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Thisbook is dedicated to dl the kindred spirits| left behind at Agora, just to let you al know that the
Mousetrap scam was bad, but it could have been alot worse ;)

| wish to express my gratitude to Peter Suber, the inventor of the game Nomic, and to Douglas
Hofgtadter, who popularized the game, and (most importantly) introduced it to mein his book,
Metamagica Themas. While the game presented in The Omega Gameis not Nomicin its strictest
sense— it doesn't use theinitial rule set created by Mr. Suber in the gppendix of hisbook, The Paradox
of Sdf-Amendment— it doesfal into the relm of Nomic-like games. | apologize in advance for the
gnister cast | have given an innocuous game. The necessities of dramaand my chosen genre required it.
Thisfiction aside, | have played Nomic myself for anumber of years, and | assure dl interested readers
that the pathology | illustrate within these pagesis not inherent in the game. To mutilate a Shakespearean
quote, "Thefault isnot in our rules, but in ourselves.”

Exclusve E-Book Introduction

The Omega Game hasitsgenesisin atrip | took with my dad to Boston about eight years ago. Since my
dad isawriter (apoet and an English professor) aswell as mysdlf, one of the thingswe did during the trip
was hit as many bookstores as we could. Bookstore number three was adark little hole in the wall, with
narrow ides of floor-to ceiling bookshelves, the passages half-blocked by cardboard boxes of yet more
books. It makes your average Borders or Barnes and Noble look as sterile as an operating theater.
Needlessto say, we spent acouple of hoursthere.

In the stacks, where organization seemed to be by whim, | found athick trade paperback called
Metamagica Themas by Douglas Hofstadter. The book, a collection of Scientific American articles Mr.
Hofstadter wrote between 1981 and 1983. The contents piqued my interest, since I've awayshad a
fascination with puzzles and games.

Back at the hotdl, reading the book, | discovered Nomic.

Early on in the book (chapter four in fact) Hofstadter reprints an article about Nomic, which was
invented by Peter Suber for hisbook The Paradox of Self-Amendment. Nomic was invented specificaly
to illustrate the theses that Suber was presenting in that book. From both the title of Suber's book, and
from the name of the gameitsdf (The name Nomic is based on the Greek word for "law™) you may
aready have someidea of the nature of Nomic.

Inanutshell, Nomic isagamewhose (initid) set of 29 rules specify, in large part, how the players can
changetherules of the game. It isintended to modd alegd system, specificaly ademocratic,
condtitutiona legd system. Democratic in that it initidly requires unanimous consent to change the rules.
Condtitutiond in that therés a set of rulesthat are much harder to change than the rest. (Among the
hard-to-change rulesis the rule that states that the players have to abide by therules.)

Now, | wanted to play thisgame, but | couldn't find anyone who waswilling to try it. For afew years|
let Nomic sit in the back of my mind, somewhat convinced that it aneat theoreticd idea, but that no one
would ectudly play it.

If I'd still beenin college | probably would have known better. Since the publication of Suber's book,
Nomic had been popular in academia, used in classroom demongtrations, even producing Nomic clubs
that ran long persstent games.



However it would be about three years before | would run across my first on-going game of Nomic, and
it would be on the place where the game has seen its most varied flowering— the Internet.

It seemsthat it takes only adight tweak of Suber'sinitial 29 Rulesto configure Nomic for playing over an
e-mal server. Given the nerdy typesthat initidly had accessto e-mail in the eighties, the early Internet
was afertile ground for the breeding of Nomics. So fertile in fact that nomic has become more than a
proper name for Suber'sinvention, but ageneral noun describing al types of self-modifying games.

Suber'sinitia Nomic has spawned mutant nomics that have dispensed with democracy dl together,
relying on an dl-powerful emperor to gpprove rule changes, nomicsthat aim to begin with assmal an
initid set of rules as possible (the "nomic” in this book can be considered one of those), therédseven a
nomic— the "Fantasy Rules Committee’— where anyone can post avalid rule, the only restriction being
that it be consstent with dl prior rules (every round the old rules are repeded and they start from
scratch.)

The nomic | becameinvolved in was named Agora, and it isstill going strong in its Sixth year of
continuous play. It started as atraditional Suberesque nomic, with fewer than thirty rules. Theruleset is
now about 1/4 the size of thisnove you're about to read. Agorais, to my knowledge, the oldest
continuoudy-played nomic on-line, and during its existence it had developed itsown cultureand to a
certain extent, its own language.

Sincethe"invention” of nomic, nomic games have formed aliances, merged, split, suffered coups,
schisms, and outright revolt. There have been nomic wars, an internomic whose playerswere individud
nomic games, nomics have formed within other nomics, and one nomic had tried, unsuccessfully, to start
diplomatic relations with Canada.

One of the thingsthat has aways fascinated me about nomic, and still does, istheway it can blur theline
between Play and not-Play. Hofstadter describesit in his own article, but alow me to demondtrate
how—

Unlike any other game, where the tacit assumption isthat the players know who they are and have made
an out-of-game agreement to play, most nomics define the identity of the playersin their own rules.
Nomics, in this sense, are greedy. They assume the authority to tell the players when they can play— and
when they can stop playing. In concrete terms, there's a phenomenon used in anumber of nomicsthat we
can cal "zombification." If players physcaly abandon agame, some gameswon't et them stop playing.
The player's”zombie" il takes turns, makes moves, and so on— either directed by specific ingtructions
intherules, or a the direction of another Player.

Moreinterestingly, anomic can arbitrarily declare someone to be a Player without their consent. Now
thiswon't matter much in the case of Agora. After al, thelimits of Agoras power isto assgn Blotsto
someone (an in-game score measuring how naughty an Agoran player has been.) and Blots only mean
something to someone who cares about the gamein the first place. (Consider Drew Carey on "Whose
Lineisit Anyway" handing out "points' to every person in Canada— The points don't matter.) Agorais,
after dl, "only agame.”

Suppose, however, that the nomic in question was armed. (Think now, about the United States
Government.) Suddenly the rules mean alot more to everyone, whether they want to play or not. No
one, infact, can "leave the game' without permisson. Even crimindsare"playing” in that they are subject
to the pendities of bresking therules.



When this game called nomic has the power to coerce someone it undergoes a paradigm shift from
nomic-rules-as-game to nomic-laws-as-government. Thisbook is about that cusp, where the "game”
suddenly takes an abrupt shift into redlity.

| would, however, liketo reiterate what | mention in my acknowledgments. The violence described in
these pagesis not inherent in what isainnocent and fascinating game. (Nomic-as-game, that is.
Nomic-as-government, that's another story...)

Steven Swiniarski
August 2000

BOOK ONE:

OPENING
Firs Move

Quaid Loman woke up— or at least became fully aware of his surroundings— sitting on the edge of an
unfamiliar bed. His hands shook, sweat dripped down the back of his neck, and he needed a drink more
than a any timein the past Sx months.

Hetried to remember the previous night, and he couldn'.
Quaid rubbed the palms of his hands deep into the orbits of hiseyes, and fairy ghosts of color shot
acrosstheingdes of hiseydids. It was areflex, born from other long nights he couldn't remember and the

longer morningsthat followed.

It took him afew moments before he was awake enough to redize that the hangover blood-throb— the
price of admission for such an evening— was absent.

Even so, Quaid's breathing was measured, careful. Hisbody still expected the pain. When hefindly
moved, it waswith adow deliberation, restrained by afear that was amost an ache itself— the
anticipation sharp asit had ever been.

Not just thefirgt drink, Quaid's barely rational thoughts stepped on themselves, the first thought of drink.
Asif to mock him, the pain refused to come.

If anything, that made the craving worse. One drink. It'll take the edge off, better than aspirin for the
pan....

Six months of sobriety, and held blownit.

Quaid pulled hishands away from hisface, fill expecting the hangover fist to begin squeezing hisbrain.
Heblinked afew times at ablurred, horribly bright hotel room. Each time his eyelidsrose, he tensed
againg the searing light.

He amost wished for the blinding headache, the nauses, the burn of acid in histhroat and degpin his
chest, the throb of hisown pulsein hisears. That would dmost be better than waiting for it to hit, his



whole body amuscle tensed against the cramp that any moment would knot it into aball and tear it from
the bone.

Heblinked, hisvision blurred, adjusting to atoo-bright day. After afew long moments of squinting,
Quaid began to bdieve the hangover wouldn't come.

Hewas fully awake and the viscera fears of the reptilian hindbrain gave way to the fears of amore
rational mind. He bore none of the physical stigmata of adrinking binge—

But last night was a hole cut out of his mind. It had been removed so completely that not even a silhouette
remained to give him an idea of the shape and size of the missng memory. This place, and how he had
come here was knowledge so thoroughly gone that he couldn't be certain if he had forgotten it, or had
never known in thefirst place.

It wasn't hisfirst blackout—
It wasthefirst where hisbody didn't pay for it afterward.

"What happened? Where the hell am I”?" Quaid whispered to himself. Hiswords carried the pasty taste
of deep. Hewastrembling dightly when it sank in that he didn't even remember Stting up. It was asif he
had just been teleported here, sitting naked on the edge of a stranger's bed.

There was a nightstand within reach. He leaned over, another reflex, and fumbled for amoment, but his
hand found his glasses. He put them on, and the room shot into focus.

Now he could see where he was.
"Shit..." Quaid shook his head.

A hotel room. Even though it had been awhile since he had ajob that required travel— or much of
anything else— he recognized the character of the room amost ingtantly. There wasn't agreat surprise,
what surprised him was that the look of the place was severa orders of magnitude out of hisleagueright
now. Therewas real wood paneling, stained and waxed. Victorian wallpaper bearing afruit-bowl motif
large enough to be amurd, and aplaster scallop-shdl molding circling the ceiling that centered on an
antique brass celling fan that looked like it came straight out of the nineteen-twenties.

The vague European feeling to the room was brought home when he looked own near the baseboard and
saw an outlet with two small round holes....

God knew where he was, but that wasn't an American wall outlet.

Before his marriage and everything el se had falen to the booze, he had been on enough businesstrips for
al hotel roomsto seem the same to him. The Radissons blending into the Hiltons into the Residencesinto
the Hyatts. He had even gone overseas afew times.

No expense account had ever sprung for aplace like this, even before hed become alush.

Quaid looked at the paneled walls and tried to come up with some explanation of how he had cometo
be here. His memory was empty of any answers. No way he could have afforded this.



Hetried to force himself to remember the prior day, but al he could recall was a series of nonspecific
moments that could be yesterday, or last month.

His mind locked onto one memory asthe most recent— at least as the freshest.

He remembered entering the elevator on the way to his current job. He had avivid image of ateenager
on the devator with him, wearing aviolent, red and blue tied-dyed T-shirt, lycra shorts, and ablack
bicycle hdmet. His mind was fixated on the kid's gppearance, so incongruousin the gray office building
where he spent his gray workdays.

Quaid tried to force amemory of what he was doing, what he was thinking.

A crumpled sheet of paper in hishand. Anger. Apprehension. Fear?

Red and bluetie-dye.

What was| thinking?

Glorified temp work. Maybe he muttered it out loud....

Had he actudly gone up that elevator to quit the first steady job held had in over haf ayear?

What the hell had he been doing?

He couldn't remember the ret. Like a half-forgotten word, the more he tried to force the memory, the
more it retreated.

Quaid felt sck, and it wasn't from ahangover.

He got to hisfeet and walked over to the window. It was burning daylight outside, and the sun should
have been driving daggersinto hisforebrain. However, the only pain hefelt was ahollow sdf-pity for his
own stupidity. It was afeding that he had managed to nurture quite often in hislong lurch toward
Sobriety.

"So | quit,” he muttered. The words were still thick and pasty, asif held been adeep for years. He shook
his head asif he couldn't quite believe himsdlf. He kept shaking his head as he looked out the hotel room
window.

"Wherethe hell amn 17" he repeated to himself. The view out the window didn't help him come up with an
answer.

The window had wooden louvers and shutters, not your typical Radisson touch. Looking out it, to one
Sde, he saw abluff that rose about sixty feet above an unmarked, snow-white beach. Beyond was a
lagoon of water a brilliant shade of blue, acolor that hed only seenin National Geographic specias.
Tropica woodland crowded around on the other side, except where aroad of white gravel snaked past
the Sde of the hotdl.

Helooked at the pamsrustling in the breeze. He had to bein the Caribbean, the Virgin Idands, the
Pacific maybe....



Until now, at the hotel s he frequented, a good view had been one that didn't face the airport.
Maybe | finally landed adecent job....

Chrig, if that was the case, where had his memory gone? Quaid couldn't believe, even with his history,
that he would do something stupid like celebrate a new position with enough one-arm curls to wipe out

his dill-drying synapses.
That wasn't quite truthful.
He didn't want to believeit. When he was honest, he wouldn't put it past himsaif.

But he had awoken in worse predicaments than this one. When it came down to mornings after, waking
up naked in aluxury hotdl in Fiji, Tahiti, or wherever didn't even rank in the top twenty— with or without

hismemory.
"Things could beworse" he said, alowing himsdlf achuckle.

That phrase had been a persona motto of hisbefore he'd hit bottom and joined AA. The day she left
him, Judy had said that they were going to etch those words on histombstone.

Hedidn't know if repeating the phrase now was a conscious effort at being ironic with himsdlf, or if he
was dipping into old patterns of denidl.

Heredly could use abeer right now.
Quaid shrugged off the craving and got up to look for his clothes.

He opened drawers and cabinets. Bureau, wardrobe, and even the end table— all were empty. They
didn't even contain the obligatory Bible or tourist pamphlets. Not even hotel stationery. That seemed odd
enough, but Quaid didn't stop to ponder it— he was fegling more and more exposed without any clothes
on. It seemed ludicrous that he/d come here with his glasses and nothing else.

To hisrdlief, he found his clothesin an open suitcase, sitting on astand in acloset. He stepped into the
closat and had the disturbing redlization that it was one of three suitcases.

He had never packed that much for abusinesstrip. Those usudly only rated an overnight bag. Even
when he and Judy had gone on vacation together— the last time two years ago— they'd only taken two
suitcases and an overnight bag between them.

Three suitcases could have contained every scrap of clothing he owned. One suitcase he didn't recognize
ashis, and it looked brand new. He bent over it and saw it fill had aWa-Mart inventory tag onit.

Wish | knew why | came here. It'sgot to be an interesting story.

Quaid pulled on some jeans and a polo shirt that seemed light enough for the climate, and began noticing
more oddities about this hotel he found himsdlf in. Firgt off, there was no televison. That, combined with
the absence of any tourist literature, struck him as odd enough that he started looking for other things out
of place.



He found them— or, more correctly, he didn't find them.

There was no phone. Not only was there no phone in the room itsalf, but when he tried to hunt down his
cdl phonein hisluggage, including the mystery case, which just held more of his clothes, he came up
blank.

Whoever had packed him for thistrip hadn't included the phone. That shouldn't have bothered him, since
he was probably miles outsde the roaming area, but its absence made him uneasy. Hewas adso
somewhat disturbed that hisluggage didn't include any other electronic devices. Not his ThinkPad, not his
Walkman, not even his caculator.

Thehotel didn't even haveits own radio.

Quaid looked out the window at the empty beaches. The only thing moving out there was alone gulll
catching an updraft, and the occasiona breaker rolling across the too-blue water. He was overwhemed
by afedling of isolation, asif thisroom was cut off from everything dsein theworld. Asif hewasthe only
human being for thousands of miles.

Thethought lasted for about five minutes, until he heard awoman screaming.
* k% %
"Thomas?'

The word |eft Beatrice Greenhart's lips before she had fully awakened. Her dead husband's name spoken
inthetones of aprayer, atalisman againgt the unknowns hiding in the darkness.

Hearing her own pleato the absent Mr. Greenhart awoke her fully with asense of sourcelessdread. It
was afeding stronger than any she had felt snce the morning of her husband's stroke. She redlized, with
acombination of disgust and disorientation, that the bed shelay on was not her own.

She sat bolt upright and threw the covers off of hersalf asif they had been trying to strangle her.

"No..." Her voice was awhisper. Thiswasn't her house.

Theair she breathed carried the copper taste of panic. She gripped her head asif she could pull the evil
thoughts out of her body.

It claimed Thomeas, it's comefor you...

"No." Her voice sounded old and frail in her ears.

It takes your mind first, your memory...

"No! Stop it!" Bestrice yelled in her loudest, most bitchy voice. It didn't matter who it was she was
shouting at— she managed to compose herself by force of will. Mr. Greenhart had not condoned
pointless blubbering. She shouldn't start now.

There was nothing wrong with her or her memory. Her brain wasfine, intact and working perfectly. She
pushed hersdlf out of the alien bed and hugged hersalf.



She wore her own nightgown, and dowly convinced hersdlf that, yes, she did remember going to deep
last night. She had goneto deep in her own bed and had woken up—

Where?

She walked to a shuttered window, the wood floor cold against her naked feet. She pushed the shutters
open on awooded vidafilled with dien trees.

There waslittle question. She had been kidnapped. Drugged or assaulted while she dept and abandoned
here. Wherever here was. God only knew how long her captors had kept her unconscious, but Bestrice
was thankful that it wasn't any failing within her own skull that had done thisto her.

Her pulse started racing as she looked out at the palms from her window and thought of the kidnappers,
and where they might be now. She pressed her palms againgt her forehead and tried to force herself to
exhibit some of Mr. Greenhart's practicdlity.

That had been Thomas strong suit, no nonsense, no worry, no daydreaming, no "wishy-washy bull crap”
as hewasfond of saying. He had been a nuts-and-bolts, here-and-now kind of man. If Beatrice had told
him about her fears of kidnappers— as she had with her fears about muggers and rapists years ago— his
response would have been something like, " Are there any here now? Get down to business, woman."

Bestrice got down to business.

Shewasn't going to accomplish anything standing around in her nightgown, so she looked around the
room hoping that her abductors had left her something she could wear.

They had.

In awell-worn suitcase that Bestrice had last seen in her attic's crawl space, she found most of the
contents of her bedroom closet. The contents gave her achill. They must have been watching her for a
long time, they had only packed her recent clothes. She had been getting stouter in the past few years,
and only about haf the clothes she owned il fit her.

At least they were her clothes. She doubted she would have been able to put on unfamiliar clothes when
shedidn't know their origin. Her skin still crawled when she thought about someone else's sheets and
blankets touching her. Thank God they had |eft her nightgown.

That brought another shudder.

They could have stripped off her nightcl othes while she had dept. They could have done other things....

Down to business, woman!

She didn't know what they'd done while she dept. Like the absent kidnappers, it didn't bear thinking
about.

She grabbed the clothes that were on top and pulled them on. She dressed quickly, trying to rush ahead
of the random speculations that were trying to frighten her. In the back of her mind, Thomas ghost was
telling her that her businesswasto get dressed, then find a phone and get hersalf back home.



What have they done to me? What are they going to do to me?

However much shetried, shewould never reach hisleve of businesdike detachment. Though, at least,
she could manage a businesdike demeanor. She forced hersdf to dow down, not to et her panic control
her movements. She pulled on a pleated charcoa-gray skirt in addiberate, unhurried manner, even after
sheredized that this room had no phone.

That only makes sense. What kidnappers allow their prisoner a phone? The door is probably locked....

Her pulse raced again as she thought about having to leave by the window. There was aflagstone patio a
story or two below. A fal that would easily break ahip, or aspine—

Thomeas ever-practical voice was with her, saying to put on her shoes and try the door first, before she
started worrying about the window.

She put on apair of flats with cushioned soles and walked up to the elaborate Victorian door. The knob
danced with scrollwork, and at eye level was acircular trapdoor that served as a peephole. Cautioudly,
Bestrice opened the peephole and |ooked out.

Sherecelved asmdl circular view of another eaborate Victorian door acrossthe hal. An engraved brass
plague identified it as the door to room 215.

Bestrice held her breath and tried the elaborate knob. It turned easily, and the door pulled inward. The
surprise of an unlocked door, if anything, frightened her more. She caught her breath and tried to stand
up alittle straighter. Her kidnappers must have just abandoned her here, in this hotdl, after they were
donewith her....

"Find someoneto call the palice," shetold hersdf as she stepped out into the halway. She left the door
open behind her as she took afew tentative stepsinto the hallway. It was along hallway, with a
T-intersection on either end. She stood near one end of the hallway. About midway, on thewall opposite
Bestrice's door, she saw the top of astairway. She started waking toward it.

It was definitely a hotel; the brass plagues numbering the roomstold her that. The carpet was dark, with
blood-red patternsin it that complemented the dark wood paneling on thewalls. The ceiling was high,
with a scalloped plaster molding. The fabric wallpaper, on the walls above the wood panedling, featured
pinegpples and flowersin atwisting vine motif. Between every pair of doors, athin table supported apar
of clawed lampswith Tiffany shades. She didn't see anyone esein the hall. There was an eerie fedling of
emptinessthat preyed on her fear. She clenched her figts, refusing to run, or start screaming for help.

She had dmost reached the stairs, when she heard avoice behind her. "Madam? Pardon me. Do you
gpesk English?"

She spun around, asif she had been struck. Her first thought was that her kidnappers had returned. They
wouldn't let her go home. Now that she was awake they would do what they wanted, because they
wanted her to know what was...

She was shrinking from the stranger, ready to run from him, when Bestrices brain findly caught up with
what he had said. "What?' She shook her head asif to cleer it.



The man seemed to take Bestrice's answer as affirmative. "1 didn't mean to startle you.” Hewas bad and
had a snow-white mustache, and wore a blue work shirt and jeans. He had to be severd years past
retirement, but he was built asif he still did heavy manud labor every day. Hisface waslined and hard,
but right now there was alost expression on hisface.

"Thisiscrazy," hesad, "but can you tel me wherewe are?’

"Areyou playing gameswith me?' She had a sudden conviction that this man was part of it. Why else
would he be asking her such a question? Here? Now?

IINO_II

"Stop it," Bestrice said, her fear pushing her voice an octave higher and severd decibelslouder. " Stop
trying to frighten me! Tell mewhy | wastaken herel”

"l didn't—" The man took a step back, frowning. "Let me start over. My nameis Frank. | wokeupina
hotel room down the hall, and | don't remember how | got here.”

lle?l

Frank's words muddled Beatrice's fear up with an uncertainty and a disorientation as severe asthat she
had awakened with. She hugged hersdlf, trying to force hersaf not to fed the impact of what hewas

SyIng.
"Areyou dl right?' Frank asked.

"No!" Beatrice felt her upper body shake under armsthat clutched her sides hard enough to make her
ribs ache.

Too much. Too fadt.

"Why am | here?' she asked, the edge gone from her voice. "Why would anyone want to take me here?
She looked up a Frank's blurry face, mortified at her tears but unable to stop them. "Whereis here?’

There was along pause as Frank |ooked at her. The hardnessin his face broke for amoment.
"You, too?" he asked, reaching out for her shoulder.
Down the hall, adoor burst open to the sound of screaming.

* * %

Quaid ran out into the hall outside hisroom and into a Victorian hallway with textured fabric wallpaper,
wood paneling, and blood-red patterned carpeting. He could hear commotion down the hal from him,
around a corner where another hallway entered hisfrom the right. He heard smashing glassand afemae
voice screaming, "Who are you? What have you doneto me?"

Then he heard more glass smash against something.

Quaid rounded the corner just in time to nearly collide with ablack man at the convergence of thetwo



halways. The new guy was backing away from the scene. He didn't even bother to look at Quaid; he
kept looking down the hdl, holding up his hands and saying, "Cam down, girl."

The woman he wastaking to could have benefited from hisadvice.

She was standing in the middle of the hdlway holding the remains of atable lamp. The glass shade was
scattered in multicol ored fragments across the carpet. She held the brass lamp upside-down with both
hands, asif she wasready to hit aworld-series home run with the thing and the black guy wasawild
pitch.

She stared at the black guy, then at Quaid, apparently trying to determine who was the bigger threat.
Quaid had no clue what was going on. From the screams held thought arape or amugging, looking at
her he wasn't S0 sure now. Shewas barely covered in a sheer black nightgown that— with everything
€lse— showed that she was unhurt. In body, at least.

"Who areyou?' sheydlled at the two of them, and the other guy looked at Quaid with an expression that
said he didn't want to be here.

They weren't the only threein the hallway. There was an elderly couple standing on the other sde of the
woman. Quaid had missed the pair at first. The hysterica woman and her weapon grabbed most of his
attention.

She whipped around to see the couple, asif Quaid's notice had given their presence away. The old man
stepped protectively between the two women and backed his companion away from the scene.

"Don't you come near me!" She shook the lamp at the couple, and the man kept backing away.

"Thebitchisnuts," said the man next to Quaid. His voice was quiet enough that Quaid knew the guy
didn't intend him to hear, much less the woman. But the woman whipped around and yelled, "I am not
crazy!" She swung the lamp in the black guy's direction, and even though she was over six feet away and
couldn't connect, the move made the guy stumble backward and fal on his ass.

Someone had to try and defuse the Situation before anyone got hurt.

Fortunately, Quaid had long and repeated experience in dedling with explosive rages. Unfortunately, most
of those times held been the one holding the lamp.

Quaid took afew tentative steps forward, trying to picture himsalf as Judy before she had given up on
him. He winced when he walked on the remains of the glass shade in his bare feet.

Hetried to duplicate Judy's disarming look of concern as he asked her, "What's the matter? Maybe | can
help you." Christ, was Judy as scared then as| am now?

He stopped approaching before he got within what might be perceived as a threatening distance— and
about as close as he could get without being in easy clubbing range.

"What's the matter?' She repeated hiswords with adripping sarcasm that said that she thought Quaid
knew perfectly well what the matter was. For all he knew, he should've. "Who do you think you are?

Y ou can't do thisto people. Thererelaws..." He saw the muscles twitching in her face. The end of the
lamp was shaking.



Quaid focused on the woman. If he could monopolize her attention, maybe one of these people with a
more complete memory could dip away and get the local cops, or paramedics, or whatever. Herisked a
step forward and sucked in a breath as a shard of lampshade diced open achunk of hished. "Do what
to people? What's happened to you?' That was one of Judy's tricks, keep asking questions. Keep

plugging away.

The lamp lowered ahit, which Quaid found encouraging.

Shewaslooking at him, asif until now she hadn't quite seen him. She couldn't have been more than
twenty-five or so, though up close he could see signs of premature aging around the eyes and mouth. She
was attractive; at one point she might have been shaped like amodd, though right now she wastoo
bony, her posture too beaten. Her hair was aflaming red that seemed to have come out of a bottle.
Looking into her eyes, this close, made him wonder again if she had been raped.

"Who are you?' she asked. Her tone was normal now. She wasn't shouting the question asif it wasan
accusation.

"Quaid Loman," hereplied, and resisted the temptation to hold out his hand. "What's your name?"
"Connie"
"Why don't you put down the lamp and tell me what's going on?"

She didn't put the lamp down, but she did lower it all theway. Quaid could hear the guy behind him
exhae. She seemed to melt alittle and asked him a question that made him stop breathing for amoment.

"How did | get here?' she asked him. "Wheream |7
Very dowly, he asked, "Don't you remember how you came here?!

She shook her head. "It'sthe white davers, isn't it? They want me to be aprostitute in some sick
third-world country—"

"Connie, do welook like white daversto you?' Quaid didn't know what else to say to her. Hewas il
trying to understand the implications of finding someone e se with an incomplete memory. He looked over
his shoulder at the black guy, who had managed to get to hisfeet by now. He was older than Quaid had
first taken him for. From the back he could have been in histwenties, but hisface waslined and his
mustache was dusted with gray. "Y ou aren't awhite daver, are you?"

"No, man. | fix carsfor aliving."

"What's your name?' Quaid asked, splitting his attention between him and Connie. He had some thought
that if heintroduced dl these strangers, it might calm Connie down.

"DeVay, Carlos DeVay—" Helooked past Quaid and a Connie. "'l didn't have nothing to do with you
being here, madam.”

Quaid looked back at Connie, and past her to the older couple. When he looked at them, he redlized
that he had midabeled them as a couple. From the body language, and the way the woman was watching



the man with as much suspicion as she was everyone e se— with the possible exception of Connie—
Quaid could tell that the two didn't know each other.

The man was large, bald, with abull neck and awhite mustache. The woman was pear-shaped, with a
tight helmet of brown curls. She peered a everyone through a narrow, suspicious squint.

"What about you two?" he asked. "What about your names? Connie can trust you, right?"

"I am Mrs. Thomas Greenhart, young man. If anyone has some explaining to do, it's the young lady— not
to mention—"

"| think we can understand her dilemma," the man said. ""Can't we, Mrs. Greenhart?"

Mrs. Thomas Greenhart gave the man alook that accused him of betraying a confidence. Quaid was
beginning to have an uneasy feding exactly what that confidence was.

The man stepped forward, sill keeping his body between Connie and Mrs. Greenhart, "Frank Pisarski,"
he said. Helooked at Connie and said. "1 don't think you need to worry about us. | believe dl of usarein
the same boat."

Connie looked a him, "What?'

Quaid asked, "How did you get here, Frank?'

Frank Pisarski spread apair of strong hands and said, "Haven't aclue.”

Carloslet out along whigtle. "Oh, man! Y ou, too?"!

"Mrs. Greenhart and | just ran into each other, just redized our mutud amnesia, when Miss—" He
paused, looked at Connie and, when asurname wasn't forthcoming, continued, "— when Connie here
ranintothehdl.”

Connielooked at Quaid and he saw the question in her eyes even before she asked it.

"Yes" Quaid sad, "Me, too."
Second Move

Quaid thought it was a bizarre tableau. Five amnesiacs standing in the middle of aplush Victorian
hallway. It was a scene from abad foreign art film. He was half ready for one of the othersto Start
laughing and explainthe joke.

What wasn't funny— was disturbing, in fact— was the absence of hotel security when adistraught
woman was busting up their furniture.

Frank looked at him, Connie, and Carlos. "Wedll need to talk."

Quaid saw Connie tense and he risked putting a hand on her shoulder. "I think we need to take Connie
back to her room and give her achanceto clean up."

"It'snot my room," Connie whispered. Most of the panic seemed to have l€eft her.



"Whereisit?' Quaid asked her. "I think your clothes will be around somewhere."

She nodded and gestured with the hand that wasn't carrying alamp. On theright wall afew feet away, a
door hung haf open. What Quaid could see of the room beyond was atwin of hisown.

"Why don't | take that?' Quaid took the opportunity to relieve her of the lamp. Shelet go of it and
retreated toward the room, backing up to keep an eye on the others. When the door closed, he took a
limping step toward the table the lamp had come from. The lamp had been one of apair. Therewasan
oddly decapitated look to the one without a shade.

"Y ou handled that wdll," Frank told him.

"Uh-huh." He didn't want to go into his experience handling irrationd rages. He changed the subject. "So
what's your story, Frank?"

Quaid could see Frank's expression cloud up; it was like he was admitting aweakness he didn't want to
reved. "l don't know. Thismorning | was shaving and | realized, looking at the mirror, that | didn't
recognize the bathroom." He rubbed his chin and frowned. "I don't know where| am, or how | got here.
But | seemed to have packed for along trip. | was afraid I'd suffered a mini-stroke.”

Quaid noticed Mrs. Greenhart tense.

"Try waking up in the shower," Carlostook afew steps toward them, minding the glass on the carpet. "I
nearly broke my neck. If that happened to her, | don't blame her for freaking.”

"You, too, Mrs. Greenhart?' Quaid asked.

"I don't want to talk about it." She shook her head and placed ahand to her temple. "Awful thing. Awful
that someone would do this"

Quaid looked at al of them. "Y ou'reright, Frank. We haveto talk. Then find the concierge or whoever
runsthis place." Quaid looked down at the bloody footprints he was leaving. "But | need to go back to
my own room for amoment, get something on thisfoot.”

"Well wait herefor you."

"Keep her calm,” Quaid said, nodding toward the door Connie had disappeared behind.

Frank nodded and Quaid hoped he could play the kindly grandfather type, though he looked alittle too
tough for that.

Quaid carefully limped around the corner, avoiding the glass. Ashedid, Carlosfollowed him. "Can | join
you?”

"Yeah, sure." Quaid tried hard to absorb the significance of five strangersin the same hotel suffering from
the samekind of amnesia

Carlos paced him dl theway back. "What you think happened?’



Quaid was having a problem coming up with an explanation for hisown amnesia. "1 don't know. Carbon
monoxide?" It fill didn't explain why hewas here.

Quaid pushed open the door to hisroom and walked into the bathroom. Carlos waited by the door,
looking around. After amoment he heard Carlos say, "No phonein here either?’

"No phone, no radio, no TV." Quaid sat down on the john and started washing off hiswounded foot. He
had to pull adiver of glassout of it, but otherwise the cuts didn't seem too deep.

"That'swhat | was doing inthe hdl," Carlos said from outside. "I didn't know what was happening. |
needed to find aphone and cal my wife."

"That's understandable.”

"Yeah, right."” Therewasan ironic toneto hisvoice. "Weve been separated five years. Sheleft me. This
happens, and thefirst thing | think to do iscdl the bitch up.”

Quaid shook his head as he dried off hisfoot, and waked out into the room. He hunted down some
socksand apair of shoeswhile Carlos stood in the doorway, waiting for him.

"I know how that is" Quaid said. "My wifeleft me about ayear ago.”" In hishead he was till amazed at
thefact that it had till taken him another six months and arestraining order before he had admitted that
he had adrinking problem.

"That's rough, man. Likel said, me and Lucy arejust separated— like after five yearsit's going to work
out somehow."

Quaid shrugged. "I don't know. Y our first impulsewasto call her. Me, | haven't seen or talked to my
wife— ex— gnce..." Quaid let it trail off. Court orders against him wasn't the best subject to bring up
right now.

Carlosleaned on the doorframe. "' So you think it's carbon monoxide that's fucked with our memory?'

"I don't know. It can give you brain damage—"

"Yeah, but I'd like to know what I'm doing herein thefirst place. | mean, | pull thirty, thirty-five ayear.
After child support | don't have money to bewintering inthe Virgin Idands."

Quaid pulled on his shoe, winced, and looked up a Carlos. "Winter? | thought it was April."
From hisexpression Quaid could tdll, from Carlos point of view, it was definitely not April.

"What's the last month you remember it being?’

* % %

Connie knew thiswaswrong. All her life, people had told her that she overreacted to everything, worried
about things that people shouldn't worry about. Peter would tell her that it was al in her head, when hed



tell her anything. More often, held give her that infuriating ook of pity.
But shewas here, thiswas happening, and it waswrong. They had finaly taken her away.

She pushed her way into "her" hotel room. Onceinsde, she leaned againgt the door and shook. She had
told Peter about them, about the people watching her. He had never believed her— or, morelikely, he
was one of them. "Whao's the crazy bitch now, Pete?' she asked the walls as her fingernails bit into her

pams.

It was worse than Ferndale, the fedlings she had here. There weren't any chicken-wire windows, they
didn't strap her to the bed, but the trapped feding— if anything— was worse. At Ferndae sheld known
where shewas, who wasin charge, what would happen if you broke their rules. Here, she was adrift,
and worse, missing part of her mind.

Knocking from behind her made her gasp.
"Areyou al right in there?" It was the voice of the older man, the bald one.

They wereinmates, too, weren't they? Victims of the same people who had drilled away part of her
brain. But how could she know? How could she be sure?

"No," she choked out. She turned and put a security chain up on the door.
She looked down at what she was wearing.

How long had it been since she had worn a nightgown? How long had she been running from them,
hiding? The price tagswere dill on the thing. "Where are my clothes?'

She found a new-looking nylon gym bag tossed in the corner. She picked it up and placed it on the bed.
They had laundered her clothing. She had forgotten what it was like to wear thingsthat didn't smell of
beer or astorm sewer.

Shedmost didn't put them on. It was atrick of theirs, to give you things that you think you need or want,
make you dependent on them. That was how they had gotten her, wasn't it? That last night at the shelter,
the last night she remembered. It had been so cold that she had given in to the volunteer who wanted to
drag her inside. She had known stepping inside would bring her closer to the socia workers and the
doctors who wanted to take her mind, drug her, make her into something less threatening to them.

She never should have gone to the shelter. She should have toughed it out on the street. It wasn't exactly
safe, but at least she would have seen them coming.

A pair of denim shorts and adeeveless gray swesater. At least it wasn't snowing here. Just thinking about
the cold made her joints ache. Lord, maybe that was the point. They dragged her off to someplace
pleasant, so she would want them to control her, so she would ask them to pull the shade across her
mind, to think the way they wanted her to think.

She walked up to the window and looked outside. A wind caressed her face, and she backpedaled,
surprised the window was open. Beyond the window was avast expanse of lawn descending ahillsde
down to a snow-white beach. She waslooking out the second floor of somelarge Victorian structure.
She could see scroll-cut woodwork above her, and acylindrical tower at the end of awing to her right.



The window was open.

Sheran her hands acrossthe sill. They hadn't confined her here, hadn't locked her in. Somehow that
terrified her. Her abductors had broken down afundamenta boundary between freedom and captivity.
By forcing her into this position, giving theillusion of freedom, they destroyed whatever sense of freedom
Connie might have had.

"Connie?'

Friend or foe?

Were they part of the dark forcesthat had brought her here, or were they fellow abductees?

Did it matter?

Connie Sghed.

| am not crazy. | know the dark men brought me here. | know thisiswrong.

She waked over and removed the chain from the door.

* % %

Quaid continued to compare notes with Carlos on the way back to Connie's room. Carlos had lost three
months worth of memory more than he had. That led to the disturbing redlization that he had no ideahow
much time of hisown he had lost. Days? Months? Y ears? The only thing he knew for certain was that
Carlos had lost three months more than he had.

The door to Conni€e's room was open, and he could hear Mrs. Greenhart'svoice. "Y ou aren't making any
sense, Mr. Pisarski.”

For Conni€'s benefit, Quaid knocked on the door and waited for someone— Frank— to call to them,
"Comein."

The room was atwin of hisown, the only difference was the flord mura on the wallpaper, and adifferent
view of thewater.

Connie sat on awooden claw-legged chair, facing hafway from everyone, toward the window. A smdll
pile of clothes was scattered on the bed, next to a navy-blue gym bag that |looked brand new. The
sriking thing was that that was the only sign of disorder in the room. The rest of the room— like mine,
Quaid realized— was as spotless and ordered asif she had just moved in.

Mrs. Greenhart stood by the doorway, peering a everyone suspicioudy. Frank was staring out the
window, past Connie. His broad frame blocked out most of the view.

Quaid looked at Mrs. Thomas Greenhart and asked her, "What's not making any sense?'

"It isMarch seventeenth, he knowsit is." She directed her attention at Frank. ™Y ou're just wrong.” There
was asharp edgein her voicethat, in any other situation, Quaid would have interpreted as anger. But,



looking at her, Quaid thought it was more likely fear.
"Didn't wejust have this conversation?' Carlos turned to Quaid.

What impressed Quaid was the fact that Mrs. Greenhart had an exact date. "How do you know it isthe
seventeenth?'

"Because | dwaysvist Mr. Greenhart on the sixteenth.” She said it with such conviction that it was
amogt convincing. "They had to have taken mewhile | was adeep.”

Connielooked up in her direction. She didn't say anything, but her lips were pressed in ahard whiteline.
Frank turned toward Quaid and Carlos. " She's adamant that she hasn't suffered any memory loss."”

"My mind isas sharp asit ever was. I'd know if anything waswrong.” Mrs. Greenhart folded her arms as
if to dare anyoneto tell her different.

