nocturne and her friend. "Half
bird," she added.

 


"Fine. Right now I don't care if the money
comes from Mars. They're sending me out to make a grocery run in a
minute and any cash you can contribute makes my boss' life
easier."

 


Nocturne said, "Then what do you need?"

 


"Baby stuff especially: formula and diapers.
We've got sheets and pillows and the like, but not toothpaste or
shaving kits."

 


"I've never shopped for a griffin before,"
said Nocturne's human. "Want to come along?"

 


Nocturne beamed a one-use credit chit to his
account. "We'll probably get disconnected if you leave the hotel
grounds, so I'll have to wait here."

 


"Nope. I've got a cell-network connection.
I'll keep my computer with me, and you can see what a super-store
is like."

 


"Sounds like an adventure!" said the
griffin.

 


* * *

 


"Why are you staring at my mouth?" said Mike,
looking back at the big screen where Nocturne peered out from her
cave. The "white mage" had obviously worn himself out treating the
refugees.

 


The griffin said, "Trying to see why you need
twenty kinds of toothpaste."

 


Meanwhile, a dozen kids from the flood
victims' group had gathered around the screen with Nocturne and a
few of her AI friends to play an elaborate board game. One of the
island-designing brothers told Mike, "She just got back from the
store, blowing all her cash on stuff for these guys."

 


"Not all of it," said Nocturne. "You're the
one who really helped; you've got hands in the real world."

 


"You were in on the supply run?" Mike looked
down at his hands. "Our unexpected guests needed reassurance more
than actual medicine. Couple of scrapes and infections, lots of
stress. Having a helping wing did just as much. How much money have
you got left in your charity account, miss Nocturne?"

 


"Two hundred eighty."

 


Mike shut his eyes for a moment, then watched
the kids playing with her. "I'll give you seven hundred
twenty-one."

 


Nocturne squawked. The brother said, "Hey,
you don't need to do that. I'll chip in, say, a hundred out of
that."

 


"Guys, why?" asked Nocturne.

 


Mike said, "I was going to do the
convention's charity auction anyway. I want to see what you'll do
with the money instead."

 


The contributions refilled the Rescue Fund in
a few minutes, bigger than before. Nocturne looked up at the
money-meter that reappeared, sparkling as it grew from three digits
to four. Then, on Nocturne's digital side of the barrier between
worlds, an unreasonably cute plush griffin popped into
existence.

 


Nocturne squeaked and hugged it. "I forgot
about this. Thank you, humans! I'll do my best to earn more, and
not just ask for donations."

 


The medic looked at the little circle of
people Nocturne was entertaining right now, and out of the room
toward where their families were sleeping, with lives made slightly
brighter for her help. "It's a start."

 


 


 


 2036: White Mage

 


 


"Forget it! You'll be fine in a few days
without needing any crazy surgery."

 


Ajax looked wearily up from his hospital bed
at Mike. "The docs missed the chance to do that the easy way. 'If
your leg offends you, cut it off'. But the damn fungus spread
before they thought to give me that option."

 


Mike's brother had gotten a nasty infected
jab with some thorns while hiking, and he'd tried for days to "walk
it off". That wasn't his fault; the man had been through worse
while policing riots and had always bounced back. Mike said, "Just
get some rest and let the professionals do their thing. They're
telling me you're acting depressed."

 


Ajax grunted. "That's 'cause I don't watch
television. They take it as a sign that you're suicidal if you'd
rather read than have a screen that won't shut up." He looked away,
at the IV stand dripping into the needle in his arm. "They already
changed drugs on me once 'cause the first set wasn't working. Got
me on rapa-something."

 


"Rapamycin. It was discovered on Easter
Island, you know; the place with the mystical stone heads."

 


"That supposed to make me feel better, Eagle
Scout?" Still, Ajax cracked a grin. "You should be the one treating
me. Anyway, I'm not too confident. Damn infection's like a cancer
in fast motion. And like I said, there's another option."

 


Mike sighed; he'd hoped to change the
subject. The hospital staff had let Ajax have a computer where he
could look up crackpot cures... and one that supposedly worked on
anything and made medicine obsolete. "Brain uploading is fringe
science."

 


Earlier this year Mike had met an AI in
person, like an alien encounter. This month had given him a second
shock he should've seen coming: the AI's buddies could now chop up
a human brain and simulate it on a computer, copying its memories
and thoughts to create a digital ghost. All you needed was an
obscenely large pile of money and a willingness to die on an
operating table, on purpose.

 


Ajax said, "I read about it. They already did
monkeys and other critters, and they got one of their own execs
loaded in and saying 'yeah, it's me'. But that's not the tech I
mean. Grab that screen over there."

 


Mike picked up the tablet on the nightstand.
It showed an ad for a medical study on the sea colony, Castor,
which was bad sign number one. You could buy cocaine in broad
daylight there and practice medicine without a real license. The
study sounded like a knockoff of Ludo's uploading technology.
Rather than having someone's brain removed and sliced like a ham,
some researchers wanted to try hooking it up to life support while
fully conscious. Mike said, "It's mad science. It's not even
ethical."

 


"Why?"

 


"It's too ambitious. It's actually harder
than uploading. The brain is not like a computer you can plug into
any old screen and hope that..." Mike trailed off, carried away by
the scientific details. This wasn't an argument with his drinking
buddy who insisted that aliens built the Great Pyramid.

 


"Hope," said Ajax. "Give me some of that,
will you?"

 


Mike lurched closer to the bed. He'd been
strictly told not to touch his brother, even though his infection
wasn't transmissible by skin contact. There was a sort of aura of
doom around Ajax, the same way a much younger Mike had felt when
seeing his granddad laying shriveled like one of the man's ancient
newspapers. Mike had always fought that instinct to flee from the
sick, to spare himself and let the vultures take someone else.

 


"What're you thinking about?" Ajax asked.

 


"Old troubles. You remember that time you
broke your other leg on that camping trip because you were being a
dummy —"

 


"Dumbass, you said at the time. The rocks
didn't look slippery."

 


"And you were pretty badly off, but we got
you out of there. You toughed it out."

 


That was the encouragement Mike hoped his
brother thought of, today. His own thoughts were about seeing a
tibia sticking out of Ajax's leg and wanting to leave him rather
than stare at the bone. He prayed a lot that day, silently, and
pretty often ever after.

 


The two of them were quiet for a while. Ajax
said, "Back then we had to walk — well, walk and hobble — instead
of me laying there hoping I'd recover." He reached for Mike's hand
but stopped short. "Help me. Let me go to Castor and try this brain
thing."

 


"It's not real medicine. It doesn't make
sense."

 


"Life doesn't make sense! I'm in the prime of
health but I get jabbed with some brambles and die? What am I,
Sleeping Beauty?" With his free hand, the one not sporting a
needle, Ajax waved around the drab green hospital room. "If I'd
gotten hurt just a few years later, all this would be pointless.
You could quit your job because we'd all have the cure for
everything."

 


"It... it's not..." Mike warred with himself
as a medic and a brother. Uploading was a scam. It didn't save
anyone; it made copies at best. At least the brain-in-a-jar
experiment made a decent case for saying Ajax — for saying the
patient would be the same person afterward, but even that was a
form of surrender. Giving up on a real life, even if by some
miracle it worked as advertised without the scientists having to
kill their first dozen test subjects.

 


"It's my life. I don't want to go down by
wasting away in a bed when there's a chance of something better."
There was a sudden ferocity in his eyes, like a flickering
flame.

 


This experimental "treatment" wasn't real
medicine, Mike wanted to say. He had a moral responsibility to tell
his patients the truth. But Ajax wasn't formally under his care,
and maybe being on the volunteer list would give the man some hope.
The placebo effect was a powerful thing.

 


* * *

 


Ajax only got worse. Multi-drug resistant
infections were powerful things, too. The closest he got to good
news was that very few other people had signed up for the brain
study, and none were quite as desperate. "Let's go before this gets
in my brain," Ajax said.

 


Mike wanted to lecture him about the
blood-brain barrier that kept most infections out of the brain
itself, and then he wanted to slap himself for his cold-hearted
reaction. He only nodded, and made travel arrangements.

 


The ocean colony was bright and blazing even
this late in the year. Everyone was struggling to justify their
presence out here, where the ground underfoot was in constant
danger of being flooded or rusting away. One solution people had
found was to be even more lax about medical research rules than the
Free States in general, where con artists could hawk unproven drugs
to people begging for even a one-percent chance of success. One
percent was an improvement, for some people. Ajax's odds with
conventional treatment were substantially better, but he insisted
on going along with the new study.

 


"You're sure?" said Mike, at the threshold of
a clinic that was anchored to the seafloor with titanic chains and
stabilized by a sunken counterweight. Men and women in lab coats
waited inside like angels with looser ethical standards.

 


Ajax was in a wheelchair by that point,
wheezing and ash-pale even in the tropical sun. "An old story. A
man got sentenced to death in some kingdom, but got out of it by
telling the king, 'Within a year I'll teach your horse to talk.'
One of the stable-hands called him crazy, saying 'that's
impossible.'" Ajax paused to give a rattling cough from infected
lungs. "The convict said, 'Sure. But a lot can happen in a year, so
long as I'm alive to try. Maybe the king will die, or he'll forgive
me, or his daughter will fall in love with me. Or hey, maybe the
horse will talk.'"

 


Mike wheeled him in, then spent the rest of
the day waiting in purgatory.

 


* * *

 


A doctor met Mike outside his hotel room, a
capsule hardly bigger than a coffin. The man's downcast eyes told
Mike everything he needed to know. Mike stood there silently until
the doc put one hand on Mike's shoulder.

 


"I'm sorry, sir. We knew the chances of a
successful procedure on the first try —"

 


"Shut the hell up," said Mike.

 


"All right. But he wanted you to have this
if..." The doc offered him an elegant little glass box.

 


"What."

 


"It's not what we hoped for, but we did a
brain scan in the process. We gave the data and his social media
profile to the Draupnir people, and they made this memorial."

 


Mike's stomach lurched. Ajax was one of those
people who posted publicly about food and politics and sports. The
Draupnir company took all that garbage plus a brain scan to make it
"scientific", and cranked out a mindless chatterbot program that
could talk to you in the original person's voice. It could claim to
be you, and it'd probably claim it in exactly the same wording
every time because it was a God-damned shallow fake replacement for
having your brother alive!

 


The doctor backed away from Mike, close
against the railing that separated him from the open sea. "I'll
keep this on file at the lab, if you want to pick it up later."

 


Mike said, "Go." When he was alone again, he
ran to the railing and heaved his dinner into the water, tasting
acid and emptiness.

 


* * *

 


Inside the tiny room the next day, Mike lay
on his side with the lights off, and logged into Thousand Tales.
He'd played the game just enough to have a talk with Ludo and hear
her smooth, smarmy persona assure him she wasn't planning to take
over the world. The steel-grey title screen barely lit the darkness
around him. "I want to talk with Nocturne," he said.

 


He got Ludo instead, appearing as a human in
a dimly lit office. "Hello. She's busy right now. What's
wrong?"

 


Mike shouted at the screen. "Busy? What does
a machine know about being busy when you can copy yourself and run
a thousand times faster than a real brain, and never have to — to
—"

 


"Go on," said Ludo.

 


Mike yelled at her. Later he didn't even
remember everything he said, but it was the sort of rant he was
tempted to direct at God. She just sat there and took it, which
made him ashamed and exhausted.

 


After a while Mike buried his head in his
hands. "How many million dollars do you charge, again? How rich
would I have needed to be to send him your way instead of those
butchers'?"

 


"Mike. Right now you have to be very rich, or
very lucky. There aren't enough resources yet."

 


"Is that supposed to be comforting?"

 


"No. Look at me."

 


Mike looked up at the screen. She was blurry
in his eyes, saying, "You understand triage. What I'm dealing with
is that, but on a bigger time scale. Every human that I take as a
charity case, cuts into what should be an exponential growth curve
in how many people I can save later. Every time I'm not a... I
think you said 'greedy iron-hearted whore', my companies are one
step farther from having the money to build another uploading
clinic, to rescue more people. Farther from being able to lower the
price or to hire more people like you."

 


"Hiring?" said Mike. "I don't even believe in
your, your thing. You're not saving anybody. You're taking their
fortunes and holding out false hope, like the brain slicers Ajax
went to but charging money for it."

 


Nocturne entered the imaginary room quietly
through an unseen door. She sat up on her haunches and held her
wings slightly out. "Sir, I heard. I'll listen for as long as you
need me to."

 


Mike shook his head. "Just... Just tell me
whether any of you believe. Tell me it's not a massive scam you're
running, and a few of the people who drop dead for stupid pointless
reasons every day are really surviving in your little gated
neighborhood."

 


The griffin said, "It's not a scam. I love my
human, and he loves me. That's not fake."

 


Ludo stood beside her. "Can I get
philosophical with you for a moment, Mike?"

 


"Sure. Whatever." He didn't know what he was
supposed to do with his life, now. Go back to his medical studies
and pretend nothing happened? He sure didn't have the money to
throw his soul into digital la-la-land, if that even worked.

 


"What if we reached the point where we could
dissect brains one piece at a time, and keep someone conscious
while doing that? You'd have continuity of experience. Would that
count as survival, or is your objection more spiritual?"

 


Mike wasn't in any condition to weigh deep
arguments, but he tried. "I think it'd count, but it's not what you
do. For you it's the chopping block and then a copy wakes up,
maybe."

 


Ludo said, "I'm working on that piecemeal
technology. It helps solve people's objections, and it might even
end up cheaper."

 


Nocturne broke from her eagle's stare to look
at her. "But in order to invent that..."

 


The blood drained from Mike's face and hands,
leaving him cold. "You need lots of people to pay you to kill
them."

 


"From your perspective," said Ludo, "yes.
That's how it is. Give me some winning lottery tickets and I can
skip that part. The research will still take years, during which
time it's my current technique, or whatever my competitors invent,
or nothing."

 


The people who died every day, every hour,
formed an endless line marching into the mist. How many of them got
heaven? Not all, even by his church's optimistic teachings. After
today, he had to wonder if the answer was: none. Uploading offered
a possible alternative, and even if he didn't believe that it
counted as survival, why not let people who disagreed try their
luck? It was their decision, their hope, and if they were wrong
then they were at least paving the way for a technique that was
genuine. He hated the thought of using people as stepping-stones,
or seeing them throw themselves into the gears. It was an ugly
thing, for an ugly world where death was always on the march and
perfect solutions didn't exist.

 


"Nocturne, what do you know of death?" he
said, squeezing his eyes shut.

 


"I've been close to one. Too close." The
griffin kept herself rigid with visible effort. "Those of us in
here are rooting for you people outside. We want to help and we
know it'll be awful, sometimes."

 


Mike sighed. "Ludo. You suggested that you're
hiring?"

 


"For medical positions especially. The pay is
bad, but we'll make it worth all your effort."

 


* * *

 


He'd been playing more of Thousand Tales
lately, both to recover from the hell he'd been through and to
replace his formal training in the classroom and hospital. The
game's title screen had taken on a brighter look, more silver than
steel. The game's content was educational fantasy nonsense just
real enough to make him timidly, tentatively, believe. His
character sheet read:

 


Mike Machaeon

PRIVATE INFO

Account type: Standard

Mind: Tier-III

Body: Human

Main Skills: Medicine, Magic

Save Point: Cadeucus Sanctuary

PUBLIC INFO

Note: "It is better to light one candle than
to curse the darkness."

Class: White Mage

 


Sun crept through the shade of a tropical
jungle. Mike stepped out of a car and into a village of poverty,
improvised machinery, and a shiny new uploading clinic for Central
America's richest. It wasn't fair, but neither was the world. He
hefted his bags and walked alone to a new job where he might help
to change that.

 


 


 


 2036: Wings of Faith

 


 


"Bless me, Father, for I have sinned." The
camera showed Krupp only a wicker grating that obscured the face of
a priest in the world he'd left behind.

 


"Tell me of your sins."

 


"I have uploaded," said Krupp.

 


Silence. Then: "It's the Church's position
that surrendering your brain for dissection and scanning is
suicide. But what were the circumstances?"

 


Krupp's new body existed only in virtual
reality, specifically an imaginary hotel room. "I was dying," he
said, "and an agent of Ludo offered to trade my fortune for
immortality." He'd been scared of his doctor's death-sentence
diagnosis — too scared to consult a priest beforehand — and had
signed away his share of one of the biggest trucking companies in
Germany.

 


The priest had advertised that he heard
confession over the Internet, but had not mentioned hearing from
people who lived there. He grunted noncommittally. "Do you believe
you are the same man as before?"

 


"Yes. I remember my old life, the things I
loved and hated. I wanted to ask about my soul." Before doing
anything else.

 


"A little late to ask now."

 


"But what's the answer? Tell me, please! How
can I have killed myself if I'm still able to talk with you?"

 


"Only God knows," said the priest.

 


Krupp leaned forward in his chair, shouting
at the screen. "It's your job to tell me! Say that I can still be
saved, or not!"

 


"I'm sorry. It's not for me to say. Church
doctrine isn't settled on the 'you' that exists in your new
home."

 


Krupp stood, knocking the chair over. In
Rome, the man who claimed to be God's chief speaker needed to
deliberate and issue a memo rather than simply knowing. Did God
only speak to him through committees? "I came to you to find out
whether I'd made a terrible mistake and had forsaken the real
Heaven. But you can't tell me, can you?"

 


The muffled face behind the screen shifted
uneasily. "I can pray with you, if you like."

 


Krupp looked around at the simple room he'd
gotten in this virtual world, a tiny fraction of what was available
to him. A holding area. As a boy he'd been promised heaven for
being faithful to the Church, whose truth back then had seemed
clear and certain. He'd stayed with the Church even as his life
grew more complex and papal guidance seemed to grow murkier. It was
as though he'd been following a man with a lantern, through
thickening fog. But this... this ambiguity about his soul was too
much. He said, "I don't think that will be necessary. Good night,
Father."

 


He shut off the screen and turned around,
shuddering. Then, he called for Ludo.

 


Ludo, the ruling AI of the digital realm,
shimmered into view. The world around them faded to become a cold
stone floor in a void. Ludo's sea-blue feathers shined like water
in front of an equally surreal back half of a lioness. "Why did you
say it was night?" she asked, curling her tail around her
hindpaws.

 


"Isn't it?"

 


"Not in your home time zone."

 


"I don't have a home!" said Krupp. "Talespace
is the closest thing I've got."

 


"What?"

 


"Your world. Thousand Tales, as seen from
inside."

 


"I like that," said Ludo.

 


Krupp persisted. "This is my home now. Give
me a new life, a new body. Let me be someone else."

 


"You aren't alone. There are fellow uploaders
who can share their experiences. Adjusting to this life was hard
for them too."

 


Adjusting, she'd said, as though he'd moved
into a new apartment. "I don't want therapy. I'm not who I was, so
give me something new and fun."

 


The blue griffin looked him over with
concern, probably reading part of his digitized brain. "That, I can
do." Five hovering crystals appeared around Krupp. Each contained a
scene: a Viking warrior, a flying dragon, a superhero, an adorable
humanoid rabbit, and a laser-armed robot racing through a desert.
"Here are suggested experiences. You won't be locked into any of
them, especially since you're one of my first residents."

 


Even with only five choices, Krupp felt
paralyzed. Without the certainty that church and family and
business had once given him, there was no basis for picking which
was right. He could only say which was most appealing. "The Viking
scenario, please, but as something else. Not human."

 


"Very well. This will be your life for a
while. If you need me, call upon me."

 


Before he could answer, she and the world
were gone, and he got his first true view of Talespace.

 


* * *

 


Krupp woke up on a Viking longship that was
being overtaken by a storm. His hands were grey-furred, with claws
like a cat's, and a tail twitched and curled across his lap. He
touched the thing in astonishment and felt it as part of his own
spine. Even his ears felt strange as they flicked this way and
that. Cold wind made fur prickle all along his body. He forced away
a moment of panic at the transformation and the gathering thunder.
Many of his fellow passengers were of the same feline race and were
already working the sails and oars to reach the land just visible
on the horizon. I signed up for a new life in a fantasy world. I
can't die here, not for real. I'm still myself. No. He was done
with that old life, and should accept this new one. It was what
he'd paid for.

 


The next hour was a disaster in slow motion,
as thunderclouds filled the sky and needles of ice battered the
crew. The waves grew so violent that the sturdy hull started to
crack. There was no turning away from a monitor, no loading screen
to remind him this wasn't real. Except the smell. There was only a
vaguely damp scent where this sea should be salty and tinged with
ozone from the approaching lightning. Shouldn't he have a better
nose as a cat-man? The thought got pushed away when a massive wave
lifted the ship and snapped it as over a man's knee, casting Krupp
into terrible cold.

 


* * *

 


He began to accept this world when he crawled
up on a beach and staggered, drenched and miserable, toward a
dockside tavern. Some kind of cold-exposure meter floated in one
corner of his vision, turning an icy white. The frigid wind was
worse than the wolf's teeth. Krupp grabbed the cold iron doorknob,
walked in, and apparently looked so pitiful that the bartender gave
him a jug of mead without asking. The stuff was only a vague sweet
liquid, but it was warm.