"What about you?' Carlos asked Frank.
Frank chuckled, somewhat ironicaly. "1 remember mailing out afiling extenson to the IRS, last minute.”

Connie was hugging herself, and Quaid redlized that she was slently crying. He walked over and stood
by her.

"You can't tell mel couldn't tell if | had forgotten awhole month..." Mrs. Greenhart was till talking, but
her voice wastralling away.

Carlossad, "Quaid thinksit might have been carbon monoxide.”

Quaid put his hand on Conni€'s shoulder. "Areyou dl right?' It was astupid question. Objectively, none
of themwere"dl right."

Connie shook her head and said, "They stole Christmas.” Shelooked up at him. "They don't want me
with my children. Might get some bad ideas from Mommy. Can't let her corrupt their minds, can they?”

"Youdidn't loseit,” Quaid said, trying to sound confident.

"Once ayear Pete lets me seethem. Once ayear..."

"You just can't remember right now," Quaid continued. "This probably isn't permanent.”

Frank turned around and looked at him. "Y ou sound like an expert,” Theway he said it made it sound
like an accusation. Quaid got the impression that Frank didn't have much use for "experts." Helooked at
Quaid with narrowed eyes. "Are you a psychologist?'

Connie's shoulder tensed under Quaid's hand. He stood up. "No, a database programmer.”

Frank shook his head. " So you don't have any better explanationsthan | do."

Quaid shrugged. "The samething hit al of us." Helooked at Connie, who was shaking now. "And we



could al probably do with some medicd attention.”
"You cant tell mel'velost amonth,” Besatrice said, again.

Frank looked at her and shook his head. "L et'sfind the concierge.”
Third Move

Frank didn't much carefor the place. It was old, Victorian, the kind of place Vincent Price, BelaLugos,
or BorisKarloff would fed a home. Especidly now that they're al dead.

He'd looked out the window in Conni€'s room and had seen acouple of turrets and at least two major
wings. But, despite the size of the place, it fet dark and claustrophobic. The flora wallpaper inthe halls
was S0 garish and busy that it gave him aheadache.

Despite Mr. Loman'stheories, Frank didn't see himself picking this spot for avacation. A cabin on alake
in upstate New Y ork, and motel in Atlantic City. Those were the kind of vacations he went on. What
was he doing with aroom in this place?

The memory losswas easier to explain, at least to Frank's mind. Carbon monoxide, or another gas, some
form of mass poisoning. That would explain five people with the same problem. Frank wondered if it had
affected the other inhabitants....

If it was some poison gas, the five of them had gotten off rdatively lightly. Otherswouldn't have, and they
would bein for some gridy discoveries|ater on.

They reached the staircase where a brass plague pointed them down toward the lobby. The stairs below
spilled out into alobby filled with more stained glass, dark wood, and blood-red carpeting. Four old
ceiling fans spun lazily above the two-story-tall space.

"No centrd air,” someone muttered from behind him. Frank thought it was the black guy. Frank shrugged
and gtarted down the stairs. The sooner they found someone in charge here, the better.

"It'san old building,” Loman said.
"I know, but theré's no vents. Get what I'm saying?"

Frank kept descending the stairway. Speculations had lost their productive value, they just needed to find
the hotel manager, or aphone.

At thefoot of the stairs he faced the windows that looked out the front of the building. The hotel was up
on abluff that gave an unobstructed view of the lagoon.

"We'rerooming al over the place upstairs,” DeVay kept saying. "How'd gas affect dl of us?'
"A lot of it?" Loman didn't sound too sure.

The main entrance stood open, facing severa acres of lawn that descended toward the beach. Frank felt
abreezethat carried the smell of sat and drying seaweed.

Why would he come here? All he had ever wanted was to spend his retirement in solitary peace. Worse,



the gap in hismemory made him unsure of his other faculties. He understood Mrs. Greenhart'sfirm denia
too well, he just wasn't that good at deceiving himself.

The others caught up with him, and the five of them stood in the center of the lobby. Frank turned
around, hoping to see someone manning the registration desk. He wasn't quite certain exactly what he
was expecting, but he wasn't expecting a grimy teenager Sitting on top of the desk.

The kid wore ablack leather jacket that hung loosely over ashirtless chest. His pants were ragged denim
that wastorn open at the knees. If his attire wasn't enough, his expresson marked him immediately asa
smart-ass.

The kid's response to seeing them was to vault backward over the desk, landing facing Frank and the
others. "Don't tell me you work here," Frank muttered, stepping forward. The kid looked more like the
typeto rob the place.

That thought made Frank stop in histracks and raise his arm to keep Loman and DeVay back. What if
thisisarobbery, and he'sgoing for agun? He felt himsdlf tensing to dive at the bastard.

To Frank'srelief, the kid leaned on the desk, both handsin view. "More plebes, huh?' the kid said.
"What's your room numbers?"

From behind him, Frank heard Mrs. Greenhart snort. "l never—"

Frank stepped forward, making a point of keeping himsalf between the kid and everyone dse. "What's
your name, son?"'

"Cdl meDuce. You guysbring it up to fifteen.”
"Fifteen what?' Frank asked.
"Tenants, tourists, prisoners. Take your pick.” The kid shrugged.

Smart-assand ahalf. "Do you work here?' Frank asked. He tried to keep the annoyance out of his
voice.

"Fuck if I know." Duce flashed atoothy grin that was an open invitation to afist.

"Watch your mouth, son."

Thekid didn't even seem to hear him. "Any of you remember how you got here?

The question shouldn't have surprised him. Even so, he was struck speechless for afew moments. Frank
tsgﬁd at this Duce character asif the punk had just revealed some nasty secret they shared between

Frank stepped up to the desk. He placed his hands on the counter and felt his muscles tense. He spoke
quietly, but the words were taut, like piano wire ready to snap. "No. We don't. Do you?'

Duce shrugged. " Seems to be going around. None of the others know what's going on— and if you
haven't noticed,” he soread hisarms, "there ain't no staff to ask about it."



Frank felt hishand ball into afist. Suddenly, Loman's hand was on hisarm and hewas asking, "Y ou
mesan there are others here? How many?'

Frank turned to face Loman, irritated at the interruption.
Duce turned to Loman now and nodded back to the wall behind him. Against thewall was an antique
cabinet that conssted of square pigeonholes, each with asmall brass plague giving aroom number.

About adozen of them contained amanilaenvelope.

"Count the letters. | come up with twenty." Helooked at Frank again and said, " So what room number
youin?'

"What businessisit of yours, young man?' Mrs. Greenhart said, the contempt in the words was pa pable.
Frank was aready |ooking over Duce's shoulder at the pigeonholes. There was a package for hisroom,
and Connies....

Duce, however, took Mrs. Greenhart in stride. "No staff here, someone's got to pass out the mail."

Frank looked back at her and Connie. "Maybe thiswill explain things."

Duce grinned and shook hishead. Redl attitude problem there.

Frank tapped on the table and said, "202." He gestured back at Mrs. Greenhart who gave him a
withering Sare. Eventudly shesaid, "211."

Duce reached behind him and pulled out apair of manilaenvelopes that were exactly the same except for
the address |abel's, which had a name and room number, nothing else.

"Frank Pisarski and Beatrice Greenhart?'

Duce tossed Frank's on the counter in front of him. Mrs. Greenhart stepped up and pulled hers out of
Duce's hand.

Loman said, "233, | think. | wasn't paying attention.”

"'Kay," Duce sad, turning around. "Give me aname?’

While Duce hunted down Loman's envelope, Frank picked up his. It wasn't heavy, it fet asif it contained
only one sheet of paper. He glanced up to see Mrs. Greenhart had aready opened her envelope. She
dared at the document inside, muttering to hersdif.

"Madness," she whispered, staring at the legal-sized sheet of paper.

"Herewe go," Duce pulled out an envelope and shoved it across the counter, in Loman's direction.
Loman's room number on the envel ope was actualy 223. He stepped up to the desk, next to Frank, and
picked it up.

Conniefollowed him, but stayed a step behind, looking over his shoulder.



"And you?' Duce asked.
"Connie. | don't know my room number.”
Duce nodded and turned around to rummage in the mailboxes.

Frank shook his head and opened his own envelope. Behind him he could hear Mrs. Greenhart ingsting,
"Thisisnot funny. Not funny at al."

Inside was asingle legal-sized sheet of paper. It was laid out like a contract, abeit ashort one, and the
firgt thing that caught his attention was the Sgnature.

It was hisown.
Frank had never seen this paper before now, but it unquestionably bore his Sgnature, and the signature
was dated May firdt, again, in his own handwriting. Behind him, Begtrice was muttering something about

forgeriesand lawsuits.

Frank started reading it. Despite his hopes, it didn't explain adamn thing. It was a preprinted form that
only had five paragraphson it:

AGREEMENT BETWEEN FRANK PISARSKI AND THE PLAYERS OF THE GAME:
1.FRANK PISARSKI isaPlayer inthe Game.

2.The Players must participate in the Game.

3. The Players may agreeto changetherules.

4:The Players must obey therules or forfeit.

5:Thewinner of the Gameisthelast Player who has not forfeited.

Frank Pisarski 5/1/00

"And whét the hell isthis cragp?' Frank asked.

"No," Bedtricesaid. "l didn't sgn this. | never signed anything like this. And the date'swrong.” She
tramped up to the desk and tossed the paper and the envelope on the counter. "1 do not play games.”

Duce was still rummaging and came out with another envelope— exactly the same asthe others. "We got
only the one Connie." He held it out, and when Connie didn't look asif she was about to take it, Quaid
took it and handed it to her.

Shedared a it for afew moments, asif handling shards of glassthat might diceright into her. She
opened it very dowly.

"Did you get the same thing?' Frank picked up Mrs. Greenhart's | etter. The same five paragraphs, a
different name and sgnature. He turned to Loman, ™Y ou?'



"Yeah," Loman shook his head at his own paper. He turned toward the lobby, saying, "Carlos, | guess
you've got one, too...."

When Loman trailed off, Frank looked back toward the lobby. Empty. No sign of Carlos DeVay.
"Where did he disappear to?' Loman whispered.

* % %

The scenery was even more spectacular than it had been from the window. The hotel had been
constructed to command the best view of the water, and exiting through the front doors he could see all
the way down to the lagoon, which had to be amile or two at least.

"Lord have mercy," Carloswhigpered to himself.

It wasfindly sinking in. Up until now he had been focused on theloss of his recent memories. Fear over
theloss of part of hismind, the fear intengfied by the feding that he couldn't sense what was missing.
Three months at leadt, by talking to that boy, Quaid. Insde his own head, Carlos knew that if there hadn't
been someoneto tell him, he wouldn't know if his absent memories covered days, or years.

Once hed walked out the door of the hotdl, it clicked insgde him that he was serioudy esewhere.

The last, most recent memory that he had was lowering a442 engine block into the pristine body of a
1972 Oldsmobile. The garage had been cold as a morgue, the windows frosted, and his breath coming
out in whitefog. The chain was so cold it burned hisfingers even through hiswork gloves. January in
Detroit.

It wasn't January, and he was amillion milesfrom Detroit.

Carlos headed away from the hotel, toward the water. He walked on an immaculately manicured lawvn
that was so green it was dmost blue. Above him the sky was a cloudless azure flecked with the white
dots of distant gulls. The water was deeper blue than the sky, severed from the land by a strip of beach
that was platinum white. The white-yellow sun burned everything with a near-shadowless brightness, hot
even fromitslow point over the pdmsto Carlos |eft.

After the grays of an urban winter, and the dark colors of the hotel'sinterior, the color out here was
amogt painful. Carlos eyeswatered.

Color might rule here, but sound was areluctant wesk sister. It was so quiet that Carlos had to
concentrate to redize that there were any sounds at al. The breakersin the distance, beyond the
protective arms enclosing the lagoon. The distant cal of aseagull. The rush of the wind through the palms
to theright and left.

And agentledinking.
Clinking?
Something metalic was being struck repeatedly. Not behind him, but ahead. Carlos had to squint to

make out what was ahead of him. Almost lost in the reflective glare from the water was asmal concrete
patio. A tal flagpole sorouted fromit, the clinking he heard came from the ropes striking it in the wind.



Carloswalked up toward it. It seemed the best position outside from which to get his bearings.

"No oneraised theflag today," Carlos said to himsdlf. It wasirritating, and somewhat ominous, to
discover that such abasic clueto hislocation was absent. He didn't even know what country hewasin.

The flagpol€'s base was raised above the surrounding ground, so Carlos didn't see the cannon until he
had amost reached the flagpole.

He was standing at the cusp of the bluff, the point a which the land stopped its gentle dope and began its
dive toward the beach in earnest. The ground dropped away from the base of the flagpole at about a
thirty- or forty-degree angle. Just in front of the concrete base, a niche had been cut out of the hillside. A
semicircular dugout around aflat surface paved with flagstones. Dead center sat ablack nineteenth
century cannon. Carlos walked past the flagpole, and afew more feet, until he was at the edge of the

dugouit.

The flagstone surface on which the cannon sat was abouit fifteen feet below, so Carlos circled around the
perimeter, walking down the dope until he reached the front of the dugout.

It was acommanding view of the lagoon. Carlos could see the entire beach from here. Unlike most
display pieces, Carlos bet that this cannon was till sitting where it had been originaly stationed. It
probably could have hit anything that entered the protection of the lagoon.

He placed ahand on its black surface, expecting the cold fed of cast iron. He pulled it away, cursing.
The sun had been up long enough to make the surface burning hot. Sucking on the hedl of his hand,
Carlos saw aglint of brass at the base of the black-painted weapon.

"Findly." A higtorica plague commemorating some baitle or other would &t least give some clueto his
location.

Carlos moved around the end of the cannon and looked down.
"Wdll, what the..."

The plague, shining near gold in the sunlight, was blank. Carlos stared and rubbed hiseyes asif it was
someilluson that would go away. It wasn't.

He knelt down. Hisfirg thought waswrong. It wasn't abrand new plague that had yet to be engraved—
and what idiot engraves a plague after it's mounted— it was at least as old asthe rest of the hotel.
Carlos fingers traced the edges where the finish was gtill a pebbled, weathered green.

The plague shone because the inscription that had been embossed upon it had been deliberately and
thoroughly erased. Carlos could just see where lines of text had once been. The surface that had held the
inscri ption was smoother, more polished.

There was no hope of reconstructing what the plague had said.

From somewhere down the hillsde, Carlos heard avoice cdl to him, "Hail the cannon!*

* * %



Quaid couldn't see any sign of Carlosin the lobby. Ashelooked he heard Bestrice Greenhart fuming.
"Thisisal some eaborate hoax. Assoon as| find a phone, someoneis going to pay for this outrage.”

Frank Pisarski sounded just as pissed. "Pretty elaborate for someone's idea of aprank.”

Quaid turned around and caled over to Duce. "Everyone here got one of these?”'

Duce nodded and waved aloose strand of hair away from hisface. "Everyone so far. | stayed back here
to hand them out.” He pulled a crumpled sheet out of his pocket and held it up. It wasthe familiar
contract. He looked at Beatrice. "And if you have as good a memory of yesterday as everyone else
does, | wouldn't be so quick to assumethat isn't your signature.”

Bestrice harumphed and repeated, "I don't play games.”

"Whatever thisis, Sgnature or not, it isn't legaly binding." Frank looked down &t the paper in hishand. "It
wasn't witnessed, notarized, or anything.”

Quaid looked at his own sheet. "U.S. law, you're probably right.”

Connie and Bestrice both looked at him. Bestrice's expression was a sour squint. Connie just |ooked
frightened.

"What do you mean by U.S. law?' Frank looked asif he already knew the answer to his question, and
didn't likeit.

Duce volunteered the answer. "He means you ain't in Kansas anymore.”
Quaid looked out toward the entrance to the lobby. It till hung open on atropica idand landscape. "'If
werein Hawaii or the Virgin Idands, U.S. law applies— but this placeisn't wired for American current.”

Quaid looked around the lobby until he found awall outlet to point at.

Frank shook his head and rubbed hisforehead. He looked like aman who had to restrain himsdf from
punching something— probably Duce. "Thisjust gets better and better.”

Connie was taring at the baseboard asif the European wall outlet was some dien creature. Beatrice was
muttering something about the American embassy.

Duce appeared to be thoroughly amused.

"Others?' Quaid addressed Duce, whose amile didn't waver.

"Yeah," Duce sad.

"Where arethey?"

"Oh, they went outside,”" Duce shrugged. "L ooking for a boat, radio, phone maybe—"
Quaid nodded. "Frank, look after Connie and Beatrice—"

"Mrs. Greenhart, young man."



"— Connie, and Mrs. Greenhart, would you? I'm going to check outside— Carlos might have gone out
whilewe weretaking to Duce here."

"Yeah," Frank said. He turned and gave Duce astony look that did nothing to the kid's shit-eating grin. "'l
want to ask 'Duce here afew questions.”

Connie was till staring at thewall outlet. Quaid asked her, "Areyou going to bedl right?'

She nodded, not moving her gaze. "I don't remember..." Her voice trailed off. Shefindly looked away.
"Thisigntdl right."

"Frank's going to be here with you."
"They're here, too," she whispered. Then shelooked up at Quaid and said, "I'm fine."

It sounded insincere, but there wasn't much he could do. He left somewhat reluctantly, heading out the
front doors.

* % %

Quaid found Carlos standing next to a flagpole about two hundred yardsin front of the hotel. He was
talking with about four other people.

Hewalked up and caled, "Y ou missed the mail." When Quaid got up next to him, he handed Carlos his
own copy of the"Contract." "Apparently, weal got one."

"So I've been informed.” Carloswaved at the group of new people.

Quaid turned and faced the new group. "I suppose introductions arein order. Quaid Loman."

Thefirst person was an Asan man, Japanese, Quaid suspected. He wore awhite shirt and tie, deeves
rolled up and jacket dung over his shoulder. "Henry Sukomi," he said as he reached forward to take
Quaid's hand. His palm was swesty. "Are you any closer to the heart of thismystery?'

llm.ry'll

"Damn," Henry said. Quaid could hear southern Cdiforniain hisvoice. "All | got isapiece of paper with
my signature, one |'ve never seen before, and the deep persond conviction that we should be celebrating
New Y ear'sright now." He grimaced and shook hisfoot. "And now, sand in my shoes.”

"Wow, another piece of the mystery game.” She was abrunettein a T-shirt and blue jeans who couldn't
be older than Duce. Her T-shirt said, "'If you're not part of the solution, you're part of the precipitate.”
She held out her hand and said, "I'm Bobbie, and thisis Eve, and Louis.”

Eve was a statuesque black woman dressed in agreen suit, looking asif sheld just |eft the same
corporate meeting as Henry. She was shaking her head and saying, mostly to Bobbie, "I don't likethe
ideaof taking this'game serioudy.”

"Evesright, hon," Louis added. He was the most striking member of the quartet. He must have weighed



nearly four hundred pounds. He was the only one who was dressed for the locale— apair of shorts, a
loud Hawaiian shirt, and a straw hat. Despite that, he was obvioudy the least comfortable. As he spoke,
he removed the hat to wipe the swest off hisface and the bald top of hishead.

Bobbie looked at L ouis with obvious distaste.

"It'sal sometwisted joke," Louiskept saying, hisjowlsvibrating. "Give us something to do to keep us
from looking for away off thisidand."

"Keep us here?' Quaid asked. "How?"

"Eve hasthistheory,” Bobbie said.

"Weve been kidnapped,” Eve said. "Taken here againgt our will—"

"Uh-huh?' Carlos said. "How do you know that if no one here remembers how we arrived—"

"Wedl can't remember." Eve said. "That can't just be chance, or an accident. It was done to us. And
thereisno reason to do that to usif we came here voluntarily.”

"We got two folks back at the hotel who won't argue with you." Carlos rubbed hischin. "I'd like to hear
from the kidnappers, mysdf.”

Quaid nodded. "What about the signatures on these contracts?' He still held his own copy, the edge of it
fluttered in the breeze.

"Y ou don't remember signing that," Eve said, grabbing the fluttering edge of the paper with one hand,
pointing at it with the other. Without waiting for his answer, she continued. "So you don't remember the
conditions under which you sgned it. Y ou could have had agun to your head."

"Maybethe amnesiais part of the game," Bobbie said.

Henry looked from Carlosto Quaid and asked, "1 don't suppose you two have come up with any better
theories?'

"Other than possible carbon monoxide poisoning, no." Quaid looked down at his" contract.” "And that
doesn't explain this”

Quaid looked up at Eve. "Do you have any theories on why someone might do this?*

"After what they've done? They've stolen months from my life, taken me away from my job, trapped me
in this godforsaken place athousand miles from anywhere— | don't care what their motivations are.”

Eve never raised her voice, but she had no trouble communicating anger. Listening to her, he had the
impression that "they," whoever "they" were, would be sorry if Eve caught up with them. He looked over
at Louis, who was mopping his bald spot. "What about you?'

"Me?' he asked. "This elaborate setup? | have one or two ideas who—"

"Hdlo out therel"



Quaid recognized Duce's voice coming from back by the hotel. Everyone turned in that direction. Duce
was standing in the lobby doors and caling to them.

"We'red| mesting inthe badlroom."
"Well, maybethisisit," Henry said. "The explanation weve been waiting for."

Quaid doubted it, but he kept his mouth shut as they all walked back to the hotel.
Fourth Move

The ballroom was set behind the lobby, filling alarge portion of the areathat separated the two wings of
the hotel. Quaid, Carlos, and the other four entered through a pair of wide double doorsthat led in from
the lobby. The room had fifteen-foot-high cellings. Light came from two equaly eaborate crystal
chandeliers. A stage faced them across a parquet dance floor.

They seemed to bethelast to arrive.

The room wasfilled with the echoes of folding chairs opening and scraping across the floor. People were
standing, milling about, others were setting up chairs, while others— Quaid noticed Begtrice Greenhart
among them— had taken seats facing the stage. He stood by the door and counted nineteen people,
induding himsdf.

Ducefollowed them in and closed the doors, making it an even twenty.

"That's everybody," Duce said into the room. Quaid couldn't tell if he was addressing anyone specific.
Quaid walked over to the right side of the room, where Mrs. Greenhart was. Frank and Connie were
over there, the people he had begun to think of as"hisgroup.” Carlos sat with him. The others who had
come in with them took seats together at therear.

The ballroom was large enough that twenty people didn't seem like ahell of alot. Looking around, Quaid
realized that he'd aready met haf these people. It was interesting to see how the crowd seemed to group
itsdlf in clusters of about five people or so—

"What are we doing here?' Connie asked him. Helooked and saw she sill had her contract clutched in
her hands.

Quaid rested ahand on her shoulder and hoped it was more comforting than threatening. " Someone had
the presence of mind to get usdl together.” Usall.

He had used the pronoun before held redized the degper implications. Wasthis everyone? The entire
population of this hotel? Werethey al victims of unexplained displacement and annesia?

All playersinthe"game?’

Helooked around at the crowd. The room was abuzz with people talking to each other, but therewas a
subdued air about them, an expectancy.

Everyoneiswaiting for an explanation, Quaid thought. He realized he held the same expectation. Rether,



the same hope— that someone would deign to play Rod Serling and narrate this episode of The Twilight
Zone.

But expectation— What Quaid really expected was that the architect of this meeting would be yet
another memorylessfellow traveler.

Ducetook a seat up front, and when he did, one of the ten people Quaid hadn't met stood up and took a
few stepstoward the stage. He wasin hismid-forties, with jet-black hair cut short and an immaculate
goatee that sharpened an aready angular face. He wore a pair of glasses with gold frames and
rectangular lenses. He had on ablack button-down shirt with deevesthat held rolled up to the elbows.

Theman cleared histhroat, and the room silenced.
The newcomer looked at everyonein turn. Very deliberately, Quaid thought.

"In case you're wondering, | am the one who called everyone together— at least | hopeit's everyone.
But in answer to the obvious question, no, | don't know what's happening here.”

Frank stood up and said, " So would you mind telling uswhat your point is, or are you just wasting our
time?’

Someonein the crowd said, "Amen."

"l hope not. But | think everyone here has the same godl. If we don't compare notes, we're going to be
working at cross-purposes. Duplicating effort at the very least.”

Eve'svoice called out from the back. "And you just decided that?"

The man shrugged. "If not me, somebody else. It doesn't matter. Now that we're here we can try and
make some sense— as agroup— of what's going on."

Another man, whom Quaid hadn't met, stood up and addressed the speaker with alow Southern drawl,
"Two questions. Who dl are you? And who died and left you in charge?!

The question was received by afew laughs and afew agreeable mutterings, but the man who'd called the
meeting seemed unfazed by the question. "My name, gir, is Tage Garndll. And | assureyou that | am not

in charge of anything."

"Good man,” the new man went on. He hooked histhumbsin the front of hisbelt and leaned forward. "I
know who the hell you are now. How about who the hell isus?' He wore a checked shirt, the deeves
rolled up on rather substantia biceps, with apair of mirrored sunglasses hanging from the shirt pocket.
Blond hair was cropped closeto his skull, and he wore arusty-colored mustache. "I want to know who
al you people are, and what the hell we're doing here.”

There were murmurs of assent from the audience, including— he noted— Mrs. Greenhart. Quaid took
the opportunity to stand up and face everyone himsdlf. "1 think that's a question that we'd dl like
answered.” His mouth went alittle dry as helooked at all the people. But he'd talked to crowds as big or
bigger recently. "My nameis Quaid—"

AndI'manadcohdlic....



"Quaid Loman. | woke up on the edge of the bed in my room this morning— I'm assuming it's my
room— and | had no memory of coming here, planning atrip here, or sgning anything—" Quaid gave an
abbreviated rundown of hismorning.

"Fair enough,” said the guy in the checked shirt. "I'm Jarl Theodore. | was on theroad in Louisana, last |
cantdl. Went to deep in my rig, woke up here."

Suddenly it became very much like an AA meeting. People stood up and gave their names, and in most
cases astory of how they cameto bethere. Or to be more exact, the last memory they had before
becoming aware they were here. No one admitted to having any clue why they had come— or had been
taken— to this place. No one seemed to have any firm idea of exactly where this place was.

Frank spoke apiece, saying he was astedworker from Pittsburgh who was currently unemployed. He
didn't say if he had retired or had been laid off. He summarized his meetingswith Mrs. Greenhart,
Connie, Quaid, and Carlos. He left out the portion about the lamp. He introduced Connie and Mrs.
Greenhart, neither of whom stood to spesk.

Carlosfollowed Frank, and was much briefer.

Of the othersthat followed, the ones he had met aready were just as diverse abunch. There was Henry
Sukomi, the Asian gentleman in the suit. He was a Japanese civil engineer from Los Angeles. Bobbie
Grant, the young woman with the T-shirt, was an organic chemistry mgjor at MIT. Eve Robinson, the
black woman who was certain that they had al been kidnapped— and told that to the rest of the room—
worked as a marketing rep for apharmaceutical company based in Atlanta. Louis LeMonde— whose
surname matched his girth— was a used car sdesman from Buffao.

The new people— which is how he thought of them even though they al seemed to have awoken into
this predicament at about the sametime— al contributed their own bit to the introductions— in all, it
took nearly two hoursto hear from them.

Theremaning ten were—

Susan Polk, an elementary school teacher from Grand Rapids; Abraham Y anowitz, adoctor from
Tampa; EricaUrquort, a septuagenarian from Lexington, Kentucky, who was aromance novelist of all
things, Gordon Hernandez, who managed a\Wa-Mart in Phoenix; Iris Traxler, awell-endowed blonde
who said shewasfrom LasVegas, and said "Entertainment Industry” in away that made it an obvious
euphemism; Madison Oyler, ashort, stocky native of New Orleans whose nose had been broken several
timessad "invesments' aseuphemidticaly aslrissad "entertainment™; Olivia Grossmann from
Washington, D.C., amember of alobbying group called the Christian Faith Foundation, and lastly, A. J.
Kaplan, aUnited Airlines pilot from St. Louis.

Quaid probably wasn't the only one here who was trying to think of some common thread between them.
Something that might explain why they, and not some other random collection of people, had ended up in
thishotdl.

Tage Garnell, the man who'd decided to bring them all together, went last. "1 come from Green Rock,
New Mexico— aplace none of you have probably heard of. | spent alittletimein the military— I'ma
reservist now— and right now | do security consulting.”



Jarl Theodore stood up, looked around the room, and said, "I guessthat answers my first question. Now
here'sthe kicker: What do we do about it?"

If there was aquestion specifically designed to introduce chaos into the dialogue, that wasit.

* * %

Frank watched as the people around him degenerated into babbling idiots, each trying to shout over the
others. He hadn't had the greatest respect for the motley crew that shared this"game" with him, the fact
that half of them tried to talk at once cemented the impression.

"Thisisbullshit," he muttered.

Frank stood up and |ooked over the unruly mass. No one seemed to take much notice of him except
Loman, who appeared to be watching the guy by the stage, Tage Garnell. Loman and Garndll got high
marks from Frank because neither one was making afool of himsdlf by trying to shout over everyone
dse

Good as hisword, Frank thought, looking a Garnell, heisn't trying to lead anything. Not even adamn
conversation.

Frank, for one, had had enough. He picked up hisfolding chair. It was heavy wood with a hinged sest.
Frank grabbed the seat with one hand, the back with the other, and dammed it shut threetimesin arapid
successon.

The sound of the seat damming closed resonated like a gunshot.

"People! People!™

He dammed the chair again for emphasis.

"Shut up!”

He had shouted so hard that his face was flushed and he had to suck in afew deep breathsto fill hislungs
back up with air. He did, however, achieve the desired effect. The room was silent, with nineteen pairs of

eyeslooking a him, somewith unvelled hodtility.

Frank set down his chair and cleared histhroat. "We have time to hear everyone. But not al at once.
Oneperson a atime.”

The trucker made the same comment about people taking charge that he had made earlier. Y ou don't like
it? Why don't you do something.

"We got to get us aboat and get off thisrock." The voice came from the back. The guy with alump of a
nose. Oyler, Frank remembered, Madison Oyler. A thuggish-looking gentleman who'd been evasive
about his profession. Looks like aloan shark.

"Unfortunately, there seem to be no boats," said Henry Sukomi. He loosened histie and continued. "We
searched the docks and there's not even aliferaft available.”



Oyler shook his head and closed asmall notebook he had in hislap.

"Boat or not, it'sfoolhardy to attempt the ocean out there until we have someideawhereweare." A new
speaker. The pilot. Frank had forgotten his name. Probably should be taking notes mysdif.

Frank sat down, satisfied that the conversation was civil for the moment. As he sat, the pilot continued,
"Do we even know for surethat thisisan idand?’

Carlosfdt the same unessy sense of being e sawhere,

The question the pilot posed silenced the room for amoment.

The sense of solitude here, it would make sensethat it was an idand. But couldn't it easily be some
isolated coastline of Mexico, or Thailand, or even Florida? Carlos hadn't even been aware that he had
been making an assumption.

How much more was he taking for granted?

Abraham, the doctor, stood up. He was bading and had avery full, graying beard. He was afew shades

shy of Santa Claus. "If we are going to be here for more than two days— which seemslikely to be the
case, idand or not— we need to assess our available supplies. Food, fresh water, emergency medical

equipment.”

Bobbie, the chemistry student, asked, ™Y ou think that's necessary?"

"Theres rather rugged terrain out there. If one of you should fall— Without proper trestment a
compound fracture could be fatal. There are venomous snakes and insects. Allergic reactions. Heat

stroke. Thismany people, cut off from medical care for any extended period, concerns me.”

Carlos stood up. "Don't you al think that we need to get out there and see what elseison thisidand—
or whatever?'

"Yes," Frank said from next to him. "If the pilot isright, five milesaway could be an Interstate.”

"What about the game?' The speaker was Erica Urquort, the noveist. Shelooked old and frail, and
didn't stand to speak, but her question knifed through the room better than Frank’s shouting had.

"Thereé'sno game." Madison Oyler stood up, took afolded sheet of paper from the notebook in hislap,
and proceeded to tear it into pieces.

Therewasamost an air of ritual about it, the way he tore up his own copy of the "contract.”
"Just apiece of paper,” hesaid.
Carlos overheard Mrs. Greenhart in front of him saying, "Amen."

"Son," Ericasaid. "Someone has goneto alot of effort here—"



"Obvioudy..." Madison tossed historn paper to the ground. The pieces scattered around hisfeet. "But
they aren't here, we are.”

"If someonewent to al thistroubleto sart this'game,’ | don't think they'd just let uswak away fromit."
Ericawas shaking her head. "I doubt thingswill be as easy or smple asyou imagine."

"Dont tak asif you know what's going on here." Madison waved at the floor. "Thinking you do will be
your worst mistake."

"| think we're supposed to come up with our own rules.” Bobbig, the student, was looking at her own
paper.

"We haveto leave." Madison said. "Forget the game, if there ever wasone.”
Quaid stood up. "This so-cdled 'gamée isthe only clue we have to why were herein thefirst place.”
"Y ou shouldn't give arat's ass about why you're here. We have to find away out before—"

Jarl Theodore hooked athumb in Madison's direction, interrupting him. "'I'm with him. How arewe all
getting home?!

"We need to send some peopleinland, scewherewe are—" said A. J.
"Not before we get somefirst aid gear together—" Abraham.
"Who dl you planning to send—" Jarl.

"Has anyone done a thorough search of this hotel?* Eve asked. "There has to be aphone, aradio,
somewhere."

The babble had returned, with people talking over each other again.
"May | make asuggestion?' Tage Garndll spoke up and waited for the room to quiet. Tage seemed
infinitely patient, and for some reason Carlosfdt his words were ominous— asif the suggestion was

somehow going to be threatening.

"Thanks," Tage said once the noise had subsided again. "We shouldn't divide or duplicate effort here.
Our actions should be coordinated. Without aleader, we need some sort of decision making process.”

"So are you nominating yourself for leader?' Quaid asked, his voice sounded more than alittle
accusatory. Jarl, the trucker, nodded in approva.

Tage shook hishead. "No. Quaid, wasn't it? | smply think we might be best off making group decisons
by mgjority vote. At least until we elect aleader, if we ever need one.”

Quaid looked around alittle sheepishly and said, " Sounds reasonable to me.”
There was a chorus of agreement from around the room.

"That's acceptable to everyone?' Tage asked.



There was scattered affirmation from the audience. It lasted afew moments until Carlos heard avoicein
back exdaming, "Bullshit!"

Carlosturned and saw Madison Oyler standing up and facing the rest of them with adisgusted
expression. "l don't believe you poor bastards. Y ou know what he's doing!”

"Mr. Oyler—" gtarted Dr. Abraham Y anowitz. Madison didn't let him finish his sentence.
"What am | doing?' Tage asked him.

Madison Oyler looked at the rest of them, then a Tage, and shook hishead. "Y ou al stay here and play
debating society. Play your game. | didn't sign up for this, and I'm going and finding away off thisrock."
He turned around and stormed out the ballroom doors.

* % %

During the three hours after Madison Oyler stormed out, they made a number of decisons.

After several false sarts, it came to ashow of hands and along argument about whose job it wasto
count votes. In the end they voted Frank Pisarski into the job.

They voted on severa teamsto take on the mgjor tasks ahead of them; mapping out the area they found
themsalvesin, and itemizing the available resourcesin the hote and the immediate areaaround it.

Fiveteams: two "insde' teams— A and B— to go over theinterior of the hotel, and the immediate
vicinity; three "outsde" teams— C, D, and E— to go over the outlying beaches and buildings, and— in
the case of Team D— eventudly to go out into the surrounding wilderness and give them some sort of
map of their location.

Ten people, Quaid included, volunteered to be on Team D, which would eventualy go out and find out
where they actualy were. The most risky job they had— as Abraham, the doctor, kept pointing out.
Team D had to bein good shape. And couldn't include people with skills they might need back herein
the meantime. A. J. made the team because he was the one with the best mapping and navigationa skills.
Histhree teammates ended up being Eve Robinson, the woman who, aside from Connie, might have
been the most upset about their apparent kidnapping; the chemistry student, Bobbie Grant, who was
probably in the best shape of al of them; and Gordon Hernandez, the Wal-Mart manager, who besat out
Quaid's bid to be on the team by asingle vote.

The"home" teamswere easier to determine. Neither Erica, the seventy-year-old noveist or Louis, the
four-hundred-pound used car salesman were up to running around the grounds. Asthe only doctor,
Abraham needed to remain in acentral location in case anyone was injured. And Quaid didn't know how
many others had seen it, but Connie was too unstable to go anywhere. There were two volunteersto stay
inthe hotd. Iris Traxler and Susan Polk. Mrs. Greenhart ended up insde by refusing to expressa
preference.

That |eft the remainder of them to be on Teams C and E, to search the vicinity of the hotel.

By this point the debate had taken so long that there was no problem getting a consensus on their first
priority. Before any of their "teams' did anything, they had to find out what kind of food suppliesthis



place had.
FifthMove

Connie didn't know what to do. It was all beyond her ability to absorb. All these people— It was asiif
they were all back at Ferndale, but without the locks, or the nurses, or the orderlies. But it wasn't
Ferndale, and Connie didn't think any of these people would belong there. The people caught up in
Ferndde didn't think like"normal” people, like these people.

Connie had to get away from dl of them, to think.

S0, once the meseting was over, Connie dipped away from her side of the ballroom, while the people
who "knew" her here were talking among themselves. Frank and Quaid, who Connie thought of as Bady
and the Nerd, were talking about where they might look for potable water and first aid kits. The black
guy had moved off to another group of people near the doors, agroup that included the fattest man she
had ever seen. Sourpuss, Mrs. Beatrice Greenhart, stayed seated, apparently itemizing thingsto fume
about.

It was easy for Connieto dip away without anyone noticing.

Once outside the ballroom, the door shut behind her, everything was quiet. It wasthe first time she had
been done since she had woken up, panicked, in her room.

She caught her breath and tried to make sense of hersdlf and this place.

Isthiswhat they actualy do with the oddbdls, the square pegs?

It was easy to believe that the powersthat be, the ones who make the master list of proper thoughts and
behavior, might stedl away the people who didn't fit into their plan. They went to such lengthsto classify,
to number, to categorize, to process....

But here?

And why would they take these others?

Of course they would take her. She knew about them. She did everything she could to keep them from
paying attention to her, keegping track of her, numbering her. She had burned her socia security card
when sheleft Ferndae. They tried to give her checks, but she burned those aswell. If she had cashed

them, they would have known where she was. She had no address, no number, not even her origina
name. No one should have been ableto trace her.

Except for them.

They would have meansto detect abnormal thoughts, wouldn't they? That was why she kept seeing
them, having to hide from them, even after dl her efforts.

Shefollowed ahalway that led outside, behind the hotel. The windowless door wasn't marked as an exit,
s0 she stepped back a bit when it swung open on an exterior courtyard. She stood there amoment,
unableto walk through.

They had taken her— and when they took you, you weren't supposed to leave. She had beenin



Ferndae. She had even been in prison for awhile when Mayor Grinch decided that living without an
address was a seditious act againgt the City of New Y ork.

When they took you somewhere against your will, thefirst rule was you did not try to leave. When you
did, they put you somewhere else, somewhere worse.

The door wasn't locked, and there's no one el se here.

But she knew they were watching her. She had yet to step outside this building. What if that was just
what they were waiting for? What if she took a step and one of their doctors, or socia workers, or
police, came up and said, "Were so sorry, you were making such progress, but now..."

She could picture the sad shake of the head, the expression of pity. The man, she knew, would be

wearing Pete'sface. So sad, when inside he'd be so pleased with himsalf. See, held think to himsdlf, |
knew shewas nuts....

She could turn around, pretend she didn't want to go outside. That would redlly fuck with them, wouldn't
it? Thelagt thing they would expect.

"Oh, hell," she muttered and stepped across the threshold, tensing for the Sirens, expecting aherd of burly
men in hospital scrubsto grab her.

When she heard the door shut behind her, she jumped.

They locked me out! was her first panicked thought as the door dammed. She whipped around and
grabbed the handle, trying to yank it back open. It swung back out easily.

"Y ou bagtards are enjoying this," she said to whatever listening devicesthey were using on her. It was dl
some sort of test, and she didn't know if she had passed or failed.

God, it smelled good out here.

Connie sucked in afew deep breaths and walked out into the flagstone courtyard. There was an English
garden here, nicely kept out to a stone wall about two hundred yards away from the back of the hotel.
Beyond the wall, the grasswent wild, astall asher head, until it met the jungle that surrounded this place
on three Sides.

So much green. Shetook another deep breeth; the perfume of the flowers was sweet and alien.

What if it waan't the watchers who had taken her here? What if she had been saved from them? What if
shewasfindly free of their controlling grasp?

For thefirst time since waking, Connie relaxed.
Thefeding lasted until she redlized that that was obvioudy what they wanted her to think.

* % %

Beatrice Greenhart was thefirgt to notice Connie was missing. The woman had been sitting next to her,
but by the time the meeting was breaking up, the seat next to her was empty. Beatrice looked back at the



two men nearest her, Mr. Loman and Mr. Pisarski, but they were engaged in their own conversation.
Beatrice turned around just in time to see Connie dip out the ballroom door.

It wasn't her business, but that young woman was upset. Not that she didn't have aright to be, but
Beatrice didn't like the idearthat she might hurt hersalf.

She excused hersdf to the gentlemen who didn't seem to notice her and followed Connie out of the
ballroom. By the time she reached the door, afew of the others were leaving. That nasty teenager, Duce,
amost bumped into her, and she had to suck back her breath in disgust. The child wasn't even wearing a
shirt, and his naked chest was shiny with alayer of swest.

"Aren't your parents gppaled by the way you dress, young man?'

"Whoa, lady, do | make remarks about how your folks dress you?' He glanced back at her and shook
his head, and kept going toward the lobby.

"Brat," Beatrice muttered. If it hadn't been for young men like that—
Don't dwell on the past, down to business, woman.

Now where would Connie go? Wdll, if shewastrying to escape everyone, the lobby wouldn't be a grest
choice. Bestrice walked directly away from where Duce was headed.

Shefollowed ahalway that paralleled one of the side walls of the ballroom. It ended in adoor that was
just swinging shut. Bestrice followed the hallway and went out the door.

Outside was a flagstone courtyard nestled in the arms of the hotel's two wings. There were afew stone
benches, afountain, and agarden that seemed to spread out hafway to the wilderness. Beetrice smelled
unfamiliar flowers and had to suppress asneeze.

Connie was out here, hugging hersalf and walking away from the hotel. Begatrice watched as she looked
up at the sky and surveyed the garden. There was agrowing dirty feding insde herself.

Old, meddling voyeur, sheisn't Mdissa. Thomaswould be very upset if he knew you were thinking this
way—

Bestrice backed up and reached for the door. Connie was fine without her....

But then, Bestrice saw Conni€'s head lower and her shoulders begin to shake. Connie started stamping
onefoot and shaking her head from sideto side.

Bestrice's reluctance evaporated. "Child, are you dl right?" She spoke in avoice so soft that Quaid or
Frank probably wouldn't have recognized it.

Connie spun around at her words, amost falling backward into the reflecting pool at the base of the
fountain. "What?"

Bestrice stepped forward and said, "Please, areyou dl right?"



"All right? What makesyou think I'd bedl right?'

She's so much like Mdissa, Beatrice was thinking with one part of her brain. The other part of her
brain— the one with Thomas voice— wastelling her, Sheisn't our daughter.

Somehow it didn't seem to matter that Connie was at |east adecade older than Melissa, afoot taler,
thinner, with the wrong-shaped face and different hair color. Physicaly, Connie couldn't be more different
from Mdisa

But that fear in her eyes. "l want to help,” Beatrice said. Her own voice seemed to crack alittle.

Connie shook her head and slamped her foot again. "Then tell me what they want!™

"I don't know," Beatrice said. She stepped up and held out a hand for Connie. Connielooked &t it,
turned around, and started marching off toward the garden.

Beatrice felt asick empty pit in her somach.

"Leavemedone," Conniesaid.

How many times did Melissa say that?

Connie wasn't her daughter, thiswasn't her responsbility, and Conni€'s behavior wasn't out of linewith
what had happened to any of them. The thought of being brought here by some unknown men still made
Beatrice's skin crawl. Insde her, no-nonsense Thomas was telling her to let it go, there were bigger things

to worry about.

Tage Garnell, the doctor, and the pilot had al made good businesdike suggestions to resolve their mass
abduction. She should be getting hersdlf together to join her team and look for something useful.

Taking to thiswoman wouldn't bring Melissa back.

Bestrice didn't move. "Why do you want to be aone?’

Connieturned around. "Why should | tell you, Sourpuss?’

"Tdl meand I'll go away."

Connie nodded. "Honey, you've got to do better than that. Do you know how many people havetried to
get meto tell them my 'fedlings? " Sheraised her hand and put the quotes around the word with her
fingers. "The best. Paid more ayear than your house is probably worth. Y ou own ahouse, right? Y ou
have that settled-in look to you. 'I've found my nest, and | aint moving.' "

The verbal ondaught was sudden, and Bestrice suddenly didn't know what to say. "I'm judt...”

Connie snapped her fingers. ™Y ou've got to be quick on the uptake here. They're watching. Of course,
they're dways watching, aren't they? But | mean here, asthe old lady said, they have an investment here.
Their game, you know. Now | know why I'm here, they've been eyeing me along time, but you?' She

waved back at the hotel. "Them? Nine-to-five drones, homeowners, bank accounts, cars, little model
citizens of the fascist welfare state. Where do you fit into this? Why don't you tell me how you fed?"



Beatrice just shook her head. She felt the same disorientation she had when she had woken this morning.
Ever snce Thomas had |&ft her, she had tried so hard. Thiswas al too much for her. Shewaked over to
one of the stone benches and sat down.

"Down to business, woman," she whispered to hersalf. The words felt hollow.
"What," Conniesaid.
"I'm afraid,” Besatrice whispered.

Connie waked up to her and knelt on the flagstones at Bestrice's feet so she could look up into her face.
"Youredfrad of them?'

"I don't even know who they are.”
"That'sthe point. If you knew, they wouldn't be them.”

Beatrice snorted and raised her hand up to her mouth to hide an embarrassing smile. Connie was looking
up a her, smiling, too. Beatrice composed hersdlf. "1 gpologize for following you. It wastruly none of my
business." She began to stand up, but Connie put ahand on her arm and pushed her back down. At any
other time, Bestrice might have flinched away from the contact, but thistime she was amost grateful for
it.

"Why did you follow me?’

Beatrice shook her head. "I was stupid and silly—"
"Youtdl meyours, and I'll tell you mine."

"l don't—"

Connie lowered her hand and said, "Mefirgt. Y ou might not have noticed, but I'm not normd. My sinis
not to fit thetight little Barbie mold that everyone seems determined to give me. | seethe elvesin Centra
Park— high on crack and dying of AIDS. | make their heads hurt, so they have to lock me up or make
meinvisble. | try to hide. But herel am, so they must have found me," She shook her head. "Grest joke
onme, put meinwith dl these straights. Watch the goofbal freak the normals. Getstheir rocks off,
maybe. | redly had to get away from that funky middle class suburban vibein there. | bet every last one
of them hascable TV or acdl phone. So | came out hereto fed sorry about the fact that no one
understands me. | do that alot even when I'm not kidnapped and shipped to the tropics. Y our turn.”

Beatrice blinked afew times, unsure if Connie had redly finished her satement. After awhile she
answered. "Y ou reminded me of my daughter.”

Connie looked at her and frowned. "Come on, that is so wesk. | give you a dissertation and you give me
aset of Cliff Notes. Y ou spawned aredhead—"

"No," Besgtrice shook her head. "Y ou don't look anything like her. It'sjust... Y ou seem like her. The way
you look at everything, distant from it. Thelost look in your eyes. She didn't think anyone understood her
ather.”



"Oh, shesanut, too?' Connie said.

"Shekilled hersdlf,” Begtrice said quietly.

Connie stared &t her.

"| kept thinking that she must have been so sad. But how can you live in the same house and not see it?
Thomas and | were actually in the house when she did it; took aknife to her wrists. She left anote about
some boy and the police..." Bestrice shook her head. "Y ou don't kill yourself over some boy you've
known lessthan ayear. My God, | lost Thomas, and hewasdl | had for over thirty and did |..." Beatrice
couldn't talk anymore. She was shaking and sucking in deep breaths, but she didn't allow hersalf to sob.
Connie stood up and wrapped her arms around her.

"I'm sorry..." Bedtrice choked out.

Conniesad, "Shh."

The two of them rocked in the garden for the better part of an hour.
Sixth Move

It was early evening before Quaid saw Madison Oyler again.

Two hours after the meeting in the ballroom had broken up, Quaid was heading toward the outbuildings
by the lagoon with Frank, Carlos, and Henry. Team E was going to check out the coast while Team C
was going to check inland for more outbuildings. Their priorities at the moment were food and fresh
water, But they had in mind to catal og anything that might be useful.

Henry Sukomi was |leading the way, since he was the only one of them who'd been in this area before. It
had gotten hotter, and Henry had ditched his jacket and had rolled up the deeves of his shirt.

"Twenty people,” Carlos said asthey started down the hill toward the beach. "What the hell are we doing
here?'

"What any sane peoplewould do," Frank answered. "Trying to get word to civilization."
"Come on, you know that's not what | mean. Who brought us here? Why?'

"Y ou're making an assumption,” Quaid said. "Were not in apostion to do that.”

"What do you mean, assumption?"

"The same one that Eve Robinson— Connie and Bestrice, too, for that matter— is making. That we
were 'brought’ here."

"Quaid," Frank reminded him. "We are here."

"But we don't remember our arrival, do we? My point is, we can't say how we cameto be here. We
could have been kidnapped—"



"Could have?" Frank shook his head. " Son, how e se could we get here?!
"Wemay have come here ourselves.”

"Quaid, | think you were doing better with the carbon monoxide story.” Carlos turned around and started
going back down the hill. The othersfollowed, and after amoment Quaid sighed and joined them.

Their feet crunched on the white gravel path, and adightly abrasive st wind carried the ocean smell to
them. "All I'm saying iswe don't know. Any more than we know where we are.”

Henry shook his head. "I'm dl for not taking anything at face vaue. But it'sastretch to believe that |
might have put mysdf in thisStuation voluntarily.”

"That'sjustit,” Quaid said. "What Stuation arewein?'

Henry started to say something. But he caught himsalf and Quaid could see that Henry had gotten his
point. Frank sounded somewhat less convinced. "What are you getting at?"

"We don't have any solid information about what's going on here," he said. "From what we know it's
possible that Eve'sright and some diabolical organization has kidnapped us and stolen our memories.
From what we know, it'sequaly likely that our cruise ship isgoing to arrive at dusk to take usto the next
idand on our tour and the memory lossis some unrelated accident.”

The path cut into astand of tropical trees. The sunlight cut into dappled light that made Quaid's
companionsinto abstractions— light picking out an eye here, anose there, an isolated hand....

Quaid rubbed hiseyesas Carlos said, "I told you before. | don't make enough to afford avacation like
this— whatever the fuck it's done to my memory."

Quaid nodded. He wasn't convinced they came here voluntarily. What he was convinced of was the fact
that they didn't know. He was having the same problems with the kidnapping idea, which had as many, if
not more, logica flawsinit. First among them was the absence of their aleged keepers. If they were
captives, shouldn't there be some sign of the fact?

Quaid's hand was shaking as he rubbed his eyes. An unwanted thought found him wondering if there
would be any rum stashed in one of these outbuildings. They were in the tropics, rum would make sense,
wouldn't it? His own drink was scotch, but beggars can't be choosers.

| must be stressed out. Did | actually have amoment there where | forgot I'm sober now?

When they came out of the woods, down the beach from the outbuildings, the seaair carried more of a
chill. They now faced the ocean, near the entrance of the lagoon. Here, the white sand beach had given
way to rocks that the breakers struck with arhythmic pounding, sending spray to mist the air around
them.

The buildings they approached were newer than the hotel that overlooked them. Two werelittle more
than shacks flanking athird, more substantia structure. The large building was made of whitewashed
cinder block that was blinding in the sunlight. 1t faced out toward the ocean. That wall was an open,
gaping door facing the waves.



"Boathouse of some sort," Henry said. "When | was down here, | just looked around enough to see that
there wasn't any boat." He stopped next to the wall facing them. "The door was padlocked, so we left it
aone. Wejust looked in the window."

Quaid stepped up and looked in the window himsdlf. Therewasn't alot to see. It waslike an oversized
garage with atrench going down the center of it. He saw signs of awinch above, but the bright sunlight
cast very deep shadows and he couldn't make out much.

"| cant redly see anything,” hetold Henry.
"Sun was better thismorning,” Henry said.
"Someone wasn't as dainty with the door as you were," Frank said.

Quaid looked up and saw him coming around the far corner of the boathouse. He was holding up the
remains of apadlock, bent and dangling.

"What? Someone pound that with arock?' Carlos walked up to Frank and took the lock. It came apart
when hetook it.

"That'swhat it lookslike." Frank waved them around to the door. It did, indeed, look asif someone had
pounded the door with arock. The wood was dented around the padlock, the paint was gouged, and the
hasp that'd held the lock was bent, twisted, and pulled half off of the doorframe.

"Mr. Oyler," Quaid suggested.
Henry shrugged. "Well, he did leave looking for aboat.”

"Guy's more of abastard than he let on if he found one and didn't come back." Carlos shook his head
and tossed the fragments of the lock to the ground.

"Well, come on." Frank pulled the door open. "Let's seeif Mr. Oyler'shome.”

They waked into the boathouse. The shadows were impenetrable for the few long momentsit took
Quaid'seyesto adjust. However, it wasfairly obviousthat nothing aslarge as aboat was hiding in the
shadows. Thewalls were lined with cabinets, and hooks held tools and rope. Mounted on the wall near
the door were what looked to be controls for awinch that dangled chains above them. The concrete
trench in the center of the floor was maybe twelve feet wide. The floor of it doped away from them, until
near the open eastern end of the boathouse it descended into the water. To the right, on the door side of
the boathouse, apier jutted out into the water, paraleing the path of the trench.

Quaid looked straight out from the head of the trench and could see ocean all the way to the horizon. The
only interruption was a bit of coastline from the eastern end of the lagoon, abare, rocky spit of land that
jutted in from the left. The sounds of the waves breaking againgt the pier and the boathouse were shallow
within this natural breskwater. The only other sound was a gentle creaking as the wind gently moved the
chains above their heads.

Their isolation wastangible here.



Henry wasthefirst oneto see Oyler.

"What'sthat?' Henry stepped up next to Quaid and pointed. At first, Quaid thought he was pointing out
at something on the horizon, raising the faint hope that he might have been right about the cruise ship
returning. That thought only lasted amoment before he redlized that what Henry saw was much closer.

"Chrigt," Carlos said, walking along the edge of the trench, toward the front of the boathouse. He was
looking down at the water.

There was adark pile of something that the waves had washed up against the corner of the trench
nearest the pier. It was tangled up, haf in yellow nylon rope, haf in one of the old tires that hung off of
the concrete, facing the lagoon.

Floating debris, Quaid thought. Some old garbage that'd been thrown overboard, to wash up here
eventualy. Like histhoughts about the cruise ship, thisideawas overly optimistic.

Frank came up next to Carlos, carrying a seven-foot-long pole with ahook on the end. He reached
down with it and pushed on the debris. It bobbed up and down, floating in the water. After amoment
they al saw it come free, and spotted what had been hooked into the tire.

"Holy shit!" Carlos voice was barely awhisper.

Mogt of it was il just an unidentifiable mass of fabric and nylon rope— but what drifted free of thetire
was unmigtakably ahuman arm.
Seventh Move

Quaid tossed his glasses aside, and half-ran, haf-dove down the concrete ramp. Henry vaulted off of the
edge from behind Frank and Carlos.

"Holy shit, get him out of there—" Carlos shout was drowned out by the sound of Quaid and Henry
hitting the water a the sametime,

When thewater hit Quaid, it felt ice cold, the shock of it leaving his skin arasp of gooseflesh. Henry was
aready tugging at the nylon-wrapped bundle of flesh and rags as Quaid came up beside him.

"Help meturn him over!" In Henry's voice Quaid heard a cold terror that they weretoo late.

Both of them grabbed the body, hoping there was still a chance to save him. Henry took hold of the
shoulders; Quaid grabbed onto the tangled, soaking, mass and pulled the free arm toward him. Thearm
moved duggishly, tangled in clothing that felt as cold and heavy aslead. As Quaid levered it toward him,
the hand reached toward the sky, the skin bone white, the fingers gnarled asif frozen in an attempt to
reach for safety.

Quaid had no real footing. The water was shoulder-deep at the front edge of the ramp, and he could fedl
hisleft foot drifting into even deeper waters. Asthe arm arced over, rotating the body between him and
Henry, hisright foot logt its purchase.

Quaid's head plunged under the water as the arm splashed on top of him. He took in achoking lungful of
water through his nose. For afew desperate moments he couldn't make sense of up or down, left or
right. He knew that he was frozen in place, but it felt asif he were tumbling down through empty space,



the pressure of the water in hissinusestrying to grind his brain into the back of his skull.

Something toreinto his shirt and yanked him forward. Quaid's head exploded out of the frigid water, and
he dammed into the same agae-dick tire that the body had washed up against. He grabbed madly for it,
hisfingers dipping over the dick rubber as he coughed water through his mouth and nose.

Someone— maybe Frank— asked him if he wasdl right. He couldn't spesk for coughing, so he smply
nodded as he spit up more water.

Quaid was getting his first complete gasps of air when he heard Henry say, "It's Oyler, dl right, and he's
dead."

Keeping agood grip on thewall, Quaid pulled himsdf around to where he had solid ground benegth his
feet. Henry had pulled Oyler back alittle, away from the entrance. Quaid made hisway toward both of
them, pushing through the water with hislegs and holding hisarms out for balance.

Quaid'sears Hill rang from his brief immersion. Over the ringing he heard Carlos shout down, "What
happened? He try to swim for it?"

Quaid didn't need Henry's shaking head to tell him that that wasn't it. Now that Oyler's body was turned
over, it was obvious that the nylon rope binding him wasn't some accidental tangle, or something thetide
had flung around the body. The rope was wrapped around by design, binding his legstogether. He could
seethat origindly both arms had been tied fast to his chest, the loose arm that had been hanging on the
tire must have been the result of Oyler'slast frantic effortsto free himself.

"Good lord," he gasped as he pulled up alongside of Henry.
Henry was staring into Oyler'sface. Oyler's eyes, till open, stared back.

Oyler had freed his arm and had grabbed hold of thetire. That would have been enough to prevent his
death by drowning. Quaid could see now, even with his blurred vision, that wasn't how he'd died.

Beneath Oyler's beefy face and broken nose, beneath the mouth caught in afinal crooked grimace,
acrossthe pallid skin of his neck, was an open dash cutting across six inches of tendon and artery. A
wound aman could only survive for minutes, if that. Even in the water, his clothes had been darkened by
thetint of blood that had long since emptied from his body.

Quaid found himsdlf amazed at the strength of aman who could nearly fight himsalf free of hisbonds, in
the water, with histhroat dit from ear to ear.

"Someonekilled him," Henry said. He started backing up the ramp, dragging Oyler's body. " Someone
killed him." He kept looking into Oyler's face. Henry's head was shaking, but his eyesremained locked in
agaze with Oyler'sown.

"Someonekilled him!" There was anasty edge to Henry's voice.
Quaid plunged through the water, following Henry, hislegstoo unsteady to keep up, his soaked clothes

pulling against him. Henry, on the other hand, seemed to practically race back to the head of the ramp
once the water had retreated to waist deep.



Carlosand Frank ran to him. Being on dry ground, they beat Quaid there. Henry was il shaking his
head, repeeting, "Killed him. Slit histhroat. I... 1..."

Henry stood ankle deep in water, about three feet from the head of the ramp. He still held Oyler's
shoulders, out of the water now. Oyler's head hung backward, pulling the neck wound open obscendly,
amost asif the neck might separate and drop the head at Henry's feet. "No— Not— | can't—"

Frank reached for Henry's shoulder. Henry flinched violently, and Oyler's body fell from hisgrasp. It
seemed to Quaid that it took three or four minutesto fall. He could see Oyler's head bob, asif nodding in
agreement with the statement Henry was unable to voice. Past the lacerated skin, Quaid thought he saw
the tendons undernesth Oyler'sjaw flex in reaction to the movement of the head.

Then the corpse splashed into the water.

Henry stared at the corpse at hisfeet asif he had been the one to dash Oyler'sthroat.

"I'm sorry," Henry turned away, findly breaking eye contact with Oyler.

Quaid walked up next to Henry, dogging through the shallower water. Carlos handed Quaid his glasses
and kndlt next to the body. " Something bad's going on here.”

Therewasn't any rea answer for that. If anything, it was an understatement. Quaid put his glasses back
on and the corpse snapped into too-sharp relief, more grotesque than ever.

"Areyou dl right?' Quaid asked Henry.

Quaid saw Henry nod without turning around. "Y eah. | never saw a dead body before. Never
touched..." Both his hands balled into fists. "I need someair.” He pushed past Quaid and headed for the
door. When he reached it, he was practically running.

Before it swung shut, Quaid heard the sounds of retching.

Frank stared at the door. "Guy would make alousy paramedic.”

Quaid looked down at Oyler and could fed some of what Henry was going through. "Cut him some
dack,” Quaid said. "I don't think we were prepared for this.”

"Yeah," Frank knelt down next to Carlos. "But between your swimming ability and Henry losing it, were
damn lucky we aren't pulling three bodies out of the water."

Quaid felt hisface flush with embarrassment and anger. Hed been trying to save the poor bastard, after
al. Hishand baled into afist. He hadn't struck anyone ever since he became sober, but—

"Quedtionis—" Carlosreminded them, "who killed this guy? Why?"

That sucked the anger out of Quaid. Compared to someone's death, alittle bruise on hisego didn't merit
much of anything— even slent embarrassment. "Let's get him out of the water."

They dl pulled him up onto the concrete. Once Oyler was out of the water, moving him required dl three
of them. Some macabre portion of Quaid's mind wondered at the processthat turned living flesh into so



much wet cement.
They laid Oyler out next to the door.

"Wearing the same clothes," Frank said. He bent down and checked Oyler's head, around hisarms and
legs, then he pulled open his shirt down to where the nylon rope still bound him.

"What are you doing?' Quaid asked him.

Frank shook his head. "Trying to get someidea how this happened. There don't seem to be any injuries,
asde from the letha one, and some rope burns—"

"That an't enough for you," Carlossaid.

"Did he strike you as aguy that'd get into thiswithout a struggle?’ Frank pulled at one of the ropes. "This
guy's bound tight. Y ou think he just let someone wak up and do thisto him?"

Quaid put ahand on Frank’s. "Are you trained in forensics or pathology ?*
"What do you think?"
"Don't disturb the body. Y ou'll screw up evidence you don't even know'sthere.”

Frank took his hand away and stared at Quaid. " Son, you're welcometo call 911. If you can find a
phone.”

Carlos nodded. "He has apoint, Quaid. | don't see any police labs around here.”
"I know."

"If therésakiller, | think it's kind of important that we find him as soon as possible. Waiting to find acop
isgoing to give him that much more chance to get away—"

"—ordoitagan." Carlosfinished Frank's statement.

"L ook, we do have adoctor,” Quaid said. "At least save the investigation of thisfor someone who might
havealittletraninginthe area.”

Frank looked down at Oyler and dowly nodded. "Okay, you have apoint.” He wiped his hands on his
pants and stood up. "Two of us should stay with him." Frank waved at the body. "One of us needsto
take Henry back and break the good newsto the others.”

Carloslooked at the body and asked it, "Why?'

Good question. Did someone here have a persond grudge againgt Madison Oyler? They only had each
other'swords that they were dl strangers. Or, more ominoudy, wasthisthe first move by their kegpersin
this game they were playing?

* * %



Carloswalked back to the hotel with Henry. He didn't like leaving Quaid and Frank alone back there
with the body, but he had volunteered when it became obvious that the two didn't trust each other. And
thisway, if they went at each other, Carlos wasn't going to bein the middle of it.

"You going to bedl right?' he kept asking Henry.

Henry's response was, for the most part, little more than a grunt. Never know how you'll react to
something till it happens. Carlos didn't think of himself asinsenstive. Hewasn't al touchy-fedy, but he
wasn't soulless either. He had seen astray dog hit by acar, brought it asfar as the curb, and had wept
over it whenit died.

Oyler'sbody hadn't had any effect on him whatsoever.

Cold-hearted mother, he silently berated himself.

It wasn't that he was unconcerned. The ideaof some throat-dashing freak out there really frightened him.
The murder disturbed him. The body had no effect at dl.

The two of them walked through the lobby doors, Henry dripping al over the carpet. "Hey!" Carlos
cdled out. "Someone here?"

Therewasn't an immediate answer. Henry looked over at him and said. "Can you do thisyoursaf?"
Henry looked down at his drenched clothing.

"Yeah," Carlos said. "Go back to your room. If there's another meeting, someonélll get you.”

Henry nodded and headed for the stairs. Carlos walked around the stairs to the reception desk. On the
desk was one of those old-fashioned bells, a silver hemisphere with abutton on top. Carlos hit it afew
times "Hdlo?'

The bell's sharp ring echoed through the lobby.

Soon, he heard afew people coming from the eastern wing. He backed up so he could face the hallway
and saw hdf of "Team A" coming down the hallway to meet him. Fortunatdly, it wasthe hdf that had the
doctor.

"Doc," Carlossaid as Dr. Y anowitz cameinto the lobby, "Am | glad to seeyou.”

Iris Traxler, the stacked blonde from Las V egas stepped up next to the doctor. "Is there something
wrong?' asked Dr. Yanowitz. "Is someone hurt?'

"You could say thet," Carlossaid. "But | think he can wait until we get everyone together.”
"What's happened?' Irisasked. "Y ou're soaked."

Carloslooked down and saw that he had managed to get fairly drenched himself, even though he didn't
take aswim with the corpse. "Y ou should see the other guy,” Carlos said.

"Who'shurt?' Dr. Y anowitz asked, "How badly?'



"Asbad asit gets," Carlossaid. "Mr. Oyler's dead.”

* * %

It took timeto get dl seventeen of them together. Carlos wondered how Frank and Quaid were doing
with the corpse. That thought was punctuated by the evil worry that there might be three corpses when
they got around to returning to the boathouse.

No, Carlos thought, Frank and Quaid— at least Frank— can take care of themselves. Then, again,
Oyler looked asif he could have taken care of himsdlf pretty well.

Team C— Tage Garndll, Olivia, Duce, and the trucker— were the last to arrive at the impromptu
meeting. Carlos did aquick head count and saw that everyone was here except the trio down by the
boathouse. Henry had changed clothes, but he still 1ooked like he had been through hell. He was pale and
flushed, and his hands were shaking.

Carlos stepped up to the stage, followed by Dr. Y anowitz. He wished to God that he wasn't the guy who
had to break the news. He hated talking to large crowds. As he stepped up in front of the stage, he
darted feding the way Henry looked.

Gredt, | look a Oyler's corpse and fed nothing. | try and tell people about it and now | toss my cookies.
"Yeah, uh, weredl here now, so—"

"No," someone piped up, "were missng three."

Carlos stumbled over theinterruption. "No. | mean, yes, we are, but—" Carloswiped hispamson his
pants. He noticed that he had agae stains below the knees. For some bizarre reason, he started
wondering if there was alaundry in this place. "Frank and Quaid aren't here. They're at the boathouse.
With Oyler."

"So the bastard found hisboat?' the trucker asked.

Carlos shook his head, and for amoment was struck by how stupid the question was. Didn't heredlize
that Oyler was dead?

Chrigt, of course he doesnt, | haven't told them yet.
"No." Carlos said. "He's dead.”

Ahat—"

"HON—"

"Who—"

"What do you mean dead—"

"Please. Please!” Carlostried to shout over the crowd. Hisvoice didn't carry like Frank's, but the babble
subsided to something just short of pandemonium.



"What happened?' A. J,, the pilot, asked.

Carlos nodded. Good question. He wished he had an answer. "The four of us, Team E, were looking
over the boathouse. Someone had broken in before us. We found him floating in the water." Carlos
closed hiseyes. Now, of dl times, it was sinking in to him that someone had been murdered. Someone
he'd seen walking and talking earlier today....

Hisvoice caught. "Sorry. Wefound him in the water. Someonekilled him.”
"Oh, God," Carlos saw Connie stand up. Her chair clattered to the ground. "They're killing us now."

"Who killed him?" That question came from the back, from Louis LeMonde. His doughy face wasfilled
with concern, his massive body was amogt vibrating with panic. "Why would someonekill him?'

"l don't know." Carlos said quietly.

The room around him lost control. People were shouting over each other, shouting haf-heard questions
at him and the doctor. The only one who didn't join the babble was Henry, who sat and stared at a spot
on the ground about afoot in front of his shoes.

Surprisingly, the one voice that cut through the crowd belonged to an old woman. "Isn't it obvious what
happened?’

Asthe room quieted, EricaUrquort stood up. The septuagenarian looked up at the stagewith alight in
her eyesthat belonged to ateenager— to Carlos thoughts, a very disturbed teenager. Shelooked less
fral than she had during thefirst meeting. "1 warned him," she said. "He chose not to listen to me.”

"Madam," Dr. Y anowitz asked, "are you saying you were expecting this?"

Shetook off apair of reading glasses and let them dangle by a chain from her heck. "Our keepers here
invested alot of time and effort to organize this 'game we're supposed to be playing. | think it was naive
to think they'd allow one of usto decide not to participate.”

Carlos shook hishead. ™Y ou think he was killed because of the damn game?”

"Hislast words? He told us we could play our game without him." In her hands she held afamiliar piece
of paper. She held it in one hand as her other replaced her glasses. "We've dl read this.: 'The players
must participate in the Game,' and 'The players must obey the rules or forfeit.”

Ericasat down, gpparently having had her say.

From the back Carlos heard the voice of Tage Garndll, the first time he had spoken since the meeting had
garted. "Y ou're saying you think he was killed because he forfeited'?"

"Maybe that's what they mean by forfeit,” Ericasaid.
Eighth Move

It was an hour or two after dark when Carlosled Dr. Abraham Y anowitz and Erica Urquort down to the
boathouse. The doctor was here to do an autopsy— such as he could with the equipment available. Miss



Urquort was there to take notes for the doctor. She had been a secretary in her youth and still could take
shorthand dictation, an archaic skill that was useful now that there didn't seem to be asingle tepe
recorder in the area.

Fortunately for them, the white gravel path that led to the boathouse waslit by smal lamps setin the
ground. Carlos had been worried about Miss Urquort dipping and breaking ahip or something, though
shelooked like a pretty tough old ladly.

Oncethey were starting down the hill away from the hotdl, Dr. Y anowitz said, "I redize now why the
Warren Commission wasfataly flawed."

Carlosturned to look at him. He couldn't read the doc's expression. His face was genidl, but therewas a
turn to hislipsthat, while it wasn't quite afrown, seemed to be uncharacteristically dour.

"Okay," Carlos asked, "why?"
"Y ou can't do amurder investigation by committee.”
"How are we supposed to do it?" Carlos asked.

"Not by going around the room and asking everyonesdibi,” Dr. Y anowitz Sghed. "If thekiller wasin
that room, he or she could have eadily tailored astory to mesh with everyone el se's.”

"Our keeperskilled Mr. Oyler,” Miss Urquort said. "That isthe only logical explanation. No one else
would be motivated to."

"We only have each other's words that we're strangers,” Y anowitz said. "And how do we know that
someonein that ballroom wasn't one of our 'keepers?”

"Y ou haveapoint, Dr. Y anowitz."

Carlos agreed with Miss Urquort. Dr. Y anowitz had apoint, if not several points. The meeting after the
announcement of Oyler's death had been predictably chaotic. Mogt of the time wasfilled with people
gtating where they were and with whom between Oyler's |eaving the ballroom, and Oyler's being found.

According to what people said, no one seemed to have been aone long enough to do the deed. A deed
that included subduing Oyler, tying him up, and ditting histhroat. Everyone seemed to bewith at least
one other person for the hour after the mesting; afterward everyone was with their respective "teams.”

Teams A and B werein the hotel, Team C had been outside checking the inland side of the hotel and a
greenhouse there. Team D had been checking things aong the other side of the lagoon.

But how far could anyone trust that testimony? Carlos knew that it would be natural even for innocent
people to amend their own testimony to agree with people they had already heard.

A few concrete things had come out of the meeting. They dl voted that, from this point on, no one should
go anywhere done. Roomswould be shared, and if people left their rooms, they would do so in parties
of two or more. Dr. Yanowitz and Miss Urquort were voted the autopsy team. Lastly, Tage Garnell,
Quaid, and A. J. Kaplan were voted to search Oyler'sroom for any clues. It seemed dightly morethan a
coincidence that the "officia" investigation included amember from each team, asif the teams were some



sort of representative blocs now, rather than arbitrary divisons.

They approached the boathouse; floodlights washed the pier outside, and sodium bulbs burned yellow
through the windows. "Here we are,” Carlos said, walking around to the door.

Frank yanked the door open in front of them. "And what took you so long? It's after ten.”

"The whed s of democracy,” Dr. Yanowitz replied, "grind dow and exceedingly fine" He stepped into the
boathouse and glanced at Oyler's corpse, covered now by ablue tarp. He set down agym bag he
carried. "We had to vote on what to do, after al."

Quaid yawned. "Wdll, a least we can have aprofessiond look at the body."

"Interna medicine," Dr. Y anowitz shook his head. "How long ago was the body found? Anyone have a
watch?'

"Four hours," Frank said.
"Notethat, Erica,”" Dr. Y anowitz said.

Miss Urquort nodded, took out asmall legal pad and pen. She walked around the concrete trench and
sat down onasmall crate.

"I wishtherewas atablein here" Dr. Yanowitz pulled aside the tarp and started examining the body.

"I need to take you two back," Carlos said. He looked at Quaid. ™Y ou were voted on to the other
invedtigation team.”

"What other investigation team?' Quaid asked.
* % %
"What are we looking for?" A. J. asked asthetrio pushed themsalvesinto Oyler's room.

"l don't know," Quaid said. "But we can't afford to overlook any potentia clue to what's happening
here"

"Do you have atheory?' Tage asked him.

Quaid looked at him, Tage's goatee was still perfect, but his cheeks had darkened a shade or two over
the course of the day.

"All I know," Quaid said, "isthat we have nowhere near enough information to make an informed
judgment.”

Oyler'sroom itsalf was no surprise. It waslaid out just like Quaid's, and Conni€'s, and probably every
other room in this place. Shuttered windows— only darkness behind them at this hour. Bed, wardrobe,
bathroom, no telephone, no radio, no television.

"I admire the restraint of your speculation,” Tage said as he started going through the bureaus. "It would



seem mogt likely, though, that the death of Mr. Oyler, as Miss Urquort has said, isrelated to the
‘Game.""

"Uh-huh,” Quaid said. He pulled alarge suitcase out of the closet and lugged it over to the bed. "Our
'keepers killed him."

"It does seem that thereis another party present here.” Tage said. "Our 'keepers as she says.”

"Seemsto be the easiest conclusion to draw,” Quaid said as he cracked open the suitcase. Therewas
nothing terribly surprising in here at first glance. Oyler had expensive taste in shirts. He was pretty sure he
was looking at fiveto x hundred dollars worth of fabric lying on top.

"Y ou don't sound certain,” Tage said.

"I'm not certain of anything.” Quaid started taking the folded shirts and laying them down on the bed.
"For instance, how do we know that our memory loss coincides with our arrival here?”’

Tagelooked across a him and actualy gave him athin smile. "Well, that'sanovel concept.”

"We might al be strangers here— but what if we were here aday or two before thismorning? Long
enough...”

Tage nodded. "L ong enough for someone to develop amotiveto kill Mr. Oyler?”

"It feels better if thekiller isn't one of 'us,’ doesn't it?" A. J. said. Helooked up from the wardrobe and
the suit jackets hed been rummaging through. "But we did question everyone, dl accounted for. Who
had a chance to dit the poor bastard's throat?"

Quaid shrugged. "If the killer isone of us, it goes without saying that he— or she— islying about where
they were a thetime.”

"And at least one other person,” Tage said. "A conspiracy. Everyone has someone corroborating their
wheregbouts."

Quaid nodded and pulled out severd pairs of pants. "Doesthat seem lesslikely than aconspiracy by
persons unknown to kidnap twenty completely unrelated people, erase their memories, and deposit them
in someisolated resort?’

Tage stood up from an apparently fruitless search of the bureau. He took off his glasses and seemed to
dareinto the middle distance. "Y ou have apoint.”" He waved his glasses at him without looking in his
direction. "Take Occam's Razor to this situation— Y ou're the one who had the theory about carbon
monoxide?'

"Yan

"Maybe not CO, but something pervasive. A gas, avirus, some sort of infection... Gas perhaps. The
effectswould be most likely to disspate at the same time. The staff here, they would be underpaid,
maybe native and superstitious, or maybe just occasiona workers here for the season— whatever
season thisis. They see, or assumethey see, alife-threatening Situation and escape in the single boat they
have." He nodded. "Or, perhaps, more kindly, they escapeto get usaid and are either swvamped— or



aretraveling such adistance that they arejust now reaching help...."
"No keepers” A. J. said.

"No keepers," Tage agreed, "and someone amid those | eft behind only needs to know Mr. Oyler and be
less affected by the'gas.’ They only need to remember a motive where Mr. Oyler does not. We know
that whatever affected our memories had different effects on different people— amounting to months
worth of difference.

"I'mimpressed,” A. J. said. "That has got to be the most coherent explanation of what has happened here
that I've heard yet."

Tage replaced his glasses. Helooked over at A. J. "It does cover aimost everything.”

"Except the Game," Quaid said.

"Except the Game. Though, given thistheory, Mr. Oyler'sreaction to the Game gives his na
perfect opportunity to cover his— or her— own motivations. Ericas suggestion that Oyler's death was a
so-cdlled forfeit becomes the obviousfirst conclusion.” Tage rubbed his chin. ™Y ou're certainly right to
not accept any assumptions, Mr. Loman. We'rein the position of asoldier dropped into ajungle. We
don't know if were behind enemy lines, or even if thereisan enemy. We don't know if therésawar, and
if were anywhere near it."

"Apt andogy,” A. J. sad.

Quaid nodded his own agreement and returned to the suitcase. He wanted to keep an open mind about
what was happening here, and he was starting to wonder if there was such athing as atoo-open mind.

Quaid found something he didn't expect buried in the bottom of Oyler's suitcase. " Shit," he blurted out.
"What isit?' Tage asked him.