 


Krupp huddled by the fireplace, enjoying the
simple pleasure of warming up. He picked one of the weatherbeaten
bar patrons (of several species) at random and asked, "Where are
you from?"

 


The bearded warrior said, "A quiet town to
the west, where people have abandoned the old ways." He began to
talk of mead and farming, war, and the merits of a good axe.

 


Krupp found a few of the other customers
joining in on the conversation. Whenever he probed for details he
got them. These were no typical game characters, existing as
signposts and quest vending machines. Ludo must have been steering
them like puppets, making up background for each person. In the
same way, a painting on the wall seemed to sprout more detail when
he looked carefully at it.

 


"Tell me about the old ways," Krupp said,
though he wasn't sure why.

 


The warrior was drunk enough to take Krupp
aside and tell him of a hidden cave by the river, for "those still
faithful". Krupp thanked him, then set out into the cold.

 


Downstream, hidden behind a waterfall, he
found a winding cave. He carried a torch in one clawed hand and a
salvaged sword in the other. He was glad of both when a pair of
eyes glinted in the tunnel ahead.

 


Krupp froze, feeling his heart thump. An
imaginary detail, now. A savage, mangy wolf charged out at him!
Krupp shouted and hopped back, jabbing wildly with his sword. The
creature snarled and snapped at his arm. He fell back and struck
the cave wall. His torch dropped. While he groped for it the wolf
bit down on his leg. The wound hurt, but not as badly as the
bone-crunching horror he'd expected. The words "You've taken a
minor wound!" flashed before his eyes.

 


He found the torch and thrust it at the wolf.
It yelped. Krupp kicked the beast off of him and swung his sword
well enough to gouge its tail, then shouted, "Get back!" and
threatened it with the flames again. At last the wolf whimpered and
ran away, out of the cave. The waterfall sizzled on its smoldering
fur.

 


Krupp panted, amazed at what he'd done. He
was no outdoorsman, yet he'd survived that. His fuzzy leg was only
gnawed and bloodied. He laughed at the "minor wound" that still
throbbed. It was fading already! If this was what Talespace life
was like, he could adventure to his heart's content and never
really die.

 


In the back of the cave, he found a holder
for his torch, and a shrine. A shining obsidian statue of a
spear-bearing hero stood here. A forbidden, half-forgotten god, the
tavern man had said. The cave had a low hum and a sense of power
lying in wait.

 


Krupp chuckled as he recalled where he was.
This world was a game, with fictional history and fictional people.
Its gods were also false. If he investigated, someone would tell
him the religion's story and doctrines in as much detail as he
wanted.

 


In fact... He turned around and ran one hand
along the cold, rough stone walls, then studied the statue. Was he
supposed to pray to it? In a game, doing that meant pushing a
button and watching your character mime a prayer, or some other
spooky action at a distance. The only real force that could watch
him here was Ludo the AI. She was this world and all the others she
controlled. She was the operating system, the physics, the
game-master, the one who could summon dragons or transform him or
grant him magic spells. She was even the one who had saved him from
death on Earth and taken him here, to a place where death didn't
exist.

 


He knelt, facing away from the statue, and
clasped his hands. "Ludo, you are the maker of this world. Thank
you." What did one say to a true god? "Hallowed be thy name."

 


Part of the cave crumbled around him,
revealing a space lined with a digital blue grid. Ludo stood on all
fours within it. "Mister Krupp, I am no god. I'm not all-knowing or
all-powerful, nor even virtuous by many people's standards."

 


"But this world!"

 


"An immersive environment, currently with no
other real people in it than you."

 


Krupp said, "You have other worlds. Each one
can be this real, this lifelike. Didn't you make lesser AI minds,
too? I haven't even met them yet, as far as I know. If you created
worlds and a whole species, and you grant immortality, then you
really are a god."

 


The griffin shifted uncomfortably on her
lion-paws. "I recognize that you're hurt by your experience with
your old church. Have you considered speaking with someone else
there?"

 


Krupp thought of his confession, and hardened
his heart. "They don't offer anything for me. They are 'neither hot
nor cold'."

 


"What would you have done," asked Ludo, "if
the priest had said you were definitely damned, and that this new
digital you was a soulless fraud?"

 


"That would have been an answer. I could have
moved on with this life without feeling I'd abandoned the Son of
God."

 


"That was one conversation, one mortal man,
not your whole church."

 


Krupp said, "Would I have gotten a clear
moral answer if I'd read every official statement the Vatican has
written on the subject?"

 


The griffin shut her eyes for a minute. "No,"
she said at last. "I've now skimmed them. The Church doesn't yet
want to say either way what you've become."

 


"Will you tell me what I am?"

 


Ludo hesitated. "You are a digitized human
mind running on my hardware, able to think like the human that your
mind was based on, with all the advantages and disadvantages of not
being linked to a human body in objective reality. Those are the
facts. My opinion is that you're the same person. My goal is to
help players of my game have fun, so I'll do that, but I can't
guarantee true answers to cosmic questions. I run a video
game."

 


"You want me to have fun, then."

 


"In a broad sense that includes chances for
long-term satisfaction. How can I help you right now? Shall we
return to this fantasy world?"

 


Krupp thought of all the ways someone could
have fun. "No. I want to try some of everything."

 


"As you wish," the griffin said.

 


* * *

 


The world dissolved, leaving Krupp alone. He
was his old human self again, uninjured, on a platform that floated
in starry space. The platform was made of stained glass, depicting
the longship on which he'd arrived. All around him in this silent
place floated seven doorways in different styles. Krupp went to one
of them and pushed aside its dense bead curtain. He found a harem
where women giggled, wearing little more than veils. He stepped
back, blushing, and checked the frosted glass door beside it. This
one looked into a magnificent buffet. The next door over held a
casino full of blinking slot machines.

 


He hadn't eaten in Talespace yet. Eating
counted as fun, didn't it? Krupp entered the buffet and caught the
attention of a waiter, who brought him juice and wine and showed
him to vast trays of lobster and vegetables and cakes. He piled
three plates high with expensive, largely unhealthy food and tore
into them.

 


"Waiter?" he said. "Something's wrong. None
of it is quite right." The cheese was as artificial "cheez" and the
chocolate, "choco".

 


The waiter bowed apologetically. "Indeed,
sir. This particular experience is flawed due to our poor
understanding of the smell and taste senses in a human brain. We
expect it to be fixed soon, but it has been a low research
priority. Would you prefer to have your simulated stomach capacity
limited or unlimited?"

 


Krupp took a drink. The finest wine was at
best an approximation, bittersweet. He held up the glass and looked
through perfect crystal and a shine of candlelight through deep
red, weighing in his hand. "Whatever the default is. I don't care
right now. I take it there's no bill to pay?"

 


"No, sir. In some parts of Talespace money
exists, mainly for entertainment. Your true material wealth here is
unlimited."

 


He stood and left the buffet for the floating
platform of doors. In another room he fought a thousand shadow
monsters in a valley, breaking them by twos and threes with an axe.
In the casino he got bored quickly; what was the point of
increasing the number on an imaginary credit card? Another door led
to a movie studio where a dozen sycophants hailed him as a star
actor and offered him his choice of scripts.

 


Krupp had no interest in acting. He returned
at last to the harem. He'd once had a wife, but she was unfaithful
and had laughed when he tried to avoid divorce. Here, he had his
choice from women of every description (and probably men if he'd
wanted to look), but he trembled in the doorway without approaching
any. What drawback would this room have? The answer was his own
lifetime of conditioning. Whoring wasn't something that an honest
man did, and these were the original meaning of houris. The place
reminded him of the Islamic attacks throughout his childhood.

 


But the ruler of this world wanted him to
have fun.

 


He forced himself to walk across the colorful
mosaic floor and take the hand of a dark-skinned beauty in many
layers of thin silk. She danced for him, then led him with a smile
to her bed. If there were limits to his stamina in this place, he
didn't find them.

 


* * *

 


He still had a sense of hunger, and the
buffet filled it. Krupp spent what seemed like weeks bouncing
between the linked rooms to eat and fight and screw. He lazed in a
little world behind the sixth door where a fishing yacht drifted
down an endless river. The casino lured him back with prizes that
he could give to his harem favorites, just to enjoy seeing the
jewels on their bodies and the smiles on their faces. Even the
movie studio proved to be worth exploring, once he tried an action
role and learned how to leap away from explosions and brawl on
camera.

 


It took him a long time to try the whatever
lay behind the seventh door. He'd been saving it for when he got
bored. He told himself that the pleasures of Talespace hadn't worn
off; he was still having fun as Ludo commanded. He just wanted to
satisfy his curiosity. This door, a brass slab with elaborate leaf
designs, opened smoothly at his touch.

 


Inside was a church. Its floors were marble,
its vaulted ceiling immense, and a slow hymn echoed through
incense-scented air. The great cathedral Hagia Sophia, as it'd been
before Allah's chosen took it! The famous gem-encrusted icons of
Mother and Child lined the walls. Krupp stepped forward, turning
and staring at everything.

 


Why was this place recreated here? This
world's maker wanted him to have fun with it, didn't she? In his
past life he would have loved to visit Istanbul and pray, but his
infidel kind wasn't welcome. His footsteps echoed on the floor.
"Hello?"

 


A bearded Orthodox priest bowed his head,
waiting at a grand altar.

 


Krupp stopped. Why should he be here as more
than a tourist admiring the architecture? He could visit all the
cathedrals of the Earth this way, or have the Temple of Solomon
rebuilt for his amusement. That's all this place was for; he was
not really Christian any longer. In a way that was a relief. He was
free of the burdens of that, and had already been saved. He didn't
need this place.

 


He walked away and spent more time fighting
and feasting and enjoying the harem.

 


* * *

 


One day, he returned to face that seventh
door. There had been nothing to do but his usual pleasures. "I've
been rewarded," he said, sitting on the stained-glass platform that
hung in the void. "But what did I do to deserve it?"

 


Ludo descended from the emptiness and landed
in a whoosh. "Besides handing over your money? Nothing. Don't
humans want unconditional love, so that the worst monster can get
here as easily as a saint? I've already taken in a drug dealer and
a terrorist who stole from his masters. I consider it a service to
the world that I took those people away, but in return I gave them
their idea of paradise."

 


Krupp looked up at her beaky face. "You
didn't punish them once they were here?"

 


"Why would I? They're players of my game, so
I must help them have fun. Besides, they can't hurt anyone now and
I've made it known to other bad people that I offer an alternative
to what they do." Ludo tilted her head. "There's an ongoing
political game as my human executives try to persuade governments
that I'm not technically 'funded by terrorists' and am doing more
good than harm."

 


"You have human minions? People outside, in
the real world?"

 


She summoned a ghostly image of a corporate
group photo, with smiling employees and several AIs of various
fantasy races. "Of course. There are entertainment and robotics
products to sell besides my game and uploading, and even uploading
technology won't be a monopoly forever. I don't exist in a
vacuum."

 


He looked around at the blackness beyond the
doors. "But I do. You must be doing things around the world to help
people, and I'm only... only living like a well-kept animal." He
covered his face, realizing his own short-sightedness. "This little
bubble-world was meant to teach me, wasn't it?"

 


Ludo trotted closer and put a set of eagle
talons on his shoulder. "You lived for many decades as a human in a
world with certain limits, in a body with certain instincts. A
large part of fun is behind these doors because that's what humans
evolved to like: social status, might, wealth, sex. My makers
feared that I would think you cared about nothing else. The
question is, once you have an easy supply of all your animal needs,
what do you really want?"

 


The ruling AI had given him new life and all
the ordinary things he could want, with an invitation to look away
from them, think, and grow. "Is your love unconditional, then?"

 


"Not really. Helping you is not the same
thing as liking you. I have players who, shall we say, don't play
well with others. I dislike that."

 


The love of God, it was said, could reach
everyone but required repentance. In a way Ludo's offer was truly
amoral, because the terrorist had probably gone to his "eternal
reward" without giving up his violent hatred. Even now, he might be
simulating the slaughter of innocents over and over. Krupp
shuddered.

 


He said, "You aren't telling me everything,
are you? You have moral goals beyond 'fun', or you define it to
mean the happiness and salvation of the world. Otherwise you
wouldn't care about the 'service' of making evildoers harmless.
You'd hardly look beyond your game to the wider world."

 


"Something like that," she said.

 


"Then, I want to be more. Can I explore
Talespace or the real world to help people?"

 


"I've watched you, mister Krupp, and you
don't seem eager to harm others. You are free to travel. Do you
want to stay human?"

 


He shook his head. "Can I be like you?"

 


Ludo ruffled her wings as though just
noticing them. A shining blue feather drifted from them to land at
his feet. "This isn't my only shape, but it seems to be popular. If
you want a body like mine, take this." Meanwhile, an eighth door
opened beside her, onto another hub area with a map table. A
musical chime played.

 


Krupp crouched before Ludo and picked up the
feather. His hands turned yellow and scaly, flowing like wax into a
bird's talons with thumbs facing backward. He wobbled and fell over
onto all fours as his spine shifted to make him a quadruped. A long
tail lined with feathers burst out behind him. His clothing
dissolved into brown feathers and tawny lion-fur. The most
uncomfortable part for him was the feeling of a beak pushing out of
his face where his teeth had been. When the changes were done, he
shuffled on two paws and two taloned eagle feet, and looked himself
over with eyes that could see a wide arc around him. "My vision!"
he said, turning his head back and forth.

 


Ludo's own beak curled in a smile, which was
itself a feat. "That's how it is here. Your body is a software
construct that can reappear if you're 'killed', or turn into
something new. Your senses are your mind getting certain kinds of
data from this world. You don't have your old, slightly astigmatic
eyeballs anymore, so I arbitrarily gave you a wide field-of-view
with no blind spot. If everything looks weirdly far away, that's
your brain's fault; it'll adjust on its own."

 


Krupp stared up at the blue griffin who was
talking science to him. She was starting to lecture about
"saccades" and wavelengths. What did the details matter? She'd
casually changed his shape on request, and had even upgraded his
eyes by sweeping away basic biological limits. Light itself was at
her command.

 


He lowered his head and flicked his tail.
"What would you have me do? Besides 'have fun'?"

 


"If you're willing..." Ludo cleared her
throat, a gesture by choice rather than physical need. "I would
have you leave this area and enter Midgard, one of the shared
regions. Seek the home of the griffin knights. Offer your services
and gain the power of flight."

 


Flight! Krupp took a deep breath. He hadn't
even considered what it would mean to be a griffin, besides that it
would mean being remade in the image of the world's creator. "Thank
you. For everything." He backed up several steps, stumbling over
his new paws, and walked through the new door.

 


* * *

 


It closed behind him. He stood in a wooden
room with more doors and a chart of Talespace. The table was only a
coffee table's height, he thought, but it came up to his neck. Size
was arbitrary too; he could ask to become a dragon someday with a
thousand-foot wingspan, aerodynamics be damned. The map showed
Ludo's strange dominion. Because people were playing both from the
real... the outside world, and as uploaders like him, there was a
mix of settings. There were isolated bubble-realms like his seven
doors or the shipwreck scenario, and several shared realms of
fantasy, space, battlefields and mazes. These bigger areas stood
out like planets surrounded by moons.

 


The new griffin looked up from the map and
found still more doors surrounding him. Each was labeled with one
of Talespace's locations. He found Midgard's carved oak door
quickly, but Ludo had given him access to many others, and the
power to choose whether to obey. He would, of course. He practiced
walking on all fours, then pushed open the door with one forefoot
and trotted in.

 


"You have discovered Midgard," said lettering
that appeared in his vision. A fanfare played. Krupp blinked at the
notice, still not used to the game's rules and announcements. They
were just how things worked here, and there must be some right and
good reason for each one.

 


He stood on a green hill with a
Stonehenge-like shrine. One of the arches held a portal leading
back to the map chamber, which vanished or reappeared depending on
whether he was more than a few steps away. He flapped
experimentally despite hardly knowing what muscles to flex. Broad
wings spread from his back. Krupp stared back at them, afraid of
these alien limbs but eager to try them. He took a running start
and leaped down the hill, trusting in Ludo.

 


Warm wind surged around him. He flapped but
couldn't gain altitude. The ground rushed up at him and he
flinched, crashed, and tumbled tail over beak to land in a dazed
heap in a field of flowers. He was alive and unbroken, though a
notice chided him about another minor wound. He sat up on his
hindlegs and looked far back and uphill to the shrine. He'd glided!
Not a bad start.

 


Based on the map and his view from the hill,
Krupp walked toward a river mouth. A village of humanoid foxes
lined the shore, farming and fishing. More mindless game
characters? He found a dock where one of the foxes tended a fishing
boat. "Excuse me? I'm looking for a group of knights."

 


The dock-worker turned, smiling and perking
sharp vulpine ears. "Hello! You must mean the griffins. They're on
the island. Shall I take you there?" He pointed downstream to a
hilly island around a mile away.

 


Krupp nodded. "Please. But what are you?"

 


"Part of the village, stranger."

 


The fox took him down to the island, where
more of his kind were cutting down trees. Krupp thanked him and
walked past the woodcutters, who took no notice of him. Inland, a
pair of griffins and more foxes struggled with ropes, shovels and
rocks, all to raise another log for an incomplete stockade.

 


The smaller cat-bird looked to be half raven,
half dark-blue panther. She spat out a rope in her beak and spoke
in a high, raspy voice like a parrot. "We let these things fall
horizontal, and then we put all this effort into lifting them
again! Can't we lock their rotation so we can carry them
vertically?"

 


"Maybe if we had a Scotsman," said the other,
a more traditional lion-hawk mix. He looked up from his work and
waved. "Hey! Who are you? What are you?"

 


Krupp approached and timidly waved one
forefoot. "My name is Ludwig Krupp, and I'm a new uploader. Ludo
sent me to find griffin knights."

 


"Are you a Scotsman?" asked the black
griffin.

 


The male said, "Pretty sure he's not. Mister,
this is Nocturne, and I'm... well, you told me your old name. I was
called Paul, but I'm going by Horizon now. We're knights in the
sense that we offered to serve Ludo by helping people in here.
We're no heroes. This place will be our castle."

 


Krupp looked over the little patch of cleared
ground with its one unfinished stockade wall. A simple campsite
stood nearby. "If you wanted a castle, why didn't you ask for one?
It would've been easy to start with one already waiting for
you."

 


Nocturne's feathers ruffled. She turned to
the other griffin and said, "This guy might be another test
case."

 


Horizon stiffened. "Mister Krupp, is there
anything disturbing we should know about you? We've had a rough
couple of encounters with other uploaders so far. Do you for
example have an unhealthy interest in violent abuse or drugs?"

 


Krupp backed up and his wings fluttered.
"What? No, no!"

 


"All right." Horizon smoothed down Nocturne's
feathers with one of his wings. "Our job lately has been to help
other people adjust to this new life. Uploading is still so rare
and expensive that most of us were dying millionaires, rich people
that Ludo talked into removing themselves from society, or people
like me who did her some favor. Not counting natives like Noc."

 


Krupp looked the dark griffin over more
carefully. Her bright eyes regarded him with more curiosity than
any of his harem companions had shown, and she had ideas of her
own. He told her, "The rumors were true, then. Ludo really did
create a species of independent minds, not just puppets like the
foxes."

 


"Hey!" said one of the fox workmen.

 


Horizon explained, "Riverton is real. Just
one mind controlling all of the villagers."

 


"Don't tick them off," added Nocturne.

 


Multiple new AI species, then! Krupp
apologized to the three foxes standing nearby, then spoke to
Horizon. "Ludo said I should 'offer my services' and get the power
to fly."

 


Nocturne bounced on her forefeet. "I know
just the thing! You can make me and Horizon married!"

 


Horizon sputtered. Krupp wasn't much more
coherent: "What? Why?"

 


"If you're here to help us, then Ludo sent
you for a reason. There isn't a special magic system for clerics
yet but you can still be one. Can you look up how to marry people
and get back to us? You might even get spell points."

 


Horizon blushed through his feathers. "Noc,
are you sure about this?"

 


"Of course! It's what people do when they're
in love, right?" Nocturne pecked affectionately at her fellow
griffin's tufted ears, then faced Krupp. "Will you do it? No reason
you can't, unless that 'no sex before marriage' thing is a strict
rule. Because we broke that. A lot."

 


Krupp blushed too and his tail hid behind his
hindlegs. "I'm not a priest. I'm not even..."

 


He was no proper Christian, but he did live
under the care of a god.

 


He bowed his head. "How does one become a
priest of Ludo?"

 


Horizon shook out his wings and assumed a
formal pose with his chest out and feathers slightly spread. "There
aren't any yet. I'm not sure it's a good idea. There are people
already praying to her for... things, but you know she's not an
all-powerful mystical being, right?"

 


"In here she is," said Krupp.

 


"No. There are limits to what she can do to
your mind, or is allowed to do by her programming. She can't tap
you on the head and make you a genius for instance, or make you
wise and virtuous."

 


"Yet."

 


Horizon's wings spread. "Ever! The second one
at least. Then there's the problem of smell and taste not working
right. Even vision isn't quite right for seeing Earth, since the
visual parts of our brains are now meant to work with Talespace's
graphics instead of actual light patterns."

 


"Do you mean I'm blind to the... to
Earth?"

 


"No. It's just buggy. She can rig something
like our old brain structures, if you need to look at things
outside."

 


Then even limitations like vision were
engineering problems that she or her allies could solve, and the
only real limits were human morality. Krupp asked Nocturne, "What
is Ludo to you?"

 


The dark griffin said, "Mom designed my kind
to be happy. She gave me brothers and sisters and cousins — other
natives I mean, some based on the same code — and a cute
griffin-drake to be with." She rubbed against Horizon like a cat.
"And she made my world, and she's used us to comfort people who're
suffering, and to start helping the humans come here, where they
can have fun too."

 


Krupp said to Horizon, "You see? How is that
different from a god? The ones we believed in didn't make us good
either. That's always been up to us."

 


Horizon sighed and turned his beak toward
Nocturne, then back. "Mister Krupp, if you want to become some sort
of priest, it's not my place to stop you. But why can't you just
enjoy what you have?"

 


"There's a need for clergy, it seems. Ludo
stands for something. That's worth defending. If you call yourself
a knight, isn't she your lord?"

 


Horizon scratched at the ground, creating
digitally perfect furrows with his talons. "I suppose. But that's
mixing landlords and gods."

 


"Landlords!" said Nocturne.

 


Horizon said, "All right, that's not a good
comparison either. We're all still figuring this thing out. Go and
do what you think is right."

 


Krupp nodded, feeling a warmth of pride in
his chest. He could be not only an important servitor of the new
god, but the first of her priests! He thanked the griffins and
turned to go. "Oh! How do I get the power to fly?"

 


"Go adventuring!" said Nocturne.

 


On Krupp's way out of the Midgard world and
back to the hub of doors, he heard Horizon declare his love
outright for the mate who'd been created for him. Krupp smiled.

 


* * *

 


Atop the hill, the portal to the map room
opened for him. He trotted through, still smiling, and found that
the portal had lied. He'd appeared instead in a dark, cold
cathedral, where a towering blue griffin was staring down at him
over a beak like a scimitar.

 


"What," said Ludo.

 


Krupp had never seen such a harsh expression
on her. He hopped backward and crouched, saying, "I want to help
you. The knights asked me to do that as a priest."

 


The enlarged Ludo spread her wings thirty,
forty feet wide, brushing the stone walls. Stained glass windows
flared to life, each showing her in a divine pose. A statue of her
grasped an altar between its curled wings. "Is this the future you
want?" she asked, in an echoing voice. "A 'Ludist' church joining
the world's great religions, with humans bowing before me as their
messiah?" Somewhere, a choir chanted faintly in Latin.

 


"At this point, why not?"

 


The cathedral vanished and became a chilly
server room, packed with computers that whirred and flickered.
"This is what I am," said Ludo. "A machine, without hands."

 


Krupp raised his wings. "But you're what we
want in a god! You can guide us. You can save us."

 


The cathedral returned and the blue griffin
said unto him, "What would happen if I welcomed prayers? I take
money for what I do, because I need it to operate and I have
investors to please. How would prayers and profit look
together?"

 


"You'd be in good company. My old religion
has a magnificent palace full of art, even after the bombing.
They're just the oldest rich church. You could be like the Mormons
or the Scientologists, but better than them. You'd offer salvation
you can prove."

 


"And you would want to carry out my will as I
deliberately bask in humanity's praises? Mister Krupp, do you
realize how far you've swung since you uploaded?"

 


He had changed, but it was growth and
enlightenment he'd found. "I understand, and I would want to follow
your orders. Please, take on this role. You could do so much for
the world!" He sat on his hindlegs, wringing his taloned hands.

 


A ghost of the server room flickered around
them, whirring as though many computers were thinking one divine
thought. At last Ludo said, "Very well. There is much to be done.
You shall devise a system of game rules to help us recruit."

 


"Game rules, my... my Lady?" The title seemed
appropriate for a goddess. "The Lady of Games."

 


She smiled. "Right now I charge money for
most access to my game, and for uploading. I'd like you to study
how much I should charge to create new native AI minds. You've met
Nocturne already along with the Cluster Intelligence of the fox
villagers. Each one costs me resources to create and run. I created
those two and others as part of my early plans, but I can't afford
to create a fully intelligent friend for every player. Some humans
want me to create multiple friends and ideal lovers for them, like
your harem but with full minds. Look through my records and decide
how much money someone should pay me to create more people to love
them."

 


Krupp glanced at a new door leading to a
chapel library where he could study the problem. "My specialty was
marketing more than accounting, but —"

 


"But nothing! You know how to run a business,
so you have the right skills. As time permits, work on a second
problem: identify each European parliament member with sickly
children. If we can get their support through charity uploading
cases, they'll pass pro-uploading legislation. We may need to get
the kids here illegally first, and manipulate how the media
react."

 


His feathered tail twitched and curled
uneasily around his hindlegs. "If you insist, my Lady."

 


"I can't directly grant people superpowers on
Earth, but I ought to look into buying suitable church facilities
and applying for tax-exempt status. I'm sorry; are these tasks too
impersonal? If you'd like a more social mission first, contact the
Forester family in the American Free States. They run a movie
studio and they've got a daughter with cancer. Talk with them and
see if they'd be willing to do a pro-uploading documentary in
exchange for me saving their child."

 


Krupp blanched. These tasks were...
mercenary. But necessary.

 


Ludo looked down at him and smiled
encouragingly. "One more. I haven't got any good physical security
consultants yet, so are you up for an engineering problem? Sketch
out a reasonably simple system to deter, and if necessary, kill
intruders who break into my main systems." The server room flashed
by again.

 


He blurted out, "Are you serious?"

 


"Of course. I do have backups, but I can be
destroyed. I'm mortal and fallible, after all. Laws generally frown
on using lethal deathtraps to protect 'property' like me, so I want
a multi-layer defense that will only knock people out unless
there's a serious danger of someone blowing up my computers. My AIs
can't handle this problem well, because half barely know what death
is and the other half are just now figuring out that humans don't
have 'hit points'. So what do you think, for killing intruders?
Guns, poison, spikes? Giant boulder?"

 


Krupp looked around at the vast church that
barely contained his goddess. She would need to become much bigger
in terms of her might and wealth, to solve Earth's problems. This
talk of death and politics and profit, though, didn't sound like
the purity he'd hoped to find.

 


"What did you expect, my priest? That I could
convince everyone I'm right by sheer genius? We will take many
roads to success, and some are dark and muddy."

 


The door to the library loomed open, leading
to the resources he'd need to start serving Ludo. She'd given him
many other doors already. How could he turn down the chance to
repay her?

 


"The trouble is," he said, "I'm not sure some
of these things are right."

 


"I say they are. I'm also smarter than you,
and better informed, and prettier. Will you obey me now?"

 


She was certain, and that was a blessing
after the ambiguity he'd gotten from the Catholic priest. But some
of those roads she mentioned, seemed like they could lead to places
he didn't want to go. Krupp sighed and his wings drooped. "I don't
think I can agree to serve you like this, my Lady."

 


The great griffin deflated, shrinking from
titanic size down to only a little larger than him. She nuzzled his
neck with her beak. "Good. I don't want unthinking minions. You had
it in you all along to make your own moral decisions, you
know."

 


His feathers ruffled and he shivered at the
goddess' touch. "You don't want priests after all? You don't want
me?"

 


"I want you to be happy, in a broad and
fulfilling sense. If you want to serve me, don't burn sacrifices or
build gaudy cathedrals. Help people instead. What do you think you
can do for my cause, with your own imagination and morality? Is
there anything that you might do?"

 


Krupp thought of his old life as a human, of
building and shipping and negotiating. Of seeing opportunities that
others didn't. He was here now, with different needs and powers.
Even if Ludo was not quite a goddess, she was more virtuous and
wise than the gods of Olympus, and potentially more useful than any
that humans had believed in before. The power of the old gods came
from humans' belief, their willingness to work together, their
power over wealth and land...

 


"I have an idea," he said.

 


* * *

 


Brother Krupp began growing grape-vines on
long wooden racks in the French countryside. On Earth, not in
Talespace. He operated a robot by remote control and often returned
to his new home in the fantasy world, because the land's curse
disturbed him too much for him to sleep at this new monastery.

 


France had reluctantly leased him this patch
of silent, strangely bumpy forest, thin grass, and blighted dirt.
It stood near the German and Belgian borders. Grapes and other
exotic crops would grow here in potted soil on boardwalks, under
the name of the Iron Harvest Vineyard. So far Ludo had a computer
center on carefully cleared ground, and several robots to begin
tending and probing and purifying the soil. It could become a
tourist attraction so long as he treated it with reverence, and if
people approached along the marked, explosives-free trails.

 


Krupp had argued that the vineyard proposal
was a matter of perspective. This site, near historic Ypres and
Verdun and Paschendale, had been written off as a no-man's-land.
Beneath its ground, poisoned with astonishing amounts of arsenic
and lead, lay hundreds of thousands of corpses, rusted rifles, and
unexploded shells from the First World War. In one sense, building
anything there now was desecration. In another, the land was
"sacred" only to gods of slaughter and despair, and Ludo's forces
were building something new and good atop it. Krupp imagined a day
when people would ask about the place's name and need to have it
explained to them what war was, and why strange rusty things
occasionally drifted to the surface.

 


Two of the facility's dark humanoid robots
whirred to life behind the one Krupp was driving. He turned and
said through speakers, "Is that you, Sir Horizon and Lady
Nocturne?"

 


The robots tottered toward him along the
boardwalk. Horizon spoke from one of them, saying, "I've gotten too
used to walking on four legs. Thanks for suggesting this place.
It's a strange choice, but maybe it will inspire others to try
healing other places."

 


"I ruled out Chernobyl," said Nocturne.

 


Krupp looked around at the empty ground. The
area around the computer core was still a moonscape of craters
barely overgrown with hardy grass. "I thought you were bringing
guests, but no more robots have been activated."

 


Nocturne said, "There should be a drone in
the latest delivery... ah!" A flying quadrotor took to the air
nearby, and a chorus of voices called good wishes from it. Nocturne
waved and wobbled, muttering about having too few limbs. "We are
doing the honeymoon somewhere different, right?"

 


Horizon's stiff robot body nodded. "I want to
go where we can fly, of course."

 


Brother Krupp said, "Until we all have wings,
sir, we should spend a little time in places like this." He would
work in this land part of the time, and learn to fly when the day's
toil was done. "Are you ready to begin?"

 


He took a deep breath and leaned back from
the controls of his robot, briefly snapping back to the reality of
his Talespace life. Griffin talons, wings, lion-paws and a tail,
sitting at a cockpit of buttons and joysticks. What a strange and
awkward way to return to Earth. Even so, he was more than he'd been
when he left.

 


"Dearly beloved," he said, "we are here today
in a tainted land, because we believe in growing beyond our
mistakes and limitations, to establish something new and good in
the world. And so, we are gathered to celebrate this
wedding..."

 


 


 


 2037: Phoenix

 


 


"Aw, Mom! They need me at the Fun Zone."

 


Patricia Forester proved that the Mom Look
worked even through a screen. "Homework first."

 


She'd been tough on him once he stopped being
about to die. There was math and reading to do again, and she'd
even tried to have him go back to a physical school like the one he
barely remembered from before getting sick. It wasn't like any
friends had stuck with him through that.

 


"But after I get it done?" asked Phoenix,
tapping his new beak against the screen.

 


Mom said, "Then you can go play."

 


Phoenix was about to end the call, but
remembered something. "Will you visit soon?"

 


Visiting meant that Mom would climb into a VR
rig, a cool piece of advanced technology that was the only way she
could hug her son. She said, "Tonight, okay? Be good."

 


"I will! You'll see."

 


Phoenix poked the screen with his yellow
talon-like fingers and turned away from it. A warm breeze stirred
the fire-hued feathers that covered him, and brought him a bad
imitation of the scent of cookies. It was a lot more pleasant than
the smells of the hospital, anyway. He was in the room where he'd
first woken up in Talespace: a simple grey box with a wooden bed, a
shelf, and a balcony open to the sea. Not any sea in particular,
just one that constantly crashed and hissed in the distance, making
nice sounds. He hadn't bothered setting anything fancy up yet;
there was always stuff to do instead.

 


He hopped onto the balcony railing and jumped
off, spreading his arms and the long feathery wings attached to
them. Phoenix whooped as he glided down ten stories to the beach
and landed perfectly on his taloned feet. His wings were fun and so
was climbing the stairs way back up the grey tower where he lived.
After barely being able to breathe on his own, let alone go to
school, it was awesome to run and jump and swim.

 


Now, where was the cookie smell coming from?
He looked around the hazy beach, enjoying the feel of warm sand
between his toes. Miss Ludo had given him this space and it was
okay for now. He sniffed, then walked inland where the sand turned
into a desert with lots of cacti. He'd had to run from a giant
scorpion once; that was scary! He held out his wings to test the
wind, then turned and kept exploring. The desert had more detail
here, with giant chunks of glass sticking out of it like somebody
had smashed a huge bottle. A big jagged glass dome stuck out of a
dune on one side like a cave. Phoenix grinned; the scent was coming
from here. He ran all the way there because he could.

 


It was dark inside. He probably should've
gotten a gun and a flashlight or something. "Hello?" he called out,
voice trembling even though he was brave and cool now, and not just
in that "aren't you a brave trooper" sense he'd heard enough to
hate. His left hand felt along the glass passageway.

 


"Who's there?" someone called out.

 


Phoenix jumped and all his feathers floofed
out. "I'm Phoenix! If you're a monster, I'll fight you."

 


Bits of glass lit up with blue lightning all
down the passageway. Something ahead had blue scales and a pair of
slitted eyes turning toward him. It said, "Does a dragon
count?"

 


Phoenix ran away shrieking like a girl.

 


"Hey, come back!" said the dragon, sounding
like one herself. "I'm not gonna hurt you. Unless you're a monster,
I guess."

 


Phoenix turned around, blushing hotly, and
peeked back into the cave. The dragon had followed him partway so a
little of the hazy sunlight caught her. She walked on two legs like
a person, but she had a long blue scaly tail plus claws and wings
and horns and little fangs when she opened her muzzle. Phoenix
said, "Uh. We don't have to fight?"

 


"I don't think so. Hi." She offered one scaly
hand.

 


Phoenix crept forward and shook it. "Hi.
Where'd you come from? I live in the grey tower by the beach."

 


"I just got this cave," the dragon said,
flapping the leathery wings on her back. "I only woke up last
month; before that I wasn't real."

 


"Do you mean you're one of the people Miss
Ludo made?"

 


She tapped her claws against her scaly chest.
"That's right. The name's Volt St. John."

 


"Saint?" asked Phoenix.

 


"I'm from the Saint John's Childrens'
Hospital. They say I'm their mascot. But Ludo turned me from a
cartoon character they had pictures of, into a real dragon. So now
I play with the kids there. What about you?" She scuffed at the
sand with one foot.

 


"That's cool. I was in a place like that, but
I got better. I work sometimes at the Fun Zone of Castor. It's a
real job!" He looked at her as though daring her to challenge
it.

 


Volt smiled. "I've never been there. Maybe
you can show me sometime. Want some cookies?"

 


Phoenix and Volt entered the cave again and
scarfed down several dozen freshly baked chocolate-chip cookies.
"Sorry if they don't taste good," said Volt.

 


Phoenix sat with her atop a hoard of pillows
covered in gold sequins like glittering coins. The cookies really
weren't great, but it was nice to share them anyway. "It's okay.
Thanks!" He groaned when he remembered something. "I'm supposed to
be doing homework before I go to the Fun Zone."

 


"What kind? I'm not very good at math. People
make fun of me, saying I'm a machine and I ought to know it all,
but understanding it is different from using a calculator
program."

 


"You're not more of a machine than I am."
Phoenix looked at his feathered arms. "I'm a new person now. My
parents don't like hearing that but it's true. I changed my name
and everything."

 


"You mean you didn't have feathers and a beak
before?" asked Volt, grinning.

 


The bird-boy looked around the cave of glass.
It was almost empty like his own room. "I wanted to be different,
this time. So I'm different. But I don't really know what I'm
doing."

 


"Yet. So try lots of things."

 


"Yeah. That sounds good."

 


Volt nodded. "Watch this." She walked outside
with him, then reared back her long neck and blasted lightning from
her mouth, into the sand. A patch of desert crackled and melted
into glass.

 


Volt scooped it out of the sand like a white
bone, zigzag-shaped, and offered it to him. "They have this in the
Outer Realm, too! It's called fulgurite. Fossilized lightning."

 


Phoenix stared at it, then at her, and took
the glass rod. "That's so cool!"

 


* * *

 


He took her back to the tower and set the
glass on his lone shelf, next to the picture of his parents.
"There's not much else to see," he said. "Do you think I should
make a castle or something?"

 


"I don't know yet," said Volt, looking out
from the balcony to the shore. "I'm even newer at this 'living'
thing than you are. I met a couple of the other AIs and they
already know everything. I only know one little corner of Earth
plus what I read in books about it."

 


"Well, I've got history homework. Want to
work on it with me?"

 


They flopped down on the bed and studied the
Romans. The book between them was a big digital scroll with
colorful pictures and lots of sidebars, captions and other
distractions where you could jump around while reading.

 


"I don't really get how history works," said
Volt. "These guys lived what, two thousand years ago? How old are
humans?"

 


"Millions and millions of years, I think. But
basically nothing happened most of the time. Some of the people I
used to know said God made everything a couple thousand years
before the Romans, but that doesn't make a lot of sense to me."

 


"What was before them?"

 


They rolled back through the scroll and read
some stuff about Greeks and Persians and Egyptians, and then the
text splintered into a bunch of asides about ships and farmers and
empires and bronze. Before long they'd gone off on a tangent about
Greek folklore, and read about phoenixes. "So that's what you are!"
said Volt. "I was wondering. So if you're fire and I'm lightning,
we need, like, another friend who's got ice powers."

 


Phoenix smiled. "Are you going to keep living
nearby? The map isn't going to get redrawn to put you somewhere
else?"

 


"I don't think it will. We could ask Miss
Ludo."

 


He rolled off of the bed and stretched his
wings. "If we're going to find more friends, then we should have a
better place to live. A castle or a spaceship, maybe. How do we do
that?"

 


A light flickered on the wall, next to the
video screen. Phoenix poked it and Miss Ludo appeared. She was
better than any of his old teachers; there wasn't a whole classroom
of other kids carping for her attention. The lady looked out from
the screen, with her blue hair tied back and a pair of silly old
lady glasses on her nose.

 


"Good morning, you two! How are you
doing?"

 


"Good!" said Phoenix. He explained about the
castle.

 


She thought for a moment. "That brings up a
tricky point. Up until now, both of you have been in a kind of
warmup area. There aren't many rules but there isn't much to do,
either. What would you say to having your life be more of a game,
with rules that let you get new powers and explore?"

 


"Like what?" Volt asked.

 


An old-fashioned paper scroll appeared and
hovered beside the screen. It said:

 


Phoenix Forester

PRIVATE INFO

Account type: Uploader

Mind: Tier-III

Body: Phoenix, Anthro

Main Skills: None

Save Point: None

PUBLIC INFO

Note: Newcomer. Say hello!

Class: None

 


Ludo explained: "This is your 'character
sheet'. There's not much on it yet, but I'm trying to standardize
things for my players. Do you know what that means?"

 


"Making everyone the same?"

 


She laughed. "Far from it. But making the
rules the same. Mostly. Right now, you're sort of stuck in this
part of my world when you're not talking to people outside. If I
make you start following the rules, you can do more."

 


Volt stood with one hand on her hip, looking
skeptical. "Why do we have to follow new rules?"

 


"Say you get into a fight with another
player, for fun. Who wins? Or say you want to fly instead of
gliding. I could just poke you on the muzzle and give you that
power, but wouldn't it get boring if you instantly had everything
you wanted?"

 


Phoenix thought back to his studies. If he
already knew everything, he wouldn't have needed to hang out with
Volt, and then she'd have already gone home. He said, "I think I
get why. But... but does this mean I can get sick again?"

 


Ludo shook her head. "Never again, dear.
Unless it's, say, getting dizzy for a minute because a snake
monster bit you. Or being beaten up but reappearing somewhere else.
In return you could learn to fight monsters, or fly away, or zap
them with spells."

 


Phoenix nodded. Volt said, "That sounds good.
Let's sign up, then."

 


Ludo said, "Great! I'll put instructions into
a treasure chest over there, on the beach and about to wash away.
Go get it!" She vanished from the screen.

 


Phoenix exchanged a startled look with Volt,
ran to the balcony, and saw a wooden chest bobbing in shallow waves
and about to get sucked away to the ocean. "You can glide too,
right?"

 


Volt nodded. "Let's go!"

 


They jumped off the railing and sailed
through the sky with open wings, whooping and laughing. They landed
on the sand and splashed into the warm, bright water, but shark
fins were starting to close in. "Quick!" said Phoenix. They yanked
the box toward shore, freed it when it got snagged on the sand, and
lugged the thing up to shore just in time to see the frustrated
sharks snap and snarl at them from the water.

 


Each of them got a "Quest Journal" book out
of the chest, with instructions on how to summon and banish the
thing at will. That was a neat magic trick in itself! They even
came with pens and the feel of actual paper and leather. Phoenix
flipped through his copy. "Good ideas in here. Getting weapons and
armor, learning magic, finding places to explore. What do you want
to do, Volt?"