Quaid picked up aholster, complete with automatic weapon, and handed it to him. Tage looked at it,
frowning, and undid the snap that held the gun in the leather. He pulled out the gun, pointed it toward the
ceiling, pulled the dide back, and made a series of arcane motions that resulted in the weapon coming

gpart in severa pieces which he placed on the bureau.

"Colt 9mm," Tage said. "It wasloaded." He placed asingle bullet down on the bureau next to the handle
of the gun. "There was onein the chamber."

A. J. waked over to the bureau. " Some 'keepers." What kind of kidnappers let their prisoners run around
amed?'

"He must not've remembered that he'd packed it,” Quaid said. "He didn't even redlize, or check, the
auitcase he came here with. If held been carrying that, he might till bedive.”

"Maybe," Tage said. "Maybe not." He sighed. "Our main issueright now iswhat to do with this. It'sared
danger to anyone who doesn't know how to handleit.”

"Put it to avote, like everything ese." Quaid said. There was an ironic tone he couldn't quite keep out of



hisvoice.

Tage didn't acknowledge the sarcasm. "We can do that when we gather tomorrow. Until then iswhat
worriesme. Mr. Loman is correct. We cannot assume that Oyler's murderer is not one of us, and we
don't want to give that person the opportunity to obtain aloaded weapon—"

Not before we vote on it, Quaid thought.

"Herésasuggestion,” A. J. said. "Y ou took that thing apart. Just give each of usapiece of it and we
won't have to ded with aworking gun until we put it together tomorrow.”

Tagesmiled. "Y ou, my friend, are quite the Solomon." He picked up the clip and the single bullet, which
he replaced in the top. He handed the pieceto A. J. "Y ou keep the bullets."”

He handed Quaid the segment with the barrel, and pocketed the remainder himself. A. J. went back to
the wardrobe and resumed his rummaging. After awhile, he said, Y ou know what's missing?'

"What?' Quaid asked.

"The notebook. He had anotebook with himin thefirst meeting.” A. J. looked at the two of them. "Didn't
you notice?"

Quaid tried to remember and finaly nodded. "Y eah, | do. We didn't find onewith hisbody."
"And there doesn't seem to be one here," Tage said.

"Maybethat'sit,” Quaid said. "What if he had notes about what was happening, from beforethegap in
our memories?"

"That could answer everything,” A. J. said. "That might even be amoativefor one of us...”

"Weren't we talking about not making too many assumptions?' Tage asked.

Quaid nodded and went back to the suitcase.

After amoment, A. J. said, "l think | found something.”

In hishand he held asmall case. It was open, and he was staring at the contents.

"What do you have there?' Tage asked.

"Case of businesscards,”" A. J. shook his head and handed it to Tage. Tage looked at it then passed it to
Quaid. The case was smdl, brass, and had " Steven Coombs' engraved on the cover. Steven Coombs?
Who in hell is Steven Coombs?

It wasn't aset of hisown cardsthat Oyler had kept in it— or Steven Coombs cards for that matter.
Apparently it was where he filed cards he came acrossin the course of his business, whatever that was.

A few cards had dready been flipped through, so the one that Quaid saw first was about hafway through
the stack.



The logo was embossed and a glossy blue that reflected the light. There was no representative listed on
the card, no contact number, just the name, logo, and the vague motto. Seeing the card gave him a
unessy feding, dmost asense of dgavu. Thefeding was ambiguous, asif he werelooking at something
very dangerous, but aso very vauable.

Quaid flipped through the other cards. None of the others were as cryptic, or carried the same impact.
The other cards were mostly from Los Angeles or New Y ork City— names like Fox, Disney, Neilsen,
Paramount, Ralling Stone...

Who the hell wasthisguy?

"Thisissomething,” Tage said. "A window on Oyler's past.” Helooked at Quaid acrossthe tops of his
glasses.

"If it belongsto Oyler, and not aMr. Coombs." A.J. shook his head. "Do we have the wrong room?’

Quaid looked up a A. J. From the expression on the pilot's face, he had felt the same disturbing
familiarity that Quaid had when held seen the Alphomeg card.

Quaid couldn't digtill the feding into words, or come up with a single coherent memory to associate with
it. He picked out the Alphomeg card and asked, "Do either of you recognize this?'

Both Tageand A. J. shook their heads "no."
Ninth Move

Dr. Abraham Y anowitz kept thinking of one of his colleagues from medica school. They had sarted out
together, but Ezras course of study diverged from Abe's. Ezra became a pathologi<t, dissecting corpses
for the coroner's office of Durham County, North Carolina. For the longest time, Abe couldn't
understand the concept. Y ou went to medica school to learn how to hedl. That was the point. Ezrahad
seemed to have the same dttitude Abe did when they had both started.

Y earslater, Abe had met Ezraat a convention and asked him. Ezra had seemed surprised that Abe
would question him. "Of course | want to heal,” he said. "Too much." Why work on corpses, then?"They
never get worse."

Ezradidn't haveit in him to accept a patient dying on him— an inevitability with just about every serious
medica discipline but one.

Abe wished Ezrawas here. Pathology— he'd only had the few required courses— and in forensics he
had not awhit. Besides, Abe didn't like corpses. He never had. In that way he was Ezras opposite. A

dead body marked the ultimate point where Abe stopped being useful. That, and a corpse was the one
thing he was squeamish about.

However, Abe could not fault the logic that— if this was going to be done— he was the only one here
remotely quaified to doit. If he was going to argue with apoint, it would be the necessity of doing it at
al. He had argued for taking the body to the freezer in the hotel's kitchen and saving it for the
authorities....



It wasn't a popular suggestion. The consensus attitude was that they had to do something about it— now.
That meant him.

Quaid, Frank, and Carlos had moved Oyler's body for him, placing it on aworkbench that they'd
covered with ablue tarpaulin. The table was longer than an autopsy table, but narrower. Oyler'sright arm
was againgt the boathouse wall and hisleft was about haf aninch from falling off the other sde.

Abe had hung awork light, abulb in asmall metal cage, on abeam directly above the body. It washed
Oyler in aharsh white light that was only broken by the shadows of some mothlike insects asthey
attacked the bulb.

A garden hose emerged from one wall of the boathouse, and after checking the water pressure he had
uncoiled it so the nozzle on the end wasin hisreach.

He unzipped the bag he carried, and started emptying al the equipment he had liberated from various
parts of the hotdl. A few large kitchen knives, ahacksaw, apair of dull-gray carpet knives, abox of large
binder clips, gallon-sized freezer bags, an old-fashioned kitchen scale with ahuge round did, severa
sguare baking pans, a bottle of isopropyl acohol, two sets of pliers, atape measure, apair of green
rubber gloves, and awhite gpron.

The last thing he pulled out was an old thermometer that he had taken off the wall in the kitchen. He
carefully snapped the small meta staples that held the glass tube to the plague. Once he did, he turned to
look a Miss EricaUrquort. "Areyou going to be dl right?"

She was standing there, pad and pen in hand, nodding. "I'll befine, Doctor."
I'm glad you are. He was going to be cutting adead body open after midnight. He wasn't sureif hewas
fine

He put on the apron and snapped on the gloves. He picked up Frank's watch, which Frank had
reluctantly parted with. " Start taking notes. It is 11:15 PM. Four and ahaf hours after the body was
discovered.”

Firg thingsfird.

Aberolled Oyler on hisside and did his pants down. Holding Oyler steady with one hand, with the other
Abe removed the glass tube of the thermometer, shook the liquid down toward the bulb, and inserted it.

Abewasvery careful, the glasswas really too fragile for this sort of work, but his only other option had
been ameat thermometer that didn't register under 100 degrees.

Abe waited five minutes, then carefully withdrew the glass tube and replaced it on the plaque so he could
read the temperature. "At 11:20 the body's core temperature is gpproximately 89 degrees. Combined
with evidence of rigor in neck and jaw, and fixed lividity in the dorsa aspect, that suggests atime of death
fiveto seven hours ago.”

Aberolled Oyler back and stepped up to the head of the body. "We have awhite male, approximately
forty yearsold, 180 pounds. The body is—" he paused while he picked up the tape measure, " 71 inches



long."

Abe put down the tape measure. "The body isfully clothed. Black sport coat, severely wrinkled and
showing probable immersion. White button-down shirt, with pink stainsthat degpen toward the collar
area. Probably diluted bloodstains. Black trousers. Theleft shoeismissng.” Abewent on with the detalls
of the clothing for another ten minutes. If this ever went to a court, he wanted al the evidence noted,
however trivid.

"The body isbound by yelow nylon rope." Abe described the location of the rope, whereit wastied,
and where Oyler had managed to pull hisright arm free.

Abe then enumerated the contents of Oyler's pockets. Keys, pen, loose change, wallet. The wallet was
water damaged, but held aNew Orleans driver'slicense, asocid security card, and the rest of Madison
Oyler'sidentification. Inside was about two hundred in cash, and a boarding pass for a Ddltaflight from
New Y ork City to New Orleans, one way, coach. The passenger's name was Steven Coombs.

"Have you got dl that?" Abe asked as he dropped the walet and its contentsinto one of the freezer bags.
"Yes" Ericasad, and started to read back his narration verbatim.
"Okay—" Abe said. "Just checking."

Taking through every step, he cut away the ropes and Oyler'sclothing. It al went into alarge garbage
bag.

With Oyler naked on the table, Abe started with the catalog of trauma, beginning at the head. "Examining
the head, there is matted blood in the hair." He prodded the scalp and felt hisfinger dide deeper than it
should have at aspot to the rear of Oyler's skull. "Thereis adepressed skull fracture, roughly circular
and about one inch in diameter dong the posterior of the skull. There are abrasionsto the face and
scalp.” Abeleaned in and looked at some of the cuts. " Some of the deeper abrasions on the right cheek
have adark materia embedded in the flesh." Abe picked up a carpet knife and used it to pick out one of
the small black specks embedded in the flesh of Oyler's cheek. The foreign object came free with some
difficulty— it had to have been really embedded to avoid being washed away. Once free, he held it up to
thelight, resting on the blade of the knife. "It appearsto be dirt, soil. Possibly from afal, striking hisface
on theground.”

Abe moved down. Placing hisfingers on the skin of the neck and spreading the lips of the wound there.
"Massve traumato the anterior neck an inch below the lower mandible. The wound isfrom asharp
blade, most probably aknife. It issix inchesin length, beginning one inch below the left ear, cutting
acrossthe larynx, terminating a haf inch above the right collarbone. The wound ranges from aquarter
inch on theleft Sdeto an inch in depth on the right, dicing open the trachea, severing the right carotid

artery.

Abelifted his hands from the wound and the skin; dull white areas showed where hisfingers had pressed.
Helooked at the dead tissue and shuddered. He wondered if Ericanoticed his discomfort.

"Okay," he said, breaking the forced professiona monotone. "I'm not aforensic pathologit, but it
appears that the wound was delivered by afairly strong man standing behind the victim. Right-handed. |
don't see much in theway of hesitation marks. A large sharp knife across the throat, quickly." Helooked
at the head again, where aknot of hair surrounded the skull fracture. "The blow to the skull came earlier.



The blood from the neck wound didn't have timeto dry on his clothes before he was pushed, or fell, into
the water. The blood from the skull fracture had timeto clot the hair.”

"He was hit on the head, tied up, then histhroat was dit?"
"Uh-huh." Abe continued down the body. He described the ligature marks on the wrists and arms, more
soil under the fingernails, incidental bruising on the torso, more ligature marks on the legs. He looked for

the defensive wounds to the right hand, but didn't find any.

Frank'swatch read 1:30 when he was done with the externa examination. Abe sighed. " So much for the

He picked up aknife.

* % %

Connielay on the floor of Bestrice Greenhart's hotel room and stared at the ceiling. She couldn't deep.
The moon shone through the dats of the shutters, cutting silver strips out of the darkness.

"Beatrice," Connie asked, "are you awake?"
"l am now," camethe grumbled reply.
"Areyou scared?"

"What's the use of being scared,” Bestrice responded. "It's stupid and silly.” Therewasahint of strainin
her voicewhen shesad it.

"Why would they take us here, just to kill us off?*
"Pointlessto worry about things like that," Bestrice said. "We don't know."

"Weknow," Connie said. "We just forgot.” She looked back up at the darkness above her. "They made
usforget. That's what they want, our minds."

"My mind is perfectly fine, young lady. I'm not senile. | remember everything. | wastaken herein my
desp.”

"That's what they want, what they've dways wanted. For you to think their way. Follow their rules.”
"Please go to deep.”

Connie nodded and slently stared upward. They wanted her to play this game. They had killed someone
to make that point clear.

Connie closed her eyes and felt them watching her.

* % %

Quaid dreamed of Madison Oyler.



In his dream it was amoonless night when he followed Oyler down to the coastline. Oyler waded into the
water, and Quaid followed, the inky water wrapping itself around him.

Quaid knew that he had to catch him, because Oyler knew something—

Oyler kept ahead of him, and Quaid couldn't quite catch up. Quaid could have stopped at any time, but
the need to know— know what, he wasn't quite sure— That need kept him after Oyler, swimming in the
frigid weter.

Eventualy he managed to catch up, but it wastoo late. Oyler's skin was white, colder than the water
around him. The body bobbed facedown in the water. Quaid had caught up with a corpse.

Quaid turned around, but he couldn't see the shore. Nothing but water in every direction.

Quaid floated there, exhausted, Oyler's corpse bobbing next to him. He had little strength left, and panic
gripped him with that odd paralysisthat only seemed to happen in dreams.

While Quaid tried to think of which way he needed to go to get to shore, Oyler's corpse moved.
"Don't make dedswith the Devil!" it said asits arms reached out and pulled him under.

* % %

Frank had just turned the corner with Jarl Theodore and Gordon Hernandez, when Gordon looked up &t
the Sky and announced, "Thisis bullshit."

Frank stopped next to the guy. It wasthe first time held spent any time with these two, and he didn't
redly know what to make of either one. "What's bullshit?' Frank asked.

Gordon's face showed an expression of disgust, which looked grotesquely twisted from being underlit by
thelightsaong the path. "Y ou tell me, what are we guarding against?'

"Okay," Jarl said. "Maybe you dept through it, but you see, thisguy got killed—"
Frank put ahand on Jarl's shoulder and said, "Giveit arest.”

"Thisispointless." Gordon shook his head and turned away from them, facing the dark lagoon and the
trail of lightsthat followed the path to the boathouse.

"What's your problem, man?' Jarl questioned, hisvoice carrying equal parts anger and bewilderment.

"Do you have a problem with how we decided these patrols?' Frank asked. "I noticed you didn't vote
for them."

Gordon nodded without turning around. " Forget that three people can't guard an areathissize. | haveto
manage security for aplace at least thissize, one floor, and we have security cameras and guards that
don't have to go everywhere in pairs— Even o, | could have gone with this crap, if it wasn't such an
exercisein saf-deception.”



"Meaning?' Frank asked.

"Thekiller'sin therel™ Gordon turned around and pointed at the hotel. " Anyone who doesn't seethat is
begging to be next.”

"Yeah," Jarl said. "And we all happened to take Greyhound here. Someone set al this crap up. Took us
al here. Not to mention the fucking game.”

"Yes," Gordon said. "Someone set up thisgame." He walked up to Jarl and placed afinger on his chest.
"And how do | know that someone wasn't you?"

* % %

Guarded, the hotel dept. One by one, lightsin the roomswent out, until, at last, the grand Victorian was
blind and silent. The only sounds over the lagoon; the footsteps of the guards, the steady break of the
waves, the sound of nocturnd insects, and— in asmal outbuilding— the quiet wet sound of Dr.

Y anowitz cutting Madison Oyler'sflesh.

Tenth Move

Quaid woke up stting in the easy-chair in hishote room. He spent afew minutes of familiar
disorientation. Thistime, however, he could remember last night, and the fedling of panic toned down into
asense of quiet unease.

Apparently, their cruise ship hadn't returned during the night.

God, if therewas ever atimethat caled for adrink...

Quaid shook hishead and put hisfist up to histemple. Chrigt, he shouldn't think like that— especidly
after he had managed to decline a gathering of good ol' boys around the recently discovered wet bar
adjoining the dining room.

LouisLeMonde, Tage Garnell, A. J. Quaid didn't remember dl the folks that were spinning theories
round the bar, but he had been agood boy and hadn't succumbed to temptation. He remembered being
waved over and shaking his head.

He gave some lame excuse. He didn't even remember what, now. But he could see the untruth
recognized in severd sets of eyes. For some reason he couldn't tell them the truth.

No, let'snot pretend. It's shame pure and smple. Y ou can't admit it to anyone who hasn't fallen into the
same pit you have.

So, ingtead, he had managed to make a half-dozen people suspicious of him. That, when he was one of
the people to have discovered an unexplained corpse lying around. Good work, Quaid.

He stood up and pushed open the shutters. Another perfect day in paradise. Six in the morning, or
earlier— the sky was barely brushed with daylight.

Quaid turned around and saw Carlos adeep on his bed.

Buddy system. Quaid rubbed his temples. No one deegps done.



He wondered what time Dr. Y anowitz findly got back to the hotdl.

His back ached and he regretted being hospitable last night, giving Carlos the bed, taking the chair. He
rubbed hislower back and made hisway to the shower.

By thetime he toweled off and |eft the bathroom, full daylight had gathered outside, and Carloswas
gtting on the edge of the bed rubbing hisface.

"Morning," Quaid said, towel wrapped around him as he went over to his closet to gather afresh change
of clothes.

"Yeah," Carlos muttered. "Need to go to my room..."

Quaid nodded. Carlos needed his own change of clothes. He wonder how many other people were
discovering that they'd overlooked that detail last night.

Someone knocked on the door just as Quaid pulled on his shirt. He looked at Carlos, who shrugged.
Carlos had dept in his clothes— or he had tried to; it looked asif he hadn't gotten any deep.

Quaid opened the door with one hand while he buttoned his shirt with the other.

Standing outside the door was Duce. He was il shirtless, and still wore the same |eather jacket he had
on yesterday. It made Quaid wonder if he had any other clotheswith him.

"Yes?' Quaid stepped into the doorway and saw Henry standing in the hdl off to the sde. He had anew
suit on, but it looked asif he was till recovering from yesterday.

"Messages from on high," Duce said. "Whao'd you shack up with last night?"
Carlos cdled from the bedroom, "What the fuck do you want?*

Duce handed Quaid a pair of familiar-looking envelopes. He looked down at them and asked, "Whered
these come from?"

"The mailboxesin the lobby," Henry said. " Six people patrolling outside, and no one thought to watch the
lobby."

Duce shrugged. " Seven down, twelveto go..."

Duce and his chaperone continued down the hall. Carlos came over to Quaid and took hisown
envelope. "I need to get back to my own room, clean up, get some new clothes—"

Quaid nodded. "I'll go down with you..." He tore open the envelope, unsure of what he would find.
Though, what he did find he dready haf expected.

It was another legal-sized shedt, just like yesterday— but the text was alot longer now. Thetitle now
reed:

CURRENT RULES OF THE GAME:



Rule one had been modified. It now took up about half the sheet.
la: CarlosDeVay isaPlayer inthe Game as part of Team E.

1b: ConnieisaPayer in the Game as part of Team B.

1c: DuceisaPayer in the Game as part of Team C.

1d: Tage Garnell isaplayer inthe Game as part of Team C.

It continued like that, through 1s. Nineteen people. Everyone except Oyler. Then there were the origina
rules, with number three changed radicdly;

3: The Players may agree to change the rules. This shal be done by mgjority vote of dl the Players, until
such time as aleader isdesignated. Actionsthat affect al the Players shal be determined in the same
manner. It shal bethe duty of Frank Pisarski to count these votes.

Then there were the additions...

6: Therewill befiveteams, Team A, Team B, Team C, Team D and Team E. Team D shdl investigate
Inland. Teams C and E will investigate theimmediate vicinity of the Hotel. Teams A and B shall
investigate the Hotd itsdf.

7. All Players shdl be part of ateam.
8: All Playersmust stay in groups of two or more people at al times.

9: There shdl be patrols of the grounds by groups of three people during the night. They shall take three
four-hour shifts.

It was hard to suppress the shudder that went through his body as he read the new document. Whoever
had drafted it had been privy to al their meetings, and the details of what they had decided. He couldn't
help but think that these had to have been written by one of them....

"l guesswe're playing their game whether we want to or not,” Carlos said.

* * %

After Carlos had a chance to shower and dressin his own room, the two of them went downstairsto get
something to eat before the nineteen of them formed ancther "officia” gathering.

The dining room was on the ground floor of the eastern wing of the hotel, opposite the wing that held his
room. The place was long and narrow, with high cellings. A haf-dozen people had dready gathered
here, and the breakfast of choice seemed to be cold cered.

By one end of the room apair of swinging doors were propped open on the kitchen. A stainless-sted!
cart stood by those doors, piled with five boxes of ceredl and apitcher. A nearby counter held bowls
and apladtic tray of slverware.



Carlos grabbed himsdlf abox of Raisin Bran. He stood by the cart and looked at the box for afew long
moments before he walked into the kitchen. He hated cold ceredl for breakfast. It was hangover food,
and it reminded him of theworst sx months of hislife. There had to be something alittle more substantial
in the kitchen.

The kitchen was modern, with large stainless-stedl stoves and awalk-in refrigerator. Above agiant idand
in the center of the kitchen aforest of copper pots hung from arack that was chained to the ceiling. He
freed an omelet pan and managed to hunt down some eggs and adab of English-style bacon in the
cavernous refrigerator.

Quaid had just gotten his breakfast going on one of the commercial cooktops when he heard someone
near the entrance say, "Arent you breaking the rules, Mr. Loman?”'

Quaid looked up from his breakfast and saw awoman standing by the door. She was dressed smartly in
an understated tan blouse and matching skirt. Olivia Grossmann. He had seen her, of course, but never
talked to her. All that redly stuck in his mind about her was that she worked in Washington D.C.

"No," hetold her, wondering why he felt a sudden urgeto explain himsdf. He didn't redize until then
exactly how serioudy hetook EricaUrquort's assertion that Oyler had died because of a"forfeit,”
because he'd broken the rules of this Game. "We made implicit alowancesfor privacy, didn't we? As
long as were only one room removed from someone. How many of us showered together this morning?”'
He pointed a spatula back toward the open doors of the kitchen, where the dining room had filled even
more. "'l don't think this counts as striking out on my own."

She nodded. "Perhaps you're right." She walked into the kitchen. She had deep brown eyes that seemed
to measure him from behind thick, black-framed glasses. "I wanted to ask you a question, Mr. Loman—"

"Quaid, please." He turned the eggs. Breakfast was almost done.
"Quaid. | have aserious question for you."

"Yes?' helooked up & her.

"Doyou bdievein God?'

Quaid didn't answer immediately. Instead he turned off the burner under his breskfast. After amoment he
gavein to the answer that camefirst to hismind.

"l believe in aPower greater than mysdif..."

Step two: Cometo believe that a Power greater than myself could restore me to sanity.

For no particular reason he felt ashamed that he'd never yet been able to get past the eighth step.
Quaid had gotten sober, and had managed to stick to AA. Of the twelve steps of Alcohalic's
Anonymous, one through seven were al about admitting to God, yourself, and the rest of the world that
you had screwed up your life. It was about giving your life over to God, or at least something more

powerful than the drinking— and for most true drunks, like him, God would have to be it, there wasn't
anything earthly or mundane more powerful than that particular need.



Quaid had blown through thefirst seven of the twelve stepsin what he had figured to be record time. The
way hislife had gonein the crapper, it wasthe last thing he could be egotitical about. But that eighth

tep...

Step eight: Makealigt of dl persons he had harmed, and become willing to make amendsto them dll.
It wasgoingto bealong list.

He wondered about last night, about not being able to admit to anyone he had a problem. Did that mean
he was backdiding?"Y eah," hetold her, thinking about how he couldn't admit it last night. "God'sthe
only thing that's kept me sober.” A strange rdlief filled him when he admitted that, asif he had stepped
back from the abyss.

Quaid took hisomelet pan and hunted for a plate he could empty his breskfast on. "Why are you asking?
Y ou don't even know me."

"Should that matter?* Oliviaasked. "It'satenet of my faith to witnessfor the Lord... I'm starting to
believe that this might be the last chance any one of us hasto accept Chrigt.”

Quaid remembered now what she did. She was part of afundamentdist lobbying group. Chritian
something-or-other in Washington D.C. He concentrated on removing his omelet onto the plate intact.
He gstared into the eggs as he said, "L ast chance?' The conversation was making him uncomfortable.

"Were being tested.”

Quaid nodded. He didn't think he agreed with what she meant by that— but someone, somewhere, was
testing them. "I'm going to go eat breakfast," hetold her. He picked up his plate and walked back toward
the dining room. As he passed her, shetouched hisarm. "What?' He half-turned in her direction.

"Please, weigh what's at stake before you dismiss what I'm saying. No one knows, exactly, what form
the end times will take— or the rapture...”

"Why are you concerned about my soul ?* he asked her. "There're seventeen other people here, most of
whom have a better chance at sdvation.”

She shook her head. "Not better, or worse. That door only closes once, and it's a the sametime for
everybody." She patted hisarm. "I know. It's an awful thing that thisisn't acomfortable subject for most
people these days— asif were ashamed of God." She shrugged. "I'm used to it.”

Quaid looked into her eyes. He wanted— redlly wanted— to dismiss her asardigiousfanatic. He
couldn't do it in good conscience. She had something he didn't. Faith in something.

Shelet him go and he wandered back into the dining room. Could thisall be some sort of divinetest? A
specid crossroadsin Purgatory to separate the sheep from the goats....

Quaid supposed that if you took the right attitude, everything could be that kind of spiritud test. Cdling it
that redlly didn't come close to providing any practica answers.

Inacorner of the dining room he saw Connie, Sitting aone at atable, drawing something on apad of
paper. She il looked lost, and somewhat dazed, but she appeared |less frightened than she had last night



in the audience. Hefdt apang of guilt for not checking up on her.

Drinking made him an oblivious, insenstive bastard, and sobriety had not quite erased dl the flaws that
drinking had carved into his character. Not that he had any specia obligation to Connie— just thet, of dl
the people here, she seemed the most fragile.

Quaid waked over to her table and sat across from her. "How're you holding up?*

Shelooked up, alittle startled, and pulled the top sheet of her pad back over what she'd been drawing.
"Fine," she said, looking down &t the table.

"Did you get enough deep lagt night?*

She nodded, till avoiding eye contact. He kept at it, trying to draw her out alittle. "1 heard that you and
the others here at the hotel found quite afood supply.”

She nodded again. Her red hair waslimp, asif affected by the malaise that floated around her like a
cloud. She wore agreen T-shirt that was new enough to still show lineswhere it had been folded.

Feding afallure at hisattempts at conversation, he started on his breskfast. After afew moments of
dlence, shesaid, "It must have been awful.”

Quaid looked up from his eggs and found that Connie was actudly looking at him now.

"Finding him likethat."

It was histurn to nod wordlesdy.

"They killed him because they want ushere," she said. "They werewarning us, you know. Telling usthat

they were watching every move. | mean, they could have taken the body, but they left it for us. It wasfor
us. I've been wondering why, you know."

"They... Why?'

Her voice had become awhisper. "Y ou know who they are. Know but don't know. Don't remember.
But they have to have been watching al of us, been watching us since before we came here. They chose
us, we're dl different, don't fit their pattern. It thought that | was different, the specia one. But | see now
wedl—" Sheleaned forward. "l saw lightslast night..." she whispered.

Quaid didn't know if she was about to tell him more, but that was the moment Beatrice Greenhart chose
to come by the table.

"Y ou're not upsetting this poor girl, are you?' Shelooked at him accusingly. "A lot of people have been
unkind about her. She doesn't need to be upset, called names.”

"No," Connie shook her head. "He's been fine, redlly.”
Beatrice squinted at her, "I'm worried about you."

Beatrice and Connie must have been paired last night. Quaid couldn't hel p thinking that it had been abad



idea. They were stone and glass, and he couldn't help but think of Connie bresking againgt Bestrice. "I'm
fine.." Connieinssted.

Beatrice harumphed and continued off in the direction of the ballroom. Connie got up and followed her
before Quaid could ask her any questions.

Quaid wondered if Bestrice and the late Thomas Greenhart had had any children. If so, he suspected that
they'd be around Connie's age. As he finished his breskfast, he realized that Connie had |eft her pad of
paper behind. Curiosity got the better of him and he reached over and turned it around. He flipped up the
page so that he could see what she'd been doodling before he had interrupted her.

The eyes were thefirg thing he noticed.

Sheld drawn dozens of them, lidded eyes, eyeballs, eyes with wings, eyes with feet, eyestwisted and
distorted until they looked like flying saucers— al staring out of the page a him. The eyeswere
surrounded by an abstract line pattern that took him afew momentsto recognize....

An"A" and an"" intertwined, repeated over the entire surface of the page.
Eleventh Move

Abe 'Y anowitz faced abalroom of eighteen people, feding the dull burning ache of exhaustion behind his
eyes. He hadn't felt this disconnected from his body since back during his residency when held regularly
pull eighteen- and twenty-hour shifts. His hands shook as he looked down at his notes. These were his
own, scribbled after the autopsy. Erica promised to transcribe his dictation later today.

The woman was amazing. She had grabbed three hours of deep, maybe, after they had come back.
Looking at her, she didn't seem to suffer any signs of fatigue.

Then again, Abe had had |ess deep than she had, since he had, after the autopsy, awvakened Frank and
hisroommate A. J. to haul the mortal remains of Madison Oyler to the deep freeze in the hotel kitchen.

Abe rubbed his forehead, remembering the body, naked, Y -incision held shut by two-dozen heavy-duty
binder clips, his shroud atrio of black trash bags sealed with silver duct tape. In aseparate trash bag, his
clothes. Inafind one, aseries of Ziplock freezer bags, holding various organs.

"Madison Oyler bled to death from amassve insult to the neck area,” He read from his water-stained
legd pad. Hefdt digtant from everything, asif someone else was speaking. "It was done with asharp,
wide-bladed implement, possibly acarving knife. Death would have followed within minutes from
traumatic shock. Examination of the areadid not revea the murder weapon.”" After the autopsy, and
storing the body, Abe had used the daylight to try and play detective. He had done his best to track
down and identify the relevant evidence around the boathouse. He'd only been partially successful.

"Before Oyler received the mortd injury, he also suffered amassive traumato the back of the skull. From
the state of that wound and the resulting concussion, | suspect it was delivered at |east twenty-five or
thirty minutes before the neck wound, or aslong as an hour. The blow to his skull done was enough to

incgpecitete him.”

Abe had agood picture in his head of what had happened to Oyler. He had been hit from behind, hard
enough for him to lose consciousness. That had given his attacker enough timeto tie him up.



For most people, that would have been overkill. The head wound, in fact, was extensive enough that it
was pretty amazing that Oyler had managed to wake up at dl, much less partidly free hisright arm. There
had been anasty hematoma squeezing the brain under the depressed fracture, and if Oyler'sthroat hadn't
been dashed, he might have eventudly died from the bleeding into his skull.

When Oyler had regained consciousness, at the very least, he would have been disoriented, probably
with some serious deficits in perception and motor control.

"The blow,” Abe said, after reviewing theinjury, "was ddivered by ablunt, irregular object. Traces of
debris embedded in the scalp lead me to suspect alarge rock. A visua exam matched these traces with
divers of rock embedded in the doorframe which suggests that the same weapon was used on the door
and on Mr. Oyler. We matched the rope he was bound with to alarge supply availablein the
boathouse."

Heturned the page. "1 am not aforensic pathologist, so you al should understand that this bears only
dightly more weight than alayman's opinion.” With that disclamer out of the way, he sucked in abreath
and dove in with both feet.

"From my examination of the body and the crime scene, thisiswhat | suspect happened. Mr. Oyler
approached the boathouse, found it locked, and used alarge rock to gain entry. Once he had broken the
lock, he dropped thisrock and entered. At thispaint, or very shortly afterward, his unknown lant
reached the door and retrieved the rock. The assailant stepped inside and struck before Mr. Oyler
redlized his presence.”

Abe lowered thelegd pad. "Mr. Oyler was rendered unconscious long enough for the assailant to cut the
rope and bind him. Then our assailant waited for Mr. Oyler to regain consciousness—"

A number of voicesrang out. All they said could be summed up by the singleword "What?"

Abe waited for the audience to quiet before continuing. "I realize that makes no logical sense. But that is
what the evidence shows. Mr. Oyler had severd abrasions from struggling with his bonds. He was
conscious and dive long enough to free one arm. There are no defense wounds on that hand, so |
suspect the arm was freed too late to interfere with the assailant's knife— but from the abrasions, I'd say
that Mr. Oyler was dlowed at |east ten minutes, maybe as long as hdf an hour, of struggle before his
throat was dit and he was shoved into the water. After that, he wasn't dive long enough for any water to
enter hislungs™”

Abelooked at the room as everyone started talking at once. Y es, the theory is shit. What do you
expect?| diagnose old ladies gdlstones, not murder victims.

Abe shook his head, sat down, and closed his eyes. It was very hard not to fall asleep.

* * %

It took awhile before Frank findly stood up and was able to cal some order to the room. He dammed a
chair shut and yelled over the voices.

"Peoplel”

The one word silenced the room. Frank wondered if they heard the edgein hisvoice. If they could sense



what was going through hismind. Oyler's corpse. Not just the Sight of it being pulled from the waves by
that dynamic duo of Henry and Quaid. But dmost atime lgpse of it getting paer and tiffer, until thefind
sght he had this morning, the guy gutted from neck to groin— held together by glorified paper clips.
Henry, you weak bastard, that's a sight that should make you puke.

"We need some focus here. We have some decisonsto make." He waved over at Tage Garnell. One of
the few people here that Frank hadn't seen act like afoal. "1 think you wanted to say something?"

Tage stood up. Unlike the doctor, or most of the people here, he didn't seem stressed out from lack of
deep. "When we examined Mr. Oyler's effects, we found a gun. We need to determine who should get
custodly of it."

The ruckusin response was bad, but Frank didn't have to shout over it thistime.

"We need to hunt down the bastards who killed Oyler." That from Jarl Theodore. "We should form a
posseto find them.”

"Who here knows how to handle agun?' asked Eve Robinson. "Y ou? Tage has some military training,
anyoneds=?'

"We need to contact the locd authorities— not go on some vigilante mission.” A. J. caled over to Jarl
and Eve. "We should follow the plan. Give the gun to those who're going for help.”

"We need to protect oursalvesfirst,” Duce said, smirking at A. J. "Or should we just pretend were safe
while you prance off into the woods?'

Quaid stood up. "Should we give the gun to anybody?' Everyone turned toward him. Frank looked at
the guy, athin nerdy type with glasses. Make it good, Frank thought, you haven't done much to impress
me

Quaid cleared histhroat and continued. "We don't know who killed Oyler. It's tempting to blame our
'keepers,' whoever they are, but it seemsjust aslikely that hiskiller is one of us—"

"Good lord, didn't we go through that nightmare yesterday?' That came from one of the women Frank
hadn't talked to yet, the schoolteacher.

"Yeah," said Jarl, looking over hismirrored sunglasses at Quaid. "Everyone's accounted for by at least
two others."

"Our keepers are here, somewhere." Henry Sukomi was quiet, subdued, and looked as bad as he had
when held amost thrown up on Oyler's body. " Someone's delivering these." He waved one of the new
"contracts.

Frank cleared histhroat. Timeto get these sandy gears of democracy moving. "Shall we decide?"

When the voting wasfindly talied, it was A.J.'s expedition that received the benefit of the gun.

Quaid thought to himself that, perhaps, it wasfor the best. The decision got the weapon away from the



majority of them— at least it would when Team D madefor the hills.

Despite argument to the contrary, Quaid couldn't help thinking that Oyler'skiller was one of them. It
didn't make senseto blame it on their kegpers— the people who had invested in this grand conspiracy to
bring them to this place, something that must have taken consderable time, planning, and resources—

Quaid had trouble seeing them, whoever they were, dispatching anyone with astray rock.

The good news— depending on your frame of mind— wasthe fact that there were enough provisonsin
the hotdl to last years. They were not going to suffer for lack of food or fresh water for along time yet.
Another sign of planning on their captors part. Various people itemized what they had found, which took
awhile....

The meeting was about to break up, sending them off to find itemsto contribute to Team D'smisson to
get help, when Eve stood up and announced something that must have been in the back of everyone's
mind.

"We can't adjourn yet." She waved the new contract in front of her like aflag. "We need to cometo a
decisononthis”

"Decidewhat?' someone asked, Jarl or Duce, he couldn't quitetell.
Evelooked more statuesque than usua. For some reason he was reminded of Martin Luther nailing his
letter to the door... Not that Eve resembled Martin Luther, but the attitude was similar. The air of

defiance.

"This'game we're being coerced into," Eve continued. "It may have killed one of us— they may have
killed one of us— are we going to continue with this? L et thisthing control us?'

Erica Urquort spoke up. Her age didn't reach her voice, which sounded as firm as Eve's. ™Y ou want us
to abandon it, like Mr. Oyler did?"

"Areyou saying you want to be amouse running through someone elses maze?"' Eve asked.

Tage stood up. He adjusted his glasses and looked at the two women across the length of the ballroom.
"| understand your concern, Mrs. Robinson. But, it does seem that whatever thisgameis, it isour game.
We decided on dl these changes yesterday—"

"That wasn't agame," Eve said. "We weren't voting on rules.”

"Here, here," Quaid heard from Bestrice Greenhart. She was nodding to hersdlf. "I'm glad someone here
isfindly talking sense”

"And how do we stop playing?' Frank asked. "Take avote and declare weve al stopped?

"Now theres a paradoxica question,” Dr. Y anowitz said. He held his head in his hands, most gppearing
to deep.

"What's a paradox?' Frank asked.



Dr. Y anowitz looked up and shook his head. "Our votes have become the procedure to modify the rules
of this game. Can we use that processto stop ‘playing?’

"Why not?' Eve asked. "And what are you talking about?*

"Doing that isimplicitly acknowledging that these'rules are supreme,” Dr. Y anowitz said. "That only the
rules themselves define their jurisdiction. Which meansthat if we vote ourselves out of the ‘'game," we will
gtill be acknowledging the authority of the rule we creste that says were not playing. In a sense we would
gtill be playing this game— or the meta-game..." The doctor looked back and must have redlized how
many blank stareswere aimed in his direction. "Sorry, I'm tired, and this probably isn't the place for those
kinds of abstract thoughts.”

Quaid stood up, struck with athought of stunning smplicity. It was so basic, he was surprised that no
one had suggested it before. Perhapsit only occurred to him now because thiswasthefirst timethe
game, in and of itsdf, was a serious consideration. "I think theré'sa simple solution to thisgame.”

"I hopeit's better than voting ourselves out of it," Henry was shaking his head. "After what happened to
Oyle—"

"No," Quaid said. "The game ends when we have awinner. Let's just take avote that everyone here has
won thegame."

Twefth Move

Carlos initid reaction was. How can something that straightforward lose?

From his point of view it was a genius solution to a debate that, to him at least, was beside the point, to
put it kindly. To Carlos mind, the point wasto get back to civilization, wherever that was. He was
generaly too nice aguy to tell folkswhat he thought about al this debate about keepers, and why they
were here— which wasthat it was dl aload of bull.

When your houseis burning down, you don't start the arson investigation till you're out of the damn fire.

Somehow, though, it seemed like folks refused to look at it that Smply.

The doctor, of dl people, spoke up and said. "That won't do any better than voting the 'game’ out of
existence. With these ruleswe have, winning isnt some intringc congtant that will stop the game.”