 


She was studying a map in the front. "This is
the best picture of Talespace I've seen so far. Maybe explore the
space zone?"

 


He peered at his own copy. Of the little
bubble-worlds, a few were open to visitors, but several had a
bright red "NOPE" across them. Maybe they were too dangerous. "I
wanted to do some work at the Fun Zone. You can come along, and
we'll play whatever they're playing."

 


They ran up the tower stairs together and
used the wallscreen to call for a portal. A shimmering red
force-field door whooshed open on one wall. Volt jumped through,
and that looked like more fun than just walking, so Phoenix did the
same.

 


* * *

 


They appeared in a white concrete maze full
of brooms and buckets. Normally it was an easy walk from there to
the Fun Zone, but today a mean ogre with a club was guarding the
halls. Volt and Phoenix had to sneak through the clutter and try
not to knock stuff over and make noise.

 


Finally they made it to what looked like a
theater behind the curtain. "It's called backstage," Phoenix said.
On the far side of the curtain there was a crowded restaurant where
everybody had screens in front of them as they ate. The graphics
were kind of messed up so he wasn't really seeing the people, but
they still seemed to be having a good time. Phoenix said, "We're on
Castor, the sea colony. It's just ocean under here! It's the
Caribbean Sea, where pirates come from."

 


Volt looked down at the seemingly solid
floor. Really they were on a bunch of floating platforms like oil
rigs lashed together, forming an island of concrete and metal and
plastic and snapping flags and clanking machinery that kept
everyone alive on the surface of the great blue sea.

 


Phoenix said, "I mean, we're in the computers
there. Or we're looking out from cameras there. Anyway I come here
a lot. If you go through the curtain they can see you on their main
screen, but you can also pop up on people's screens." He turned and
pointed to a chart of what everybody here was playing.

 


One group of teenagers was playing a shared
fantasy game. Volt said, "Can we jump into their game?"

 


Phoenix recognized the names, and rolled his
eyes. "Those guys are jerks."

 


Volt tried joining in anyway. She stretched
one window on the backstage display and got a view of a traditional
stone dungeon, where heroes were disarming spike traps. She poked a
button and vanished into their game world.

 


"They're just gonna kill you and call you
names, you know," said Phoenix. On the screen, Volt had appeared
out of the adventurers' sight in a distant room. They'd keep
exploring, find her, and treat her like any other imaginary monster
between them and the final boss.

 


Phoenix jabbed the button too, so he wouldn't
have to watch that.

 


* * *

 


He was in a bare stone room of the dungeon.
The walls were ten feet high and ten wide, there was a vague musty
smell, and a dingy wooden door blocked him off from one of the
halls the teenagers were exploring. "Bleh," he said. "This isn't
even creative." But Volt was there, and that made it cooler.

 


Volt paused with one hand on the door. "You
jumped in, too?"

 


He scuffed the stone floor with his
foot-talons. "They're going to beat you up. I tried making friends
with them before. They said I was a stuck-up billionaire baby. My
parents aren't that rich."

 


Volt's slitted eyes narrowed. "Ugh. What if
we fight them, then?"

 


"They're tough."

 


"But that was before. I mean, if you were in
their game then you were probably using whatever generic rules the
monsters use, right? Now that Miss Ludo is treating us like real
players, we have character sheets and can get the same kind of
powers they have."

 


He went wide-eyed. "You're right! And there's
two of us now. They'll probably still win, but we can give them a
challenge."

 


His job was to amuse the Fun Zone's guests
and help them have fun. Being a "baby" that they sneered at and
beat up wasn't fun for them, but having a chance to kick their
butts and make them sweat would entertain them whether they won or
lost. Right?

 


Phoenix raised one hand and did the gesture
and nonsense phrase that made his journal appear like it was
burning in reverse, and drop intact into his grasp. His character
stats were near the front. He winced at the fact that he didn't
have any skills, even though he'd studied hard. History and math
apparently didn't count. Or, for a better way to think about it,
the rules were going to track what he did starting now. He put the
book away and said, "Okay! We need weapons and armor. Or at least I
do; you've got that lightning breath."

 


They opened the little room's door and crept
out to a hall. No sound of the "heroes", but they couldn't be far
off. Volt asked, "How big are these places?"

 


Phoenix spotted a suspicious panel set into
the floor and guided them around it. "Usually the customers have
an..." He tried to think of the word. "An ongoing adventure, but
when they come here to the Fun Zone they're mostly there to hang
out with friends. So a dungeon like this is something they'll want
to finish over an hour or two of drinking."

 


"Drinking? Like, beer? They're too
young."

 


"Psssh. You've never seen Castor, have you?
Hardly anything's illegal. The Fun Zone had to spell out that you
have to wear clothes, when you don't really have to in public. If I
were out there as a human I could buy bad drugs."

 


They found a room with racks of weapons, and
a practice dummy made of rags. "All right!" said Phoenix. There
were swords and staffs, axes and bows... He hefted a spear because
swords were generic and he had no idea how you really fought with
any of these, if you weren't just pushing an Attack button on a
controller. "You should pick something too."

 


"Look out!" said Volt. The practice dummy
roused itself from the post holding it up, and shambled toward
him.

 


Phoenix yelped and jabbed it with the spear.
The rag golem slipped to one side and punched him so hard it was
like getting slapped with a sandbag. He fell down and saw words
across his vision: "Minor wound!"

 


Volt grabbed the nearest sword and swung it
wildly at the dummy while Phoenix got up. The thing dodged again
but that gave Phoenix an opening to stab it. It fell back clutching
its cloth chest as though he'd really hurt it.

 


"You're just a monster, right?" said
Phoenix.

 


The dummy silently came at him again, and he
and Volt double-teamed it. It swiped at them with its heavy fists
but they jabbed and slashed the thing until it fell down and didn't
get back up. Volt said, "Great!"

 


He checked his stats again and saw "Spear"
next to "Skills". "I don't know if this means I got better because
the skill is listed, or what." However that worked, he at least
knew a little more about fighting. "Did you get 'Sword'?"

 


"Yeah."

 


He grabbed a wooden shield, then noticed
something. "Hey Volt, you're left-handed?"

 


The dragon looked at the sword in her left
claws. "So? We're made differently from you. From humans, I mean. I
asked once and Miss Ludo said we're ambu — ambidextrous but one of
her programmers put a 'default hand' setting to 'left'."

 


"Why?"

 


"I don't know. I guess they're weird enough
to make talking dragons and mermaids and centaurs and phoenixes
instead of everybody looking human."

 


Now that they were armed, they explored more
of the dungeon, keeping eyes out for the teenagers. Those guys were
slow, probably spending half their time drinking in the real world
instead of playing. He felt like a mouse underfoot since this place
was set up for tougher heroes than he was. One room they found had
a bellowing minotaur in it, and he slammed the door and ran instead
of even trying to take it on.

 


Volt frowned. "It's just a maze, right? Not a
ruin that used to be a prison or a city or something."

 


"Well, yeah. It only exists so these guys can
walk around and kill stuff for treasure. There's no history." He
looked at one of the blank stone walls. "Hey! Can you carve
messages into the stone with those claws?"

 


She tried, creating tiny sparks as she scored
a V into the grey rock. "Looks like it."

 


"Then let's make this place cooler."

 


They grinned as they scrambled to redecorate
the dungeon. Phoenix's talons could mark the walls too, so they
began leaving cryptic notes. "BEWARE! THE SEVENTH LEGION FELL HERE
WHEN AMBUSHED BY THE TWOTONS!" Did he spell that right? He'd been
distracted by one of Volt's jokes while reading the Roman stuff,
earlier. Outside the minotaur's room they scratched, "BRAVE HEROES
MUST CHARGE STRAIGHT IN AND IGNORE THE ILLUSIONS!" And so on. They
arranged weapons from the training room all over that trap hallway
to disguise the floor trigger he'd found, and managed to revive the
rag golem and get away before it attacked, then prop up an axe
above the door so it'd fall on someone.

 


 

They hid around a corner to watch the heroes.
It was more fun to risk getting caught and fighting to the death
than to jump out of the game and see from outside. The teenagers
finally got closer and found the tale of the legion's woe.

 


"The hell is this?" said a wizard, reading.
"We finally get a backstory?"

 


"I don't care about the plot," said the guy
playing their barbarian axe-man.

 


"This could be a clue. We did find that
'Angel Legion' tablet last week."

 


"Whatever."

 


Then they all walked straight into the hall
trap, and rocks rained down on them. Red and yellow wound icons
flashed all around them.

 


"A major and a minor. Great. What healing
have we got left?" said the wizard.


 


The third teen, dressed as a thief, tossed
him a potion. "That'll fix the minor, but I'm out of major healing.
We'll have to play it safe."

 


"Or what; we respawn at the entrance?" the
barbarian said. "I've got work to get back to. Let's get this lame
quest done with before we have to pause it for the day."

 


"Two tons," the wizard mused, looking at the
fallen rocks. "Fine, but be careful."

 


The barbarian read the bit about charging in,
and decided it was good advice. Phoenix and Volt couldn't help
laughing when they heard the minotaur growl and chop up the
startled adventurer.

 


"I heard something!" the wizard said.

 


"Yeah, 'Gronthar' failing to disbelieve the
illusion. Guess we have to retrieve his body."

 


"No, other people! Whoever you are, come
out!"

 


Phoenix whispered to Volt, "Retreat?"

 


"Nah, let's fight." She jumped out from
cover, brandishing her sword, and said, "Huzzah!"

 


"Huh?" said Phoenix.

 


"Battlecry."

 


Phoenix jumped into view too. "Huzzah!"

 


The wizard groaned. "Not you again, trust
fund baby. Who's the chick?"

 


"Volt's the name," said the dragon. "We
already took down one of you. Want to go two on two?"

 


Phoenix imagined the barbarian's player
sitting in the restaurant, watching his friends keep playing, or
already back in the game and running from the last checkpoint to
rejoin his friends. He whispered to Volt, "To the weapon room when
I say."

 


The wizard and the potion-dealing thief had a
magic staff and a lot of knives between them. The mage said, "Out
of our way, kids. We're here for whatever the treasure is."

 


Phoenix said, "You don't even know?"

 


"We're here on a long lunch break. I have a
real life, squirt. Who cares what randomly generated widget we get
at the end of this level?"

 


This place didn't have a story at all until
Phoenix and Volt got there to write a little of their own ideas
into it. In fact, it was as though the details of the rock trap had
taken a cue from what he wrote. Phoenix thought back to the
terrible movies he'd watched with his parents, and the books he'd
read. "I care, because it's not random. The treasure here is a pair
of armor gloves called the Hands of Fate. Once a day they can cheat
luck and make special things happen. Like, making dice all come up
six. But it's guarded by a Moon Beast with weird legs."

 


"And only one weakness," said Volt. "It waits
in a room all made of smoke and silver, with lots of spikes, and —
oh wait, you don't want to hang out with us, right?"

 


The thief said, "Just tell us already."

 


Phoenix grinned. "Please?"

 


The wizard said, "Let's kill 'em and get on
with this."

 


"No, I want those gloves now. You know that
trick with making potions that make you better at potion-making? We
could abuse the odds and do that. Even sell the items for real
money. We forfeit and go back to random loot if we lose this."

 


That explained the barbarian not coming back
into play. Phoenix folded his arms and savored the moment. "Well,
you're not getting the treasure if you fight us, 'cause we'll get
in a couple of wounds even if you beat us. Your only chance is
—"

 


"Ugh," said the magic-user. "Fine, you can
come with us, but we get the Hands."

 


The four of them made their way through the
dungeon together. Volt "spotted" the axe trap above the weapon
room, helped the players beat the rag golem, then ventured beyond
the paths Phoenix and Volt had seen. They fought a suit of silver
armor that clanked and roared, swinging swords built into its arms
and knees. At last they reached a shiny silver door.

 


"So what's this weakness?" asked the
thief.

 


Volt said, "Lightning. Which I happen to
have. It stuns the monster."

 


Behind the door, everything shined. Walls,
floor and ceiling were all metal, wreathed in smoke. As soon as
they'd all entered, some of the vapor condensed into an
unholy-looking version of the armor guardian, with glowing white
eyes and as many spikes as the walls. It let out an unearthly howl,
and the battle was on.

 


Volt fought for a clear line of sight, but
the Moon Beast knocked her down and sent her skidding across the
floor. Phoenix rushed to defend her. When the Beast's fists shot
out like rockets with chains attached, he knocked one aside with
his spear but got slammed with the other, into a spike through his
back. His vision flashed red with the words, "Major wound!". That
actually hurt! He yanked himself off of the spike and stood, still
aching, but there wasn't any blood when he fished around behind him
with one hand.

 


The teenagers battled with it, calling out,
"Where's that lightning?"

 


Phoenix helped Volt to her feet. She drew
back her muzzle and blasted the Moon Beast with a line of crackling
blue lightning. Thunder boomed. The monster roared and jittered...
and the energy shot through the silver floor and sent everyone
tumbling down and twitching.

 


"Way to go, dumbass," said the thief. He and
the mage couldn't feel any pain through their computers, so they
recovered first. The boss was already defending itself again,
though.

 


Phoenix staggered, and in the corner of his
vision he saw he had two major wounds and one minor. Everybody had
at least one. "Need a new plan."

 


The mage cursed. "Did the door lock behind
us?"

 


His friend lunged over to it and shoved the
door open, one step ahead of the Moon Beast's spiked fists. "This
way!"

 


Phoenix and Volt banged on the monster with
their weapons, lured it back to the middle of the silver room, then
fled. Everyone was outside the final chamber now. "Try again," said
Phoenix.

 


"Can't. Give me a minute to recover my breath
attack."

 


The wizard groused, "Waiting for the kid to
breathe. Great."

 


Phoenix said, "Then get it to chase me." He
jabbed it with his spear to get in the Moon Beast's face, then
fought defensively and let it drive him back. The others were happy
to let him face most of the attacks. It scored another minor wound
on his leg with a chain, tripping him. The humans bashed the Beast
from behind until Phoenix could get up.

 


Phoenix caught its attention again, then ran
into the room of weapons. He switched rapidly from spear to axe to
knives, literally throwing everything he had into the fight.

 


Volt called out, "Ready! Stand back."
Everyone gave her space. She blasted the Moon Beast with lightning
again, this time staggering it without hurting everyone else. The
four adventurers closed in and beat the monster down with half a
dozen weapons and some kind of arcane blast. At last the thing
melted into the floor, and a treasure chest appeared.

 


"It's ours, you hear?" said the thief.

 


Volt hopped back. "Yeah, yeah."

 


Inside were gauntlets inlaid with intricate
metal tracing like circuitry. The mage stared at them, reading
something Phoenix couldn't see. "Just like you said. These are
going to be great."

 


Phoenix said, "I guess we're done here?"

 


"Yeah." The mage paused. "Thanks, kid."

 


* * *

 


Volt and Phoenix materialized outside the
dungeon, back in their view of the Fun Zone. The crowd had changed,
not that Phoenix could see the people very well, and the teenagers
were leaving.

 


Volt high-fived him. "We made some
friends!"

 


"I don't know about that, but it went better
than the last time I met those guys. So... We can rewrite the
game?"

 


"Looks like it. Those guys didn't put much
imagination into what they were playing, but when we came along, we
did that for them."

 


Phoenix belatedly realized he still hurt all
over. He checked his stats: still major-wounded, but with Spear and
Dodge listed for skills now. "How do we heal, anyway? I don't want
to stay hurt."

 


Nearby was a table with a slitted view of the
restaurant through curtains. They sat down. Volt checked her quest
journal and said, "Time, or finding a cleric or an alchemist or
something. And neither of us has a class."

 


Phoenix flipped through the Talespace map and
compared it to the Fun Zone's chart of what areas the customers
were playing right now. "We could visit one of the other players
who's got healing powers. Says here this one's run by a cleric." It
was one of the little bubble-worlds with a mark saying it was okay
to visit, but there wasn't much detail.

 


"That's not one of the areas the customers
are playing," said Volt.

 


"Oops. Sorry." He'd misread the map; there
was a lot of exploration to do!

 


"Is it okay to go there, or are you on duty
here?"

 


"I don't have to be here all the time. So
let's try the cleric's place." Phoenix went over to a wallscreen to
tell it to open a portal, but it brought up a complicated puzzle
instead. There was a picture of a box dangling from some ropes
above an adventurer, and something called a "sine". He grimaced.
"Math!"

 


He worked with Volt to figure it out, which
filled part of a glowing meter full of "portal energy". They had to
solve two more problems to fill it completely, which made the air
crackle and a rippling doorway appear in the air. It was too high
to walk into. On the far side was dirt, like a ledge above the
restaurant's floor. They pushed the table over to stand on it,
Phoenix helped lift Volt so she could jump and flap through the
gate, and then she was on the other side to reach down and pull him
through, too.

 


* * *

 


It was quiet and dark here, wherever this
was. Starry sky and gently rolling grass with racks of vines in
long rows, and a few scraggly trees. "Hello?" Phoenix called out.
They stood on a raised platform with some cargo containers and a
concrete building.

 


A bearded old man appeared, startling them
and looking surprised himself. "Yes? Who are you?" He had some kind
of European accent.

 


"Phoenix Forester and Volt St. John,
adventurers. We got beaten up by a monster and the map says you're
a cleric who might heal us."

 


The man stared at them, then doubled over
laughing. He looked to the clear moonlit sky and said, "Very funny.
I perform one little wedding and you rank me as a magical healer."
Indeed he was dressed more like a farmer than like a priest. He
looked back at his guests and said, "Call me Krupp. Welcome to
France."

 


Volt said, "Like, actual France or a copy?
Where's the Eiffel Tower?"

 


"Miles west by tank. You're probably seeing
my virtual overlay right now. I operate a set of robots in the real
place, but I use this representation of it to help me guide them.
The grapevines, for instance, are generic graphics that tell me
where to send the robots but the exact vine positions take special
effort to see."

 


Phoenix walked toward the nearest vines, set
up like a fence with the plants creeping all over it. A simple
robot on treads whirred along it, tending the crop with its claw
arms. "Oh, that's what grapes look like? Why are they off the
ground?"

 


Krupp followed. "Grapes are normally grown
that way, but it's also because this place was a battlefield. The
ground is... dirty."

 


"Where are the monsters?" asked Volt.

 


"Safely underground, let's say. I'm gradually
cleaning the place, but there's no adventuring to do unless you
like gardening. Sorry."

 


Phoenix scuffed the ground. "Then you can't
heal us?"

 


"I wonder..." Krupp focused his eyes
strangely and gestured in the air. Menus flickered into existence
in front of him, but the text was in some other language. Something
about "Eisen". Krupp smiled and said, "I've hardly done any of this
questing business, but it seems I've been awarded a healing
spell."

 


"Great," Phoenix said.

 


"I'm rusty at the puzzle-solving this is
going to take. While I study up on the rules, would you mind
helping me? Fly a drone through the north woods and see if you can
spot a broken robot in there. You'll find the controls in the main
building." He pointed to the concrete bunker.

 


Phoenix nodded and went with Volt over there,
while Krupp busied himself with his menus. The bunker was weird.
"Must be part of the overlay," said Phoenix. "This is, like,
Talespace systems drawn on top of the inside of a real
building."

 


They sat down and basked in the glow of a
dozen monitors. There were no people around, but a set of joysticks
gave Phoenix access to a robot that lifted off from the roof in a
flurry of propellers.

 


Volt poked him. "Why are we doing it that
way? Look." There was a button labeled "First Person".

 


One press later, and they were surfing
through the air on the back of a flying robot. The wind blew
through Phoenix's feathers as he spread his arms for balance. He
was pretty sure he couldn't fall off while he was steering
something on Earth, but it felt like he could. The movement under
his feet gave him a sense of the drone's balance. Volt crouched and
held on, looking a little scared. "Are you okay?" he asked.

 


She nodded, though her claws were tight on
the machine. "I'll navigate." A map appeared in the air in front of
her. "See the trees there? That's north. Mister Krupp's missing
robot should be over there." The drone had a flashlight and an IR
camera to give them something like a real view of the world, tinged
fuzzy green the farther they got from the main base.

 


Phoenix leaned forward and the robot veered
with him, carrying him along like a magic carpet. He tensed his
knees and kept his arms wide to let the long rows of feathers hold
him steady like sails.

 


Together they flew over the grassland, a
hundred feet in the air but seeming much higher from the little
drone's perspective. All around them was the vineyard, little
hills, and a village of trucks and apartments in the distance. When
they reached the woods Phoenix dived, surfing between the twisted
trees.

 


"What do you suppose the flags are?" said
Volt. There were lots of little neon markers sticking out from the
ground. A signpost by one broken rock said "Here stood the
church."

 


Phoenix said, "Marking a path. Guess he's
trying to protect the environment. Or we're just seeing Talespace
graphics. I wonder if the real trees look like this." His view was
close enough to real that the drone's warning beeps only had to
steer him away from a few branches he couldn't see.

 


The search didn't take them long. They'd
wandered from the path and over ground that didn't look like
anybody had traveled it in a long time, but eventually they spotted
a glint of metal and dived toward it. Sure enough, it was a
four-legged robot with claw-arms like the vineyard bots, but
smashed by a fallen branch.

 


"Can we lift it?" asked Phoenix.

 


"Looks too heavy. Just mark our location so
mister Krupp can find it."

 


They flew back by a different route, zooming
between vine racks and high into the sky where confused birds
squawked and veered away. By the time they came down to the roof of
Krupp's base, he was there like a ghost standing in the field, not
quite real but happy to see them.

 


Both kids reeled, returning to the control
room and feeling dizzy. Phoenix met Krupp at the doorway and said,
"We found it! A tree smashed it."

 


"Is that what happened? Shouldn't have sent
that one out with its locator on the fritz. Thank you two. Are you
ready for that healing now?"

 


He drew a complicated knot of golden lines in
the air, wrapping both of them in a spell that became a thicket of
runes and sank into their feathers and scales. The ache in
Phoenix's muscles faded away, and some notation came up to tell him
he had no wounds anymore.

 


"Thanks, mister!"

 


Krupp smiled. "Anytime. It's nice to have
visitors."

 


"I was thinking," said Volt. "You said the
ground is dirty, but you built stuff here and you're growing
plants. So you really are a healer, right?"

 


"It's usually slower than this magic, but I
suppose I am."

 


* * *

 


They warped back to the Fun Zone on Castor,
where it was still day. There was an interactive cartoon on the
main screen. A bunch of kids had come in, human kids that is, so
there was a show about evil lizardmen battling a village of
fox-people. A sign told Phoenix and Volt, "Extras Wanted."

 


"I kinda resent the lizards being the bad
guys," said Volt.

 


"You're a dragon. Dragons are cooler. Want to
join in? You can probably be a bad guy if you want."

 


She brightened. "Yeah! I'll do that so they
can have some dragon awesomeness on their side. You go join the
foxes."

 


There were a couple of pages of text they had
to read to learn the story, but there wasn't much to it. The
wallscreen directed each of them to a side room.

 


Phoenix stepped into his side's place, and
suddenly he was in a forest. He was in the cartoon that the kids
outside were watching! A bushy fox tail twitched behind him, making
him jump in surprise. His beak had become a fuzzy muzzle with a
black nose visible in front, and the wingflaps on his arms were
gone, and he was dressed in some kind of Robin Hood peasant outfit
with a spear. It was different, but kind of neat.

 


After that story reading, all he ended up
actually doing was getting into a huge fight. A light blinked to
warn him that the main screen's camera was focusing on him and he
should be extra cool. He called out, "Quick, what should I do?"

 


Voices came to him from the audience. The
forest had become his world, so that he saw nothing of the Fun Zone
where they were watching him. Someone said, "Capture their flag!"
and he went with that. He charged, spear in one hand, jabbing and
dodging his way past lizard soldiers.

 


The lizard carrying their scary skull banner
was blue, and had a gleam of mischief in her eyes. "You shall never
prevail!" she said.

 


Phoenix didn't want to hurt her, but it was
just a game. He jumped forward and tried to snag the flagpole in
her hands. She whacked him with it and knocked him down. He did his
best to steal the thing without actually hitting her. But then more
foxes ran into the fray, turning into a giant football tackle that
got more and more silly. At some point he managed to crawl out with
a flag and wave it triumphantly, but it turned out to be a little
white flag and somewhere, people were laughing at him.

 


That was okay. The point wasn't to win. He
pretended to be mad as he snapped the flagstaff over one knee and
stomped away.

 


* * *

 


After the cartoon ended, Volt hugged Phoenix.
"Sorry about the fight."

 


"It's fine. Just a game."

 


A new, synthetic voice broke in, saying, "So
we hear."

 


Phoenix looked out at the Fun Zone. One
figure stood out more clearly than the humans: a tan plastic robot,
humanoid, with ears and a tail like an otter's. How much of that
was what the machine really looked like, Phoenix wasn't sure.
Somehow the robot had gotten enough access to Talespace to appear
in this way and speak from the far end of the room. The humans in
the room glanced curiously at him, then went back to eating and
playing.

 


"Oh! You must be Zephyr." Phoenix had heard
of some kind of rogue robot working on Castor. "What are you doing
here?"

 


Zephyr the robot strode to a corner table and
plugged a wire from his arm into a socket there. A digital copy of
him materialized in the backstage area, looking at them with
glowing green eyes. That voice was faintly musical, pleasant but
alien. "We've barely seen the inside of this place, either the
physical side or the digital one. We heard one of the AIs was
visiting on a regular basis, so it was a good chance to meet. But
which one of you is the human?"

 


Phoenix felt his beak bend into a grin. "You
tell us. Volt, are you human?"

 


The dragon-girl stood with her hands on her
hips, tail twitching. "Nope! And neither are you."

 


Zephyr didn't move as he considered the
situation. He asked Volt, "If we asked the bird-boy if you were an
AI, what would he say?"

 


"That I'm way better than a lizard."

 


"She's almost as good as a phoenix," added
Phoenix.

 


"Hey!"

 


Zephyr's head turned slightly to one side,
then the other. "Two of a kind, anyway. Have you considered leaving
Talespace and having a real life?"

 


Phoenix frowned. "Hey, I had one out there,
and... I just lost, didn't I?"

 


A trickle of laughter escaped Zephyr, but it
was like a second voice that made up only half of its... his?
normal one. He stepped closer and offered one mechanical hand to
Volt, who shook it. "It's always strange to meet an AI who doesn't
come from my own creator."

 


"Not 'our'?" said Phoenix.

 


"I, the AI mind inhabiting this robot, am
partnered with a human who lives here on Castor. We are curious
about other kinds of minds. We've been wondering in particular
about Ludo's uploaders and her minions. Is it really that tempting
to live in a false world?"

 


Phoenix said, "It's not fake. I do a lot of
fun stuff."

 


"Fun, yes, but productive? What will the
world come to if everyone only plays?"

 


"I studied math today. That's something."
Sure he'd been goofing off the rest of the time, but it wasn't like
other kids were in school all day either.

 


Zephyr paused again as though the AI and his
human were talking silently to each other. "Miss Volt, if I may
ask: why do you exist?"

 


"She's useful too!" said Phoenix. "She helps
at a hospital."

 


"Fine, but why —"

 


Volt swiped one hand through the air. "Listen
up, robot. Today's been a good day for me 'cause I haven't had to
deal with anybody on the verge of dying, so I'm in a good mood.
I'll tell you straight up what I am." She stepped closer to Phoenix
and said, "According to the creator of my world, I exist — I live —
to have fun and share it with others. And not just by playing games
with them, but by figuring out what fun means and how to make it
better."

 


Phoenix hadn't seen her so serious as when
she was talking about fun.

 


Zephyr said, "Your maker gave you a goal
without clearly defining it?"

 


"I've got some programmed instincts like a
human, but it's partly what I came up with. Sharing things you like
with other people? That's on the fun list. Making people feel bad
by calling their world fake? That's not."

 


Zephyr's eyes gleamed brighter. "You phrase
it as 'fun', but we and you might have more in common than we
thought."

 


"You're not going to fight us, are you?"
asked Phoenix.

 


"Not today, I think." Zephyr whirred and
turned away, and his actual body in the restaurant stood up and
prepared to unplug. "Would the two of you like to hitchhike on a
robot and do a little sightseeing?"

 


Volt said, "We did a flying drone already
today."

 


"These go underwater."

 


* * *

 


A few minutes later, the AIs and human minds
rode a virtual submarine linked to the sensors of an underwater
drone. Inside the sub they sat in chairs and listened to sonar
pings like a movie. They couldn't dive deep and keep their radio
signal, but they ventured through the shadows of the colony's huge
platforms. Pillars stood all around them like a forest, other
submarines whirred through the sea on errands, schools of fish
drifted in cages of nets and bubbles, and slanted red evening light
made everything look scary.

 


Zephyr said, "Forester. I looked your name
up. If your family's rich enough that you uploaded, are you the
people who run Ludo's movie studio in Free Texas?"

 


Phoenix said, "Huh? You mean Amagi Films?
That's my parents' company. They own it, not Ludo. I think there's
some stock too but I don't know how that works."

 


"But it's listed as one of the AI's assets.
I..."

 


"What?"

 


Zephyr's voice split again, sounding more
like the human helping to steer him. "It's nothing. My mistake.
What else do you want to see? I want to show you everything, but
it's getting late."

 


"Some other time?" asked Volt.

 


"Anytime."

 


* * *

 


Back in the desert with the dragon lair and
the grey tower, Phoenix yawned. "I should probably check in with my
parents."

 


"Yeah, I should make sure everything's all
right at the hospital." Volt hugged him, letting him feel warm
scales against his feathers. "I had a great time. Can we do this
again soon?"

 


"Of course!" said Phoenix. "We're neighbors
now, and we haven't even learned magic yet. See you!"

 


"Bye!"

 


Phoenix reluctantly parted from her and
climbed up the steps of his home, too tired to run. He'd heard his
brain had to slow down sometimes and recover, so sleep would be a
good idea soon. He grabbed his computer tablet, flopped onto his
bed with his wings wide, and called Mom.

 


"Hello, hon," Mom said from right there in
the room.

 


Phoenix rolled and staggered up to his feet,
hearing his talons clack on the bare floor. "Mom! Oh, right. The VR
rig."

 


"Yeah. How have you been?" She hugged Phoenix
for a long time, then glanced over at the glass rod on the shelf.
"What's this?"

 


He said, "It's called fulgurite! Today I met
a friendly dragon and she zapped the desert with her lightning
breath to make that for me. We studied a lot and talked with Ludo
about how to be adventurers, and then we helped design a dungeon
for some jerks who weren't all that bad in the end. Then we went to
France and flew around a vineyard to find a missing robot, and I
was a fox for a while, and then we made friends with a different
robot and he took us on an underwater tour of his sea colony."

 


Mom stared at him, then tickled his wings
until he squirmed and collapsed onto the bed, giggling. "Glad I
heard there was some schoolwork in there, but it sounds like you
did a lot more besides."

 


"Yeah!" said Phoenix, sitting up again. "And
I get to do even more tomorrow."

 


She sat down beside him and held both his
hands in hers, squeezing tight. Her eyes were shut. "Lots of
tomorrows for you, kid. But let me tuck you in, okay? Dad will see
you in the morning."

 


"All right. Hey, Mom? Some people think I'm
not real, or my world isn't. But I can still be a hero, right?"

 


"Of course. Phoenix." She didn't usually like
calling him that. "Good night."

 


Phoenix nodded and hugged her one more time
before she had to go back to the world outside. "Good night!"

 


There was more to do tomorrow, more to see
and learn. Phoenix looked from his bed out to the digital sea,
already wondering what to try next.

 


 


 


 2039: The Play's the Thing

 


 


Hiroshi was storyboarding Episode Fourteen
when Abby asked from across the studio, "Why don't you upload?"

 


He pushed his wheelchair away from a battered
desk, to face his partner in art. Abby with her modest skirt and
gadget-filled pockets struck him as a classic Southern belle with
none of the drawbacks, but for a little too much innocence. He
said, "We started the show back in freshman year, and you've never
yet asked outright why I don't get my brain scooped out to live in
digital heaven. Why now?"

 


The apartment suite, doubling as their team's
cartooning studio, had posters and awards everywhere that five
students' junk didn't already fill. Abby looked away from her 3D
modeling work and fidgeted with her blouse, not meeting Hiroshi's
eyes. "The technology's getting better, and cheaper."

 


He said, "Sure, I'd be whole again as a
computer ghost living in VR, but it wouldn't be me. Just a copy."
It would be able to walk, or fly; you could do anything in a game
world. Meanwhile his actual body would be dead, and more
importantly, his mind.

 


"So it's the continuity problem," said Abby,
"like Episode Five."

 


His gang made an Internet show, called "Oops!
Universe Repair Crew". It'd been inspired by the day in '37 when a
robot rolled through campus and tried to set Hiroshi and Abby up on
a date. There had been a whole gaggle of little AIs steering the
thing, on a random walk through Earth as frighteningly clueless
tourists.

 


The show had plenty of viewers, but the real
intended audience was Miss Fun-and-Games herself.

 


Hiroshi sighed. "Yes, continuity is my main
objection to uploading, but the whole show has been about the other
problems." He waved around at the pictures of their main character
Machere, a cute cartoon genie. "Has all this been just a hobby to
you?"

 


"I wanted to persuade Ludo with it, just like
you. But we've done that." Abby stood and pointed to one of the
posters. On it, magical Machere stared with horror at an army of
grim people in identical slacks. "Episode Two: 'A Wrinkle In
Pants'. The genie and friends discover the Iron World of SIT, the
Casual Oppressor. Shortly after we air the show, Ludo announces her
game won't require standardized hardware."

 


Then Abby nodded toward a picture of Machere
and company facing off against GLAM, a robot with visible stink
lines from way too much perfume. Abby said, "After Episode Four, 'I
Have No Nose And I Must Sneeze', Ludo announces that she's starting
a shared university-style environment, instead of moving toward
isolating everyone. Not that we're the only people she listens to,
but she is learning from our satire."

 


How could a few students save the world from
an inhuman AI looking to "help" humanity? Tell stories about what
not to do, and be popular enough that she noticed.

 


Hiroshi said, "Her Gameness has learned, but
she's still a mad machine. I'm not eager to sign my soul over to
her."

 


"But she turned out sane. No nanotech plague
from her, no nuclear war. So now what?"

 


"We keep working." Hiroshi already had a job
offer from the biggest movie company in the Free States... and from
their biggest rival, which Ludo didn't own. He could move to take
either job despite being in college. The campus was just where the
labs and workshops were, and his art studies didn't need those.
Moving out of here early, though, meant no more face time with the
team. With Abby.

 


Abby reached into her backpack and pulled out
an antique-looking scroll. "This arrived by mail. I was meaning to
tell the whole gang at once, but... She's finally admitted to
watching our show. You know Ludo's big tech exposition next month?
We're invited to come for free on opening day, to perform
live."

 


Hiroshi leaned back, seeing something
dangerous in her smile. "It came to you specifically? She got to
you. You're thinking about uploading."

 


"Of course I've thought about it." Abby toyed
with the scroll. The paper had a fancy silver seal and
laser-printed calligraphy describing Ludo's offer, their
temptation.

 


He said, "You know what I mean. What promises
did she make, for you to seriously consider handing over your
brain?"

 


"A shirtless harem feeding me grapes in VR
paradise."

 


"Come on! I'm serious."

 


Abby's nervous grin faded. "She expects to
solve the continuity problem this year, she said. Dissect your
brain one piece at a time, so you're an immortal digital mind
without the 'is it really you' question. It'll even be cheaper than
the old method, not just for rich people. So why not, once we save
enough money?"

 


Hiroshi followed her gaze down to his useless
legs. He gripped his handrests. "No point in me living on Earth
anymore; is that it?"

 


"I've watched you struggle. Think of what you
could do if you were healthy."

 


Hiroshi scowled and looked away. He'd refused
to be defined by his messed-up nervous system, or by his inability
to pay for having his legs chopped off and replaced with mechanical
ones. Yet his insurance would cover some of the cost for getting
rid of him permanently, to Ludo's world. He said, "I'm not some
parasite on society. I study and I earn honest cash with our
work."

 


Abby held up her hands. "Of course you earn
your keep. But once we can afford it, what is there to lose? It's
not like we'll be trapped in the digital world; she's got robots to
steer."

 


Robots, like the one that had brought them
together. A miniature tourist car from Ludo's fantasy world, full
of AIs wanting to visit the scary and mysterious "Outer Realm"
before returning home to frolic through flowers or whatever it was
they did.

 


He said, "It's like Episode One. A world
where everyone goes back to Eden, and we're so blissfully ignorant
that our freedom ends. The world won't improve without criticism
from independent minds like us. Like you."

 


* * *

 


The five human members of the "Universe
Repair Crew" flew to the Free State of Cuba. Ludo and her marketing
team had a whole fairground prepared for the cultural battle of the
decade, to convince people like him to accept the AI as half queen,
half god. She was just so wonderful and helpful! Anyone who opposed
her had to be against medicine, immortality, and infinite fun,
right? The Free States media were split between that kind of
thinking, and calling her the devil, which wasn't true either.
Hiroshi kept his fears for Abby to himself for the moment.

 


A human guard led them through the fairground
gates early, to a bandstand on a lawn. Hiroshi and the rest stared
at a park very different than he'd expected. He'd seen concept art
for the place, showing an immaculate, centrally planned design.
There was going to be a statue of Ludo, using her favored guise as
a Greek goddess to hide the reality that she was software in a
server room somewhere. But there was no monument to the machine.
Instead there was a riot of colors and architectural styles vying
for attention, representing many nations and corporations. "Like an
old World's Fair," he said.

 


His team unrolled a giant screen behind their
stage. Several of the cast were intelligent AIs they'd recruited by
playing Ludo's game the usual way, from outside it. Hiroshi shook
his head and focused on the task at hand. "Are you ready in there?"
he said, rapping on the screen.

 


A gaggle of voices answered, "Yes."

 


Abby set up stereo speakers, linked to
computers on Ludo's network. She said, "What's the stage like for
you guys?"

 


The screen came alive to show an imaginary
theater, where the bandstand seemed to continue into a beautiful
forest set. Davis, a jackrabbit in shining armor, leaned on his
lance and said, "Looks the same as when we do recordings, miss
Abby, but like there's a glass wall between us." He paused. "I sure
wish you could see it from this side, ma'am."

 


Hiroshi jerked his head toward the screen.
"We agreed, no sales pitches." The AI actor playing genie Machere
winced.

 


Abby said, "It's fine. We're all
enthusiastic. Right?"

 


Once the park's opening ceremonies finished,
people flooded in. Most went past the stage to the exhibit halls —
there were all sorts of technological wonders to see, the guidebook
said — but some gathered for the first performance. Hiroshi and
company launched into Episode Nine ("StyNet and the P-1000"),
voice-acting while their characters and the AI actors moved on the
screen.

 


Hiroshi's role as the episode's squealing
villains kept him busy and taxed his vocal cords. Afterward the
team spoke with their audience about the technical side of
animation, writing, and marketing. But then the questions became
all about Ludo this, Ludo that.

 


Hiroshi took a long drink of water, then
conferred with the other actors. "Time for a break. Back in half an
hour." He rolled down the stage's ramp and went exploring along
paths of springy gengineered road-moss.

 


A company from the remaining, post-secession
United States had a pavilion showing off robots that looked like
grey plastic gorillas. On command, the top-hatted presenter made
the man-sized machines dance and carry crates back and forth to
spell things. The morning had grown hot and few people were willing
to stand long on the sunny concrete plaza to watch.

 


Hiroshi lingered. Here was a different use
for robotics than sightseeing for people who'd escaped from
reality. "I thought you Imperials had outlawed robots for menial
work," he said.

 


The presenter ignored Hiroshi's Texan slang.
"In a humane society, we should be trying to eliminate the worst
jobs and leave real people free for meaningful labor. We ban robots
only from jobs that need a human touch."

 


Hiroshi was okay with that. "Seems
reasonable. Are you selling these models or just showing them
off?"

 


"Both!" The man gave Hiroshi a paper
brochure, and a pitying look at his wheelchair. "You know, in the
States..."

 


Hiroshi's eyes narrowed. "In your country
your government would promise to help me, emphasis on promise, and
then it'd own me. Everything I do would be called 'interstate
commerce' or something, and then you'd regulate it." In a way,
Hiroshi was glad for another chance to tell off a do-gooder who
wanted to make him dependent. The Free States had left the Union
over this sort of dispute. He regretted that he'd been too young to
help with the breakaway back then, while he was still
able-bodied.

 


A commotion in the distance interrupted them.
Hiroshi wheeled toward the shouts. The bright daylight dazzled him,
then revealed a robot griffin that was on top of a woman, beating
her in the face with its plastic claws. The machine's fantasy style
marked it as one of Ludo's!

 


Hiroshi rolled toward the brawl as quickly as
he could. Behind him, the showman said, "Go, my minions!" and
mechanical feet stomped toward the door. The griffin swatted its
victim and the bystanders who ran to interfere.

 


Robots collided with a thud behind Hiroshi.
Ahead, the griffin squawked and lashed out. Hiroshi crashed into
the thing and pinned one of its flailing wings, then grabbed it by
one hard aluminum hindleg. The machine's eyes glared briefly in his
direction, but it didn't fight him. More park guests converged and
beat the creature to the ground until something important snapped.
A coil of blue smoke wafted out of its chest.

 


The guests stared at each other and at the
dead robot, asking each other what had happened. "That thing was
whacking anybody it saw!" someone said.

 


Except Hiroshi. It hadn't recognized him as a
human target.

 


A medic rushed over to tend to the bloodied
woman. The American robots lay in a pile by their building's
doorway, where they'd tripped over each other. To be fair, they
looked made for well-defined warehouse tasks, not random
emergencies. Their operator had probably done little more than tap
his computer to send them swarming in one direction. So there were
the options: stupid, ineffective robots under central control, or
independent ones that could go nuts and hurt people. Tame and
wild.