"Comeon, old man," said the trucker, Jarl. " Games stop when you have awinner. Duh." Heraised his
hands and gave the rest of the room an "isn't thisobvious' expression.

Tagewas pulling his goatee and giving the doctor athoughtful expression. "That isn't necessarily 0.

Many card games have severa rounds where someone ‘wins but the gameitself proceeds while points or
chips are accumulated. Many sports contests operate the same way."

"Chrigt, then just vote the game over a the sametime,” Jarl sad. "I don't believe this shit.”

"It's acknowledging the game is the supreme authority,” Dr. Yanowitz said. "I thought that was what we
wanted to avoid.”

Quaid stood up. "People, | honestly think thisisthe only way we're going to have to resolve this. If Oyler



was killed because of the game—"

A deep sardonic, "If?" came from LouisLeMonde.

"— then let's use the game to resolveitself."”

"No," said EricaUrquort. "I don't think those who have engineered thiswill be denied that easily.”

Quaid looked frustrated. " So they hit people with rocks?"

"What if they're only letting usliveto play thisgame," Connie said in alow, rushed voice. "Have any of
you thought about that. They want the game, and while we play it we're useful to them. Oncethe gameis

over..."

"It'staking too much of arisk," Louissaid, wiping his forehead with atowe. "And, like the doctor said,
we might be playing into their hands by doing it."

"You can't have it both ways," Quaid said. His voice was noticeably strained. Apparently, the debate had
surprised him asmuch asit did Carlos. "Whoever they are, isthisgoing to pissthem off, or isit part of
their master plan?”

"There's no need to be rude,” Mrs. Greenhart said. "Why do we have to vote on a piece of paper
anyway, there are more important things. We need to get down to brass tacks—"

"Haven't you been listening—" Quaid snapped, shook his head, and sat down. "Oh, Christ, never mind.”
Carlosleaned over toward him and whispered. ™Y ou okay?"

"No! Apparently | made afool of mysdf, yet again.”

"No, man, you have agood idea. Ditch the game and one less thing to worry about.”

Duce spoke from the rear of the room, asarcadtic lilt to hisvoice. "I know Jack about any of you, but
whoever st this up had something in mind. | want to know why | should share awin with anyone. If I'm
stuck in this Game, I'm getting something out of it." Hewas saring & Tageashesad it.

Quaid shook hishead. "Some gresat idea, how much will you bet that we're the only onesto votefor it?"
They weren't the only onesto votefor it...

But there were more who didn't.

Frank took thetally. Dr. Y anowitz voted againgt. Erica, Connie, and Bestrice voted againg, little surprise
there. Henry voted againgt it without saying aword— Carlos thought it wasin reaction to Oyler's degth,
before that point the guy had seemed rational. Bobbie said it sounded, "too much like cheating." Eve
wasn't going to vote on anything that acknowledged the game as such. Duce, trueto hisword, said, "If
this Game's serious enough to vote on this crap, the prize is serious enough, too. Count me out of this

vote" Louis cast hisvote, saying that he wasn't going to end up like Oyler.

Tage Garndll cast the deciding vote. "As Duce said, we don't know what awin means. Not for us, or for



our 'keepers." We don't know enough to say that it would end the Game, or evenif suchawinis
desirable. My deference to Mr. Loman who proposed thisingenious solution, but he himsalf told me not
to make assumptions. | don't have enough facts to support the idea.”

* % %

"I don't fucking believeit!" Quaid shouted at the garden behind the hotel, squinting in the noontime sun.
He had come out here with a serious need for fresh air. "What are these people thinking?'

"Takeit easy, man," Carlossaid.

Quaid would have preferred to be done. But they were still operating under the damn rules. "Easy?
Easy?' He strode past the fountain, turned around, and spread hisarms. "Am | the crazy one here,
Carlos? Did | make no sense up there?!

"Told you, it wasagood idea..." Carlos |ooked back at the hotdl. "It's Oyler. That freaked them.”

"Sowhat! It freeked me," he shook his head. "The only argument againgt it that made any sense was
Tage's. | mean, can you believe Duce?’

"Boy does have a point. What does the winner get? Bragging rights?
"And do you think whatever elaborate conspiracy brought us here would take out the loser with arock?"
"Hmm?'

"Oyler wasn't killed by some mass conspiracy. Not our 'keepers.” Someone walking around this hotel did
himin."

"But who?"' Carlos asked. "Doesn't everyone here have an dibi?’

"It looksthat way." Quaid nodded. "But did you listen to what Dr. Y anowitz said? He was clobbered,
tied up, and wasfinished off later. Someone could have made two trips..."

Carlos nodded. "Y ou might have something there. | thought it was goofy having the killer watch the guy
for haf an hour."

"Maybe more,” Quaid said. "And his notebook hasn't turned up yet. Want to bet he was killed for
something in that notebook?"

"I'll take apass on guessing about anything that's going on here." Carlos shook his head. "Besides, doesit
matter if we were kidnapped by the CIA or little green men?”

A new voicejoined them from back by the hotdl. "I think the consensus among UFO nutsisthey'relittle
gray men."

Quaid turned to see A. J. and Frank coming out of the hotel. Carlos looked at A. J. and narrowed his
eyes. "l didn't picture you asa UFO nut."

A. J. chuckled, "I'd say our nemesisis Earthbound,” helooked in Quaid'sdirection. "Didn't Mr. Garndll



say you thought we shouldn't be making assumptions?”’

Quaid sghed. Connie was seeing flying saucers. Why not?

"Actudly | just came out hereto let you know that I, for one, thought you had agood idea."

Frank folded his arms and nodded. "But your ddlivery stinks."

"Whét the hell isthat supposed to mean?”

Frank snorted. "Exactly."

Quadturnedto A. J.

A. J. wasnodding aswdll. "Likeit or not, werein apolitica Stuation here. Persondities matter. Thereis
agroup of people here that seesthingstheway | think you do, and you're not hel ping us by rubbing
people the wrong way."

Quaid backed away. "Now come on—"

"Son, you practicaly cdled two old ladiesidiots back there." Frank had agrim expression. ™Y ou think
that impresses anyone?”’

"I just wanted you to think alittle bit about how people seeyou,” A. J. said. "Did yelling at Louis solve
anything?'

"Hedirectly contradicted himsdlf."

"Son," Frank bent over and lowered hisvoice. "Just don't go out of your way to piss people off." He
waved at A. J. and led the way back to the hotdl, leaving Quaid aone with Carlos.

"Wdll, that'sfucking terrific,” Quaid muttered.
"Youwerekind of harshiinthere.”
"Youretaking their Sde?"

"Hey, | think you wereright," Carlossaid. "But you were harsh.”
Thirteenth Move

The next morning, a dawn, Team D was sent off into the wilderness.

Behind the hotel was an abandoned greenhouse where atrail snaked off into the dense jungle toward the
one mountain they could see. They al gathered there, at the greenhouse. Not just Team D, but the whole
exile population to see them off.

The team was as well-prepared as they could manage. Each of them carried a backpack, or some other
bag, weighted down with food and fresh water. A. J. carried Oyler's gun and a makeshift first aid kit that
Dr. Yanowitz had put together. Gordon Hernandez carried amachete that had been discoveredina
garden shed near the greenhouse.



The four members of the team, Eve, Bobbie, A. J. and Gordon Hernandez, were dressed for the
expedition, wearing jeans and long-deeved shirts. Bobbi€g's shirt was oversized flannd that she must have
borrowed from somebody.

Team D spent their good-byes shaking hands and whispering somefinal words here and there. Bobbie
looked excited, where Eve smply looked determined. Gordon Hernandez, the one person of the four
Quaid hadn't redlly gotten to know or talk to, kept looking over his shoulder a the woods, shifting his
grip on the machete, asif searching for something. A. J. kept glancing at the sky.

A. J. hefted his pack and scanned the semicircle of people who faced the team. Sunlight was just
beginning to dust the tops of the trees. "We better go, make the most of the daylight.”

Gordon, Eve, and Bobbie moved up next to him.

Quaid couldn't decide which was more bizarre, the fact that they were sending four of their own into the
wilderness, or the fact that it had taken thislong to get their act together and send someone for help.

With Team D gathered, A. J. took alast look at the rest of them. "I've got two signdl flaresfor each of

us, from the boathouse. Well send one up if we find anything nearby. Well send two up if we hit any
kind of trouble.”

A. J. smiled and Quaid wondered if the pilot had the same thought he had. How long before they
traveled too far for their flaresto be visible?

Then the four of them, with A. J. in the lead, walked off on the dirt path that led away from the rear of the
old greenhouse. In afew seconds the jungle had hidden everything but their sound. Half aminute and that
was gone aswdll. Therest of them stood there a bit longer.

Fifteen of them now.

That afternoon, Henry Sukomi took Quaid to thelibrary.

Though abducted might have been a better term for it.

Quaid had been discussing something with Carlos and Frank down in the lobby when Henry sivung by,
grabbed hisarm, and pulled Quaid after him. When Quaid asked him what was going on, Henry
mumbled something about needing to see the doctor.

Henry had come straight in from the front doors, and Quaid didn't catch sight of who had been with
him— if anyone. The sudden apparent violation of the buddy system disturbed Quaid, and Henry's

nervous demeanor didn't help.

Ashe haf ran up the stairs, Quaid followed him. Henry seemed distracted and distant. The man hadn't
seemed quite right since finding Oyler's body. That gave Quaid an evil thought—

Wheat if Henry'sthe one?



Was Henry freaking out because we found a body, or because we discovered the evidence?

The library was on the second floor, above the balroom. The far wall was dominated by ahuge stone
fireplace, and the walls dternated windows with dark built-in bookshelves. Four pairs of red leather wing
chairstook positions at each point of the compass. The floor was covered by an Oriental carpet with a
detailed headache-inducing design. Above, surrounded by intricate plaster molding, ablack ceiling fan
from the twenties dowly rotated.

The room was occupied by Iris Traxler and Dr. Y anowitz.

Iris Traxler didn't quitefit the decor. Not that she wasn't pleasant to look at, her legswere as well
sculpted as the molding above them, and her blond hair, spilling over her shoulder, upstaged the more
somber colors of the room surrounding her. But, looking at her sitting in one of the wing chairs by the
fireplace, Quaid couldn't help thinking that this room should befilled with crusty old men smoking cigars
and reminiscing about their adventuresin Indiaor the Boer War.

Dr. Yanowitz, with hissize and Oliver Sacks beard, was margindly more at homein thelibrary. Though
his Bermuda shorts seemed just as misplaced as Iris did. Henry grabbed him and whispered urgently. Dr.
Y anowitz barely had timeto set his book down on one of the chairs before Henry was dragging him out
the door past Quaid.

Iris stood up and said, "Abe, wherere you going?'

"It'sdl right," said the doctor. "Henry just hasto show me something.”

"Maybe you should take Quaid—" Irissaid it in such away that Quaid knew that she harbored the same
evil thoughtsthat he did. And she had even less reason to give Henry the benefit of the doulbt.

Henry hadn't stopped to debate; he was dready hdfway downthehdl. "I'll befine," said the doctor.
"And | can't leave you here done.”

Then they were both gone, and Quaid was alonewith Iris.

Irislooked up a Quaid, probably reading the befuddled expression that the whole situation had |eft on
hisface. "YoureMr. Loman," shesad.

Quaid nodded. "And youre Miss Traxler."

"Iris" shesaid.

"Quaid.”

"Ishegoing to bedl right?" Irisasked him. There was anote of concern in her voice.
"I don't think you need to worry about Henry."

"Uh-huh." She sounded unconvinced.

Hewalked over to the chair that Dr. Y anowitz had left hisbook on. The Paradox of Self-Amendment,
read the title on the spine, the author was Peter Suber. Quaid picked up the book and sat down. " So,



have you found anything interesting here?' He pointed the book toward the shelves.

Iris glanced at the shelves. She could have been amode. She had that kind of face, the kind of flawless
skin that made you think that someone had aready taken an airbrush to her. "To be honest, that was just
the most interesting thing I've seen today." She gestured toward the door, after Henry and the doctor.
"Whét did he want with Abe?'

Quaid shrugged. "I don't know. | wasjust there for the sake of rule number eight. Henry just grabbed me
and dragged me after him without explaining.”

"l know the feding." She saw his expression and shook her head. "No, Abe didn't drag me here. HE'san
al right guy."

"Hedidn't tell you what he waslooking for here?'

"No." She gave him awistful smile. "Hewasjust s nice, asking me to ‘accompany him.' Heisn't married,
you know..." She said thelast part asif it was adefense. "He wears aring, but he lost her— hiswife—
ten years ago. Cancer."

Quaid felt the hardness of hiswedding band on hisleft hand. What made someone keep wearing it after
the marriage was over? Denid? He looked at Iris and wondered at her interest in Dr. Y anowitz, couldn't
fathom it really— but he'd been unableto truly fathom anyone'sinterest in anyone else snce hismarriage
disntegrated. Any relationship beyond simple acquai ntance seemed so sdlf-evidently painful, Quaid had
trouble imagining anyone elsg's motives. He was so dienated from the concept, that he hadn't even
thought of one patently obvious aspect of their captivity.

People were going to attempt to pair off, and the only surprising thing about that was the fact he was
caught by surprise.

"Hedidn't say what he was|ooking for?'
"No," Irissaid. "Was helooking for something?"

Quaid chuckled to himsdlf. "I don't know. | guess he didn't have to be looking for anything here." He
opened the book he still held in his hands and glanced &t a paragraph at random;

"Onemight say that citizens failure to overthrow their congtitution and government in revolutionisa
sufficient manifestation of consent to give the congtitution and congtitutiona form of government
legitimacy. Continuing failure to revolt would be continuing consent. But thisview amountsto the
proposition that aregime haslegitimate authority if, and so long as, it successfully puts down and
postpones revolution...”

"Rather dry reading,” Quaid said.
"Actudly, Abe seemed rather excited when he found that book."
Quaid looked down at the weighty tome. Dr. Y anowitz was excited over finding a copy of atextbook on

legdl theory? Though, upon reflection, from some of hisarguments at the last vote, he did seem to be
someone who'd be interested in arcane areas of knowledge. He could ask him about it later.



Quaid closed the book and said, "Can | ask you something?”

Irisleaned forward, resting her arms on her knees. She pursed her lips. "Now that depends on what
you're asking, doesn't it?"

"Does the name'Alphomeg Entertainment’ mean anything to you?"
"Now where did you hear that name?"

"Madison Oyler carried their business card.”

Iris looked down and shivered.

"What's the matter?'

"It'salittle unsettling, | don't know why."

"The namesfamiliar, then?'

"l saw it in the newspaper.” Shelooked up at him. "I'm not sure exactly when, just before the blank spot
inmy memory."

"What was the story about?"

She shook her head. "Not astory. | saw the name in thewant ads." Quaid must have looked asif he
sought more explanation, because she went on. "' had reached the point where | needed to be doing
something other than what | was doing. | was getting kind of desperate...”

"What kind of job werethey offering?’

"I don't know, the ad didn't say."

"Did youinterview with them?"

"l don't know," shesaid. "l don't remember.”

* % %

"Alphomeg,” Carlos said. He chewed on the word asif it was atough piece of meat. He waswalking
with Quaid adong one of the white gravel pathsthat surrounded the hotel. The sun was setting, and the
sky was deepening to purple as they talked.

"I think it might have something to do with us being here," Quaid told him.

"Okay, so Irissaw awant ad,”" Carlos conceded. "And Oyler had abusiness card. Does that mean
anything?' Why does the name bug me?

"Conni€s at least seen their logo..."

"It could be a huge company,” Carlos said. "Have you thought of that? Would these connections mean as



much if we weretalking about Visa, or Coca-Cola?' Come on, you've heard of them, where? Why can't
you remember where?

"It means something to you,"

Carlos expresson must have been giving histhoughts away. He didn't like admitting it. "Y oure the one
who gave the speech about not making assumptions, not jumping to conclusions—" Carlos shook his
head. "'l don't even remember why it's familiar. What would they have to do with dl of thisanyway?'
Carloswaved ahand in the direction of the hotel.

"If we've been kidnapped, there have to be kidnappers. Someone had to set thisall up.”

"So we're test-marketing a new type of vacation getaway?' Carlos laughed. It was weak, and Quaid
didn'tjoin him.

Quaid didn't even respond. From his expression, Carlos believed that he was picturing Oyler's corpse.
Suddenly, it didn't seem quite right to make light of their Stuation.

They rounded the corner of the hotdl in the fading light and came across another pair of fellow
"kidnappees."

Louis LeMonde was towering over the much smaller form of Erica Urquort. She sat on a stone bench on
the edge of the smdll flagstone patio behind the hotdl. Ericalooked at him stting on the edge of the
garden, Louis|ooked grotesquely out of place.

L ouis was making some grand statement, sweeping hisarm with aforce that sent ripples across historso.
He saw Carlos and Quaid approach and stopped gesturing. "Ah, welcome to two more exiles,” he said.
He reserved his smile for Carlos. Helooked a Quaid with barely veiled suspicion. Ericasglanceat him
wasadmogt hodtile.

Itsfirgt impressionsthat linger, and Carlos thought that Quaid hadn't donewell in impressing these
particular people.

"Hdlo." Carloswaved.

"Wewere just discussing the topic of the day," Ericasaid. Shelooked a Carlos. "Fed freetojoin us."
Carloswondered if Quaid was excluded from the invitation.

"Topic of theday?' Quaid said. Either he was oblivious to the way they looked at him, or he had stopped
caring what they thought— if he had ever cared. Quaid took a seat on a companion bench to Ericas.

Carloswaked over to the bench, standing next to Quaid. It was silly, but thoughts ran through Carlos
mind about making a united front. AlImost asif that they were on one sde and Ericaand Louiswereon
another.

Wearedl in thistogether, aren't we?
Carlos|ooked at the pair and wondered about Erica Urguort. She was by far the oldest among them, but

she aso seemed the most composed. By contrast, Louis seemed agitated— or excited, it was hard to
tell. The heat didn't treat him well. The skin of his neck folded over the collar of his Hawaiian shirt,



leaving sweet Sains, asif he was mdting and hisflesh had turned semiliquid.
"S0 you seen any spooks about?' Louis asked him breathlessly.

Carloslooked at Erica, but her expression didn't provide him with any cluesto what Louis wastaking
about.

"Spooks?' Quaid asked for him.

Carlos asked, "The men behind this— Right?"

Louis nodded, hisflesh rippling like the ocean.

"I was under theimpression that no one had seen anyone other than the twenty of us," Quaid responded.
"Nineteen." Carlos muttered.

"Ah, but that young woman, Connie, saw something last night,” Louis said. It was dmost triumphant.

And you haven't noticed the woman is crazy? Carlos thought. He looked at the expression on Louis face
and answered himself. No, if anything, he sees her asakindred spirit.

If Quaid knew anything, he didn't say so. "She did?" he asked.
"Lightsover themountain,” Louissad. "Hovering."”
Carlosturned around. "Wouldn't surprise me. That woman's nuts.”

"That'skind of strong—" Quaid said.

" She could've Tiffany-lamped someone to degth if you hadn't stepped in.”

"It'san understandabl e reaction,” Quaid countered. "I'm surprised we've not seen more violent reactions
to this—" Quaid looked up at Louis. "Y ou were saying? Lights, sp00ks? Y ou think she's seeing ghosts?"

Louislaughed, shaking his head. He clapped his hands. "No, ghosts? That's rich.” He looked over at

Carlos. "'l don't know her. But | did overhear that Mrs. Greenhart riding her to keep quiet about her
‘hdlucinations."

"See" Carlossad, "sheisnuts”
"And Mrs. Greenhart," Quaid added, "has been in raging denia sincel first saw her."

"I know what Connie saw," Louissaid. "And it wasn't ahdlucination, or UFOs, or ghosts—"

"What, then?' Carlos asked.

"Helicopters,” Louissad. "Helicopters plain and smple. Unmarked civilian choppers have been their
vehicle of choice since Vietnam.”



"Whoaose vehicle of choice?' Quaid asked.

"The CIA, who es=?'

"The CIA?' Carlos shook hishead. "You're as crazy as—"

"Why do you think it'sthe CIA?' Quaid asked.

"Think about it." Louiswaved hisarm to include the hotel and the surrounding area. "The Agency hasa
history of conducting experiments on civilians. They have unlimited resources that aren't accountable to
anyone. And have you noticed something odd we dl have in common?”

"Whichis?'

"Thewholelot of usare American. English-spesking American.”

"That's odd?' Carlos asked.

"It means," Louissaid. "Our keepers are probably Americans. Well-funded Americans. And this'Game
issome sort of covert psychologica experiment. Our annesia— They have some sophisticated drugs at

their disposd...."

Quaid looked across at Erica. "What do you think about al this?!

" think he has some good points—"

"You don't think it'sthe CIA, do you?' Carlos asked.

Erica shook her head. "No, that's what we were discussing before you came.”

"Good," Carlossad, "At least someone has some sense—"

"I think," she continued, "that it is much morelikely the Chinese.”

Carlos started to say something, then just shook his head. Quaid leaned forward. "Why do you say that?"
"Shethinks" Louis sad, "that they would be the most likely to engage in some covert experiment on
American psychology. Me, | don't think they have the technical expertise or the resources. It'd require
some really sophisticated pharmaceuticas and one hell of awide network to gather al of us and tweak
our annesiajus right.”

"Seems astrange sort of experiment for the government to pursue,” Quaid said.

Louiswiped the swest from his forehead. " These bastards have done stranger. They've hired psychicsto
target Russan missile bases, they tried to depose Castro by sneaking depilatoriesinto his beard. It's not
an Agency known for its sanity, especiadly when the doors are shut.” The hand on hisforehead clenched
into afist. Carlos noticed that Louis cheeks were very flushed. "Comes down to business, whether the

gpooks running this show are CIA, Chinese, or Ethiopian. 'Playing' this Gameisfaling right into their
hands. We shouldn't even be pretending to go dong with it. Look at Oyler..."



Ericawasleaning forward. "Areyou dl right?"

"I'mfine..." Heturned toward the mountain, asif sensng something the rest of them weren't aware of.
"There"

Therest of them turned to face in the same direction. Louis was breathless when he said, "There, you see
them, don't you?'

Lights. Bright white lightsthat were at least fifteen milesfrom them. At first Carlos thought they must be
flaresfrom A. J. and the others, but they were too low, and they circled the mountain, the lights not
completely obscuring the dark shapesthat carried them. There were three of them dowly traversing the
base of the mountain, just abovethetreeline.

"There are the damn black helicopters. There'rethe bas—" Louis sucked in a breath. "Bastards...” The
word came out in arush of breath, followed by a sound like someone dropping awet sack of flour.

Carlosturned around to see Louis on hisknees, his clenched fist now holding onto his chest so tightly thet
it sank hafway into the flesh underneath his shirt. Hisface was bright red, and his breathing was coming

in ragged gasps.

Shit! "Quaid, run and get the doctor!"

Hetook a step and Ericastood up. "1 better go with you—"

Chrigt, can she be thinking about the damn rules?

Carlos didn't have any more timeto think. Louis was collapsing, and Carlos had to spend al his strength
to ease him sideways on the ground. He had to loosen his collar, and he ended up tearing his shirt open
because he couldn't fed the button buried under the flesh of Louis neck. "We're getting you help, Louis."
Hetried to sound reassuring, but he had abad feding about this. The feding worsened when Louis shirt
was open and Carlos saw the deep nasty scars of apast surgery across his chest. Louis fist clutched at
the scar asif he wastrying to tear the wound open again.

Louiswas till conscious and must have seen his glance. "Quadruple bypass,”" he said. "' Fucker should
have |asted more than three years."

"Save your strength.”
"Light'sgoing,” he said quietly, shaking his head.

Carlosthought he was talking about himsdlf, but when he looked over his shoulder, he saw what Louis
meant. One by one, the three lights by the mountain disappeared.

BOOK TWO:

MIDGAME
Fourteenth Move



Louis LeMonde died sometime during the night.

Dr. Y anowitz couldn't do much of anything. His opinion wasthet, given hisobviousill hedth, Louis
wouldve had only afifty-fifty chanceif hed gotten to a hospital. Stuck here, with no real medica
equipment or drugs, he didn't have achance.

The news seemed to stun everyone, even more so than Oyler's death. Murder was threatening, but—
perversely— more understandable. Louis death was anill omen. Quaid wasn't ready to start reaching for
supernatural explanations for what was going on, but he got the feding that some of the othersweren't as
skeptical.

Breskfast in the dining room was ominoudy slent. If people talked, they did so in hushed tones.

Quaid was a atable, eating cold cered and wishing he had a beer, when Olivia Grossmann sat down
acrossfrom him.

"Trying to save my soul again?' he asked. It sounded more flippant than heintended it to, but she didn't
seem to notice, or care.

"I wanted to know if Mrs. Urquort wasright about what Louissaid.”

"Hesad alot of things."

"He was talking about the Game right before he collapsed, wasn't he?"

Quaid looked up from his breskfast. He didn't like the way she was saying that. He could dmost hear the
capitd "G." Whatever her line of speculation was, it made him uneasy and he didn't want to encourageiit.
"Likel said. A lot of things."

"About the Game?'

"Mostly about the CIA."

Sheamiled dightly. "The CIA?"

"U.S. Government black helicopters, the whole right-wing conspiracy song and dance.”

"Technicdly, the black helicopters are United Nations..." she said, till smiling dightly.

"What?"

"The right-wing conspiracy theories you're referring to, the black helicoptersin question are usualy
ascribed to the UN/Zionist occupational forces.”

"I aways thought the 'black helicopters were responsible for cattle mutilations...”
Oliviashrugged. "That's adifferent set of conspiracies dtogether.”

"What Louiswas saying, he thought that thiswhole game, our abduction and so on, was some CIA
experiment in group psychology.”



"While Ms. Urquort blamesit on some other sinister foreign power."

"Ching," he said. He pushed aside his breakfast and looked at Olivia. She was wearing another suit,
powder bluethistime. From her face he couldn't redlly place her age. She wasin that indeterminate area
somewhere between thirty and fifty. Mature, not old. She watched him through thick-framed glasses that
camouflaged her expression.

Quaid shook hishead. "All it is, he got excited. That, combined with the hest, was too much for the guy.”
"I know," Oliviasad.

Quaid looked at her and started wondering. He kept thinking about her talk about God and the rapture...

"Y ou don't think his death is some sort of Sign?* he finally asked. "That he was struck down for
denouncing this'Game were playing?"

"Doyou?' she asked in return.

Quaid didn't know how it happened, but suddenly he wastheirrationa one. Louis sudden desth seemed
S0 pointless, epecidly in the face of the bizarre Stuation they found themselvesin, it wasamost
comforting to try and connect his desth to the game in someway. Hefelt alittle embarrassed and asked
her, "Y ou don't?'

"I believe that everything, Louis deeth included, is part of God's plan for us.”

"And thegame?’

"Especidly the Game," Oliviadedared.

"Y ou think God struck Louis down for saying we shouldn't play this game?"

"God took him," she said. "We can't say why."

Quaid looked at her, trying to see what she was thinking. She seemed sincere, and she also seemed to
havefound awell of calm insde hersdlf that seemed pretty incongruous given the circumstances. There
was something about her that irritated Quaid— and that made him fedl petty. The mixed cauldron of
reaction was giving him a severe case of dgjavul.

"What do you think we should do about the game?’

" liked your solution,” Oliviasaid. "Everyonewins..."

" Should we even keep pretending— | mean isn't that what most of us are doing? Pretending? Appeasing
our keepers?

Olivialooked away. "Likelife. It's something that each of us hasto cometo termswith." She stood,
reached across, and patted his shoulder. "Decide what theright thing is, and go do it."

Sheleft him there and he realized where his sense of degjavu came from. The combined feding of



irritation and self-loathing was familiar. It was the same fegling he had for anyone who had ever tried to
intervenein hisdrinking.

* % %

They gathered in the ballroom that morning.

Thistime the familiar envelopes were waiting for them on the folding metal chairs. When Quaid camein,
he could hear Ducetelling Tage Garnell in astage whisper, "'l don't know how they got here! We had our
patrol, but they must know wherewe are dl thetime.”

Quaid took his now-traditiona seat next to "his group,” and watched as the othersfiltered in by twos and
threes. Tage, Jarl, and Duce kept up their whispered conversation, though Quaid was pretty sure that
everyonein the room could hear them— not to mention the fact that the envelopes on the seetswere a
pretty obvious sign that something had happened.

One smdll group of people seemed obliviousto the triumvirate of whisperers by the stage. Quaid saw

Olivia Grossmann with an arm around the schoolteacher. It took awhile for Quaid to connect aname—
Susan— to the woman. He had never talked to her. Her manner seemed more reserved and suspicious
than anyone. Right now, she seemed on the verge of breaking down on Olivia's shoulder.

Maybe she was upset over Louis. They both had been on the same team, which meant that they had
spent some time together over the past few days. It was possible that they'd become friends— Irisand
the doctor obvioudy had.

He returned his attention to the envel ope that the "keepers' had left for him, tearing it open and scanning
the contents. It was pretty much the same asthe last one, except Louis name had been dropped from the
list of players. He thought of Connie's doodle, the page filled with eyes.

They were watching them right now, whoever they were.

After afew moments, Frank stood and announced, "I think we have aproblem.”

That got everyone's attention, including Duce and company. Quaid looked around to see what he was
talking about. It took a moment for it to register.

Henry was gone.

Everyone €l se was here, Quaid counted thirteen people, including himsdlf. He felt an involuntary shudder
when heredlized how quickly their numbers were dropping.

Carlosturned to Quaid and said, "He has been acting oddly. He must have heard about Louis and
panicked.”

Jarl Theodore took Frank's statement as a cue to climb up on the stage. " There's some bad news, if you
ain't heard—" Hewaved Dr. Y anowitz up to the stage. The doctor |ooked somewhat deflated. Quaid
wondered if the man was getting any deep at dl.

The doctor flipped the page on hislega pad and began going into detail on the degth of LouisLeMonde.
Hisreport wasn't as graphic as the one on Oyler, since an autopsy didn't seem warranted— at least, he



explained, he didn't have the capability hereto learn any more from an autopsy than he could from
examination of the body.

While the doctor spoke, Quaid saw Tage scanning the audience. It seemed that he had just redlized that
Henry was missing.

"They took him." He heard Connie whisper from behind him. He looked around and saw Connie looking
disheveled and even lesstogether than usud. Mrs. Greenhart sat next to her, seemingly unmoved over
Louis demise. He saw her mouth move. He couldn't hear what she was saying, but it was something like,
"It'sdl right, child." He noticed Bestrice Greenhart's hand holding Conni€'s.

Connie repested, "They took him.”

Quaid didn't know if she was talking about Louis, or Henry. He looked over to where Oliviawas il
comforting Susan, and Quaid was surprised to see that Susan's attention wasn't on the doctor, but on the
audience. She was staring at the place where Henry used to sit.

Sheld just noticed it, too.

The doctor finished with his summary description of Louis death, about as much eulogy asthe guy was
going to get here, and Tage spoke up.

"Does anyone know where Henry Sukomi is?

From the reaction of the audience, only about half of them had noticed that Henry was missing. Dr.

Y anowitz, still on the stage, looked surprised and started staring down at them, asif he expected to find
Henry amongst them. Quaid found himsalf wondering what Henry had dragged the doctor off about last
night.

"Anyone?' Tage repested. "Any ideawhere he went?'

"Chrigt, man," Carlos spoke up. "Thisain't apolice state. Maybe he just didn't want to wake up for
another mesting.”

Tageglared in Carlos direction. Quaid had aflashback to A. Js advice about not alienating people.
"We can't go off on our own," Tage said, "if we expect to survivethis. Alone, anyoneiseasy prey for the
person— or persons— who murdered Mr. Oyler. And what would we do if Team D came back here
with help, aride back home? How much time will we have to search for Henry before our keepers
intervene?'

Everything he said made sense, but theway Tage said it made Quaid fed alittle uneasy. It wasalittletoo
practiced, dmost asif he had prepped the argument beforehand—

Which didn't make sense; Tage didn't know that Henry had run off.
The argument did have the effect of making Carlos shut up and return dowly to his seet.

"Who waswith him last?" Tage asked. "Who paired up with him last night?'



There was an ominous silence. Quaid stared directly at Dr. Y anowitz, who didn't move to say anything.
What's going on here?

Quaid looked over a Iris, who waslooking a Dr. Y anowitz very intently. Something was definitely going
on there, Iris had seen Henry go off with Dr. Y anowitz, she saw how agitated he had been— but she
waan't saying anything about it.

The only other person who had been there was Quaid. He saw Irisand Dr. Y anowitz cast furtive glances
a him. Something in their atitude made him hold histongue. He didn't know how long it was going to
last, since Frank and Carlos both had seen him going off with Henry. Carlos might reserve judgment
before saying Quaid was the last person to see Henry, but Quaid wasn't sure about Frank. There was
something hard in Frank Pisarski, and he sat, nervoudy waiting to hear Frank's voice bregk the sllence.

It wasn't Frank.
The schoolteacher, Susan Polk, stood up next to Olivia Grossmann, wiped her eyes, and said, "I think |
saw him. When those lights were by the mountain." He noticed the relief on the faces of both Irisand

Y anowitz.

"Where?' Quaid asked. He snapped the question, and after the words were out of his mouth he was
cursing himsalf for betraying his nervousness. No one seemed to notice.

Susan faced him. She was blonde, youngish, and had blue eyes that seemed very distant and very cold.
Theflat way she spoke now made him think that she was having some deeper reaction to what was going
on here, more than just Louis degth.

"l wasin Ericas room. She was dready adeep. | looked out the window and saw thelights. Inthe
distance, near the trees, | saw aman standing out by the path to the greenhouses. He was done.”

"Areyou sureit was Henry?' Frank asked. There was atone in hisvoice that was amost accusatory,
though Quaid might have been imagining it.

"I don't know," Susan answered. Her voice remained flat, amost a monotone. "It wasaman, and he
wore ashirt and tielike Mr. Sukomi wore. Dark hair, and about hissize. But | never saw hisface. He
waswatching thelights.”

Tage stepped of f the stage and moved toward Susan. "Where did he go after that?' The practiced air
was gone from hiswords. He wasfiring the question at her asif Henry'slife, or hisown, was at stake.

Susan shook her head. "'l don't know. There was acommotion below the window, | looked down and
saw Mr. LeMonde collapsing. When | looked back, the man was gone."

"It was one of them," Connie whispered.
"No, it wasn't," responded Mrs. Greenhart, patting Conni€e's hand.

No monsters under the bed, Quaid thought to himself. No adien body-snatchers, my child. And there are
no evil UN/Zionist helicopters mutilating their cattle...



Quaid looked back at Connie, who was staring at her 1ap, being comforted by Mrs. Greenhart. Who
was more sane? The obvious paranoid, or the one who firmly believed that everything was perfectly
rationd, refusing to acknowledge— maybe refusing even to perceive— the insane aspects of the redlity
they inhabited.

Quaid's head was throbbing, and his mouth was dry. Sure sgnsthat his body wanted adrink, asif hissix
months of sobriety were as many days. God, it would be such ardief to just stop thinking about these
thingsfor just awhile. Just one evening.

Just onedrink...

"We haveto organize partiesto find him," Tage said, snapping Quaid's attention back to the moment.
"We need to vote," Frank said, standing.

Tage nodded and walked back up to the stage. "Okay, we need to determine how we're going to do
this, who's searching where..."

"There'saquestion we have to addressfirgt,” Frank said.
"Likewhat?' Carlossad. "Do we have that much time?'

For thefirgt time since the issue had come up, Dr. Y anowitz spoke. "Y es. If he'sinjured somewhere out
there, timeis of the essence.”

Frank nodded and stepped forward. "Y es, | know. But if were taking this damn voting so serioudy—
after yesterday, apparently we do— there's an issue we have to ded with first." Frank pulled out adip of
paper. "A. J. gave thisto me before he, Eve, Bobbie, and Gordon left. Apparently, they had talked
between themselves and didn't want to be left out—"

"Out of what?' Duce said. "They aint even here"

"These aretheir proxies.”

Duce snorted. "What the fuck isaproxy?'

"What do you mean their 'proxies?' Tage asked. He was stroking his beard, the expression on hisface
unreadable.

"Since | was counting votes," Frank said, "they told me that they assigned their own votesto people who
would be present for the duration of their absence.”

"Thisissomefucking scam,” Duce sad.
"Hey, they can't do that," Carlossaid.
"lsn't that againgt the rules?' someone he didn't see, probably Erica, said.

"The 'rules don't addressthe question,” said Dr. Y anowitz. "I would say that it is de facto permissible...
granting we're using apermissve modd for therules.”



"So much worry over astupid game," complained Mrs. Greenhart. "'l can't believe people are so worked
up about it."

"They cameto mewith this. It'sup to you dl to resolveit.” Frank said.
"What?' Duce said.
Tage nodded. "Put it to avote, if people can assign proxies.”

"l an't voting on nothing until you tell me what's on that paper.” Jarl Theodore stepped up next to Duce.
"Who's going to get two votes?'

Frank shook his head. "No, we vote on theissuefirst, on the merits."

"Doesn't that give you an unfair advantage?' asked Iris, "Y ou know what's on that paper. Maybe that
givesyou dl ther votes?'

"No. | don't receive asingle proxy,” Frank said. "And | will abstain for thisvote.”
"Chrigt, | don't likethis," Jarl muttered.
"You've got avote just like everyonedse," Frank reminded him.

"And perhapstwo?' asked Dr. Y anowitz. "Exactly how do we dedl with the ramifications of these
proxiesfor this particular vote?"

"If it passes,” Frank said, "the proxies count.”

"That leads to apossible paradox,” Y anowitz said. "If the straight vote differsin result from what the vote
iswith the proxies counted—"

"Oh, come on, people.” Jarl wasredlly looking frustrated. Quaid thought that hisirritation was echoed
throughout the rest of the players. There seemed little patience for procedura minutiae.

"— how do weresolveit?' Y anowitz finished.

"We can dedl with that if it happens” Frank said. "Right now let'sjust vote on the damn issue, and leave
the hypotheticals out of it."
Fifteenth Move

The proxy vote passed.

Two things decided the issue— at least for Carlos. Firdt, the way things were going, it was becoming
clear that he wouldn't want to lose his vote in what was going on in this half-assed democracy of theirs.
Second, thefolksin Team D were putting their own asses on the line for them, and it only seemed right to
abide by their wishes.

Nine others agreed with him. Frank, as promised, abstained. Duce, Tage, and Jarl voted againgt it.



Frank had aso told the truth, no one had given him their proxy. A. J. had given his proxy to Tage.
Gordon Hernandez had given histo Susan Polk, the teacher. Carlos suspected that was because Susan
was part of Gordon's"group,” like Quaid was part of his. Bobbie had given hersto Erica Urquort—
perhaps out of solidarity between two people who took the game serioudly.

Eve, ironicdly, had given hersto Henry Sukomi.

When they started matching up search parties, Carlos ended up with Quaid, and Quaid seemed to make
apoint of accompanying Dr. Y anowitz to go search the greenhouse. For that mater, Dr. Y anowitz
seemed to want Quaid on his search team.

There was some argument about putting their doctor in harm's way, but Dr. Y anowitz made a convincing
argument that if Henry went off that way and did not come back, he might be in immediate need of
medicd attention.

* % %

The path to the greenhouse wasn't as obvious as the other paths around the hotdl.