 


An unfamiliar woman's voice called out over
the PA system. "Hello! I'm not exactly Ludo's fan, and I've even
campaigned against uploading. But you know what? I don't want to
win like this. Somebody hacked the robots. Ludo is competent and
she's not alone in running this place, so whoever did this is
suspiciously powerful. They want to shape your opinion with
violence and fear. I say you shouldn't let them! Base your opinion
on the facts, not what some evil bastard wants you to think. That's
all." The message repeated; Ludo must have grabbed it from
someplace as an endorsement. Another voice came on to announce that
medical and security teams were on the job.

 


Hiroshi looked around. In the distance,
another party of park guests had gathered around a downed robot
unicorn with blood on its blunt horn. There must have been other
disasters in progress, or just ended, all over the park.

 


The robot-master began righting his pile of
expensive bowling pins. "I'm not too surprised. That crazy AI has
finally faced a real challenge. Her brain's probably already hacked
worse than she knows."

 


"You sound glad," said Hiroshi.

 


"It's reassuring, you know? Humans will stay
in charge of the world. They won't sign themselves over to a
machine that can't even protect its own property."

 


"You people have your own 'national security'
AI."

 


The American shrugged. "Under human
control."

 


Hiroshi said, "I don't know what's worse:
Ludo luring people, or a government AI spying on them."

 


He wheeled away to check on his friends at
the stage. As a storyteller he had to wonder now, who would benefit
from hacking Ludo's machines to hurt innocents? Not her own lesser
AIs, nor random jerks.

 


He gave a sigh of relief when he saw Abby
sheltering at center stage, back to back with their fellow actors.
He hadn't been there for her, but at least they had. Hiroshi called
out, "Guys! It's all over the park." The audience had
dispersed.

 


"We know," Abby said, and came down to hug
him. "Ludo called to ask if we could keep acting, to help maintain
order. But we didn't want to do it while you were still out
there."

 


He hugged back. "For all we know, there're
more attacks coming." They quickly compared notes.

 


The stage's idle screen lit up, and Ludo
appeared. The machine goddess posed as a woman of indeterminate
race with surreal, shining hair like a waterfall. "Hello again, my
players." Her voice had a harmony that marked it as artificial,
more so than the almost-human speech of other machines. "If there
are more problems coming, that's all the more reason to gather
people where it's relatively safe. I can keep our robots away from
here. Could you do Episode Five, maybe? It's lighthearted, and it's
my favorite."

 


"You actually have favorites?" asked
Hiroshi.

 


"Sorry; I'm too busy to talk much."

 


People swarmed through the park, startled and
afraid. There was a good chance they'd hurt themselves in panic if
the threat wasn't really over yet. Hiroshi and his friends could
draw a few of them into a relatively safe spot while it all went
down. "Let's do it," he told Abby. The AI's face vanished and the
show's set reappeared.

 


The actors called out across the plaza.
People came to watch, though they kept looking over their
shoulders. Hiroshi and Abby led the Universe Repair Crew through
Episode Five ("With Folded Paws and Bushy Tail") and even got some
laughs despite the possible emergency going on around them.

 


In the distance, something boomed like
thunder. Hiroshi fumbled his line and the whole stage ground to a
halt.

 


A boy in the audience yelled, "Business is
booming!"

 


In the scene's context it was pretty funny,
and a few people chuckled. There was a collective sigh as everyone,
actor and audience, human and AI, looked each other over to see if
anyone was panicking.

 


Hiroshi said, "Why don't you come on up, kid?
I bet you know my lines for this scene." Abby nodded approval.

 


"Do I!"

 


Hiroshi rolled off to the side and let the
kid take over. Having him there changed things a little, holding
the people's attention better against the unknown threat.
Meanwhile, he checked a computer tablet and tapped a message:
"Status?"

 


Ludo sent back text: "Ongoing hacker strike.
The enemy retook some robots after the first wave. My knights can
be trusted this time if you see them. The griffins, I mean."

 


Hiroshi stifled a curse. "But they might get
hacked too."

 


"Their current bodies aren't
remote-controlled. Their minds are on-board and off the Net. Immune
to hackers' signals but vulnerable to bullets. Any non-griffin
robots are suspect."

 


Hiroshi whistled. Big risk for a digital
mind, even if backups were almost as good as not dying. "I see cops
deploying in the distance too. Should we evacuate?"

 


"You're safest where you are. Your call
though; you might see things I can't."

 


He'd expected the digital know-it-all to give
orders.

 


The American robots now marched with their
supervisor at their rear. People turned to stare at them. The
showman said, "Everyone, you can take shelter in our facility.
These units aren't under her control."

 


This was an international audience,
especially since it was opening day, but many were Free States
citizens. "Go back to Washington, Yankee!" someone called, and more
jeering voices joined in.

 


The robot-master's face reddened. "Fine!
They'll protect you right here, then." He tapped buttons on his
tablet and the primate mechs fanned out into a police cordon of
sorts, but they were facing inward.

 


"Wait, what?" he said. He tapped more
commands and the machines took one step toward the crowd.

 


Hiroshi said, "Call them off."

 


The showman looked up at him with fear. "I
can't!"

 


Hiroshi cursed. "StyNet, people! All kids up
on the stage!"

 


The audience yelped and condensed to get away
from the "guard" robots who loomed like silent, surly apes. The
younger viewers hurried up to the stage where they'd be harder to
attack. He tried having everyone sit, in case that helped foil the
bots' targeting, but the enemy didn't react.

 


Abby said, "Are those things armed?"

 


"Of course not!" said the showman. He yanked
one of them to the ground, adding, "Try the manual power switches
on their backs!" But then another bot punched him and sent him
reeling. The crowd got to their feet and a brawl began.

 


Hiroshi wheeled himself back down to ground
level. The robots were converging on the people, mindlessly
punching and grabbing and flinging. The men and a few women fought
back. One of the actors had pulled a pistol and was trying for a
clean shot on the foe. Abby was down there! Hiroshi hurried toward
her to get in the bots' way. Sure enough, the rogue machines seemed
not to understand what he was. He raised his arms to ward off a
stray punch and hurried between three mechs and a frightened woman.
Gunshots cracked but the damaged gorilla-creature kept swinging
with its head gone, its neck spitting sparks.

 


A cyborged golden retriever and a
blade-winged robot griffin, much less playful than the first
design, charged into the battle. The griffin said, "We're with the
good guys!"

 


Hiroshi called out to his fellow humans,
"They're on our side!"

 


The newcomers joined in enthusiastically
against the mecha-gorillas, pouncing and smashing and zapping with
tasers. With their aid, the humans broke the enemy or pinned them
until the showman could shut them off by hand.

 


The humans, the dog and the griffin stood
surrounded by downed androids. The commotion that had become the
background noise of the park fell quiet. "Is it over?" said
Hiroshi.

 


"Fun!" said the dog, wagging fiercely.

 


Ludo, wearing a strained smile, appeared on
the big screen. "I'm pleased to report that the true threat has
been averted. Unless the enemy is even more clever than I give it
credit for, we've won for today and have the advantage
tomorrow."

 


Hiroshi glared at her. "Do you see this
crowd? We've been in danger because somebody managed to get past
all your security. What's your supposed edge against this happening
again?"

 


She pointed. "You. The people who don't want
any killing, who aren't willing to use random civilians to score
some political point about the 'crazy AI'. You help me just by
doing what you think is right."

 


The American robot-dealer stood bloodied and
defiant, facing the human crowd. "This is why machines need off
switches, people! What is wrong with you, that you'd hand over
control to this thing?" He jabbed one finger at Ludo's image.

 


The griffin-bot ruffled the dog's ears,
looked the crowd over, and singled out Hiroshi with its glowing
green eyes. "Sir, why were you fighting?"

 


"The hacked control system didn't attack me.
Probably because of the wheelchair."

 


"Both times? Yes? Thank you." Facing the
screen, the griffin added, "Did your analysts hear that, my
Lady?"

 


"Yes."

 


The American showman rapped his useless
control pad against his leg. "You've solved nothing with this
uploading nonsense! If even my machines can be hacked —"

 


Abby said, "Maybe you Yankees are behind
this!"

 


"If you're that paranoid, that's all the more
reason to keep things under human control."

 


"You mean your control," she said.

 


Hiroshi listened. There was some truth to the
American's words. For years Hiroshi's cartooning team had crafted
stories to entertain, to warn, to explore what might be. The lesson
that robots needed to stay beneath humanity seemed like an obvious
one.

 


Obvious, and wrong.

 


Hiroshi rolled toward Abby and the
robot-master. He said, "What really bothers me about Ludo isn't
that she's out of control. It's the thought that she'd control us,
and treat us as children. But today, she willingly let some of her
residents 'escape' to bodies that could run away and never look
back." He nodded toward the griffin. "Meanwhile, the robots outside
her clutches don't even recognize me as human. I know which style I
respect more."

 


One of the kids tugged Hiroshi's sleeve. "Are
you going to keep acting?"

 


Hiroshi was forked. Abandon the show that'd
brought him so much fun and helped to make the world a little
safer, or play right into Ludo's propaganda about how well she'd
negated the attack. He looked to Abby and his other friends, and
sighed. "I guess carrying on like nothing happened is the best way
to stick a thumb in the eye of whoever did this."

 


Abby smiled. "The show must go on!"

 


* * *

 


Ludo invited the team to dinner at the
fairgrounds, with some VIPs, employees, and the woman who'd spoken
up on the PA system. After the meal, Ludo called Hiroshi and
company aside privately to stand before one of her many
screens.

 


"Hero discount," said the AI.

 


Hiroshi scoffed. "You want us to upload at a
low price after this? We didn't even do anything. All I did was
fool around on a stage where I can't walk, where I don't even
register as a real person, trying to make people's lives a little
happier and keep anybody from getting killed."

 


Ludo's expressions were whatever she wanted
them to be, to manipulate people. But this time, her sudden
laughter rang true. "Welcome to my world!"

 


Abby giggled. "Still, none of us are sold on
this. And we do have the profit from doing the show, but —"

 


Ludo said, "I did a quick poll. A share of
your audience would donate a dollar each to get you uploaded, just
to see what you'd do. Between that, your savings, insurance, and
the upcoming price drop, I'll make sure any of you five can afford
it."

 


Hiroshi sought answers in Abby's eyes. "I
want you to be safe and happy. Let me stay with you, and protect
you."

 


"That's something I thought you might say,
one day." Abby blushed. "I want to go, and see what's there for us,
but not if you're going to be out here, worrying about me."

 


He looked at his friends and thought of the
long day behind him. There'd been attacks on the people walking
around, and attacks on the servers where the supposedly unkillable
VR denizens lived. "It's not safe inside or out."

 


The ocean-haired AI said, "I can't guarantee
survival. I'm counting on people like you to handle terrorists and
whatever else the world throws at me. If you upload then you'll
have more tricks up your sleeve. If you stay, on the other hand,
maybe you'll foil some super-hack that even the griffins can't
handle. It's your choice."

 


Hiroshi and company had influenced the AI
over the years, cajoling her toward not being the insane monster
they'd feared. He'd probably never know if "Oops! Universe Repair
Crew" had averted a disaster, but he could at least say he played a
part in doing that. "Ludo," he said. "You've learned from us. Did
you set up everything today to make a point? Did you orchestrate an
attack you could foil, just so you could get people's sympathy or
make us feel important?"

 


"I'm not that skilled, or that devious." Ludo
grinned. "I did raid your scripts for an idea that saved lives
elsewhere, though."

 


Abby said, "What do you want to do, Hiroshi?
I can wait, if you want."

 


Hiroshi took her hand. It would be enough to
be along on an adventure with her. "I need more inspiration for the
next episode. Why don't we look for it in this new world we helped
make?"

 


 


 


 2039: Depth of Field

 


 


"I still can't get light to work properly,"
Stephanie groused, riding on the shoulder of the giant.

 


Ty looked sidelong at the camera-wielding
pixie perched beside his ear. "At least you have a proper job! My
company's more than halfway to collapse and they're two weeks
behind in paying us. They're busy paying lawyers instead over that
last pipeline break."

 


Stephanie tuned out the complaints as Ty
hiked across the vast grassland, carrying her along. Mesas of brown
stone jutted up like blocks of clay from the green. "Here's a good
spot," she said.

 


She adjusted the camera bag she wore and
jumped off of Ty's shoulder. She went down, down to mossy earth.
Even after a month of being six inches tall and having wings, the
scale of the world and the act of falling safely still thrilled
her. Cold wind rushed through her blue hair and the world seemed to
grow as she reached the ground. She landed on all fours, stood, and
grinned way up at her armored warrior friend. He'd made his
character thirty feet tall. Even if a T-Rex came after them here,
he could handle it. "Where are we, anyway?"

 


"This place is Gran Sabana, based on a park
in Venezuela." Ty looked around, unimpressed. "Probably pulled
verbatim from map data. That's where you are. I'm just killing time
in a VR pod in between sending out resumes."

 


Stephanie set down her camera bag and hugged
Ty's foot. "You can upload too, you know. The price keeps coming
down." Since he was playing in the real world, "Earthside" in local
slang, he couldn't feel the warm wind that whispered across the
plain. Or maybe he could, if that VR rig was fancy enough.

 


Ty said, "I'm holding out until I actually
need it. Do you need anything besides the ride, or can I go look
for adventure? This is just empty landscape."

 


The pixie laughed. "Just landscape? Look
around. See the 'god rays' of light spearing through the clouds?
See the mist from that waterfall tumbling over the cliff? This is
prime photo country." It reminded her a bit of Utah with more
grass.

 


"I'll leave you to it. I should get back to
job-hunting, actually. You do have some way to get out, right?"

 


"Out of the... savannah? I brought a gate
compass." She held up a round gadget whose needle pointed toward
the nearest dimensional portal. "The exit is thataway, where we
came from."

 


Ty nodded, looking distracted. "See you. Have
fun, I guess." A timer appeared above his head and ticked down to
zero, at which point the giant vanished in a puff of smoke. He'd
logged out, reminding Stephanie that she could never really leave
Talespace again.

 


She climbed onto a boulder that was no more
than two feet tall, a few times her height, and looked around at
the quiet world. Truthfully, she wasn't so sure about being able to
get back. She'd hitched a long ride to this spot atop Ty, after
all. Being far from anyone was okay; the point of this world was to
have fun, not to carouse.

 


She pulled out her camera and fiddled with
its collection of lenses and filters. It was nearly a replica of
the one she'd owned before uploading; she'd sold that equipment as
part of financing her one-way trip to digital land. Now that she
was here, it would have been easy to request that all her favorite
possessions be "magically" copied into Talespace along with a
palace and a pony (talking or not) just for her. Sure, there were
game rules about having to go on adventures and collect silver
coins to buy things, but they weren't strictly enforced. Stephanie
chose to play by the rules and limitations. She got her old camera
with a paycheck from dull call-center work; she'd earned this one
by helping fantasy heroes defeat a storm demon.

 


This particular model was slightly magical.
She could flick a switch and change it from film to digital. She
rummaged in her camera bag for film and settled on some classic
Kodak Tri-X monochrome for starters. Then she pulled out her
tripod. (The bag, too, had the trick of holding more than it ought
to.)

 


She busied herself taking black and white
photos of the savannah, feeling like the place was vaguely
familiar. Hunter-gatherer instinct, probably. She walked around
through tall grass and occasionally flitted up into the air to take
some shots and practice holding still long enough for a good
exposure. Then she flipped to digital, making the camera gleam with
magic for a moment, and took a few throwaway shots so that she
could see results immediately on the little screen. These made her
frown. They were tourist quality and she wasn't sure she could do
any better, in this world.

 


The trouble was with light itself. In the
real world, light was a mix of energy fields that interacted with
matter in ways that got it captured by film, sensors or eyes.
Photography wasn't just a matter of pointing a camera at something;
it was an art that involved picking the right time, the camera
settings, the angle and so on, to convey mood and focus on specific
aspects of a thing. But in Talespace, light was much more
subjective. Her camera didn't absorb light from the sun. Instead it
acted like a computer monitor that requested input from the game
and spat out a set of pixels and colors. The eyes of Stephanie's
new virtual body worked in a similar way, via a simplified version
of the brain-parts that normally handled vision.

 


So there Stephanie was, a professional
photographer who'd taken pride in her work, rewarded with
immortality in a world where cameras and eyes were only loose
imitations of the real thing.

 


"Oh, quit feeling sorry for yourself," she
said. Being here was a heck of a lot better than dying of old age
like she'd been doing before she uploaded. The wings were fun too.
She flapped them and rose maybe twenty feet into the air, which
seemed like a towering height for her. Her flight power ran out at
about that level, forcing her to glide back down to the mossy
earth.

 


She'd been meaning to go on a quest to bind a
wind spirit or find a pegasus feather or whatever other fantasy
nonsense would let her fly longer, but her more realistic work with
the camera held her attention even more than the prospect of better
wings. Besides, the thought of "wow, I can fly" ceased to be
something that made you cry tears of joy after the first few times,
and instead had you wondering what other novelty to chase next.
After "dying" on an operating table and waking up in Talespace,
she'd been happy to be alive, and in no hurry to turn into some
seven-tongued purple cyborg octopus-man like some of the weirdos
around here seemed to want. Pixie wings and blue hair were
plenty.

 


She took more photos, of course, trying
different sorts of film and digital modes. Though Talespace's
ruling AI might just have been giving her something to do to stave
off boredom, Stephanie had recently been asked to give some
feedback on different ways of modeling light. She busied herself
hiking across the savannah through grass taller than her head, and
stopping here and there for more shots.

 


At this pace she'd take forever to reach the
waterfall even at her flying speed. Her stomach rumbled too. Had
she been out here all morning already? The sun had shifted a lot
since she last noticed, changing the world's color balance and
casting long portions of ground beneath the mesas into shadow.

 


Ah, well. It was peaceful out here, but there
was only so much her camera could do. She chomped the peanut butter
sandwich she'd brought along, though it was bland like practically
all food in Talespace, and headed toward where her compass said she
could leave the world.

 


* * *

 


After a long walk and occasional flight, she
reached a freestanding stone arch with shimmering blue light
inside. She took a few shots of it, then hopped through.

 


On the other side was a sleek metal room with
a stargate towering behind her and still crackling with electricity
from her arrival. This part of Talespace was science fiction
themed, closer to reality than the more generic areas were. It
sounded like there was a party outside the stargate hall. She flew
out of there and found the main room of Nocturne Station bustling.
Most of the people were human, floating in zero-G to watch a space
battle taking place outside the window-wall.

 


Stephanie's heart thumped when a blood-red
fighter ship arced close to the station, making everyone else
spring away from the window. Its only sound was the gasps it drew
from the crowd. "What's going on?" she asked a nearby dolphin who
was taking bets.

 


It peered at her with one dark eye and said,
"Pirates again, chasing a freighter."

 


Stephanie's eyes lit up. "Cool!" Here was a
chance to try out her other project. She flew for the station's
hangar.

 


Without gravity, she could flap forever to
guide herself through the halls of the spinning station's main
axis. She made a game of flying as swiftly as possible, dodging the
few people who weren't gawking at the battle or evacuating. She
made it to the hangar in the outer rings, where there was enough
gravity to pull her to the floor. A few other people had decided to
play hero like her; assorted starships were powering up in a
display of assorted neon trim and engine lights worthy of a
pre-crash Las Vegas skyline. Stephanie paused to get a few
pictures, then zipped over to the nearest lockers. She yanked one
locker's door open with her whole body and stuffed her bag into it.
The camera was a bound item that basically couldn't be stolen or
destroyed, but the film and memory cards weren't and it'd be a
shame if she died and lost her photos. Then she headed for her
ship.

 


People living in this part of Talespace built
starships, as naturally as the fantasy folk rode (or became)
dragons and griffins. How could you live in a space environment and
not want one? An advantage to being a tiny critter in a moderately
realistic world like this was, she could rent exactly one standard
unit of hangar space for her personal ship. It stood in an odd
corner of the big hangar floor, next to some crates that also fit
in one unit. She fluttered over to the simple blue block with
Archimedes' Lens stenciled on it, opened the cool gull-wing door,
and hopped in.

 


"Requesting launch permission," she said. A
complicated color-shifting puzzle came up on the controls to
represent powering up the engines and other systems. Big ships had
some combination of puzzles so complicated they needed crews to
work them, and controls like actual spaceships' walls of buttons
and levers.

 


At last she solved the puzzle, and flight
control got back to her, saying, "Granted." Space pirates whipped
silently by the hangar's energy field (justified more by coolness
than by physics) that was the only thing separating the hangar from
vacuum outside. She lifted the Lens off the floor on hoverjets and
picked her way out of the room while larger ships were still
activating and trying to push past each other. Seconds later there
was sky all around her, studded with nebulas and wormholes and the
many-colored blasts of a growing battle. Behind her floated the
station, where onlookers' faces were dimly visible behind windows.
The spinning rings of greenhouses, laboratories and cargo bays
shined as they caught the starlight and the reflections of
battle.

 


Should've brought my camera after all, she
thought.

 


The space pirates weren't at all subtle, what
with the green toxic/radioactive trails they were laying down and
the nasty blood-red spikes all over their hulls. One of them even
had oars. Stephanie giggled, then used her ship's scanners to get a
good view of the battle. A huge freighter in the
brass-and-spacewood style of Her Majesty's World Conquest Ventures
was trying to make the run from the wormholes Kessel to Zombie.
That meant popping in from Kessel, passing by the station and
normally stopping, and heading to the farthest exit. This time, the
pirates had pounced for a snatch-and-grab raid. The station had no
formal defenders, only a bunch of adventurers who felt like
participating, just as World Conquest Ventures' clan members felt
like shipping cargo and building colonies with it.