Everywhere el se, the way was well-maintained and covered by anew layer of white gravel that was
amogt painful to look at in the morning sunlight. Behind the hotd the gravel turned into ageometric
pattern of cobbled pathways that wove through the maze of the English garden. The garden itsalf was
oblong, pardlding the rear of the hotel between the two backswept wings, not quite reaching either.

Central to the Sde facing the hotel was the patio where Louis had collapsed, right under the ballroom
windows. Thethree of them stopped there amoment to get their bearings and find the way to the old
greenhouse.

Carloslooked up at the wdls above them, trying to find Erica Urquort's room, the place from which
Susan had watched Louis collapse.

"Hereitis," heheard Quaid say.

Carlosturned to see him standing by the far wall of the garden, about a hundred feet away where alow
stone wall marked the end of the garden, and the end of the maintained area of the grounds.

Carlosjoined him, and Y anowitz came over carrying abackpack of first aid equipment.

Therewas abreak in thewall where Quaid stood, dmost invisible because of aflowering vine Carlos
couldn't identify. It covered the sonewall, aswell asasgnificant portion of the gap, with yellow flowers
the size of hishand. Their scent was heavy and swest, like bresthing syrup.

The path away was only really visible because prior explorers had trampled agood dedl of thefoliage
fla.

Carlos looked back at the patio. He doubted he'd have been able to see Henry last night, not with
everything else going on, not in the dark, as overgrown asit was back here. In fact, it seemed that Susan
must have had excdllent night vision to see anything back here last night.

Something isn't right about al of this. She waslying about Erica being in the room with her as Louis



collapsed. What €l se was she lying about?

The three of them stepped out on the path of overgrown cobbles. They matched the onesin the garden,
but weeds and cregpers had claimed the spaces between them, and moss had claimed their surface. It
made their footing treacherous and dippery.

The sun was sarting to beat down in earnest, and a choking humidity clung closeto the ground. All three
of them were covered in sweat and acloud of tiny black insects surrounded them like their own personal
storm cloud.

Back here there wasn't atree line as such. When the hotel had been built— or maybe when the
plantation that had preceded it had been built— the land back here had been cleared, maybe for acres.
Thejungle had reclamed it. Tal pams grew within a dozen feet of the garden, and the lush growth threw
up more and more trees as the hotel receded behind them.

It wasn't until they reached a point where atree had grown up nearly in the center of the cobble path,
causing them to wade through the underbrush around it, that he realized they had completely lost the sky
to green.

The greenhouse Carlos had expected to see was alittle peaked building, like every other greenhouse.
What emerged from the surrounding green was much more overwhelming, even in decay.

The structure was iron, constructed of arches that reached above their heads for about fifteen or twenty
feet. That wasjust the part of the building that pointed toward them. Beyond, past the entrance, agiant
dome sat under the trees, haf-hidden in cregping vineslike some lost Aztec pyramid.

The sounds of birds greeted them, multiple callsthat increased in volume until they reached the front of
the greenhouse, and a cloud of multicolored wings erupted from the iron skeleton in front of them.

Dr. Y anowitz led the way into the structure. Quaid followed. Carlos brought up the rear.

Walking into the greenhouse was like setting foot on an aien planet. Decades of bird droppings and dead
plants had made the floor arich black soil in which grew seemingly endless varieties of fungi. Moss grew
up the structure on the inside, softening the lines and making it less obvioudy man-made. Above, crawling
acrossthe old iron latticework, creeping vines dangled tendrilsinside toward them.

The greenhouse's age had reversed its function. Now, instead of trapping light, with the overgrowth it
provided more shade than any of the surrounding forest. It felt dmost fifteen degrees cooler in here.

Y anowitz walked down the center aide, toward the room of the massive dome, an areadistinguished by
being dightly lighter than anywhere elsein the greenhouse,

Quaid followed. He stopped under the dome next to the doctor. "What happened between you and
Henry last night?’

What?

Dr. Yanowitz turned to face Quaid. He looked uncomfortable, but he didn't look surprised at the
question. "I don't think we have the time to get into this—"



"Cut the crap, Doctor,” Quaid said. "Y ou know what he was doing out here, don't you?"

Carlos caught up with them. "What are you talking about, Quaid?'

Quaid waved toward Y anowitz, who stood at the center of the ruined greenhouse asif he was on public
display. "He'sthe last person Henry actually talked to. Henry was nervous as hell, wanted to see the
doctor. Grabbed me to escort him last night." Quaid looked at the doctor. "Both you and Iris decided to
not mention the fact at the meeting. What are you trying to hide?"

"Iris?" Carlos asked.

"The doctor and our entertainer from Las Vegas are an item,” Quaid said.

"Itisn't likethat," Y anowitz protested. "I just need someoneto talk to."

"Sotalk to us" Quaid said. "What are you hiding?' Quaid started walking aong the perimeter of the
domed room. With the high arched ceiling, dripping with vinesthat didn't quite reach thetop, it waslikea
cathedral to someidand nature deity.

"What are you hiding?" Y anowitz threw back at him. ™Y ou didn't say anything about Henry either.”

"Because | wanted to hear from you, before | told everyone that you were the last person to talk to
Henry. What was he scared of ? What did he want from you?"

Dr. Yanowitz looked at Quaid, then at Carlos. "I kept quiet, because if Henry was— is— right, we dl
might bein agreat ded of danger.”

"We aren't now?" Carlos asked.

"Henry came up with atheory about Oyler's death..."

"I thought you pretty much explained it,” Carlos said. " Someone ambushed him at the boathouse, right?"
Y anowitz looked at both of them and took a deep breath. "I thought so, too. Henry didn't.”

In the corner, under the dome, sat some old cast-iron patio furniture. Y anowitz grabbed a chair that was
cushioned by moss, and sat. Carlos heard the chair's legs scrape on the flagstones buried in the soil.

Quaid waked up and leaned on the table next to the doctor. "Why didn't you bring this up back there?"
"Think amoment, Quaid. Henry'smissing. If he'sright, one of usis probably responsible— infact, the
only reason I'm talking to you two now is because, if Henry'sright, you're two of the three people who
couldn't beinvolved in Oyler's death.”

Quaid looked at Carlos.

Carlos was confused. "But we went through all this. Everyone was with someone e se—"

"During the time Oyler wasin the boathouse." The doctor looked at them both. " Everyone wonders what
sane murderer would strike Oyler on the head and then wait around for him to wake up and struggle



before ditting histhroat.” Y anowitz looked up at him. "What's the obvious answer?'
"You got me," Carlossad.

Quaid finished for the doctor. "The obvious answer is, the murderer didn't ssand around. The murderer
wasn't even there, probably not until about thirty seconds before Oyler's throat was dit.”

Y anowitz ran his hands over hisface and nodded. He looked exhausted.

"That'swhat Henry cameto you with?' Quaid asked. "Theres got to be moreto it. | came up with that
mysdf.”

"He came to me, because | wasthe doctor. | wasthe'officid’ investigator. He wanted to know if his
theory was plausible. He had managed to frighten himsalf badly with it, so badly that he could barely get
the words out—"

* * %

Henry had grabbed Abe as he was absorbed in one of the appendicesto Peter Suber's book. He
yanked Abe's ebow, dmaost spilling the textbook out of his hands, whispering urgently, "Y ou haveto talk
to me, tell me I'mwrong."

Abesfirst impulse wasirritation. Thiswasthefirst red break held had since Oyler's autopsy, and he had
found the reference held been looking for. He had wanted to reacquaint himsalf with the conceptsit
represented.

Abeturned to Henry, intending to say something sharp about interrupting him when it wasn't amedical
emergency—

But when he looked into Henry's eyes, he saw that the man was quite obvioudy terrified. He was
glancing around, asif he expected someone to ambush him any second. The look was soirrationd that
for amoment Abe considered that he might be looking at the man who'd killed Oyler.

Abe put the book down on his chair. He patted Henry on the shoulder. "Cam down," he said. "Tdl me
about it."

Abe thought their killer too subtle to be Henry. At least, he doubted Henry posed a current threet, in
front of witnesses anyway.

"No," Henry whispered. "Not here, somewhere else, done."
Alone?

Iris objected, and when Abe saw Henry's reaction— to start moving away, down the hall— he found his
decison made for him. He reassured Iris and followed the man.

In retrogpect, Henry seemed in such obvious turmoil about something that it was Abe'sfirgt reaction to
hep.

Hefollowed Henry downgtairs. Y anowitz expected him to stop once he was out of earshot of the library.



Hedidn't. Henry kept them moving, through the lobby, the dining room, the kitchen, then down anarrow
st of stairsto adark, narrow wine cdlar.

Ingtincts aside, Abe's paranoiawas beginning to make itself felt. He wished he had stopped in the kitchen
for something to defend himsdlf with....

The place was lit by asingle incandescent bulb. The bulb dangled from ablack wire attached to the
arched stone ceiling by rusted sted staples.

Y anowitz finaly said. "Y ou can hold it now. Wereaone."

"Just alittle farther—" Henry pushed deeper into the cdllar, past the reach of the single bulb. Y anowitz
debated for severa moments before findly following.

Isthisbeing suicidal? 1 should turn back now—

Hefollowed Henry down along, narrow aide, until he heard adoor open ahead of him. He paused, and
could see agtrip of illumination beyond the door and Henry. A few moments later, beyond the door, a
second bulb came on, washing the room beyond in dim yellow light.

Y anowitz walked into the room. It waslong and much wider than the wine cdllar. The floor was packed
dirt; in one corner theroot of alarge tree had grown in at the base of thewall, didodging some of the
stonework. Above them were the timbers supporting the floor above. Wooden shelveslined either wall,
perhaps they once housed preserves, but now they were populated by rusty cans of paint and cobwebs.
There was a stone stairway leading up from the far wall and another, rectangular, wooden door leading
off to some other part of the basement.

Y anowitz dmost expected Henry to open that door and continue this follow-the-leader game he was
playing, but he stayed where he was, standing between the stairway and the invading tree root.

"Okay," Abe sad. "Were definitely alone now.”

Henry nodded nervoudy. His hands were shaking. "Y ou know, before yesterday 1'd never seen adead

I'm not apsychiatrist, Y anowitz thought. " Son, it's understandabl e thet this has upset you—"

"Thisisthe perfect placeto talk, isn't it? If you don't want to be overheard..." At this point, Henry
seemed dmost to be talking to himsdlf. He turned around and knelt by the root. At this point, Y anowitz
noticed mud on his hands and on the knees of his pants, marring their cresse.

"What did you want to talk to me about?'

"Had to grab Quaid, you know?' Henry looked up, real fear in hiseyes. "If | go anywhere where they
might see me, can't et them see me alone, breaking the rules." He looked back down at the root. "I think
| can trust Quaid, maybe Carlos and Frank. Anyonedse..."

Abewaked up next to him. "Anyone else, what?'

"Could be one of them," Henry said. "Even you, Doctor. Y ou don't know the chance I'm taking, telling



youthis”

Abe kndlt down next to Henry. With his old knees he couldn't squat, so he bent carefully, resting hisbare
knee on the cold earth next to the root. He placed his hand on Henry's shoulder and said, "'Y ou haven't
told me anything yet. What do you mean, 'one of them'?"

"The people who killed Oyler," Henry said matter-of-factly.

In the Sllence after that, Y anowitz was uncomfortably aware of the sound of hisown pulse. The silence
gretched afew moments.

"Why arewe here?' hefindly asked Henry.

Henry reached down and touched one of the stones that had been knocked free of the wall by the
invading root. The walls down here were of rough stone, covered with niter. Where the root had made its
way, the parts of thewall it had claimed had returned to the scattered jumble of piecesthat they had been
before man had intervened.

Henry touched one of the stones. "Doesn't this ook familiar?!

Abefet ahollow in the pit of his stomach. Thiswas the same sort of stone that had been responsible for
knocking in Oyler's skull. "1 seewhat you mean,” Y anowitz said, "but thiswas probably made with local
stone. The rock by the boathouse didn't necessarily come from here.”

"Am | remembering wrong?' Henry said. "Wasn't that rock covered with thiswhite, flaky stuff?' He
peded off some of the niter with histhumbnail.

Abe smply nodded; he was remembering picking out pieces of that niter from Oyler's head wound. At
that time he'd been worried solely about matching the fragmentsto the rock that'd been found there.

Henry continued. "Did you see any other rocks like that around the boathouse?"

Abe shook his head. It wasn't something that he had worried about at the time, but there hadn't been. He
couldn't recall coming across one other example in the areaaround the boathouse. "Okay," he said.

"Y ou've convinced me. Therock came from here. But it could have gotten therefifty years ago. What's
gotten you so upset?"

Henry picked up one of the rocks and hefted it. His hand was shaking. " The doors up there," He pointed
the rock up the stairway. "They lead outside. We're under the west wing of the hotel. The boathouseis
that way. It's overgrown, but the doors have been forced open, tearing the vines— forced from the
ingde, recently.”

"Now what are—"

"— |et me get through this, please?' Henry'swords were rushed and shalow. ™Y ou examined him. Tell
meit didn't happen thisway. He's not in the boathouse," Henry said. "He never went to the boathouse.
Not under his own power. He was standing here," Henry stood and walked over under the light. "Where
| am right now. Before everyone teamed up and started searching for whatever it was we were looking
for." Henry looked toward the ceiling, the words coming faster, dmost tripping over each other in arush
to be said. "I've been picturing it, over and over. He's here because it's private. He's talking to someone,



maybe more than one person, talking alone. They don't want to be overheard. They're angry, shouting
maybe. Very angry. Oyler, he'sthe one who decidesto leave. He heads for a door, away from the
other— others. His back isto them— him— her— and the other is angry, furious, maybe even panicking
that Oyler isleaving. Maybe he's going to do something, say something that the other can't let be done or
said. The other sees Oyler turn hisback and decidesto stop him. Maybe grabs him first, by thearm, and
gets shrugged off. Angrier now. Letha anger. Grabs one of the rocks here. Runsup. Slam.” Henry
brought the rock down on the wall next to the door to thewine cellar. It struck a spark and acloud of
niter. He dropped the rock. It thudded to the dirt floor.

Abe thought the sound was similar to the noise Oyler's body would have made when it fell.
The soil embedded in the dbrasionsin hisface, under hisfingernails... It could have happened here.

Henry turned around, facing Y anowitz again. "Y ou can seeit, can't you? Therock damming into hisskull,
the body faling at the attacker's feet? Might not even know he's till dive. Anger's probably spent now.
Over adozen people will soon be wandering all over the place once they get their shit together. The
attacker's one of those people. Got to get back before anyone notices someone's missing. But what to
do with Oyler? Can't leave him. Can't drag him back through the hotel where dl the people are. Only a
few minutes."

Abefet hismouth go dry as helistened to Henry. The rush of wordswas like an assault. Almost asif he
was hearing the confession of the killer himself. He stood and took a step back from Henry, until hefelt
the cold, damp stone on the back of hislegs, and on his bare neck.

Henry went on, oblivious. "Y ou start looking around. What now? Y ou see the sairs. If you have some
sense of direction, you redlize where they go. Even if you don't, you know they're away out. Away from
the body, maybe a place to take the body, hideit. Run up, dam into the vine-covered doors. Panic
maybe. Push. Force them open through the vines and rusty hinges. There you can see the path down to
the boathouse. Y ou can take that, only fifty feet away isthe woods and cover. Y ou can makeit with the
body. If you're lucky, no onewill see you. At some point you redlizethat he's till dive. And you come
up withaplan.”

Henry picked up therock. "Y ou take this, the weapon. Y ou drag the body to the boathouse. Fifteen,
twenty minutesif you don't have any help. Half that if you do. Bash the lock open with the rock and drag
Oyler ingde. He's il out cold, but by now he's moaning, moving maybe. Y ou haven't come to your final
decision yet, so you restrain him. Use the nylon rope you find there. Truss him up so he can't go
anywhere... Y ou're back before people start going out to to look at the grounds.”

Henry looked at the rock in his hand. For amoment, Y anowitz was afraid that he might strike him withiit.
Instead, Henry walked back to the root and alowed it to roll out of his hand and join its brethren.

"l see" Abesaid. "Later on, while people are in groups, he only needsto dip away for ten minutes or so,
before you and the others reach the boathouse.”

Henry nodded.

"By then, though, Oyler had dready struggled half-free." The frightening aura had left Henry, and Abe
stepped forward to place ahand on his shoulder. "But there weren't any defensive wounds. Why'sthat?"

Henry looked up and said, "Can't you see why?"



"Wadll, | can't," Carlos said.

"The murderer was someone dse," Y anowitz said. "Oyler only knew the person who struck him. Anyone
€l se gepsinto the boathouse—"

"And Oyler asksthem for help,” Quaid shook his head. "Christ. The evil bastard— whoever it is— walks
inon Oyler trussed up and the guy thinks he'sthere to help him out.”

Y anowitz looked pale and sunken, more o after telling what he'd been through with Henry. "He
described it like this. The murderer walksin. Oyler calsfor help. The murderer runsin, and fusses, gets
Oyler to St up so he can reach the knots. While he's behind Oyler, he dips out the knife, and opens up
his throat from behind. No defense wounds because Oyler never got a chance to defend himsdlf. He
must have struck the water before he fully redlized what had happened.”

"Chrigt, it could be anyone now..."

"Any two people,” Quaid said.
Sixteenth Move

Connie thought looking for Henry was pointless. They had taken him, and Henry would be found the
moment they wanted him to be found, no sooner.

Soon enough they would come for the rest of them. Connie was so frightened by the prospect that she
had gone numb, following her "team" dumbly through the corridors of the hotel 1ooking for sgnsof Henry
Sukomi. Connie didn't look, she simply wandered after the other two women of Team C, frightened of
being left done— fear that ran deeper than any worries about breaking their rules.

"He broke the rules," Erica Urquort said asthey entered one of the dozens of unoccupied, and unlocked,
roomsin the hotd. "Wewon't befinding him dive."

"There'sno call to tak likethat," Mrs. Greenhart chided as she followed the old woman into the room.
She cast abackward glance at Connie, checking to see that shewasal right.

Mrs. Greenhart was once Sourpuss to Connie, but Connie had come to redlize that there was something
much more sour, and harder, in the heart of Erica Urquort. The old woman seemed to amost revel inthe
gametheir keepers had set up. Asif Henry's demise would be some sort of persond vindication for her.
Evil wastheword that came to Conni€'s mind.

Ericacould very well be one of them. If shewasn't, it was even worse, because she wanted to be.
Conniefdt ahand on her shoulder and she winced, jerking her gaze up from where it had been locked
on the carpet between her feet.

"Areyou dl right, child?' Beatrice asked her.

Connie laughed, shaking her head and closing her eyes against the forming tears. "No. Yes. Go onand
jointhetreasure hunt. I'll beright here for al the gory details, God forbid we miss a part of thisgrand



drama, God knowsthey aren't—" Connie sucked in abregath. "I'm fine."
She looked unsure but followed Ericainto the room.

Connie brought up the rear as Bestrice reengaged the evil old woman in their argument. Connie turned
away from both of them and walked to one of the windows.

She opened it to escape the pile of words the other two were leaving in their wake. The fresh air that
blew in was comforting.

"Stop badgering me!”

The shrill voice was coming from below. Connie looked down and saw another of the search teams
rounding the path around the hotel. The person yelling was blonde, hugging hersdf.

The teacher, Connie thought. Sheld been crying a the meeting, and she looked even more upset now.

Shewas yeling at the leggy woman with the huge boobs. Team A, Connie thought, though instead of the
doctor, the trio was completed by the bald, hulking form of Frank Pisarski.

Y es they swapped places, didn't they? Quaid indsted on taking the doctor out back....
"l wasjust asking about Henry," said Legs.
"Sopit.”

Frank walked up to the teacher and put a hand on her shoulder. She winced. "We didn't mean to upset
you, Mrs. Polk—"

"Miss," sheadmost spat.
"What's the matter?' he asked.
Miss Polk leaned against the wall of the hotel, shook her head, and looked up—

Connie withdrew from the window, embarrassed at eavesdropping. She il listened, with difficulty since
the outside voi ces were competing with the argument between Erica and Bestrice.

"Have you ever seen these garish little tracts?' Miss Polk's voice. "About the size of your pam, little
fundamentaist Chrigtian comic books? No. The ory's dways something like this. The main character
walksthrough life, gets a chance to accept salvation, but blowsit by listening to some smooth character,
gets hit by atrain, goesto hell where he finds out the smooth character isthe Devil."

There was along silence before Connie heard Miss Polk again. "Of course, I'm not dl right.”

"We're going to get through this" Another woman'svoice, must be Legs.

"Y ou don't understand...” The voices were getting harder to hear, and Connie leaned out again to catch
what Miss Polk was saying.



The other team had resumed their orbit around the hotel, and they were dmost gone around the next
corner. Connie caught one last fragment of the conversation, it sounded like Miss Polk saying,
"Something unforgiveble”

"Connie," Beatrice's voice called her back to the room. "We're done here."

Connie nodded and followed, thinking about smooth characters and the Devil.

"Do you think Henry was out here last night?* Quaid asked Y anowitz.

Y anowitz stood, shaking his head. "'l don't know. He could have been."

Somewhere above them an unseen bird cdled for itsmate. To Quaid, it was adistant, alien sound.

"Weve wasted enough time, though,” Y anowitz said. "'l was seriouswhen | said he might need medical
atention.”

"Y ou think he panicked and ran?' Carlos asked.

"I hope he panicked and ran,” Y anowitz said. "If that's the case, he's probably till dive.”

No one needed to spell out the dternative.

The three of them checked the greenhouse for signs of recent activity. They did find their share of
footprints, but there was no way of telling if they were Henry's or from a couple of days ago when Team
C was tramping through the woods here.

Why would Henry come here?

Maybe he was looking for something. He had just finished histirade with Y anowitz, providing the
scenario for Oyler's desth. The doctor hadn't denied the possibility of Henry'stheory. Infact, Y anowitz
seemed convinced that it was the most plausible explanation.

It explained everything but amotive.

Why come here, then? Was Henry running... ?

Or was he il figuring out how Oyler was killed? Maybe figuring out who killed him?

"Where now?" Carlos asked. There was nothing in the greenhouse giving any sign of Henry. The
direction of their search was arbitrary now. But Quaid was starting to have an ideaof what Henry might
have been doing back here.

"Southwest," he said, pointing.

The three of them exited from adifferent wing of the ruined greenhouse, into undergrowth that didn't even

have ahint of apath. "Why thisway?" Carlos asked, kicking some of the vinesthat tried to ensnare his
fedt.



"It'stoward the boathouse," Quaid said. He started walking away from the greenhouse. "Well need to
gporead out if we're going to see anything." He motioned to hisleft and right. "Fifty, sixty feet— just keep
inggnt.”

"Why are you thinking he went toward the boathouse?" Y anowitz asked.

"Alibi 101," Quaid said. "He wasfiguring how long it would take someone to cover that distance. He
talked to you, and convinced himself how. He still needed to know who."

They al spread out and started moving toward the north end of the lagoon. The way was dow going, not
because of the footing, but because they were keeping a careful eye out for anything along the way
down.

They were about midway between the greenhouse and the boathouse when Carlos said, "Oh, holy
fuck..."

Carlos had dmost stepped on him.

Lying there, facedown on the forest floor, Henry amost seemed to blend in, asif he was melting back
into the earth. Y anowitz confirmed the pretty much obvious. He was dead, and had been for most of the
night.

Y anowitz turned him over to examine the body.

Quaid felt his gut wrench when he saw hisface. Henry had suffered the same fate as Oyler, and the cut
that dit histhroat had nearly decapitated him. His shirt was black with blood and the soil that adhered to
it. Worse were the ants. They covered him from the neck down like aliving blanket.

"Damn. Three bodiesin four days?' Carlos asked. "It's not going to be too long before none of usare
left.”

Quaid crouched next to Yanowitz, and tried to keep from being sick to his ssomach. "Can you tdll if it's
the same weapon that killed Oyler?"

"Best | can say isthat it could be." Helooked at the corpse. "I don't like guessing like this— but we don't
have any defensive wounds, and the neck wound is severdly distended. It looks asif the attacker
surprised him from behind, one hand pulling back while the other made asingle cut across the neck.”

Y anowitz bent over the ant-covered wound, and Quaid looked away as he brushed off the insects. "No
hesitation marks, clean. One powerful stroke.”

Y anowitz stood up. "He was walking away from the boathouse. He was facing thisway when hefell.”
Quaid looked down a Henry again. He had anasty feding. Whoever did thiswas very good at it. Unlike
Oyler, here the victim wasn't bound. Henry had been moving, and had good reason to be paranoid about
pretty much anyone gpproaching him. Thekiller had to sneak up on him, and finish him off with one
stoke.

"Wewouldn't have heard anything back at the hotel, would we?' Quaid asked.



Y anowitz shook hishead. "Not with that kind of wound, that quickly. He wouldn't have managed much
morethan awheeze."

Quaid stood there, wondering if Henry had madeit al the way down to the boathouse, or if he had seen
or heard something that made him start back to the greenhouse.

When Oyler had been killed, the people at the greenhouse were Tage, Duce, Jarl, and Olivia
Grossmann....

"Did you tell anyone el se about Henry coming to you?”'

"No one," Yanowitz garted, then corrected himself. "Well, Iris. Nobody ese.”
"Do you know who ese Henry might have talked to about this?!

Y anowitz shook hishead. "I don't know that he told anyone.”

Quaid looked down at the corpse. "Well, somehow, the killer found out.”
"Comeon," Carlossaid, "We found him. Let's go tell everyone the 'good' news.”

* % %

It was becoming frighteningly routine. The gathering, the desth announcement, then the tentetive
postmortem by Dr. Y anowitz— thistime without his dirty legal pad. Therewastheinitia slence,
followed by the snowbaling debate on what exactly they should do.

The three of them didn't volunteer what they knew about Henry's suspicions, or any of the conclusons
they'd drawn from them.

They had a couple of compelling reasons not to.

Quaid's main concern wasthat if the killer was in the audience— which seemed most likely— once he or
she knew what they knew, it would be that much harder to determine hisor her identity. Y anowitz was
afraid that revedling what Henry had said might panic the killer into more bloodshed. The motive for
killing Oyler was uncertain, but Henry had unquestionably been killed because the murderer thought
Henry was getting too closeto identifying him or her.

However, the debate among the captive population led to adifferent concluson.

EricaUrquort led the faction that believed that it was the "keepers' who had finished Henry off. He had
forfeited the game by bresking Rule Eight: "All Players must stay in groups of two or more people at al
times"

Quaid was shocked by how many people muttered that Henry should have seen it coming, bresking the
Ruleslike he had. Jarl Theodore made acomment almost to the effect that the poor bastard had it
coming.

Tage managed to encapsul ate the whole mood of the ballroom, "1 think we can assume that we're taking



alethd risk if wefall to abide by these Rules.”

Asthe meeting broke up, Quaid intercepted Olivia Grossmann on her way out. He tapped her on the
shoulder. "Can | have afew moments of your time?”

Sheturned and faced him with her thick-framed glasses. For once, that well of faith and calm that hed
seen within her seemed shaken. The recent debate, or something €lse, wasn't sitting well with her.

She seemed surprised a him being the oneto initiate a conversation. "1 suppose you can... There are
chairsin the |obby—"

"I'd prefer to go outside, if you don't mind.”
Almost rductantly, she nodded.

* % %

They waked down the white gravel path, taking the branch that led down to the beach. By now the sun
was setting, and the white beaches had turned golden in the evening light. Above them, the hotel sat,
incongruous lord of itstropical surroundings.

Oliviadidn't look et it.

"What's disturbing you?"' Quaid asked.

She laughed, dmost asigh. And hugged hersdlf asif she was cold, though the temperature was probably
inthe low seventies. "Remember what | said about this Game being atest?'

"y e
"| think | waswrong."

"It'snot atest?'

"It'snot God'stest.” She rubbed her arms. "There's something evil here. Something dark.”
"I thought you said everything was God'stest for us—"

"Weliveinthe Devil'sworld, Quaid. Sometimesthetestsare his..." Sheturned to face him. "What isit
you wanted to talk to me about?"

"Hmw,ll

She bit her lip and turned, walking afew paces toward the lagoon. "Y ou have no ideahow sorry | am,
theway hedied.”

Quaid looked at her back, the way her shoulders drooped. He had taken her aside on a hunch. Henry
must have talked to more people than just the doctor last night. He had to have tipped his hand to the
killer. It was astab in the dark, but he suspected that Henry would have tried to talk to members of the
various teeamswho'd searched the grounds the day Oyler waskilled.



Especidly, he thought, the team that covered the greenhouse.

Olivia, Jarl, Duce, and Tage. He would have wanted to talk to somebody, just to find out who had
enough time to escape to the boathouse and do the deed. Nervous as Henry had been, Quaid thought
the least threatening member of the quartet was hismogt likely target.

"Did you get to know him at dl?' Quaid asked.

The back of her head shook. "No, but for someone who wears her faith on her deeve, | wasterribly
un-Chrigianto him."

"I'm not here to accuse anyone—"

"Arent you?' Oliviaspun around and gave him alook that was despairing and accusatory at the same
time. "Yourefollowing in hisfootsteps, aren't you? Not just for Mr. Oyler, but for Henry aswell, now."

"I misspoke," Quaid said. "l am trying to find out who their murderers are. But I'm not hereto be
judgmentd to you."

"Unless| an amurderess, | suppose?’

"Areyou?' Quaid had never been one for subtlety in tense Situations. And he was pretty tense. He kept
thinking that he needed adrink to calm his nerves, and that thought made him tense up even more. Hed
blurted out the question before held redly thought about it, and afterward, once héld said it, he expected
her to dap him or just run away.

To hissurprise, she did neither. Shejust shook her head and said, "No, I'm not.”

"Y ou talked to Henry, didn't you?'

Olivianodded. "Or he talked to me. | thought he was raving. | wanted him away from me. From us."
llUg?l

"I've stayed with Ericaand Susan the past few nights. Rule number eight.”

Quaid nodded. "I understand.”

"Apparently Henry didn't, did he? He seemed to be ignoring that rule. At least he came to our door
done”

"When did he show up? What did he say?"

Oliviasucked in a breath. "He showed up an hour or so before Louis collapsed. Hejust showed upin
the doorway, without even knocking..."

* % %

Susan wasin the bathroom taking a shower, and Oliviawas leaning back in achair next to the open



window. She had been reading a Bible sheld found in the library, but at the moment she had drifted into
quietly smelling the tropical breeze and listening to the occasiona sentence fragment from the
conversation between Ericaand Louis downgairs.

"Olivig, OliviaGrossmann, | need to talk to you."

Oliviaturned to see Henry Sukomi standing in the doorway. His hair was disheveled, and swest was
dripping from hisface, though Oliviathought the night here was somewhat chilly. Mud stresked his pants,
and his hands were black with grime.

Oliviadammed the Bible shut and said, "What do you mean, gorming in herelike that?"
"Thisisimportant—" Henry said. "1 need to ask you something.”

"Whatever itis," Oliviastood, and placed her hand on the door, "can wait until morning.” She
endeavored to force the door shut on Henry.

A grease-gtreaked hand, fingernails black, caught the door an inch from the jamb.

"No," he said, voice muffled by the door. "This can't wait." He wastrying not to raise hisvoice, Olivia
could tel. And he was out of breath, asif he had just run dl the way here.

Shetried to push the door shut, because Henry's manner was beginning to frighten her. She asked God
for strength, but Henry pushed the door back open, againgt her.

"Y ou haveto leave, now." Oliviabacked away from the newly open door. "Y ou shouldn't be here.”

"I'm here about Madison Oyler," Henry's voice was low and shaky, aimost overwhelmed by the sound of
his breething.

The moment Henry grabbed her arms, she was convinced that he was the murderer. Shegaspedina
breath to scream, but adirty hand clamped over her mouth and al she managed was a choking gasp.

"No," Henry said. "They can't find out. They'vekilled once, right? They'll do it again. One of usdidit.
Walked in on him while hewastied up. Oyler didn't know till it wastoo late... Only afew minutes. Only
afew people close enough to the boathouseto do it.”

Oliviastruggled, tried to free her mouth.

Henry sad, "Shhh."

She dowed her struggles, and Henry nodded. "Y ou have to tell me. Y ou were up there. Who was | eft
aone, out of sght? Twelve minutes. That'sdl they'd need.” Henry caught his breath, hisvoice was near a
whisper. "Nod if you understand.”

Shewasn't redly hearing him. Her thoughts were filled with afrantic prayer that she would get out of this
aive. Shewas now certain that Henry was deranged and the killer himsdlf, whatever he was saying.

Still, she nodded so that he would remove his hand and alow her to breathe.



"Please be quiet. They could be listening. | need to know for sure who they are. When you were a the
greenhouse, who spent that much time away from the rest of you?'

Oliviasucked in abreath, saw something out of the corner of her eye, and said, " Susan?”'

Henry let go and turned to see Susan Polk standing in the doorway wrapped in atowel. Very quietly, she
asked, "Areyou dl right, Olivia?'

Henry didn't wait for the answer. He ran out the door without another word. Oliviarubbed her face
where Henry's hand had gripped her, the skin fdlt greasy.

She wondered how long Susan had been watching them.
"How long had she been watching you?'
"I don't know, | didn't ask her."

Quaid looked back up at the hotdl, trying to think of what had been going through Henry's mind. He had
seen Susan and run. Wasthat his overwrought— though justified— paranoia? Something more?

"Could she have heard Henry'sranting?"

"l suppose so—" Oliviasighed. "Y ou have no ideahow bad | fed believing held been the murderer. It
doesn't even make sense in retrospect. He was with you and two others when Mr. Oyler—"

Quaid turned around and patted her on the shoulder. "He frightened you badly, barging in and grabbing
you. Y ou aren't expected to andyze thingswhen you're in the middle of agtuation likethat."

"| should have been more—"

"More what? Accommodating? The man was roughing you up. No one needs to accept that kind of
treatment, whatever the motive." The sun had amost set. The purpling sky began to come dive with
unfamiliar congtellations. At the moment he couldn't decideif they werein the southern hemisphere or on
another planet.

"Thank you."

"I have the same question,” he said. ™Y ou never answered him."

She bit her lip and shook her head. "Do you redly think—"

"I don't know yet. But | need thisinformation to find out.”

Olivianodded. "I waswith Jarl Theodore the whole time. Tage and Duce split from us when we reached
the greenhouse— to circle around and check the woods. They might have been gone fifteen, twenty

minutes”

Quaid found himself looking around the empty beach, asif the killer might materidize then and there now



that he'd heard the crucid bit of information.
"Let'sgo back,” he said.
llYall

They'd walked afew dozen paces up the gravel walkway when he asked, "When Henry turned up
missing, why didn't you tdl everyonethis?'

There was along pause. "1 don't know. The news shocked me dumb until Susan spoke. | thought she did
it to protect me."

"Did what?'
"Told that story about seeing Henry out the window."
"Shedidnt?"

"We weren't even in the room when Louis collapsed.”
Seventeenth Move

Carlos had taken Yanowitz and Iris Traxler up to the library straight from the meeting, at Quaid's request.
Most of the time they waited was spent catching Iris up on what was going on around here. She frowned
alot, but apparently the doctor had told her enough for her not to be surprised or shocked about the rest
of it.

About fifteen minutes later, Quaid entered the library, awoman in tow.

Carlos had to struggle to remember the woman's name. Olivia, he couldn't remember the last name. Iris
remembered for him. "Mrs. Grossmann.”

Y anowitz gave Quaid alook that asked, "What is she doing here?"

Quaid told the doctor, "I've talked to Oliviahere, and | think someone needs to keep an eye on her while
me and Carlos check some things out.”

"Fing" Carlossad. "What are we checking?'

Quaid drew him aside, leaving Oliviawith the others. Asthey |eft, Quaid gave him a hurried whispered
description of the further adventures of Henry Sukomi on the last night of hislife.

"Damn," Carlos said, more than afew times.
"Heresthe main thing, though,” Quaid said. " Susan Polk lied. She was downdtairsin the dining room with
Oliviawhile Oliviawastrying to shake off the scare Henry had thrown into her. She wasn't anywhere

near awindow overlooking the garden when Louis collgpsed.”

Carlos nodded. "That woman has been off al day, at least. Iris asked her about Henry earlier today, and
the woman went on about unforgivable sins.”



"Shedid?'

"Yeah," Carlossaid. "Iris mentioned it while we were waiting, talking about how Miss Polk said she was
in the room with Erica, when Ericawas out on the patio with Louis until he keeled over.”

"What'd she say?'

"Nothing concrete. She got very upset over questions about Henry— but she never admitted why."
"Maybe Henry's strong-arming of Olivia?"

Carlos shook hishead. He didn't think so. " She seemed to fedl she had done something 'unforgivable." "
They walked in silence for afew long moments before Carlos said, "What gets meisthat it was such a
completely stupid lie. Anyone who thinks about it for more than afew moments knows she waslying.
Why bother?*

"Good quegtion,” Quaid said.

* % %

They started their search for Susan Polk at the room she had shared with EricaUrquort and Olivia
Some of Henry's paranoia must have rubbed off on the two of them, because they skulked down the
corridors slently, watching for other people. Carlos thought the whole thing would beridiculousif people
werent dropping likeflies.

Down the hallway from Erica's room, Carlos asked the question that they both seemed to have been
avoiding. "If itisone of us, or two of us, and wefind out who. Then what?"

"l don't know. Restrain them, keep them away from the rest of us?'

Y eah, right. And well probably haveto vote onit.

After afew minutes Quaid shrugged. "It might not cometo that.”

"Yeah," Carlossad. "If it comesto my lifeor his, you know which I'm choosing.”

They stopped in front of Ericas door and knocked.

No one answered.

"Hdlo?' Quaid caled out. "Anyone there?!

"No onehome," Carlossaid.

Quaid nodded and tried the door. The knob moved fredly, unlocked. He pushed it open.
"What are you doing?' Carlos asked.

"Quick look around, make sure everything'sal right." Quaid stepped in.



Carlos watched him from the doorway. Skulking around the hallways, talking trash about some possible
murderer, that was one thing.

Thiswas another.

The room looked the same as dl the others, though the women had found arollaway bed somewhere. *'|
don't think we should be doing this," Carlos said from the doorway.

Quaid waved ahand a him, asif dismissng hislittle invasion of the women'sroom.

* % %

Quaid peered out the window. It was open, and let in abreeze that carried the floral scents of the garden
below. He had aview of the patio where Louis had collgpsed. The sky was dark and the only lights were
those from the hotel.

Quaid looked down, and with the hotel lights blazing againgt the night, the unlit wilderness beyond the
garden wal was amost impenetrable blackness— even with the moon shining down on them.

Why was she lying? Did Henry suspect her? Is that why he ran? Or was Henry so stressed out at that
point that anyone's sudden appearance would have provoked hisflight? Quaid himself had told Olivia
that fear and rationd analysisdidn't go together.

Henry had been, by al accounts, terribly frightened. Maybe Henry wasn't thinking rationdly.

And Quaid Loman? Here he was, rummaging through someone e se's drawers. Maybe he wasn't thinking
rationdly ether. He searched quickly, hampered by the fact he was unsure what exactly he was|ooking
for.

Quaid did find something, and it definitely wasn't what he waslooking for. At least not on a conscious
leve.

Ericahad an antique flask stashed away in abureau. Unlike him, she had obvioudy taken time to unpack.
It lay on top of afolded stack of bedclothes that filled the |left Side of the otherwise empty drawer. It was
an expensive, heavy-looking piece, silver, not siver plate. Black threads of tarnish traced aflora
engraving. A coat of arms graced the top front of the flask, and a so the cap.

Quaid's hand brushed it. The metd was cold, the touch dmost intoxicating in itsaf. His hand shook as he
picked it up and fdt the telltale shift of liquid within it. Almost full.

Carlos cleared histhroat. " Are we just going to stand here and wait for someone to walk by and ask
what were doing?'

Quaid turned around with afear closer and much more immediate than the killer in their midst. He dowly
did the drawer shut and said, "No, there's nothing more here. We should see about Susan's origina
room."

Carlossghed. "How'd | know that one was coming?'



They shut the door behind them and were halfway down the Victorian-clad corridor before Quaid
realized that he had taken the flask. It rode cold and heavy in his hip pocket.

Susan wasn't in the room their keepers had assigned her.
There was one difference though, the door was locked.
"Okay, so much for that,” Carlos said. "Let's go downstairs and actually look for the woman.”

"Wait aminute, Carlos," Quaid turned to him questioningly. "Do you have akey for your room? Because
| don't."

Carloslooked at him and then at the door. "Hell, the keys could have been |eft somewhere—"
"Weve been in these rooms how long? Has one key turned up?’

Carlos looked down at thelock. It was scrollwork wrapping around an antique keyhole. If he
remembered right, there would be asmall thumib-knob to lock the door from the other side.

"She's got to be there. The door hasto be locked from insde.” Quaid pounded on it. " Susan? Susan
Polk?'

"What're you doing?' Carlos tugged on hisarm. "I thought this was supposed to be low profile.”
Quaid kept pounding. And Carlos felt an ominous sensation in the pit of his stomach.

"What's going on here?' Jarl Theodore opened adoor about twenty feet down the hallway. Hewasin
boxer shortsand apair of white socks. " Some people are trying to get some fucking deep.”

Carlosfaced him. The guy seemed oddly out of place without the mirrored sunglasses and checked shirt.
Carlos hadn't seen him without them until now.

Quaid kept pounding. "1 think Susan'sin trouble, | can't get her to answer the door."

Duce appeared behind Jarl. His outfit hadn't changed. Asfar as Carlos could tell, he probably dept in
those jeans and that |eather jacket. " Christ, man. She's bunking with the old bitch. Cut the noise.”

"She'slocked the door from theinsde," Quaid said.
Jarl took afew steps forward and said, " Shit," and looked down at hisfeet.
Carloslooked down aswell.

The carpet in the hallway was soaked. When Jarl lifted hisfoot, the sole of his sock was stained faintly
crimson. "Fuck," he whispered.

Quaid looked at Jarl, then he dammed his shoulder into the door.



Carlos was suddenly unworried about appearances. He joined Quaid, running at the door. The solid
wood sent ashivering shock al the way through his body.

On thethird try, the door burst open, swinging wide and spilling him down, facefirg, into asoggy carpet.
He took amoment to catch his breath. For afew seconds, the only sound was running water.

Carlos pushed himself up and saw that the water spilling across the carpet was streaked with red. The
four of them reached the bathroom amost together. No one said anything.

There was nothing to say.

Water spread across the hexagona tile, dive with tendrils of red that gathered and intensified in the
uneven crevices of the old floor. The water rippled from the edge of the tub, down itswhite ename sides,
breaking into streams that either dripped from the bottom or rolled across the clawed brass feet— the
redness of the water giving the brass more the color of old bronze.

The only part of her that remained above the surface of the water was her face, awhite ova that only
extended from the point of her chin to her forehead. Everything €se was submerged in the cloudy-red
water, nearly invisble

Nothing moved, except the water dripping from the faucet. Susan Polk wasn't going to tell them why she
hed lied.

Quaid shook his head, went over, and shut off the water.
Eighteenth Move

Oliviawas right. Some tests belong to the Devil.

Quaid didn't remember when he first went to the flask at hiship. All he knew wasthat by thetime
everyone had gathered in the ballroom, his hand wasn't shaking anymore when heraised it to hislips. The
liquid burned down his throat, but that was awell-worn passage and soon al he felt was the warmth. For
thefirs timein awhile, the raw, painful edges of his mind were soothed.

It wasardief tofed alittle numb. A little easier to bear the chaos that was brewing around him. That's
what hisdrunken mind told him anyway.

Tweve of them left. He thought to himself that it was just enough for ajury. Theirony forced him to dtifle
an inappropriate burst of laughter. He sucked in abresth and snorted through his nose, the scotch
ginging hisnose, making hiseyestesr.

Therewas no preamblethistime, just Tage Sepping onstage, saying, "Thistimeit's Susan Polk." There
were gasps from afew people. All Quaid could manage was disgust at him. Even now, the guy was
cleaned and pressed, the goatee immaculate. How could the guy look so clean after everything that had
happened? Looking at Tage's condescending stare from behind those rectangular glasses, Quaid became
certain that it was him and Duce....

"We can't deny, now, that theresakiller in our midst." Tage looked everyone over. " Susan's death might
have looked like a suicide. But nowhere in the bathroom with her body was the blade that cut her wrists."

Quaid was standing, dightly dizzy. He didn't remember getting out of his seat, but he knew that he was



about to lay into Tage with what he knew about Henry, and everything e se. But Tage's revelation caught
him off guard. Susan's desth a murder, too?

Quaid was only haf aware of the others staring at him.

Tage strode across the stage. "We've seen the evidence in the rules. Our keepers, listening to us,
watching our every move. They even write down our Rules for us. And those who stray from that Rule
s, those keepers demand the ultimate penalty of— but how? How do they move among us without us
ever sang them?!

Tage stopped and looked directly at him. "Because there is one of them here, in our midst—"

Quaid pushed the chair in front of him aside and approached the stage. "What are you saying, Tage?'
"Someone who's been present at every death. Someonein aposition to—"

Quaid charged the stage, "L ike hdll you can say—" Something large and solid blocked him from
connecting with Tage. He thought it was Frank. Quaid tried to shout past the obstacle. "Henry knew it
was you, didn't he? | bet you know how to use aknife." He couldn't get past Frank, so he hurled the
half-empty flask at Tage.

It skidded harmlessy on the stage. And when Quaid heard Ericagasp, he knew, evenin hisinebriated
sate, that he had screwed up.

Badly.

Ericastood and stared at the stage, then at him. Quaid fdlt al the strength leave his body, and suddenly it
was Frank keeping him upright. "What are you doing with my father's flask?* she asked him.

AsOliviasad, sometests are from the Devil.

Sober, he might have said something coherent in his defense— a pointless observation, since if held been
sober he never would have pulled such adamn fool stunt. Instead he tried to get histraitorous feet
beneath him and said, "Y ou don't understand, he's—" Quaid stopped, because now even he could hear

the dur in his speech.

"Youwerein my room!" Ericasaid. The color drained from her face when she asked, in ahushed voice,
"Y ou werelooking for Susan?'

Again, the acohol did its best to bury him. He spoke without thinking, ™Y es, but—"

Quaid never got the chance to say the part after the "but.”

People started shouting al at once. He couldn't make sense of any of it. He pushed against Frank, and
maybe he saild something conciliatory. Frank knew him, right? They were in thisfrom the beginning.

Frank was one of "hisgroup.”

Frank grabbed him and shoved him roughly into achair. He got the distinct impression that Frank didn't
consider Quaid part of hisgroup.



Tage picked up the flask and made agreat display of wiping it off with ahandkerchief. Then hewalked
off of the stage, down the aide, and presented it to Erica. "I gpologize for that display."

"Why, you bastard—" Quaid snapped.

"Quiet, Quaid." Frank had forced his hands down on his shoulders. The guy might have been past middle
age, but he was powerful and more than amatch for Quaid in the state he was in. Quaid had sobered up
just barely enough to redlize that. Frank kept talking. ™Y ou don't want to make thisworsethan it is.”

That he didn't. Though how things could get worse at this point was hard for him to tell. He had managed
to make Tage look rational and reasonable by sheer contrast. Quaid could even see acloud of doubt
cross Olivias face— and she knew as much about what was going on as he did.

Frank had to know that Tage's implications were dead wrong. Frank was with Quaid at thetime Oyler
was being killed. But Frank was looking at Tage, and Quaid was afraid the expression he wore wasn't
one of disbelief.

"We need to protect oursalves," Tage said. "Where he's gone there have been four deaths.”

Dr. Yanowitz spoke out in Quaid's defense. ™Y ou can't prove any of this. Y ou're right. There might be
one of our keepers here, in thisroom right now. But you have no more basisto believeit's Quaid than
me— or you." Quaid heard the emphasison thelast syllable.

"No?' Ericareplied harshly. She was glaring a him with pure hatred. The flask shook in her hands...

"| think we do, Doctor,” Tagesaid. "And | believe that it isin the best interests of our group to vote on
deding with him."

" won't be aparty to mindlessvigilantism,” Y anowitz ingsted.

"No," Tagesaid. "Werecivilized, evenif our kegpersaren't. I'm smply suggesting ahouse arrest. For the
safety of therest of us." Somehow, again, Tage had turned things so that his proposa was the sound,
reasonable one.

Quaid knew how the vote would go even before Frank started counting. The proxies from the outside
team gave Tage and Ericatwo votes apiece, and it was no surprise where Duce and Jarl Theodore

voted.

In the end, the only votes for him were Carlos and Doctor Y anowitz.

* * %

Connie could count, so by thetime it was her turn to vote, she did so out of fear, and not out of any
belief that Quaid was one of them. She could see the byplay between Tage and Erica, and she could fedl
how wrong everything was.

Susan's death was just wrong, too wrong. What Rule had she broken? Going alone to her room? Then
why enforce their rules by making it look like suicide?

Connie's head was throbbing with the effort of piecing it together. Whed swithin boxeswithin



conundrums,

She needed to talk, but when she turned to Betrice, she saw her face set in the hard mask that said she
wasn't going to discuss the Situation. She had been like that ever since the word suicide was mentioned,
and when the Grand Master Tage said that the keepers had staged the event, practicaly pointing at
Quaid, Connie heard old Sourpuss mutter "bastard” under her bregth.

Someone here had to tell her— someone who wasn't them.

How could you tell? Ericaand Tage, she knew, they seemed to feed off of the vibesthis Game gave off.
But Frank? He was hard and stony. Olivia? Maybe, Connie had seen her with Susan, but she was on the
same team with Tage, Duce, and Jarl....

Carlos? Shefdt she might trust him, but he was dready following Tage, Jarl, and Frank asthey dragged
an incoherent Quaid away.

Connie looked across the room where the leggy woman with the boobs was sitting near the doctor. Why
not?

She stood up and started weaving through the chairs toward the pair. She heard Betrice say, "Connie?’

"I'll be right back—" She dmost said Mom. She did think it, and strangely enough it wasn't in asarcastic
or condescending way.

Legswasjust about to leave the ballroom when Connie caught up with her.
"Wait," Conniesaid.

The pair turned toward her. "It's Connie, right?' Legs asked. She had the tone about her, the one that
said that she knew Connie wasn't norma.

For once, Conniedidn't care. "It's not right, isit? What he said. Y ou fed it, too, you know it—"
"Wheat are you talking about?"
"— | saw you with her. Thismorning. Searching for Henry. She was upset.”

Legslooked at the doctor, and he put a protective on her shoulder. "What are you asking?' the doctor
sad.

"Why would they do it like that? Kill her? It doesn't make any sense, not that anything they do makes
sense, redly, but it doesnt fit the pattern, doesit?' Connie looked at the doctor. " She did kill hersalf,
didn't she?'

The doctor looked back toward the stage, where Tage, Jarl, and Duce were standing. "I can't say for
certan—"

"But that'swhat you think, isn't it. But why? Why was she upset? Why was she talking devils a you?
What was shetrying to say?"



Legsshook her head. "Y ou heard, obvioudy. She felt guilty about something, but she wouldn't say
what—"

Connie had agrowing hunch. " She knew."
"Knew what?"' asked the doctor.
Connie turned around and headed back toward Beatrice. " She knew," Connie repeated.

Susan Polk knew that Henry was aready dead. She had known it when he turned up missing. She wasn't
killed because she was of us, shekilled herself because she was one of them.

* % %

Quaid dreamed that night of a chess match.

Quaid stood on aboard that covered an infinity of squares, each square four feet on aside, black and
white from horizon to horizon. He was marching forward with hisarmy of pawnstoward a black, unseen

enemy.

Each move, more of hisrankswould fal, headless, to roll off the board. Every step forward, more would
die, until he slood alone. Then he redlized that something was wrong with the board. It was no longer
sguare. It would change colors and shapes under hisfedt.

Pieces suddenly could move at random, and an army of blackness that had been safely across the board
descended on him.

Quaid could hear someone laughing.
Nineteenth Move

Quaid woke with an aching in hishead, and afiery craving for drink that was asbad asdl hisprior
episodes put together. Christ, he thought, that bastard Tage did me afavor locking mein here. The way
hefdt, he knew that if he had hisfreedom, nothing would have kept him from straying off the wagon
permanently. It only took one dip, and last night was one hdll of adip.

For along time he just lay on the couch that served him as abed, unmoving, fedling sorry for himsdif.
After about haf an hour of that, he opened hiseyesfor variety.

Quaid stared up at naked rafters arching up over his couch. The rafters were hung with cobwebs and
light came from tiny leaded octagona windows. Quaid's prison was the hotd's attic. There were broken
items of furniture, rolled up carpets, tables, chairs, and piles of boxes that fought for floor space.

Quaid feltfilthy.

It wasn't just awakening from adrunk— aways good to give yoursdlf serious thoughts about persond
hygiene. No, it was, most of all, sweat and dust. Swest, because the attic was old and unvented and
managed to trap the hottest air of the hotd all through the night, keeping it probably close to a constant
ninety degrees, if not hotter. The sweat was aso the perfect medium to attract the thick layer of dust that
coated everything, including the couch hed made his bed.



The dust had become agray dime that covered just about every part of his body.

Fortunately, the throbbing of the pulsein hishead kept hismind off of how dirty he was.

Quaid didn't really remember much of the debate about where to stash him for his house arrest. He just
had this hazy impression of Frank leading him up aset of stairsto adarkened room. Then he sort of

fumbled around in the dark until he found an appropriate piece of furniture to collapse upon.

"Lord, would you make acrappy PI," he muttered to the eaves. Taking made him aware that the dust
had even coated histongue. Hetried to spit it out on the floor and only succeeded in making himsalf

dizzy.

Sowly, after the vertigo passed, he sat up.

An envel ope tumbled down off his chest.

Quaid stared a where it had fallen, abrown, oblong manilaenvelope. Very familiar. He stared at it
wondering who had laid it on his chest. Did Tage himsdf come up here? Or did one of their mysterious
keepersdoit?

Quaid was afraid to bend over and pick it up.

It wasn't arationd fear, but then he wasn't feding particularly rationd a the moment. He was aludicrous
man trapped in aludicrous Situation. Whatever force ran thisgame, God, Devil, CIA, or UFO— must
redlly think him pretty damn pathetic right about now.

Damn rules ddlivered right on top of hischest...

Duce, hethought, he must've deliveredit.

After afew long moments he bent down and picked the thing up. There were changesin thelist of
players. He saw Louis, Henry, and Susan were no longer on thelist.

There were aso some new rules:
9: A Player may grant their vote by proxy to another player by giving signed written consent.

10:The Player Quaid Loman shdl be kept under "House Arrest,” isolated from the remaining Playersfor
their own safety. This rule takes precedence over rule number eight.

There was something darkly amusing about the fact that he was till, somehow, playing this diabolical
game by sitting up here. He shook his head at theidea

11: A guard (or guards) shal be posted to prevent Quaid Loman's escape. These guards shall be on duty
for six-hour shifts. Thisrule takes precedence over rule number eight.

The guard was probably posted outside the door up here. Rule twelve listed the players who were on
guard rotation. It was ashort list; Tage, Jarl, Frank, Duce. No women— which wasn't much of a
surprise, the most capable woman they had left was Olivia, who was probably— despite her vote— too
sympathetic to him to be trusted as a guard. He assumed the same was true of Carlos and Doctor



Y anowitz.
"Hdlo? Anyone up there?"

Quaid lowered the sheet of rulesand called out, "I haven't escaped yet." Heimmediately regretted the
volumeof hisvoice.

Quaid heard the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. He smelled something that tied hisstomachina
fist of nausested agony.

Ham and eggs.

"How're you doing up here?' asked Iris Traxler. She stood, holding atray of breskfast.

Quaid rubbed hisforehead and tried not to think about the food. “How do you think I'm doing?*
"| brought you breskfadt..."

Quaid nodded without looking up. He waved over a some of the larger boxes. "Set it over there. I'll eat
leter.”

Shewalked over in the genera direction held indicated. "Do you need anything ese?!

Quaid drew hishand over hisface. He could fed the grooves hisfingers|eft in the coating of dust and
swest on hisskin. He looked at Iris. Shewore a T-shirt and apair of tight denim shorts. The ensemble
|eft little to the imagination. "Why are you here?' he asked.

"Someone hasto bring you food, Mr. Loman."

"Youthink I killed Henry? Oyler?' He stopped and |ooked down at the rules that he till held in hishand.
"Susan?'

"l don't know."
Quaid laughed. It turned into a hacking cough that made him dizzy. ™Y ou don't know?' Therules
crumpled in his hand as his body shook with the coughing laugh. ™Y ou weren't so uncertain when it came

to voting me up here."

"Have you thought about how that happened, Quaid?' Iris said. "That was decided when you attacked
Tage." Shefolded her arms and shook her head. " Anyone who could count would've seen it coming.”

"But you voted—"

"With the mgjority, Quaid." She came over to him. "'l don't make waves. I'm sorry.”

"Grest," he whispered. "Nice to know | have your support.”

"Get over it," Irissaid. Her voice was suddenly very hard. He looked up at her and she was frowning at

him. "Let me clueyou in to someredlity here. Four people are dead, Quaid. Has that filtered in through
that self-pity of yours? Dead, Quaid."



"You don't think | know that?" he stood, almost toppling from weak knees and vertigo. "'l saw their
bodies. | fished Oyler out of the fucking ocean. | nearly drowned—"

"And you don't get it. Still. You'refeding sorry for yourself because someone locked you in the attic?
Y ou have no right, especidly after what you did to put yoursdf here."

"Me?What did | do to deserve—" He could fed the dow rusty gears of rationdization moving aready. It
was easy, likeriding abicycle. All you had to do was hang on to that single golden thread— believe with
all your heart that, whatever happened, it was not your fault. It was everyone else, they misunderstood,

or were actively againgt you. If they redlly cared, they would listen to your explanation. How it was that
you didn't redly do what they thought you did. That you didn't say what they thought you said.

It was s0 easy, so famiiliar, that he surprised himsalf when he stopped in mid-sentence. At the height of
his acoholism he could wallow in that kind of lie and actudly believe it himsdf. He didn't havethat kind
of gncerity anymore. He wanted to believe what he was about to say— heredly wanted the comfort of
that kind of sdf-ddlusion.

Quaid couldn't do it sober.

Quaid wasfilthy, and hungover, and he was gagging on hisown bullshit. He was | eft, shaking with anger
that had no focus but himsdlf.

"Damnit," hesaid, and turned away. "Just get out of here, will you?"
"What givesyou the right to be sorry for yoursdf?

"Y ou don't think | know how badly | screwed up?' he said. "Christ, you have no idea how badly |
screwed up.”

Irissighed. "No, | suppose | don't.”

Quaid hugged himsdf. "Why are you here?"

"Becalise someone has to bring you food, and no one's going to trust your friends up here.”

Quaid turned around. "Friends?"

"Abe and Mr. DeVay. They supported you in that vote, remember? However pointlessit was." She
looked him up and down. "1'm going to bring you a bucket of water and awashcloth. Some fresh clothes,

too."

"Uh-huh." He looked at her and realized how dimy histeeth felt. "Thiswould be easier if they just kept
mein ahotel room. There's no shortage of them.”

"Y ou were out of it last night, weren't you?' She shook her head. "Y ou don't remember any of the
debate? They're afraid you'll dive out the window or something.”

"l guess s0." He sighed. "Then you better bring me atoothbrush, and another bucket.”



" Another bucket?' Shelooked around and after amoment said, "Oh."

Now that he was standing, he was starting to fed the pressure of hisbladder. "If you could bring it
quickly..."

"Sure," shesaid, and vanished down the stairs.

* % %

It was astounding how quickly things could go to shit. Carlos had never thought of himsdlf as particularly
naive. Hed lived ingde the Detrait city limitslong enough. He should be afairly streetwiseindividua. He
had no grand illusions about peopl€'s good intentions, he knew that self-interest was a pretty universal
yardstick.

But when the shit hit the fan with Quaid, hed been completely blindsided. As recently as twenty-four
hours ago, Carlos had seen them dl asbeing in the same boat. Sure there were these votes and this
Game, but everyone's god was pretty much the same, they were dl on the same side.

It had just been dawning on him that there might be more than one side when the vote on Quaid made it
clear that Carloswas on thelosing one.

"Chrigt," he muttered over breakfast. "The poor bastard probably does deserveit.” Getting drunk on an
old lady's stolen liquor wasn't top in Carlos list of classy moves. He stirred his spoon in uneaten oatmeal
and looked across at hisnew "buddy,” Frank Pisarski. The bald bull of aman didn't acknowledge
Carlos comment.

He was tempted to yel|l a Frank, "But he didn't kill Oyler, and you damn well know he didn't!" He
refrained. He had aready gone that route last night. He and Frank had gotten into a shouting match—

More accuratdly, Carlos had shouted at Frank for nearly an hour.

Frank had been irritatingly civil. They had set up ameansto ded with this shit, why didn't Carlosuseiit?
Hell, why not, after it had worked so well prosecuting Quaid.

Frank had remained unmoved. Quaid's display seemed to have impressed him amost as much asit had
impressed Erica Urquort.

Carlos had spent the evening contemplating bringing up the whole sordid mess up in front of everyone,
killer or no killer. Problem was, he saw the palitica fault lines now. He had one vote, and that was pretty
much it. Hisvote againgt Quaid'simprisonment had cost him whatever pull he might have had with the
people who were | eft.

He looked up and saw Dr. Y anowitz walking into the kitchen. Carlos dropped his spoon and followed
him. Frank started to get up, but Carlos waved him back, shaking his head.

The doctor was the only onein the kitchen. Carlos caught up with him as he was putting his hand on the
door of the large walk-in refrigerator. Carlos could see his own reflection in the chromed surface as he
walked up behind him.

"So, what do we do, Doc?"



Y anowitz tuned around and shook his head. " Can we do anything?"

"Youretdling mewejust let them lock Quaid up?'

Y anowitz rubbed histemple and sighed. ™Y ou know, that may be the safest coursefor dl of us."”

"l don't believethis..."

"Think amoment," he said. "Henry was nosing around about Oyler; hewaskilled out of panic. With
Quaid locked up as a scapegoat, there's a chance our killer won't be prompted to kill again. We can wait
ital out until real authorities come here with ared investigation. Quaid'sin no danger, and if thekiller

feds safe, therest of us may be safer.”

Carlos stared at the man and narrowed his eyes. "Do you actudly beieve that line of bull you just fed
me?'

Y anowitz opened the refrigerator door. The sound of acompressor hum filled the kitchen, and aharsh
white light spilled out from the open door. In therear of the refrigerator were four oblong shapes made of
black trash bags and duct tape, they averaged about five and a half feet long.

More trash bags sat dong the right wall, the one opposite the shelves that held most of the food.

Carlos stepped in after Y anowitz, trying not to think about the contents of the trash bags. "I asked you a
Quedtion.”

Y anowitz nodded. His voice was awhisper. "We're in adangerous game here. And | don't refer to that
st of ruleswe keep voting on.”

"Damn sraight we are—"

"If we misstep, it isn't just our own lives at stake." Y anowitz opened one of the smaller trash bagsthat sat
by thewall. "Were dedling with someone who has shown no reluctance to kill anyone who threatens
him..."

"Or her."

"Him," Y anowitz repested.

Carlos nodded. There wasn't much doubt where Henry's suspicions had been leading him. Quaid had
practicaly caled it down from the stage. "Okay, him."

"Murder," Yanowitz said. "But only indirectly.”
"Huh?'

"Susan Polk," Y anowitz said, still rummaging. " She dit her own wrigts. It's obvious, the hesitation marks,
no defensive wounds, she got in the tub fully clothed...”

"Whet about the—"



"The wegpon? They took it before | got there. That and the suicide note."
"How do you know there was a note?

Y anowitz tapped his breast pocket. "Ink stains. She had it in her pocket. They could take the note, but
the note bled enough to leave amark.”

"Why would someone want to—"

"Frame Quaid?" Y anowitz finally seemed to find what he was looking for. He pulled out a Ziplock baggie
with afolded sheet of paper init, it looked like areceipt for something. "1 suspect that she killed hersdlf
because she felt responsible for Henry's murder. That'swhy | think she lied about seeing him where she
sad shedid.”

IIWMI
"| think shetold Henry'skiller about hisvidt to Mrs. Grossmann, and his suspicions. Maybe she saw him

as aleader, or maybe there was a degper relationship. She had been fully seduced and only redlized her
mistake too late.”

"Uh-huh, and the note would have said as much, you think?"
Y anowitz nodded.
"So what've you got there?"

He showed Carlos awater-stained boarding pass for a Deltaflight from New Y ork City to New
Orleans, oneway, coach. "Does the name 'Steven Coombs mean anything to you?'

* % %

It took Quaid about two hoursto fee completely human again. It involved the toothbrush, both buckets,
afresh change of clothes, and the breskfast that Iris had brought up— after his scomach could stand him
looking at it.

After that, his options about what to do seemed fairly limited. He contemplated escape, which amusingly
didn't seem to be againgt the rules. The question remained, if he managed that, then what? Where would

he escape to?

Quaid'sonly red hopewasthat A. J. and company would find help, and then whatever authorities had
jurisdiction over this place would step in and make ared investigation of al the deaths here.

During the day the attic got hotter and hotter. He tried to open some of the tiny windows for ventilation,
but they were nailed shut.

There was adight draft from the stairway. He decided to make the most of it. He edged down the
narrow staircase until he was sitting just on the opposite side of the door.

It wasn't much, but it was alittle cooler here.



Quaid sat there for about fifteen minutes. Long enough to hear the guard outside whistle tundlesdy.
Wéll, no one said he couldn't talk to the guy. "Hey?" he asked. "Who's out there?”

"What you care?" A sarcastic voice came back. Duce.

"Just curious." After afew minutes he added. " Six-hour shift. That'salong time.”

He made adisgusted noise. "Fuck you, too. | get to go home after it."

"None of usare home, Duce. Haven't you noticed?’

Another disgusted noise, and he heard chair legs scraping.

"You know," Quaid said. "I wouldn't tell anyoneif you left.”

"Yeah, right. Y ou'd like me to end up breaking the Rules. Make your day, wouldn't it?"
Interesting. When it came down to it, Duce was not the epitome of the law-abiding citizen. Quaid didn't
see him giving much credence to authority of any stripe. Of dl of them, Duce should be the least
interested in following aset of arbitrary Rules.

Why was he one of the ones most supportive of this Game?

"Hey," Quaid said. "What's that matter? Y ou got me locked up. The 'keeper's enforcement agent. No
one hasto follow these Rules anymore, right?*

"You'd like meto believe that, wouldn't you?' Duce said. "You'd likeit if | wasn't around to win this
Game. Fuck you. I'm looking out for number one here.”

"What'sto win, Duce?'

Duce laughed. "Don't give methat crap. Y ou know. You dl know."

Quaid had afeding of dissonance that he got when talking to someone whose worldview differed
fundamentally from his own. Someone whose unvoi ced assumptions were a odds with his. He got the
fedling that Duce was, a least partly, in acompletdy different redlity.

Quaid looked up. He could see anarrow dice of the rafters above the stairwell, cut by afew beams of
sunlight from unseen windows. Plaster wrapped the walls hafway up before they gave way to naked
lethe.

Outside that door, Duce sat, or stood, on an Oriental-patterned carpet in ahalway of garish wallpaper
and dark wood moldings.

It was like talking from one world to the next.

"What do you think the Gameis, Duce? Why do you think you're here?"



"That supposed to be sometrick question? I'm hereto play the Game. I'm hereto win."
"Thelast person not to forfeit?!

Duce chuckled. "Whatever the Rules say at thetime.”

"Then why'd you vote againgt my proposa ? Everyone wouldve won."

"Nest ideg, but you think | wanted to share with eighteen people? Come on.”

Quaid wondered how much of this Duce actualy knew, and how much he had invented, or had had
invented for him.

"Alphomeg," he said, mostly just to hear the kid's reaction.

Therewas along silence before Duce said, "Where did you hear that name?”
That was a better reaction than he had expected. "Where do you think?"
"Chrigt dmighty, you wereworking for them."

The pulse was throbbing in Quaid's temple, and histhroat was dry. There was a very delicate balance.
He couldn't fumble. He needed subtlety even if it wasn't hisforte.

"l was under theimpression,” Quaid said quietly, "that was what you believed, Duce. That and the fact
that ‘we were respons ble for— how many deaths, wasit?

"Fuck, fuck, fuck." Duce sounded agitated now. "No, you ain't going to fuck with me like that. | followed
the Rules, right? 1'm due, corpses or no fucking corpses.”

"What about Mr. Oyler, Mr. Sukomi—"
"Fuck, theway you got this place wired, you know | didn't kill anyone.”
"And you know | didn't."

"Look, that's—" Therewas apause. "Fuck, man. Y ou think I'm stupid?' Something dammed into the
door. He heard splintering wood, and the door shook violently. It must have been the chair.

Quaid backed away from the door.

"I know what you'retrying to do, Quaid. It ain't working!" The door vibrated again. "Y ou ain't fucking
thisup."

So much for subtlety.
"You an't one of them." Sam.

"Why are you doing this, Duce?" Quaid asked. "What do you think you'll win?"



"Y ou shut the fuck up.” Sam.
"Alphomeg. That'swho et thisup.”
Sam.

"Why, Duce?"

Sam.

"Isit Tage?'

Slence

"Did Tagetdl you about Alphomeg?’

Nothing. Duce had stopped attacking the door, and now he heard nothing, except what might have been
Duce'sragged breathing.

"Did Tege—"

"Stop talking and go upgtairs,” he said.

"| deserve an answer fromyou.” Quaid said. "Y ou know | didn't kill anyone."
Nothing.

"Y ou know!" Quaid pounded on the door. No answer.

Quaid tried afew more timesto get arise out of Duce, but he wouldn't react, even when he accused him
directly of killing Oyler, Henry, and Susan....

Eventudly, he retrested back up the dairs.
Twentieth Move

The library was extensive, if somewhat limited in subject matter. Carlos hadn't paid attention to the books
the few times held been here, held been thinking about more important matters. Now he stood behind
Y anowitz asthe doctor ran hisfinger aong the spines arrayed on the bookshelves.

Carloslooked at the reading materia their keepers provided. Books on game theory, go, chess, military
strategy, legd theory... Christ, great supply to play thisdamn Game, if corpses didn't keep turning up.

Y anowitz seized on something near the bottom shelf. He drew out athick hardback with awhite dust
jacket. The cover showed ahand of playing cards, and thetitle read Busted Flush. Benegath that Carlos
could read, "The Mdfia, the Gaming Industry, and Atlantic City."

"I knew | saw this somewhere," Y anowitz said, handing Carlos the book.

"What?' Carlos said, taking the book. It fit the gaming/strategy theme that permested the library, but
otherwise he couldn't see the relevance to their situation. ™Y ou think the Mob set up this game?”



"Look."

Carloslooked. The doctor's point was so blatant thet it hit him like adedge when hefindly saw it.
"Holy shit." Carlos voice was ittle more than ahoarse croak.

The author of Busted Fush was aMr. Steven Coombs.

Carloslooked up from the book. " Can't be the same guy, can it?"

"L ook at the back cover."

Carlosflipped it over. At first he couldn't seeit. Older man, full beard, lighter hair. But after staring a
while he could picture him clean-shaven, with adyejob. It could be Oyler. "What's going on here?"

He opened the back flap and read, " About the Author: Steven Coombsisa Pulitzer prize winning
journaist whose work has appeared in The New Y ork Times, Newsweek, Rolling Stone, Playboy, and
TheVillage Voice. He hasinvestigated the gaming industry and organized crime for the past fifteen
years..." Carlosflipped through the book.

"The name on the boarding pass has bothered me," Y anowitz explained.

Carlos shook hishead. "This guy was areporter.”

"| suspected something likethat."

Carlos kept flipping through the book. "Have you looked through this? This guy posed asadeder, alimo
driver— John Gotti tipped him aC-note.”

Y anowitz nodded. "I hunted that up this morning. | saw it about the time Henry dragged me out of here,
and | didn't have a chance to stop and think about it until now."

Carlos shook hishead. "Y ou think they know?" Carlos and the doctor understood who "they" meant. It
wasn't their keepers.

"That Oyler was Coombs? | think that might be what got him killed."
* % %
When Iris came up with lunch, Quaid asked her, "What does the word 'Alphomeg’ mean to you?'

"Where did that come from?" she asked as she st the tray down. She glanced in the direction of thetwo
buckets and wrinkled her nose.

"It means something.”

"Isthat what you baited Duce with?' She stood up and looked at him. "And don't look shocked. Do you
think anyonein the building missed that little episode between you and that kid?"



"He's old enough to be responsible.”

"Y eah, and you didn't answer my question.”

"Hethinks Alphomeg Entertainment is behind this Game of ours.”
Irisnodded. "And you think?*

"A lot of people here seem to have at least a subliminal connection to them—" Quaid gave her his current
rundown, from the business card, to his own uneasy fedlings about it, to Connie's doodles.

"The nameisfamiliar... Don't you remember, | told you | saw it in the want ads. But whatever it s, it's
part of my memory that's clouded over."

"Doesit trigger any kind of memory? Animage? Anything?"

Iris closed her eyesin thought for afew long moments. "More than before. | think | seean office. And a
logo, like you described. A man handing me a piece of paper, to Sign it maybe—" She shook her head
and opened her eyes. "I'm sorry, it'sjust aflash, | don't even know if it'sared memory.”

"Ask Dr. Yanowitz about it for me, would you?"

"Okay." Sheturned to go.

"Wat—"

llY@l

"I just want to tell you that I'm sorry about thismorning.” He felt the urge to say more, try and explain
himsdlf. But arationalization wasn't going to be any better than aflat gpology. "That'sit,” he said.

"Accepted,” she said. She went down the stairs without looking back.

The door dammed, and he was done again.

* % %

Carlos sat next to Doctor Y anowitz at the next meeting. They were an exiled group of two, just thisside
of pariahs. Most of the others refused to Sit next to them, and the only oneswho'd deign to talk to them
were Irisand Olivia Grossmann.

He and the doctor still hadn't come up with any reasonable way to make their case. They certainly had a
few pointsin their favor, and even asmall bit of physica evidence. But when it came down to it, they
were adigtinct minority, and it was hard to see how they'd convince the others of their theory.

Frankly, it was easy to seethat Oyler being an undercover reporter might actualy give more credenceto
theideathat their "keepers' had done him in. And after Quaid's display, Carlos thought that accusing
Tage directly might be a dangerousthing to do.

Y anowitz wasright, at least, about being cagey and not spooking the villain into doing something



everyonewould regret.

Even s0, the debate thistime just about washed al thoughts of subtlety from Carlos mind.

"I think," Jarl said, "we need to do something about these damn votes.”

"Likewhat?" Frank asked from up by the stage, his ation as half vote-counter, haf security guard.

"We need someone to run this crap. We can't keep having a debate on every single shitty thing. We're
spending more timein this room talking than we're spending trying to get oursaves out of this mess."

"Y ou have a proposa?' Frank asked.
"Hell, yes," Jarl said, hooking histhumbsin theloops of hisjeans. "l say we need to eect aleader.”

Carlosfdt his stomach sink afew notches, especialy when he saw nods of approva from Mrs.
Greenhart and Erica Urquort.

"We can vote on changing the damn rules, but who looks for what where— stupid crap like that, just
have one of us make those decisions. Save a shitload of time."

"Who did you havein mind?" Carlosheard Dr. Y anowitz ask from behind him.
When Carlos heard the nominee, he stood up and called out, " Are you people nuts?'
* % %

When Iris brought Quaid's dinner, the sky was beginning to darken.

Quaid had just come to the decision that, either everyone had forgotten him, or they had voted that he
had been given enough food for one day aready.

Quaid waslying on the couch staring into the fading light. There weren't any light fixtures up here, the only
light came from the windows, so when the sun set, there wasn't much Ieft to do but stare into the growing
shadows.

Quaid smelled dinner before Iris reached the top of the stairs. Unlike this morning, he was ravenous. He
stood up, walked over, and freed the tray from her hands before she had cleared the top step.

She watched him grab the tray and said, "Y ou're welcome.™
"It'salittle past dinnertime," Quaid said.

"We had along meeting tonight—"

"l bet you did." He shook his head. "What did they vote on now?"
"OnTege"

"Oh?" he said between mouthfuls. "Locking him up aswe | ?"



Iris shook her head. "No."

"What then?'

"Jarl said things were too chaotic, someone needed to lead these meetings—"
"Tdl methey didn't."

Iris shrugged.

"They eected Tage?' Heamost spit up the food he was egting. "Don't they— don't you redlize that
m_ll

"It wasalock, Quaid." She shook her head. "With Ericabehind him with her extraproxy, Tage hasthe
votesto do anything he wants."

"Votes? Iris, thisisjust agame, an arbitrary set of rules— it's nothing."

"Isit?" She shook her head. "We'd be in the same placeif therewas no 'game.’ These peopleareina
life-and-death Situation." The room was silent for along time. Irisfinaly added, "1 asked Abe your
Quedtion.”

"What did he say?'

"He has nightmares. Bad ones."

"About Alphomeg?’

"Heisn't sure” Iris sat down on the couch next to him. "He saysthat he dreams of ademon coming to
himwithagame"

"Alphomeg reminds him of this?"

"Hethinksit's the demon's name. Anyway, the demon brings agame. Sometimesit's cards, or dice, or
chess. The stakes are dways the same. If heloses, the demon takes hislife. If he wins, the demon takes
thelife of adozen strangers.”

"What if he doesn't play?"

"He says, in the dream, he doesn't ever have that choice. The demon aready has his soul.”
"Doeshewin or lose?" Quaid asked.

"It never gets—" Irisstood up. "What's that?"

The outline of one of the smal windows, the one facing the mountain, was suddenly carved out of the

raftersin crimson red. Theimage dowly traveled up the timbers, giving arose cast to the room. Asthey
watched, it was joined by another outline, brighter and lower.



Quaid stood up and made it to the window behind Iris.

Outside, drifting over the forest between the hotel and the mountain, was apair of red flares.

Team D wasin trouble.

"Where arethey?" Quaid groaned. He could pretty much guess the answer, even looking through the tiny
window. The flares had gone up near the side of the mountain, about where the lights had been the night
that Louis had collapsed.

"| better go," Irissaid.

"Wait..." Heturned after her, but she was dready going down the Sairs.

Quaid looked back out over the forest. The flares were descending dowly toward the tree line. What
kind of messwas happening out there?

* % %

Quaid lay on his couch, trying unsuccessfully to get some deep. He couldn't help thinking of A. J,,
Gordon, Eve, and Bobbie. In retrospect, with what Iris had said about Tage electing himself leader, he
wondered if the selection of those four people had a darker purposeto it. He didn't know about Gordon
at dl, but Eve didn't strike him as someone who'd dlow that sort of thing. Evenif A. J. gave Tage his
proxy, would he have handed the reins over to him? He seemed too much the leader himsdif.