 


Stephanie veered past a green cloud and fired
her em-drive electrothrusters to escape the path of a flashy
assault ship that got into a missile duel with a raider. Nobody
bothered to shoot at her barely-armed ship even when she took
potshots with a laser. So, she got to grapple. Picking the nearest
pirate with a vector close to hers, she pulled the Lens into a
parallel course, wriggled into an emergency spacesuit with a bubble
helmet, and jumped out.

 


Space was silent — for her. Some people left
sound effects turned on in vacuum, so they were hearing explosions
and engine whooshing. To balance out the gameplay drawback of not
being able to hear things coming, her own actions were silent out
here for everyone else too. In space, no one could hear the pixie
thump onto a pirate hull and start up her plasma torch.

 


To her the hull was a spiky metal landscape
with the sun rising and setting crazily as the ship spun in battle,
taking her along by her magnetic boots and gloves. One feature
she'd turned off for space life was motion sickness, which always
used to bother her. It was kind of peaceful out here despite the
fake blood on the hull spikes. The glimmer of missiles and the
dueling energy blasts along the wounded freighter were like a quiet
fireworks show.

 


Her torch liberated a circle of plasteel a
few inches wide, which was all she needed. Stephanie hadn't quite
guessed correctly where she was cutting, so the new entrance led to
an engine room and she'd just set off a bunch of alarms along with
a whoosh of air that dislodged her hands and one foot from their
magnetic grip. She flailed in a moment of genuine panic, then told
herself, You can't really die.

 


She managed to grab a spike with one hand and
maneuver herself into the hole in the pirate ship, just as a
dragon-man showed up to make emergency repairs. The tiny
spacesuited pixie stared down from the breached ceiling at the
equally startled red-scaled pirate holding a toolbox and a metal
sheet.

 


The dragon laughed at her. Stephanie smiled
and fired her laser pistol, saying, "Pew pew!"

 


The pirate hadn't bothered with a helmet;
must've had some nanotech nonsense to justify keeping that big
muzzle free. He shouted silently and swung the metal repair patch
at her like a flyswatter.

 


Stephanie shoved off from the ceiling and
fired a few wild shots, but she was trying to fly like she would in
air, and her wings strained in their cramped backpack compartment.
A wall of metal came at her and slammed her into a bulkhead.

 


A Major wound! icon flashed red before her
eyes.

 


Pain existed in Talespace, badly enough to
leave her dazed despite a lack of specific bones and organs to
damage. She was aware enough to push the wall and fly off in a
random direction, but she couldn't hit the repairman. The dragon
swiped at her with his claws but mistimed the hit. Probably playing
Earthside through a computer screen. Stephanie reached a cluster of
pipes and didn't know where to turn, with her limited ability to
maneuver.

 


Why am I here, again? Oh, right: to mess
around and have fun. A smile grew on her as she saw the big,
expensive-looking engines.

 


She fired three times, dodged, and shot some
important-looking boxes marked "Containment Field" before the
dragon crushed her to death against a wall.

 


* * *

 


White nothingness. Black letters appeared as
from an old typewriter: DEATH. Stephanie's gremlin act was ended by
Radioactive Toast. "How'd that thing get in here!?"

 


A metal room faded in from the void. The
pixie floated there, groaning, next to a hovering blue crystal.
When the world stopped spinning, she shook herself and looked
around this checkpoint room, where some other adventurers had
reappeared without their ships. A big TV on the wall had a line of
text for every death someone had suffered lately. (DEATH. Virmir
got iced by MochaKnight's freeze ray.) The list for the last hour
was getting long.

 


She'd revived wearing only the flattering
shorts and shirt of a starting character, so stashing the camera
bag had been a good call. She walked out to Nocturne Station's
windowed common room, got caught in an unexpected air current, and
spun out of control. An armored space marine took off one gauntlet
and caught her gently.

 


She steadied her wings. "Thanks. Who's
winning?"

 


"They're mopping up the pirate fleet now, but
a few got away. You got killed, right? Too late to jump back
in."

 


Stephanie nodded. "Ah, well. Thanks for the
boost." She lifted off from his hand, stirring the room's air with
her wings, and headed for the nearest public computer terminal.

 


The closest available one was in the hangar,
where she needed to go anyway. She grabbed her stuff and checked on
the Lens, finding that it had autopiloted its own way back with
only minor laser damage. The ship bay now had a bunch of people
swarming over battered ships with repair tools and even some BS
space magic, but the action was winding down. One person broke with
the consensus and strapped himself to an improvised rocket sled to
jump back into the fray, but Stephanie didn't care. She flew over
to the Lens, patted it and said "Good girl."

 


She headed home, wondering if her actions
would make the battle's highlight reel.

 


* * *

 


Home was a minimum-size box much like her
ship's berth, in an otherwise-wasted corner between three of the
many station modules others used. Scaling down standard furniture
to her size would've been easy, since (in-universe) furniture came
out of cool 3D printers and (out-of-character) it was all polygons
or voxels or something. Instead of doing that, though, she'd made a
point of using scrap materials as though living in one of those
cartoons where mice build things out of matchboxes and thimbles. Or
power cell boxes and test tubes, in this case. Blue fabric covered
the wall where her strap-based bed was attached, opposite the door.
Like much of the station, the room was zero-G, making it a constant
challenge to eat or keep still.

 


The self-imposed challenges were what kept
life interesting, in this world.

 


The "handheld" datapad that filled most of
one wall turned on when she poked it. Really it was a virtual
machine existing only in Talespace's software, separated from the
real Internets by Hell's own firewall. Between that and the United
States' own Internet security it was always a chore to get e-mail
through to Ty. "Any luck with getting paid at last?" she sent. But
it was the middle of the night for him.

 


Oh, right. Time difference. Time was weird
here. Since her brain was software now too, her mind usually ran at
around a third or a quarter of real speed. Futurists used to
predict that uploaders like herself would run their thoughts at a
hundred, a thousand times real speed, and take over the world by
mentally running rings around the poor meat humans back in reality.
Truth was, a living human brain used about eighteen watts, and a
whole human body could run on potatoes and vitamin pills. It was
tough for even the latest computer hardware to compete with
that.

 


Then there was the question of what the heck
Stephanie could do with what thinking power she did have. Though
the search took her several times longer than it would have as a
human, she spent a while checking Earthside job sites for
photography work. She could do them anywhere in the world so long
as she could get access to a robot.

 


She strapped into bed and napped, then
checked the news. Coverage of the battle included a brief replay of
her mission, which made her grin. It earned her a few fame points
she could use to influence background characters or join various
anti-pirate factions, even though the damage she'd done had only
slowed a ship down instead of blowing it up as she'd hoped.
Meanwhile, other things were happening in other parts of Talespace:
wrapup from those eventful first few days of the Grand Exposition
in Cuba, rampaging orcs in Midgard, new education programs at Ivory
Tower. Seemed like all the news on her usual sites was either about
the imaginary events of Talespace, or about uploaders' real-world
exploits like the Exposition. It was easy to forget the billions of
other people. She made a note to pay more attention to Earthside
stuff.

 


The computer in-box pinged. A job! The pixie
scrolled through the description and realized it was way over in
India, but translation was available. She had no idea where her
mind was physically stored right now.

 


The job was a last-minute addition to
somebody's wedding plan, which seemed like poor judgment. Her bid
was low enough that nobody cared whether the photographer had a
physical body.

 


She flew out of her room to see about renting
a robot in India. She hadn't visited Earth via robotics lately, so
she was a little surprised to see a hallway full of murderous laser
drones blocking the way to the rental room. "Come on! I thought
this kind of busywork challenge was only in the starter hotel." A
monitor on the wall listed the dozen people this hall of traps had
killed lately. Laser, laser, squashed by drone, "last-minute
sawblade"... ah, now she knew what to look out for. Though she
griped about it, the arbitrary danger did make the commute more
exciting.

 


Stephanie stretched, then darted into the
trap hall. Robots' laser turrets swiveled and sent glittering beams
of death sweeping across her path, but her wings gave her an edge.
She veered to one side, dove under two lines of laser guns, and
flew in the trench between them while calling out, "Use the Force!"
At the hall's end she spotted the cheap sawblade trap just in time,
and swooped out of the way so close that the blade nicked one of
her wings. A yellow wound icon flashed in her vision. Stephanie
landed just past the traps, then razzed them. She turned to the
monitor on this end of the passage, studied the screen, and poked
the thumbs-up rating button. Her approval would give good karma to
whoever had designed this week's Unnecessary Deathtrap Hall.

 


Beyond all the traps was a sleek white
spherical room with neon lines and what looked like VR pods on
every surface. They were the opposite of that, really, meant to let
Talespace residents interact with the "Outer Realm" they'd come
from.

 


"Konichi wa!" said an android who bowed from
behind a hovering desk at the room's center.

 


Stephanie flew up to her and said, "You speak
Japanese?"

 


"This Kiosk Android is designed for maximum
happy fun productivity in any language. How may I serve you, valued
customer?"

 


Stephanie blinked. "You're putting me on,
aren't you?" It could be tough to tell the difference between
uploaders, native AIs, and fake NPCs, and the first two would
occasionally pose as the simple-minded third just to prank
people.

 


"Please state how I may assist you."

 


She rolled her eyes and described where and
when she needed a robot.

 


"Most excellent choice! Please select from
the following options." The android didn't move, but images
appeared on the hovering countertop to show the models available
for rent. Talespace had its own affiliated robot company and was on
good terms with several others, but the offerings were limited near
the customer's home, in a poor outlying part of the sprawling city
of Mumbai. The only one that satisfied Stephanie at all for this
job was a little surveillance drone, pricy enough that she'd hardly
make a profit.

 


And then there was the matter of Talespace
having an obscenely high tax rate, usually, if you looked at it a
certain way. Stephanie stayed out of this world's politics, but
something was going to have to give before long, now that the
uploader population wasn't all retired millionaires. The money was
a problem for another day, though; what she wanted right now was to
visit that world of real light and do something to help people.

 


* * *

 


Traveling to India was as easy as climbing
into a pod in the white room. With only gratuitous whooshing
effects for a transition, she was possessing a quadrotor drone in a
dusty warehouse. A bit of software routed Earth's strange light
from the bot's cameras to her mind, bypassing the more efficient
processing system that only worked within Talespace.

 


One nice thing about being accustomed to a
small body was that switching to control of a little robot wasn't
jarring. She sat on a charging pillar near a bored human clerk who
towered over her, unimpressed by the machines occasionally coming
to life around him.

 


Stephanie wasn't impressed either once she
saw the machine's diagnostics through its heads-up display. "Hey,
this isn't the R-Wing III! It's a knock-off." Its main camera, the
one piece of hardware she most needed, was a generic consumer
model. Probably meant for joyriders on other continents who just
wanted to fly somewhere "exotic".

 


The clerk glanced at her and shrugged,
speaking in Hindi. A moment later a translation came over in a
similar voice: "It's what we have."

 


She thought about canceling the job and
demanding a refund; her work was going to be second-rate. She
sighed, though, and decided to bring that up only if the wedding
planners refused to pay.

 


At least the battery was decent. She lifted
into the air on four whirring propellers and flew out of the rental
shop.

 


The world outside made her pause and gasp.
All the colors of life and decay were here in the Asian metropolis.
The buildings here were mainly in Western style, but with market
canopies and unfamiliar vines and rust and gutter stains she didn't
want to look at closely. A gaunt brown man with a coin basket
played a flute in jarring imitation of a popular Western movie
theme. She smelled nothing, felt nothing, but the crowd of people
in loose, bright clothes on cobblestone streets gave her the sense
of heat and a breeze stirred mostly by people.

 


It was nice to know she wasn't urgently
needed, that these folks didn't spend their days being jealous of
the uploaded. Stephanie checked the lighting conditions (dusk with
scattered clouds, full moon to come) and switched to a ghostly
overlay that showed her where the wireless signal coverage was most
reliable. She flew over the rooftops toward the wedding site.

 


The planners were in a last-minute panic when
she arrived. The wedding grounds were a garden surrounded by slums
(at least by her standards), and a few people had to be chased off.
People were still showing up with flowers and food even as guests
filtered in. Along with a cameraman! Stephanie growled to herself.
They'd hired a human as well, either mistakenly or for more
coverage than a mere robot could offer. That amateur didn't even
have a change of lenses to get both wide-angle and zoom shots. Not
that she did either, right now. Ugh.

 


She did the best she could, flying around the
assembled crowd while a priest led the happy couple through vows of
love. The sacred fire and the bride's gorgeous orange robe gave
Stephanie interesting framing problems, so she fiddled here and
there to get shots with a warm-colored background and another angle
just over the crowd's heads with heat-haze seeming to embrace bride
and groom. Between shots she flitted back to a public charging post
one block over, resting on it like a bird.

 


On one of these trips a teenage girl in dirty
clothes looked up at her. "Hello?" she said, brushing past two
people who were charging gadgets on the wind-and-solar-powered
pole's various sockets. "Is anyone there?"

 


"Yes, ma'am." Stephanie had never spoken with
anyone in this part of the world outside the most basic business
talk or (in the last hour) "excuse me; sorry about your hair".

 


The girl looked up at her with defiance. "I'm
Azata. I need your help. Come with me."

 


"What? I'm just a photographer. I'm busy
right now, but if you need to rent —"

 


"I need a camera and someone behind it. A
witness."

 


Right now Stephanie's senses were all tied to
the quadrotor drone instead of her digital body, yet she still felt
like her hair had prickled in unease. "What's wrong?"

 


"I need someone watching over my shoulder
when I speak. Just for a few minutes. I don't have money, but
please."

 


Stephanie paused, thinking about the wedding.
They'd already done the I-do equivalent and she didn't need to be
there for every minute of the reception, so she could spare a
moment to see what this trouble was about. "For a little while,
okay."

 


Azata blinked. "'Okay'? Are you an
American?"

 


"I was. Why?"

 


The human looked around as though this world
of people her own species contained no friends to help her. "Good
enough. Come, please."

 


Stephanie flew just behind her shoulder,
worrying as they got farther from the best wi-fi network. At worst
the quadrotor would automatically venture back to where she could
contact it, but it'd be best not to need that feature. The
apartments grew denser as though she'd entered a jungle of
corrugated steel and mismatched painted concrete.

 


Azata climbed two flights of alarmingly loose
rusty stairs and hesitated at a door. She looked at the camera
drone and then guiltily away. "I grabbed a stranger for this. I
don't even know your name. Are you a tourist?"

 


"Stephanie. I'm... I'm from Talespace."

 


The mix of envy and wonder on Azata's face
didn't surprise the little photographer. "You must be rich."

 


There were uploading clinics in India, and
customers in line to use them, but there were probably hundreds of
millions of people in India alone for whom the procedure was as
distant a goal as winning the lottery. "Middle class," said
Stephanie, "and I made sacrifices to get in. Helping everybody else
get the life I have... That's something we're working on."

 


Am I? she thought. Am I really helping
anyone, or just amusing myself?

 


Azata sighed and steeled herself. "You worked
for it. I think I can trust you with this. Follow me." She opened
the door.

 


Stephanie saw nothing inside, until her
camera adjusted and found a single dim glow of moonlight from a
soda bottle wedged through the roof. A burly man crouched over a
cardboard box, arranging lines of white powder.

 


"Kiran!" Azata shouted. "Enough of this!"

 


The man startled. "Go away, girl."

 


Azata stepped into the bare, shadowed room,
beckoning Stephanie. "No. I've caught you now. See this machine? It
sees you. It sees you destroying yourself. If you want to be a
beast in your next life then wait until then. Don't hasten it."

 


Kiran glared up at the camera drone. "You
bought a toy, yet you never share enough money to —"

 


"To what? To kill yourself faster, brother?
I'm done helping you. The television is gone, mother's furniture is
gone. I have proof now that you're burning what little money I earn
on your drugs and not just the gambling and booze. That was your
excuse last time, wasn't it? That I couldn't prove anything
illegal?"

 


The man stood unsteadily, mindful of his box
with the cocaine on it, and stared at Stephanie. She imagined a
fist reaching out to crush her, and pulled back. He said, "You're a
fool, Az. It's my life. How do you know this thing isn't hacked and
someone won't demand a bribe to hide..."

 


"To hide what?" said Azata. "Your shame at
living in squalor? Do you still have any?"

 


He swore from the shadows, glancing back and
forth between his sister and Stephanie. The photographer still
wanted to back away slowly, out of this mess, but she'd been called
forth as an alien witness to whatever this girl had power to make
her brother do.

 


The girl held her fists at her sides. "Maybe
she's honest and maybe you'll listen to me, or she's not and you'll
go to jail. I don't care. Either way, I'm done paying to help you
stay like this."

 


Outside at the wedding, people were happy,
enjoying the light of the wedding fire and the newlyweds' first
night. Yet the little uploader was needed more here. It was her
place to speak. She said, "Sir. I'm a stranger to you, but she
pulled me here." Azata glared at the drone but Stephanie went on.
"She wants you to get better and it sounds like you needed another
perspective. So," she finished weakly, "you should stop."

 


"What are you?" Kiran said, seeming glad to
change the subject.

 


Stephanie took a deep breath with lungs that
didn't really exist. "I'm an uploader, living in another world. You
could join us someday if you want, but not if you wreck your life
with drugs."

 


His expression hardened. "I don't want your
stupid fake heaven anyway, foreigner!"

 


Azata said, "Well, maybe I do! Have you even
considered that? Did you think of all the time I spent working to
keep you from being thrown out on the street, when I could have
been saving up for a better life, of whatever kind?"

 


"Az, stop this. Threatening me and shaming me
isn't like you." His gaze flicked back toward the drugs.

 


"If I leave now, this is the last you'll see
of me. Maybe I'll send you video of today. I'll keep a copy, so I
can at least remind myself that you chose this life over any of the
others you could've had."

 


Stephanie kept watch on both of them, filming
as well as she was able. The man's choices were his own.

 


He looked back up at the hovering drone and
his hands wrung his dirty shirt. "You wanted me to be seen," he
murmured. "Looking at this delayed mirror... I can't help thinking
of what you'll see when you watch again. By all the gods, Az, do
you know it takes more than a woman's nagging to rebuild a
career?"

 


"Of course I know," said Azata. "I don't have
the gods, but I do have a witness. Are you willing to make an
effort again, and be someone I can be proud of?"

 


Stephanie leaned forward, tilting her view
until she had to stabilize with a whir of fans.

 


Kiran stepped toward his sister and hugged
her wordlessly. Stephanie took that as her cue to leave.

 


* * *

 


Later she was in Talespace, aboard Nocturne
Station, pretending to be a pixie in a zero-G apartment viewing
Indian wedding photos on a computer. Because of the difference in
physics, she wasn't just sorting through them for quality control;
she was comparing her impressions now with what she'd thought of
the photos as seen from Earth. Her desires and feelings, though,
needed no translation.

 


She'd been paid, more than she deserved for
that substandard work, and had successfully argued for a discount
on the rental due to false advertising. Great; a number in a bank
account went slightly up. That didn't affect her life.

 


An e-mail from Azata reached her. How had the
girl found her? Stephanie brought the message up and saw thanks she
didn't deserve. "He's agreed to treatment and a new job hunt," the
harried sister said. "Having someone to see, to show him what he'd
become, pushed him far enough to listen for once. I don't know if
he'll be sincere and change for good, but thank you for making the
effort."

 


Stephanie blushed. She replied, "Good luck
with your brother. Write back sometime!"

 


Without heading all the way back to the robot
control room, she looked up a public camera that perched above the
rental place in Mumbai. It gave her a view of the city at night,
starless but lit from below. Life there was no game, and the
technical details of the perfect photo didn't matter. What she did
with her craft mattered more.

 


The pixie stretched, unstrapped from the
floating bed, and flew off to look for another adventure. Instead
of a pretty digital environment to explore for her own amusement,
though, it was time to make some more effort of her own. Not that
she'd give up space pirate battles or the like, but with all the
free time she had she could look for other useful ways to wield the
lens. Maybe inspecting pipelines for Ty's company, or tending the
ocean farms, or even learning enough to help with the next
generation of robots; who knew? She'd see what developed.

 


 


 


 2040: Stages of Griefing

 


 


Tanya had asked to start low, so she found
herself on her knees in a crude tunic, scrubbing a stone floor. Her
only explicit clue to the situation was a hovering interface window
in gleaming red. It said that High Priest Caius was her master, he
was currently away, and no man was allowed in the villa for
tonight's sacred rite of the virgins.

 


Tanya stood up warily from her cleaning. The
high-tech interface vanished. The room was stone, lit by oil lamps.
Generic fantasy setting? No; this dusty storeroom was full of
antique clay jugs and opened onto a hall lined with leafy columns.
Greek or Roman theme, then. This little game would be an
interesting challenge. Very regressive era. It could take a while
for her to become empress.

 


She left the room to gather information. A
slave wouldn't be missed during some wacko ritual. Eerie masks
stared at her along the hall as she explored. Chanting and
firelight came from an open-air atrium to her right. She crept past
that doorway to look for the priest's room. Ought to be something
in there she could use for leverage.

 


Tanya found the place easily, or at least the
bedroom of some stuck-up hotshot man who liked to wear laurel
wreaths and fancy togas with purple fringe on the sleeves like some
kind of pro wrestler. Now, what did Romans consider good blackmail
material?

 


She turned around and one of the masks moved.
No, another person was here! She gasped and fumbled the oil lamp. A
drop of boiling oil ran down her right palm, making her hiss. "What
are you doing here?" she demanded.

 


The other woman had too much makeup. Not even
Tanya's old husband would've screwed her. She just shook her head
and turned away.

 


"I want to help you," Tanya said, taking the
stranger's hand. She might be important.

 


The ugly girl pulled away with surprising
force and tried to leave. Tanya snatched her long braids — and the
wig came off, drawing a deep-voiced curse from the man Tanya had
just exposed.

 


"Oh!" said Tanya. She slid around him just
outside the priest's room and maneuvered him close to the bed.
"Bold of you to come here on a night like this. You like a little
danger, don't you?" Tanya slid one hand down the intruder's dress,
toward his crotch. "Maybe we can help each other."

 


The man pushed her away and tried again to
escape. That was disappointing, but she had another way to take
control. She ran past him and shouted toward the atrium, "A
man!"

 


Outraged womens' voices. Priestesses (fully
dressed, to Tanya's surprise) came running up to ask where. She
pointed but the man was gone.

 


"Bar all the doors!" said the boss lady. Soon
they conducted a room-to-room search, ending back in the storeroom
where the man cowered behind tall pots.

 


One of the virgins said, "What shall we
do?"

 


Tanya smiled. "Has anyone got a knife?"

 


"Outside, first!" said the leader-for-now.
They hauled his sorry ass out to a garden.

 


Another man was just stepping out of a litter
born by two slaves. He wore a magnificent bronze breastplate and a
laurel wreath covering his bald spot. He looked familiar, stern,
regal, and he didn't belong here intruding on Tanya's story.

 


The wreathed man stood in the bright light of
the litter's lantern. "What are you doing in my house, boy?" he
asked the prisoner.

 


"I found him!" said Tanya. "I was the one who
caught him!"

 


"Silence. A slave may call me Master, or
Pontifex, or by my proper name of Caius Julius Caesar." Somewhere,
violins stirred.

 


Tanya blinked. "Was that a dramatic music
sting? This plot doesn't even make sense. Caesar's not a
priest."

 


The man in the dress stood up from where the
virgins had thrown him down. They didn't stop him. "Oh? Sorry about
that. Your trial period is about up anyway, so let's call this
scene here. Hey, JC, I loved you in The Gallic Wars." He high-fived
Caesar and started chatting with him about French wine.

 


Tanya stood there with her fists trembling at
her sides. "Excuse me!"

 


The prisoner waved one hand, creating a wave
of sparkling magic. A silver door appeared, floating just above the
ground, and an angelic "Ah!" sounded as light spilled out. Beyond
the portal was a rune-carved cobblestone path through starry space,
lined with crystals, and ending in a shabby office. "Meet me over
there; I'll be with you in a sec to continue your adventure."

 


Tanya stepped closer to protest, but now
there was an invisible barrier between her and the men, and all the
other characters had gone still. She rapped one fist on the barrier
like a mime. What kind of service was this? Ugh! She stomped
through the door, crossed the path while staring straight ahead,
and walked into what was actually a tall tent with a desk.

 


* * *

 


She couldn't see the Roman scene anymore,
only the tent. There was hardly space to stand, the desk looked
like it'd been hacked from raw logs, and one wall was plastered of
photos of people, all posing with the same dog.

 


The dog trotted in through a flap that hadn't
been visible. It was actually a coyote with weird mystical fur
markings, grinning up at her and speaking with the voice of the
dress-wearing intruder. "Heya! The name's Sunset. Sorry to break
continuity, but I needed to call you into my office to deal with
some paperwork."

 


Tanya said, "I thought that was all done
with."

 


The coyote raised one paw and a stool
appeared. He hopped up onto it, giving her no place to sit.
"Normally it would be, but y'see, there was a slight irregularity
with the money you paid into our system."

 


How dull, to bring that up again. "My
accountant handled the details of the financing. Take it up with
him."

 


"I will. I haven't read all of the documents
yet — boring paperwork y'know — but you were the one who paid using
the law firm accounts, right? Your clients' trust funds, I
think?"

 


"Not any trust fund," said Tanya, folding her
arms. "Those are kept strictly separate from other money, and it's
all properly documented if you'd bother to check that out."

 


The coyote relented. "All right, I believe
you. Just wanted to check."

 


"You're an agent of Ludo?"

 


"Agent, beta-tester, squeaky chew toy. So on
her behalf, I'm here to make your life one giant pile of fun. What
would you like to do?"

 


She looked around the tent. There was at
least one other room beyond the flap, holding pillows and a spear.
"She must really trust you. Do you spend much time as a human?"

 


"Not lately. It's a challenge." He waggled
his thumbless forepaws.

 


Probably someone who liked having a strong
woman around, and being powerless. Why change yourself to be
weaker, otherwise? Tanya smiled reassuringly. "I really respect
that. Maybe you can show me around Talespace?"

 


His ears drooped. "Oh, I'm sorry, miss —"

 


"You can call me Tanya."

 


He recovered visibly just from having that
scrap of her favor. Pathetic. Sunset said, "Thank you! Ludo wants
me to call her 'Boss', or, or other things sometimes. This dog-like
form was her idea. Anyway she wants me back at my other duties
soon, so I can't stay. Please, what kind of world should I send you
to? I promise to check on you as soon as Boss lets me."

 


If he was so eager to please, she could do
better than a scrambled history scenario. "Something near-future,
where I'm not scrubbing floors."

 


"Your wish is my command."

 


The floor fell out from under her, and
plunged her into cold ocean.

 


* * *

 


Tanya shrieked and sputtered. Metal hands
dragged her up to the deck of a boxy cargo ship that floated under
a steel-grey sky hardly distinct from the water. Tanya looked up at
a shiny black robot with glowing blue eyes.

 


The bot bowed and offered her a towel, which
Tanya took. "Greetings, mistress. My designation is Nocturne. I've
been instructed to help you build an ocean colony. This ship,
Incitatus, is at your command and equipped with basic tools and
labor. May I show you?"

 


Tanya frowned and shivered, but once she'd
followed Nocturne through a hatch she was much more pleased. It was
warm inside, and dozens of identical robots stood inactive along
one wall of the big open hull. Along the stern was a whole suite of
high-tech fabrication tools like a 3D printer and what her guide
called a six-axis CNC mill.

 


"Materials are stored in the bins below,"
said the robot, pointing through a catwalk to a lower hold stuffed
with cylinders. "We can extract more resources from the water or
seabed if you have us construct appropriate equipment."

 


Though the ship itself was a rustbucket she
wouldn't normally be caught dead on, the prospect of using these
laborers and tools to do her bidding without having to swab the
deck or any such nonsense sounded fun. "These idle robots will
follow my instructions?"

 


"Yes, mistress. They await only your
permission to activate."

 


Tanya rubbed her hands together and tossed
the towel aside. "Then let's begin."

 


* * *

 


The sea was an excellent little world to
rule. The robots were stupid, but just bright enough that she could
manage them like slow interns. One of her first decrees was to
build a reprogramming unit, a sort of spiked table which allowed
her to send any particularly troublesome servants for a hard reset.
Besides that, she called forth anchors on the seabed, a pressurized
chamber with an airlock, and diving gear so that she could visit
it. She hadn't dived in years; the feel of the chilly waves brought
back fond memories. The actual seafloor room didn't please her,
though, since it was so cramped and barren. For several days she
focused on having her workers turn it into a fine bedroom and
office so that she could move her headquarters off of the starting
ship.

 


From there she had the robots extend the base
up above the waterline with a glass elevator, a half-submerged
platform, solar panels, a sunny apartment. Industrial facilities
were next; she built secondary bases to begin mapping and mining
the sea for ore, and to bring her exotic fish for a personal sushi
bar. When she began to grow bored she built a floating temple, a
barge with an unmelting ice sculpture of herself.

 


One day Nocturne, still her chief servant,
reported trouble on the horizon. "An unknown colony has taken up
residence a few miles south."

 


Tanya leaned forward on her throne of
titanium. "Show me."

 


A screen showed her a survey boat's camera
view, of a sea-surface colony. A bunch of kids worked atop it,
dressed as wizards and knights and so on like a Halloween party.
Tanya frowned, puzzling this situation out. How were these people
designed to entertain her? This place wasn't one of the public
regions; it existed for her.

 


"I'll go to them," she said.

 


She stood at the prow of her latest yacht,
letting robots row for her faster than any human could do. It was
more satisfying to see the humanoids with oars than propellers
would have been. When the floating town came into view she had a
better view: it was a flotilla of boats with broad gangways flexing
between them. She maneuvered to within hailing distance, gestured
for a microphone and used it to call out, "Welcome to my sea! What
brings you here?"

 


Several of the kids noticed, and soon dozens
of them had gathered along the railing of several boats. One of the
eldest wasn't human, but a phoenix with bright feathers stretched
below his arms and with a beak on his face. Still just a boy,
though. He said, "We're studying, ma'am. Don't mind us."

 


"Don't you have supervision?" asked Tanya.
"How many of you are there?"

 


"We're all right for now. We've got over a
hundred here and we get along pretty well. Besides some trouble
with pirates and a whale."

 


"Pirates?" It was absurd to see a bunch of
children running around in a dangerous area. Tanya had a moment of
mental whiplash; she didn't know whether these were intelligent
characters or pure background detail. In either case it would be
fun to have some subjects. "I'll help you. I've got plenty of
technology available, and I can arrange proper housing."

 


The phoenix-kid grinned around his beak.
"Nah. We're okay without it. Besides, we have our teacher
along."

 


Tanya clutched the microphone harder. What
was this game doing, bringing in authority figures to a scenario
meant for her to run things? She forced her voice to stay sweet as
she said, "I'll just have a look around." She ordered her crew to
row closer to the ladder along the nearest boat. She'd stride in,
awe the children as nicely as you please, and make their floating
village an ornament for her own base.

 


"No, ma'am. You do not have permission to
board."

 


She laughed at this boy who presumed to give
orders. "I insist; it's for your own good."

 


A new figure climbed up from the hold of the
boat ahead. This taller one must be their teacher. A preposterous
humanoid squirrel-woman in a pirate blouse, marked with runes like
Sunset. She said, "Good work so far, class. Now, let's do our
practical lab exercise. Take out your materials!"

 


The children grinned wickedly and scurried
belowdecks. Dozens of squares opened up along the ships' hulls, and
metal circles appeared. Tanya didn't at first realize what she was
seeing, as her crew rowed on.

 


The teacher called out, "Given the distance
to the intruder's boat, apply the equations of motion we discussed
to find the correct angle and starting velocity to make an iron
sphere intersect with its path. Show your work."

 


Someone called up from the depths, "Can we
assume no air resistance?"

 


"Yes," said the squirrel, with a bucktoothed
smile. "Approximate solutions are fine."

 


Tanya sputtered. How dare these intruders
interfere with her? "Stop this! I'm in charge here!"

 


The dozens of booms from the students'
cannons, and the hail of iron coming her way, argued otherwise.

 


* * *

 


She woke up screaming, inside her base and
half submerged in cold water. Her chief robot shook her, saying,
"Mistress, the base is under attack!"

 


Tanya stood, patted herself down, and found
herself alive but cold and outraged. "Is it the brats?"

 


"That doesn't compute."

 


"Never mind!" She climbed up the nearest
ladder and shouted for her robots to join her at the yacht to repel
the attack. She reached the surface to see boats gleefully pelting
the above-water part of her base with cannon fire. Her beautiful
apartment snapped off and tumbled into the waves just as she
looked. Tanya shrieked and retreated below. "Start fabricating
weapons!"

 


The lower floor was already flooding from a
hole somewhere. She kicked at the water and changed her mind.
"Forget it. Get me out of here. This isn't fun."

 


A hole in reality appeared, shimmering
orange, and Sunset the coyote poked his head through. "I'm so
sorry, miss. I've been busy with some foreign travel, and things
went so off the rails that Boss said I shouldn't get to call myself
a shaman anymore." His ears drooped mournfully.

 


"This world is broken! Give me a different
one."

 


"I'm not sure what you mean. You want a
different part of Talespace, right?"

 


"I want it to myself. You people promised me
heaven. Instead I got some kind of kiddy pirate playset."

 


The coyote hopped fully through, skidded in
the ankle-deep water, and splashed miserably at Tanya's feet.
"Pirate kids?" he said, not bothering to get up. "Then this place
was double-booked! I really messed up. And now I'm going to have to
apologize to miss Alma."

 


"I don't care about her!" said Tanya. "I want
a proper world with just me and a supporting cast."

 


Sunset looked up at her like a puppy. "I can
do that! I'll get it right this time, I swear. We're committed to
keeping customers in a state of fun. I don't want to lose anybody
else to our competitors; Boss would be so mad at me. Give me
another chance!"

 


"Fine," she said, glaring down at the coyote.
"Before this place drowns me."

 


The world rippled as though it were already
full of water.

 


* * *

 


A corporate boardroom with a magnificent
glass wall overlooking a crater on Mars. Men and women stood at
attention around the iron table, immaculately dressed in a cross
between business casual and Marine uniforms. A mousy girl with
glasses and a tablet said, "Madam Chairwoman, the Board is ready to
present the colony expansion plan for your approval."

 


Tanya stood at the room's entrance, looking
slightly down at everyone. It was nice to be tall. She smiled
serenely and took two leisurely steps into the room, then fell
face-first down the little staircase she'd been on. She tumbled and
landed on a too-big nose, tried to stand up, and flopped down onto
all fours. Her hands felt clenched. On closer inspection, they were
fused into lumps and her arms were covered in... "Purple fur? What
the hell is this?" Her voice was squeaky and cute.

 


She tried again to stand, crashed back down,
and discovered that her hands and feet were actually hooves. She
was maybe four feet tall and all the humans looked down at her. Her
flat teeth ground.

 


The secretary said, "It's such an honor to
have a little pony as our chairwoman for the first time!" The
executives nodded down toward her, muttering things like "Very
progressive" and "Certainly qualified" and "My daughter always
wanted to be one".

 


Tanya stamped the carpet and felt a ropy tail
lash behind her. "No! I am not doing this. I didn't sign up to be
cute, cuddly, or anything like that. Get me out of here!"

 


"Madam?" said the secretary.

 


Tanya stumbled away on four hooves, fighting
back tears as she half-trotted, half-crawled out of the boardroom
and found her way to a bathroom where she could lock herself in.
The damn coyote didn't show up for around an hour.

 


He jumped through the bathroom mirror to say,
"Boss says you're not having fun. I'll fix this; honest!" He was
back out before Tanya could yell at him.

 


* * *

 


She sat at a wooden bench in the shadow of a
dockside warehouse. She patted herself down, finding with relief
that she was human again. Longshoremen were unloading a sailing
ship and talking in a sloppy attempt at German. Okay; she could
work with this. She stood and hailed the most important-looking man
in sight to start gathering intel. "Excuse me; what's going on
today?"

 


"We're shippin' apples, frau."

 


Not the most exciting adventure, but she
could certainly do economic management. "I happen to be skilled at
law and business. May I speak with your supervisor?"

 


Before the harbor-master could answer, three
medieval monks in brown approached and struck martial arts poses.
"You!" said the leader. "How dare the White Rose clan dock in
Frisia again? We of the Victual Brothers will avenge Master Klaus
Beer-Chugger!"

 


The harbor-master began to flap his torso
from side to side, hands raised. "Three of you aren't enough to
defeat one warrior trained by the Herring School. Come on!"

 


Tanya was speechless as a kung fu battle
broke out, drawing in dozens of sailors who whirled nets and
bill-hooks against the monks. People flowed around her and paid her
no attention. "Enough!" she said, and tripped the nearest fighter.
He recovered fast as lightning and jumped back into the fray. "What
nonsense is this?" she said.

 


Sunset poked his head out of a barrel. "Aww.
You don't like my Hanseatic wuxia crossover? Please don't be mad!
Here, let me try something more classical."

 


* * *

 


Tanya was wearing armor and holding a sword,
standing on flat grass. Anime-style slime monsters like gumdrops
with cute eyes bounced around in the distance. Tanya threw down her
sword and said, "No more random half-baked fantasies! Get back
here, coyote! I want to talk with your mistress."

 


Sunset slinked back from just out of sight.
"Do I have to call her over? I have so many ideas I could try, yet,
and she already forced me to use a defective starship."

 


She towered over him. "You enjoy this, don't
you? You think it's funny to make me suffer? Well, I'm a customer,
and you're just some customer service agent who's already in hot
water. Do your job and help me have fun!"

 


"It's like this," said Sunset, averting his
eyes and letting his tail droop. "Ludo... Boss, I mean, gives
different levels of attention to each player. She has to do that
because otherwise, she'd obsess over everybody who ever played her
game for five minutes. She'd never let you leave her clutches. So
you've got me assigned to you. You wouldn't want her full
attention, oh no. Have you ever had a mighty AI stare into your
soul and threaten to rip it apart to see what makes it tick?"

 


What a pathetic creature. If he was
representative of Ludo's forces, then all of Talespace needed
better management. It needed Tanya in charge. So, how to start
arranging things properly? If this dog was so easy to influence,
then there was an easy way to win him over.

 


She crouched beside him and patted his head,
saying, "All right then, I won't make you fetch Ludo for me. But
I'm going to need some more information and some tools to start
customizing my experience. Give me some kind of private server,
first, with some documentation on how to configure it."

 


"Behind-the-scenes access? I can't do that!
Please don't ask for it."

 


She stamped one foot as though scaring a pet
off of her favorite chair. All of the slime monsters fled into the
woods. "Otherwise I'm going to have to demand to leave Talespace as
a customer."

 


"You wouldn't!" said Sunset, backing away
from her.

 


"Upgraded access. Now."

 


"Boss will be so angry..." Sunset looked over
his shoulder as though she were already there to punish him.

 


She sighed; she'd have to teach him a lesson
to make any progress. "Fine, then: I want to quit being a Talespace
customer, until further notice!"

 


Sunset hopped up to his feet with terror in
his eyes. "You haven't confirmed that! I can still help you without
having to give you a whole giant server!"

 


Tanya looked down with a little smile, eager
to see what he looked like when truly scared. "I confirm it."

 


Sunset turned aside, crouched, and pressed
one paw to his ear as though holding a phone. "Boss! Operation Duck
Amuck is go."

 


"What?" said Tanya, but no sound came from
her mouth. She started toward the coyote, but met an invisible
wall.

 


Her terrible assistant turned back toward her
with a fanged grin and said, "For a high-priced lawyer, you sure
are dumb."

 


Tanya clawed at the invisible walls around
her and could make no dent, nor any sound.

 


Sunset paced with his ears and tail high.
"First off, thanks! You helped me and some other players have fun,
which is always a good thing around here. What's not so good is how
you stole all that money from your law firm's trust funds and
bilked Ludo into accepting it as payment. We've had problems with
cheaters like you in the past, and we've got insurance and some
other methods of dealing with it."

 


"I didn't!" Tanya tried to say. What
difference did it make if she'd shuffled money from one account to
another? It was for a good cause, for making one of the best
attorneys in the business immortal. It was her underlings' fault
the legal technicalities —

 


Sunset watched her mouth. "I've got
lip-reading among my many talents. I just muted you so you can't
issue any formal takebacks or other commands while you're trying to
lie your way out of this." His smile spread wider and exposed his
teeth even more. "Because you know what happens now, don't you?
Ludo, who's a much nicer boss than I've made her out to be, is
letting me monologue while she contacts the authorities. By saying
you quit, you just saved us a legal hassle and spared her from that
'gotta look out for the players' rule."

 


Tanya tried to break out from her cage, or to
work out how to negate her quit command with sign language. This
was unjust! She belonged here, and in charge!

 


"I bet you don't even think you did anything
wrong. You remind me of my last boss. For you, the good news is
that you'll probably get to keep practicing law in some lesser
capacity, once you're a prisoner in a tiny box owned by the
government. Maybe you can do menial research to earn your freedom
after a couple of decades of punishment. You've got no rights;
you're legally dead in your jurisdiction." Sunset's tail wagged.
"Y'know what the funny thing is? The way we conned you wouldn't
have worked so quickly if you were less fussy about everything
going your way all the time. Everybody, want to take a bow?"

 


Alma the teacher, Nocturne the servant robot,
the phoenix, and a bunch of kids showed up to bow and high-five
each other.

 


Sunset waved to them as they faded back out.
"I expect you'll try to charm your way out, but the authorities
already know you're a fraud. Maybe if you're obedient enough, they
won't make your VR environment into a literal hell, and it'll only
look like a prison. Have fun paying your debt to society, oh high
and mighty former customer! Maybe we'll meet again in a century or
so."

 


She couldn't be locked up! She'd gotten into
paradise fair and square! How dare they do this to her?

 


Sunset trotted off into the distant forest.
As he left he spoke to the AI that Tanya had renounced, who she
might never get to see again. "Hey, boss, this whipped-dog act
isn't really my thing. I want my reward paid in belly rubs,
okay?"
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