Quaid had no proof, but he knew it was Tage behind the killings. It dl fit together too well. The way
Oyler's death made everyone paranoid about their keepers and serious about the Game at the sametime.
That was the way Tage seemed to want things.

Tage wanted the Game to be serious, and he wanted to control it.

Duce had acted as hislieutenant al aong. Duce even passed out the mysterioudy appearing rules.

Henry had gotten too close to what was happening, and somehow Tage got wind of it. How?

Quaid began to think about Tage, and it began sinking in that he had been quietly amassing dliessince
this game began. Duce and Jarl Theodore were solidly in his camp. Quaid's drunken tirade had managed
to push Ericatoward him, if she needed a push.

What if one of those people had been Susan? She was in apostion to hear what was going on between
Henry and Olivia. And if Henry had known her loyalties, then with theway his own suspicionswere
drifting, of course hed panic and run when he saw her.

Why dit her wrigts, then?

Maybe it was suicide?

Quaid came up with an ugly scenario.

She'sin with Tage, but doesn't know that he's responsible for Oyler. Only Duce knows at this point— he



had to aibi for Tage when he dipped down to the boathouse to finish off Oyler. Susan tells Tage about
what Henry suspects, maybe even accuses him.

Tage reassures her, tels her Henry is nuts. Easy enough to believe, the way Henry was acting.

Then, that night, Henry'sthroat ends up cut.

Susan doesn't know yet, but when Henry turns up missing, she suspects. She can't bring hersdlf to say
exactly what happened, she'stoo frightened of Tage. So she comes up with the story about seeing him
out Ericas window— the direction she believes Henry went.

When Henry turned up dead, Quaid thought one of two things must have happened.

Possbility one, Susan confronts Tage, and he finishes her off.

Possibility two, she couldn't accept her own unknowing complicity in Henry's desth and dits her own
wrigts. It would have been easy enough for Duce to have removed evidence from the scene to make it
look like murder.

To Quaid, it didn't matter which it was. Tage was responsible for her death, either way.

It Sill didn't answer the big question.

Why kill Oyler inthefirst place?
Twenty-firs Move

Quaid woke up without redlizing that he had nodded off.

The attic around him was aweb of ink-black shadows pierced only in afew places by moonlight from
the windows. He lay there, eyes open, wide awake, unsure of what had awakened him. Fear wasan
ice-cold wire wrapping his chest, and he hadn't been awake long enough to reaize what was frightening
him.

The door.

It was opening dowly, amost silently. But the old oak door was too old and too warped to open without
making some sound, however dowly it moved.

Quaid had been half-expecting thisal aong. It was histurn to receive the knife to the throat.

The door stopped opening, and he heard the first soft tread on the steps up to the attic.

Well, at least the bastard wouldn't take him completely by surprise, like Henry and Oyler. He was going
to have afight. Quaid held his breath, afraid his breathing might betray him, and rolled off the couch on to
his stocking feet. Hefet huge and clumsy, afraid every move he made might dert his attacker.

Quaid grabbed for the one wegpon in reach, the fork from hisdinner tray. He didn't have much of a
choice. He didn't even have a butter knife, his keepers had seen to that.

Quaid inched around the opening of the staircase. He crouched under the eaves, so that when the guy



emerged, he would be facing away from him.

Now Quaid had to figure out what he was going to do when this guy reached the top step. He didn't
know the first thing about fighting, and if thiswas Tage, he had— according to him— specid forces
training that would probably best any fork-armed civilian in hand-to-hand combat.

Christ, he wasin deep shit.
Quaid fdt dizzy and findly alowed himsdf to breathe.

Quaid's only chance was to incapacitate Tage before he had a chance to react. Quaid's thoughts over the
next thirty seconds wereincredibly vicious. He considered a blow to the base of the skull, but he

doubted that afork could manage a disabling amount of damage there. Tearing into the throat, ripping the
carotid or the jugular, that would be disabling, but he was afraid that it wouldn't be nearly immediate

enough.

Quaid began regretting hisimpulsive choice of awegpon. Something blunt and heavy would have been
much better. But he was committed now. Tage was hafway up the Sairs, and there was nothing
immediately around him that would serve better as aweapon.

A few more cautious steps up the stairway.

The eyes, Quaid concluded. That would be the one vulnerable area he was sure he could get to. Even if
he didn't completely disable Tage, if he was partidly blind, that would give Quaid at |east some chance of
getting back down the stairs and away—

Quaid'sthroat went dry when he thought of the guard down there. It would have to be one of Tage's
men, Duce or Jarl. He prayed it was Duce; he thought he'd have a chance of bowling past the kid if he
had to. Jarl was bigger, and probably more competent in afight. At least helooked like he would be.

Quaid's speculation ended when aman-sized shadow stepped out onto the floor in front of him. It turned
toward the couch and raised a hand.

Thiswasit.
Quaid sprang.

In hisimagination his attack had been alithe jump from his hiding place, landing on Tage's back. Quaid
was going to tear into him before he redized what was happening.

Inred life, Quaid's attack was dow, clumsy, and hisvictim had a chance to hear acommotion and turnin
his direction before Quaid was on him. Instead of an unobstructed blow to the back, taking him down,
Quaid tackled into his shoulder, an arm already rising to block Quaid's blow to hisface.

They both tumbled to the ground. Asthey fdl, Quaid haf-turned so that his Sde took most of the impact
from thefal, knocking thewind out of him. The fork went sailing into the darkness. He heard it clatter
into the eaves.

Quaid'svictim ralled on top of him, pinning hisarms. Quaid had the first unobstructed view of hisface.



"Carlos?'

"Niceto seeyou, too," Carloswhispered harshly. "Keep your voice down. What the hell did you think
you weredoing?"

"| thought you were Tage."

"Yeah, lucky for you it wasme." Carlosdowly got up off of him. Then he reached ahand out and hel ped
Quaid up. Carloslooked down at Quaid's feet. " Get some shoes on.”

* * %

From Carlos perspective, once these idiots eected Tage glorious leader, everything that followed was
inevitable. He could barely work up asignificant level of shock when Tage explained, in very precise,
reasonable terms, that they weren't going to send anyone out after A. J. and the rest of Team D.

Carloswatched asthe will of the people went aong with Tage.

Dr. Yanowitz had protested strongly, inssting that arescue party be assembled. Tage informed him that
they wouldn't risk any more lives. When the doctor inssted that held go himsdlf if no oneelsedid, Tage
informed him that he was too vauable to spare.

"Just in case we need another autopsy?' The doctor's words had dripped with acid, and Carlos had
watched as hisonly aly was placed under house arrest. For his own protection, of course.

Tage hadn't called it that. He'd just made the reasonabl e suggestion that the doctor go to hisroom and
get somerest. It wastheimplicit threet of Tage, Jarl, and even Frank, watching Y anowitz that had made
it more than asuggestion.

Later on, Carloswalked up to the doctor'sroom with Iris. Jarl had been gitting in the hallway, in sight of

the door. Carlos had ignored him. Hed gonein and had a whispered conversation with the doctor about
what he planned to do.

* % %

Once Quaid got his shoes on, Carlos practicaly dragged him toward the sairs. "What are we doing?' he
asked as he pushed him ahead, down the Sairs.

"Shhh," Carlostold him, and kept pushing.

The door at the bottom was open wide. And when Quaid stepped across the threshold, he saw the
dumped form of Frank Pisarski, lying in the corner next to the door. Thelightsin the halway were dim,
but he could see severd trickles of blood running down his scalp.

Quaid bent over to seeif hewasdl right.

Carlos grabbed him. "We don't have time for that—"

"Hey, wait, it'sFrank."” One of their group.



"l don't careif he'sthe King of Denmark," Carloswhispered harshly. "He'sthrown in with thisinsanity.”
"He'sblesding—"

"A knock onthe head," Carlossaid. "Move."

Quaid didn't fed asif he had achoice. Now that he was a fugitive from whatever authority Tege
represented, Quaid suspected that he would be subject to a punishment alittle more severe the next time

around.

Quaid followed Carlos through the darkened corridors, wondering if he wasredlly better off with Carlos
"rescuing” him.

The hallwaystook on atwisted, sinister cast in the darkness. There was only the occasiond light to lead
their way, and behind every corner was the fear that someone would see them.

It looked, however, like Carlos had picked theright time for the jailbreak. They didn't seeasingle soul.

* * %

Carloswouldn't say aword until they reached the greenhouse. They stopped there for afew moments
while Carlos pulled some debris from out of acorner of the central atrium. Quaid sat on the old cast-iron
chair that Dr. Y anowitz had sat in when he told them about Henry.

"What's going on?' Quaid asked him.

From the pile of debris, Carlos pulled out abackpack and tossed it by hisfeet. He had swiped them
from a stockpile that Y anowitz had been building.

"Y ou know what that bastard did?' Carlos said.

"Tee?'

"Yes Tage"

"Iristold me about it when she brought me dinner—"

"No, after that."

Quaid shook his head.

"He's got alock on this so-called democracy,” Carlos said. "1 think there's only one or two people who
can distinguish our so-called decision-making from the damn Game." He pulled another backpack out of
the hole. "Y ou saw theflares.”

Quaid nodded.

"Y ou know what he's going to do about it?!

III donlt_ll



"Nothing." Carlos shouldered his pack. "Let's get moving, grab that." He indicated the pack at Quaid's
feet.

Quaid grabbed it and dipped it over his shoulder. "What do you mean, nothing?"
"Just like it sounds. The four we sent out to get help are in some sort of trouble— no rescue party.”
"l can't believeit.”

"Believeit." Carlos started out the end of the greenhouse opposite the hotel. The sky above them was
lightening with the dawn.

Quaid followed. "I can't believe people went along with that."

Carlos snorted. "Half of them are panicked. Ericawon't do anything that someone convinces her is
againgt thewill of the keepers. Jarl and Duce do pretty much what Tage tellsthem to. Conniesa
fruitcake, but she follows Beatrice's lead— And Frank, the poor bastard, decided that he had to support
Tage asour 'eected leader.’ [ris—"

"Won't makewaves," Quaid said.

"Someone's got to go out after them,” Carlossaid. "1 don't give a shit about Tage and the fucking Game."
Carlosled him through the underbrush now where there was no real path. There were no cluesto what
direction they were moving in, the light of the dawn was, at the moment, directionless. Carlos had to take
it dl on faith that thiswas the direction that Team D had followed.

When they stopped taking, the only sounds were of their feet dragging through the underbrush, their
breathing, and the sound of insectsin the greenery around them.

"Do you know where we are going?' Quaid asked.
"Northeast, near the base of the mountain." | hope.
"Carlos, do you redlize how far that iS? It's got to be at least a couple days hike from here.”

"We sent those people out with a promise, Quaid. No one said it, but we knew that if they got in trouble,
someone would help them." He turned toward him and said, " 'Someone's us, Quaid.”

"Did you tell anyone else about this?"

"Dr. Yanowitz."

"Why just us?'

Carlos hung his head and told him about the doctor's confinement. Then he added, "This shit is

dangerous." Helooked acrossat him. "'l figured you're dlready on hishit list. | didn't want to risk more
peoplethan | had to.”



"Thanks"
"Doesit help to say that youretheoneguy | think | can trustin dl this?’

They went dong for afew more minutes before Quaid asked him, "Why do you think thisis happening?
Why thisgame?"

"I try not to think about it, Quaid." Helooked up at the ky asif an answer wasin the treetops. "l try not
to think abouit it."
Twenty-second Move

Connie did not believe that they had escaped. She knew that they had taken Quaid and Carlos.
And she knew why.

The purpose of the game had been dow to dawn on her. At first she had been sure it was a prison for the
folksthat didn't fit their mold. A repository for square pegs. But that didn't make sense with the brutally
aggressive normalcy of some of the people here. There were too many suburban minivan types, cubicle
workers...

A test, then, like asocid worker's questions. What would they be testing for, though? With the socid
workers, the psychiatrists, the cops, the doctors... their games had a purpose. They wanted to find out
how far acrosstheir boundaries you'd strayed. Evauate you for their own specidly tailored
confinement...

This game was different. They were dready imprisoned, and the losers were killed off.

Connie didn't realize the purpose until she understood that Susan Polk had become one of them. That
wasit. They had created this game for the express purpose of creating more of them. The secret master's,
the ones who controlled everything, the ones who decided that Connie wasn't norma— those people
had to come from somewhere. Ther attitude bred. Their thoughts molded.

How better than to take agroup of people and place them here. They hadn't killed anyone; al they had
done was give their prisoners the chance to become them.

Tagewasright; their keepers waked among them, and aways had.

Connie spent the whole day after Quaid's and Carlos disappearance, watching the people who were |eft,
deciding who they were.

Erica, Duce, Jarl, Tage— Connie knew that they had al become them. She saw it in the afternoon
meeting, the way they grouped together now, the way Tage gave the orders, the way the others nodded
and were perfectly reasonable. They didn't question, didn't break the mold.

Thiswasit, came Connie'sredization, thisis how they define the norma. Those four had become aknot
of power that no one else seemed capable of breaking. The doctor spoke out, and now he was avirtua
prisoner. Iris Traxle— Legs— and Beatrice seemed too dumbfounded to do much of anything but go
along. Connie knew how they felt. She had been too scared hersalf— with all their eyes on he— to act
againgt what the group was doing.



Frank, Connie didn't know, but he seemed to be loya— if not to Tage— to the system they had in
place.

Connie might have imagined it, but she thought that, under his bandaged and bloody head, she saw some
glances of skepticism toward the quartet that had taken over.

That left Olivia Grossman. She had dissented, fruitlessy, over the decison not to go after Team D.
Connie had been afraid of her because she'd been on the same team as Tage, but with so many people
dead or missing, the teams didn't seem asimportant anymore.

More important, she was sitting by hersalf— watching the quartet with eyes narrowed behind
thick-framed glasses.

* * %

"Where are we going?' Bestrice asked. Her voice sounded small and somewhat frightened.

"We're going to make friends," Connie said. "We need to talk to people. Networking, the kind of thing
the good old boys do. Y ou don't want to have to face dl this crap aone now, do you?'

"If youthink so..."

There was something about Bestrice that Connie had found out rather quickly. Her exterior was hard and
willful asiron, but the moment someone stepped insde that shell, she was as soft and pligble assilly

putty.

They found Irisand Oliviatogether in the library. Connie had known that these two would be together
from smple eimination. Rule eight was hel pful that way. The doctor was under Duce's guard, everyone
else was down by the bar.

"Mind if wejoinyou?' Connie asked the pair. She walked in and took a chair without waiting for a
response.

"Hdloagan,” Irissad.

"Please don't give me the 'she's nuts look. It's getting kind of old.” Connie stood up and held out ahand
to Olivia "Weve not been introduced— realy— funny how weve been here six days and therere il
people who haven't been introduced face-to-face. Y ou're from Washington, right?'

Olivianodded. Shelooked asif she hadn't had any deep. She glanced over Connie's shoulder. "I'm Mrs.
Thomas Greenhart," Beatrice said. "'l don't redly know why I'm here—"

"Come on, Sourpuss,” Connie said. "Y ou're here because you're my friend, and | wouldn't think of going
off and doing this sort of thing without you. Have a seat, we might be hereawhile.”

Iriswas ill giving her the " crazy woman" look, but Connieignored it. "Now," Connie clapped her hands
together. "L et me guess. Y ou're both comparing notes on what happened to Susan Polk, and you've
cometo the conclusion that Tegeisfull of shit."

It was hard to tell if thelooksthey gave her were variants on the " crazy woman" look, or smply



expressons of surprise.

"Well, ladies," Connie proclamed. "I'm hereto tell you that if we don't get our act together, they are
going to seamroller over us.”

The meseting of Connie's quartet lasted most of the night.

* % %

The caculus of the rescue effort was frustrating. Team D, hiking through dense jungle, had gotten three
daysof daylight travel in, before they sent up the flares. The terrain was uneven, and dense with
vegetation. The butcher knivesthat Carlos had liberated from the kitchen were no substitute for a
machete, and while they found Team D'strail in the daylight, when night fdll, they lot it again.

It seemed almogt suicidally stupid to move at night, moon or no moon. But Carlos drove them both
mercilessly, stopping only for two breaks that |asted about an hour apiece. The motion was frantic,
obsessive. Quaid was having trouble deciding if they were running toward A. J. and the others, or if they
were running away from the hotel.

So, by the second morning, they had been hiking nonstop for over twenty-four hours, and maybe had
covered haf the distance. A lot of the progress they'd made in the night seemed to be lost in the time they
gpent searching for Team D's machete-hewn trail again in the daylight.

They found thetrail at aclearing in the jungle that had the remains of acampfire, asmdl pile of cansand
food wrappers, and cutsin some of the trees where they would have hung some makeshift shelters.

They stopped there, and Quaid collapsed on the soil next to the old campfire. He was exhausted. " Stop,”
he called out when it looked like Carl os was going to move on after making a cursory examination of the
clearing. "l need somerest.”

"Were gaining on them—"

"Carlos, we're making at least twice the time they did. We can afford arest. Wewon't be of help to
anyoneif we collgpse on the way there."

Carlosturned to look at him. For afew moments Quaid thought he would argue, but he could seethe
fatigue on Carlos face. If anything, he looked worse than Quaid felt.

Carlos unshouldered the backpack and sat down opposite the dead campfire from Quaid. Carloslooked
into the ashes and asked, "How close do you think we are?"

"Thisistheir second campsite. If they made the same time up the dope, hafway. If they moved dower,
we're closer.”

Carlos nodded and pulled a can out of his backpack. Spaghetti-O's. The doctor had packed canned
goods and bottled water, but it wasn't gourmet cuisine.

While he ate his Spaghetti-O's, Quaid opened acan of tunafor himsalf, wishing that Dr. Y anowitz had
thought to raid the spice rack— or had just put in asalt and pepper shaker. But Quaid was as ravenous
ashewastired, and thelack didn't dow him down at all.



"Carlos," he asked between mouthfuls. "What are we going to do when we find them?”

"l don't know."

"What do you mean, you don't know?"

Carlostossed hisempty caninto the ashes. "You think | had the timeto plan thisout in detail ?'
Quaid rubbed histemple; a headache was coming on. "Y ou don't know? That's just great. What if
someone's serioudy injured? We just have half-assed first aid kits. | only know of the one doctor— are
we going to take them back?'

"I don't know— There were helicopters, something, out here, too."

"Y ou want to bet that they're friendly?"

"What choice have we got?"

"Greset," Quaid grumbled.

"We can't make any decisons until wefind them.”

Quaid tossed his own can into the ashes and said, "l suppose not.”

* ok %

That night Quaid dreamed again about the mutating chesshoard.

Thistime he saw some of the black pieces before they descended. He recognized the knight as Duce. He
carried abanner that bore the logo of Alphomeg Enterprises.

Carlos prodded him awake.

Quaid opened hiseyes and saw astrip of night sky through the break in the trees above him. There was
something wrong about it, though.

"What?' Quaid muttered, Stting up.

"Look," Carlossad.

Quaid sat up. He could see what was wrong now. There was light coming from the east, toward the
mountain. It hit the tops of the trees around the clearing. He could hear it now, too, the sound of a
helicopter. It was a subsonic throbbing that seemed to sink into the ground around them.

"Dowerun,” Carlossad, "or try tosignd it?"

That was agood question. They didn't have any way to know if it was the people who had kidnapped



them, or if it was arescue party. He stood up and looked toward the light.

Quaid couldn't see the helicopter. Their view of the sky was too narrow from this clearing. It felt close
by, though. "Signaing it?" he asked, "Do we have any flares?'

Carlos shook his head. "These were only half-packed before the doctor was locked up, and | didn't have
achanceto go by the boathouse. That's where the flares were."

Thelight swept by the trees above them, and the noise began to fade. Carlos question seemed a moot
point. He didn't think the helicopter knew where they were, whether they wanted it to or not.

Aware of them or not, their visitor spurred Carlos on to resume their trek. It was predawn, the sky
barely lightening, and they were pushing out after A. J. and histeam.

Also, coincidentdly, they were heading in the direction the helicopter noises had come from.

After Quaid had shouldered his pack and they had both stepped off into the woods, he asked, "How do
we know when we reach the area where the flares went of f?"

"I was hoping for another pair to guide us—" Carlos looked skyward and shook his head. "If we don't
get that by the time we reach the foothills we can start doing a search pattern.”

"Maybe one of those helicopters picked them up.”
"| sort of hope s0."

Quaid nodded. There were anumber of other, less pleasant, reasons they would have stopped signaing.

* % %

They went another two hours before the sun actually tarted to rise. During that time they felt the first
angling of the ground toward the sky. Large rocks began to reach through the thick black soil, and the
trees began to move away from each other. The trees themsalves seemed to change character, becoming
thinner, coarser. The underbrush became less verdant, hugging close to the ground. Impassable terrain
became more common— most often asheer wall of earth that had shrugged itself out of the ground, to
face them with averticd serrated face.

Thefirst orange rays of dawn were beginning to reach them through the dappled shadows when they
caught sight of something. It wasvisible at a distance as a patch of sunlight that cut through the woods
ahead of them like aglowing dagger.

At firg Carlosthought it was ariver; since the greenhouse, the only signs of human habitation in this place
weretheremainsof A. J.'s campsites. He was about to say as much to Quaid. Quaid had stopped till,
facing thelight, unmoving.

Carlos stepped up next to him and redized that he was wrong.

Firg off, the clearing marked by the sunlight was above them, and running perpendicular to the dope of
theland. Common sensetold him that rivers didn't do that. Rivers aso made noise. Thisdidnt.



Carlosknew something that did hug a hillsde like that.
"A road," he whispered.
"I think s0," Quaid agreed.

Carlos hopes started to rise. Where there was aroad, there was civilization. There would be people
who could pull them out of thisbizarre Situation they found themselvesin.

Carlosran the rest of the way up the hillside. As he ssumbled through the underbrush, he pulled himsalf
up using an old stump that the architects of the road ahead must have cast aside when cutting their way

through.

Carlos broke through the woods and into the sunlight. He blinked and shaded his eyes. It was too bright
after spending so long shaded by the trees.

Theroad cameinto focus. A gravel track wide enough that he thought two cars might be able to pass
each other. Two ruts marked the center of the path, and he could see rdatively fresh tiretracksin the
mud.

Quad followed him. "I think we found it."

Carlos nodded. But he was fedling a vague unease. The same sort of anxiety that last night prompted the
question to hide or attract attention.

Quaid was waking down the center of the ruts. "This might not be the Ohio Turnpike. But it goes
somewhere—"

Carlos nodded. Yes, but... "Werelooking for A.J. and the rest of them."

"I know," Quaid turned around and shook his head. "But you admitted that we have no cluewhat to do if
we do find them." He kicked the tire track. "This road goes from A to B. Someone &t either A or B will
be able to help usfind them, and will be better prepared to deal with injuries.”

"Wedon't know that."

"I know that anyone's better prepared than we are right now." He looked up. "And they have helicopters.
They'll be ableto find them quicker.”

Carloswaked up to him and grabbed hisarm. "What if it'sthem?"
"Themwho?'

"Y ou know." Carlosfdt an empty pit in hisstomach. What if they're right? " Alphomeg, or whoever set up
that madhousein the hotel inthefirst place.

Quad sad, "Bullshit."

"Huh?" Carlos stepped back.



"Just what | said." Quaid spat on the ground. "Bullshit. Y ou know what | think? | think Tage, on
whatever murderous power fantasy he's on, has a vested interest in us believing that there are evil
'keepers out there."

"Thenwho set thisdl up?'

"I don't know, but every theory— the CIA, the Chinese, UFO's, God, the Devil, and Carniva Cruise
Lines— has all been just so much smoke blowing out of peopl€'s asses. We don't know, Carlos. And no
death we've suffered has areason that extends outside that damn hotel.” Quaid stepped up and grabbed
the strap on Carlos backpack, pulling him closer. "Now, by God, you have theright ingtincts. Thereare
peoplewho'rein trouble here. But if we start playing with peopl€'slives because we believe some hokum
someone pawned off on us, were no better than everyone who sat on their hands back there.”

Carlosfdt alittle ashamed, but that didn't make the uneasiness go away. He shrugged out of Quaid's
grip. "Okay," Carlos pointed down the road. "1 think that's the direction the helicopters were going.”

He started down without waiting for Quaid to catch up.

BOOK THREE:

ENDGAME
Twenty-third Move

They had been on theidand for nine days. The population of the hotel had dropped by haf. Ten left. Five
of them had decided that Tage Garnell was bad news.

For thefirst timein awhile, Doctor Y anowitz felt reason to be optimigtic. Irishad visited late the prior
day with, of dl people, Connie. They had spent most of the evening with him explaining how the quartet
of women, Olivia, Bestrice, Iris, and Connie, had become a unified block againgt the ascendancy of Tage
Garndl and hiscronies.

"It'show they operate,”" Connie had said. "First they make you fed like you're done, that you're the only
onewho can see what they're doing. They cut you off so you think if you so much as hint that they're out
there, the so-called normal peoplewill lock you up and cal you crazy. And they're the oneswho are
defining normal, and real, and reasonable, so even the ones who aren't them have to believe, haveto fit
in, go along, or they'rethe crazy ones, right?'

It was ameasure of how grave things had become when the textbook worldview of aborderline
paranoid schizophrenic was a cogent and reasonable interpretation of the situation they found themselves
in.

Somehow, Connie had brought these four disparate women together. Abe wasimpressed, especialy that
she had convinced Iristhat some sort of overt action was required. Outside, Iris seemed unflappable, but
Abe knew that she was deeply frightened. He suspected the reason sheld been attracted to him was
because she saw him as the only man here she could trust— or, less complimentary— he wasthe least
threatening man here.

Thismorning they were going to attempt a coup.



One moment Quaid was walking with Carlos down the jungle road. The next they were washed by a
demonic wind and deafened by athrumming roar above them. Quaid fdt his chest tighten asthe noise
resonated in the back of hisjaw.

The helicopter appeared with no warning from behind arise asif thrust up by the ground ahead of them.
Wind-torn foliage whipped toward them and small stones and grave bit into Quaid's skin. The damn
thing felt close enough for himto touchiit.

Carlosyelled againgt the wind and the noise of the engine. "Please, tell mewe aren't in deegp shit!™

Quaid squinted at their visitors. The helicopter wasn't black, it was more of agray-green color. It was
close enough to seetherivetsin its underbely, and the face of the pilot behind the windscreen. It filled the
strip of sky above the road ahead of them. Quaid hoped they didn't have intentions of landing that thing
here, the road was too narrow, wooded on both sides.

A voice, painfully loud and distorted by amplification, called down to them. "Put down the backpacks
and step away from them.”

"Say what?' Carlosydled at the helicopter.

Quaid was getting a bad feding from this, but he did as the voice asked. He shrugged out of the pack
and let it drop to the ground.

Carlosfollowed hislead, but he waslooking around asif he expected someone to jJump him at any
moment.

The PA cdled down to them again. " Put your hands behind your heads and step back to the center of the
road."

"Thisan't happening." Carlosdidn't yel thistime, and Quaid barely heard him. He had to keep hiseyes
ditted because of the dust the rotors kicked up.

In amoment Quaid could hear anew sound, another engine, closer to the ground.

A gray-green Hummer abruptly appeared over therise. It bounced over the hill and pulled to astop
twenty yards down the road from them, amost directly under the helicopter.

Four men got out of the vehiclein front of them, al dressed in Smilar khaki jumpsuits— auniform without
any markings or inggnia other than aname embroidered on the left breast. They dl carried rifles.

The PA above them told them to lie facedown on the ground.
That was too much for Carlos. He ran.
Before Quaid was aware of what he was doing, he was running after Carlos. He plowed into the jungle

behind Carlos. After the sunlit road, it was adark green shadow where he could barely see where he
was going.



"Please give yoursglves up. We cannot alow you to go.”
"Carlos," Quaid caled out. "Carlos, you dumb fuck! What do you think you're doing?'
Quaid'sonly answer wasthe PA telling him to give himsdf up.

Somewhere behind him he heard something suspicioudy like gunfire. He redoubled his efforts a running,
now concerned for more than just Carlos.

Theinevitable happened.

Quaid tripped over something in the shadows and fell facefirg, twisting his ankle. He had been running
fast enough that the bresth was knocked out of him. Helay there amoment, stunned, listening to the
sound of the helicopter and the tramp of feet close by in the woods.

"Carlos, damnit!" he cursed.
Quaid pushed himsdlf upright, using atree for balance.

It was amistake. Behind him, as he stood, he heard the crack of arifle, followed by adull impact in his
shoulder, like adedgehammer wrapped in cotton. He fell againgt the tree. Hisleft arm was numb and
wouldn't move.

Quaid reached up for the wound, expecting blood and aragged crater where his shoulder had been. But
his shoulder was dtill there, intact, asnumb ashisarm.

There was something sticking out of his shoulder. Quaid pulled it out. It took two or threetries. His good
hand seemed to be falling adeep, and hisfingers couldn't fed much of anything. He yanked the object
free

Hislegsrefused to support him anymore. Leaning against the tree, he started diding to the ground. He
blinked afew timesto focus on theitem in his hand. Hisvision was blurred, and he couldn't see what it
was. He shook his head. He wastired, and found it very frustrating that he couldn't see what thisthing
was.

Quaid's knees sank into the soil, and he couldn't feel his hand anymore. It had falen to the ground in front
of him. On his pam rested asmadl thing that resembled a hypodermic needle.

Hisbrain lost connection with the rest of his body. He didn't redlly notice that he had toppled over. He
couldn't manage to be too distressed at this. It was asif he were watching amovie. A boring movie at
that.

Quaid's awareness faded in and out, granting him more and more disconnected views of theworld
around him.

Three or four guys. Khaki uniformswithout inggnia. Carrying the wicked-looking rifle that must have shot
him. Taking without looking at each other, but Quaid couldn't hear them.

The Hummer on the road. Mud-covered, diesel smokestack, the rear converted to a canvas-covered



truck. Being strapped on a stretcher that they did into the back.

Carloslaying next to him staring blankly at the canvas above them. Quaid trying to say something. The
words coming out in low moans and drool.

Thefeding of the truck sopping. Siding them ot.

Glimpses of buildings, corrugated stedl, antennag, more people.
The Alphomeg logo spray-painted on a pile of wooden crates.
A long unbroken darkness.

* * %

They held the meeting after breskfast, as usud. Abe wondered how much of thetenson hefetin the
room wasreal, and how much was his surging adrenaine. When Jarl led him in, therewasn't any of the
usua chatter. The four women of the counterrevol ution were sitting in the back, and when Jarl walked
forward to Tage's coterie, he walked over to them.

Even Tage's group was subdued, asif they had some sense of what was coming.

Oliviawas whispering to Iris as Abe approached. "No, Frank isn't evil, once we say what's happening,
hell bewith us"

"I'm scared of what they'll do," Iriswhispered back.
"Well outnumber them," Oliviasaid.

When Abe walked up next to them, Tage got up on the stage and said, "There are afew items| think we
need to vote—"

Olivia Grossmann sucked in a breath and said, "No."

Everyonein thefront of the ballroom looked in her direction. Abe thought he saw surprisein Jarl's eyes
and Duce's. Frank and Ericalooked confused, asif they'd been caught unaware by the schism. Tage, of
al of them, looked unsurprised and unmoved. He smply said, "Mrs. Grossmann, you have some sort of
objection?'

Abe stood up next to her, "Yes, we do."

"We?Which ‘we isthis?'

Connie stood up next to Olivia. Iristook Abe's hand and stood next to him. Last to rise was Begtrice
Greenhart.

"And your problem iswhat?' Tage asked.

"It'syou,” Connie said. "What you've been doing, to us, to this game, to everything—"



Jarl stood up. He was scowling. "Y ou don't have to take this shit—"
Frank stepped in from his position, done at the far sde of the stage, "No, Jarl, let them talk."
Tage nodded. "Yes, | want to hear aswell, snce they voted meinto this position.”

"A vote that was rushed, with no real debate," Abe said. "Y ou've made the pretense of being reasonable,
while a the same time you've been demagoguing theissue of the 'keepers as bad as Erica—"

"Therésno cdl to beinaulting,” Ericasaid. ™Y ou have no right—"
"Abe hasevery right,” Irissaid. "That man—" She pointed a Tage, and her voice caught.

"— avote," Abe continued, "that you called because you knew that the people you didn't havein your
camp were panicked and disorganized and prone to vote with what they saw as the mgjority."

Tage shook hishead. "Y ou're merely making the argument that aleader was necessary. Areyou al
objecting because | was agood politician?"

"No," Beatrice said, for the first time. Her voice was strained and very subdued. "It's because youre a
murderer.”

"That's enough,” Jarl stepped forward. Frank put ahand on his chest and pushed him down into his chair.
"Sit down," Frank said, "and shut up.”

"The crazy bitch's catching,” Duce said, but the words seemed forced to Abe.

"Do you know what you're saying?' Erica demanded. She was shaking her head. "It's our keepers.”

"He's our keeper,” Connie accused, pointing a Tage. "He left the greenhouse to go dit Oyler'sthroat.
Henry was about to figure it out, maybe he did, and he had to die—"

"And who killed Susan?' Tage asked. "When she was being killed, | was down here with Frank and
Erica—"

"Shekilled hersdf," Abesaid. "And you know that. She was behind you— | think she might have been
pretty closeto you. That was why she came to you with Henry's suspicions. What did the note say? That
she couldn't live with her role in Henry's degth, or that she couldn't live with having been involved with
you?'

"Interesting theory, but there wasn't any note—"

"Jarl took it, and the knivesthat dit her wrists. The water made theink run. | saw the stainsit left when |
examined the body."

Tage nodded. "I suppose this does cdl for avote—"

Olivia stepped forward. "We're not playing the game anymore. Thisisred.” Sheturned to Frank. "We
have to lock him up before anyone € se gets hurt.”



Tage was waking aong the side of the stage, looking at the knot of his supporters. "We're proposing to
relieve me of duty and place mein custody. Who's against the proposal ?'

Abe stepped forward. "Thisisn't accomplishing anything. Thisisn't agame anymore. It never was. No,
please, let'sdo thisquietly.”

Jarl, Duce, and Ericaraised their hands. Tage did aswell, and turned toward Frank. "Wdll, Frank, how
many votesisthat?

Frank looked a him asif the man had just gone insane. He shook hishead. "Tage," he said. "That's not
the issue here— Arethey right?

"Count the votes, Frank." Tage's voice had become cold and hard. "It's your job. Y ou don't want to
forfet, do you?'

"Jesus Chrigt, man,” Frank said. "These people are accusing you of killing two people. Did you do it?"
Frank took a couple of steps toward the stage.

"Thevote," Tagesad.

Abelooked at Tage and felt afirm certainty in the pit of his ssomach. The man wasinsane.

Frank mounted the stage and grabbed Tage'sjacket. "Deny it, you smarmy little twerp!"

Frank was abull of aman, and seemed to tower over the smaler form of Tage Garnell. Tegeraised his
arms and took a step to the side. Suddenly, Frank was on his knees and Tage was behind him, holding
his arm up between his shoulder blades.

Abetook astep forward, but Jarl and Duce stood up and put themsel ves between Abe and the stage.
It wasn't supposed to go likethis.

"Thevote." Tage said quietly, and jerked upward.

Abe heard the sickening pop as Frank's shoulder didocated. "Oh, God!" Frank's voice came out in alow
moan.

"Count."
"Bastard. Know, yoursdf. Six."
"What wasthat?' Tage asked.

Frank's face was white and sweat gleamed on his skin. He was hyperventilating and his body wastilted,
50 it seemed he was only supported by Tage's grip on his didocated arm.

"Six. Votes Agang.”



"Good," Tage said, and lowered the arm. "Wasthat so hard? For?”

For along time no one moved.

"For?' Tage repeated.

"Count. Your. Own. Votes."

Tagejerked and Frank groaned. Begtrice ran forward and yelled, "Stop it!"
"Vote, then," Tagesad.

Stared down by Tage, the rest of them voted.

"How many?' Tage asked.

"Six. For." Frank said, counting hisown vote.

Tage nodded. "With atie vote, the measure fails." Abe started waking toward the stage, but Jarl
grabbed hisarm.

"We're not done here," Tage said. In front of him, Frank appeared to be on the verge of
unconsciousness. "Frank's job talying votes seemsto be taking atoll on him. He put a measure on the
table that | become the vote counter.”

Oliviawaked forward. " Stop this. Thisis pointless.”

"Frank's given hisvote for, haven't you?'

Frank groaned.

"For?' Tage asked.

"Yes" Oliviasad, "if it will make you stop torturing him."

There was a chorus of agreement. For Abe'sineffectua group of revolutionaries, the spectacle of seeing
Frank brutalized seemed to make any point about the Game seem trivid. No one was willing to deny
Tage such apointlessissueif it meant held let go of Frank.

"That's unanimous, isn't it, Frank?"

"Yes" Frank gasped, barely choking the word out.

"Thank you," Tage said. Then he reached his free arm around Frank's neck and grabbed his chin. He
pulled, and there was a sickening crack.

Theroom fell slent as Frank did lifedlessto the stage.

"No," Connie whispered.



Oliviaand Abetried to rush the stage at the same time. Jarl managed to twist him and he dammed face
firg into the ballroom floor. He heard Iris scream something. There were the sounds of astruggle.

Tage called out, hisvoice echoing through the space. "There's one last issue, and please don't make me
forceit."

Abe craned his neck up to see him. He had Oliviain a headlock, and was pushing her head forward. She
was struggling, but she couldn't break hisgrip. Oh, God...

"Now al thisvoting isbecoming tiresome," Tage said. "'l propose we get rid of it entirely. Infavor?'
The Game, what isall this about this Game that he's following the rules even now?

"That's me and Duce and Jarl for.” Tage looked down at Erica, over Olivias head. Olivids struggles
were becoming weeker.

Ericawas done at the foot of the stage below Tage and Olivia. "Now," Tage said, "do you want to go
againgt me now that the 'keepers are at our threshold?”

Ericalooked as white as Frank's corpse. Something inside made Abe yell, "Erica, no!"
But she had aready raised ashaky hand. "Six votesfor,” Tage sad. "Do the five remaining playersvote
agangt?' A sick amile crossed Tage'sface ashe said, "1'll take the Silence as an affirmative? Any

objections?’

Thebalroom wasslent.
Twenty-fourth Move

"Fuck," Quaid muttered as he cameto his senses.
Whatever they had doped him with left him with aworse hangover than afifth of Southern Comfort. His
head was throbbing, asif hisbrain was awounded animad that wastrying to claw itsway out of his skull

s0it could find someplace dark and quiet to die.

He opened hiseyes adlit, expecting to be assaulted by the light. To hisrdlief, he waslying doneinthe
darkness.

Quaid was sprawled on a hard, uncomfortable cot that sat along one side of asmall, square room. The
wallswere plywood, and the roof was corrugated stedl. There was one fluorescent light fixture, currently
unlit. Therewas no window in thisroom, so he had no ideaif it was day or night.

It took him awhileto gather the strength to it upright.

"Chrigt," he muttered, "Even sober, everything you do turnsto shit."

He hoped Carloswas dl right.

What possessed him to run? What possessed me to chase him? Neither of them had been in any shape

to outrun anyone, not after nearly forty-eight hours of dmaost continual hiking. The musclesin hisarms
and legs throbbed to let him know just how badly he had abused them.



Quaid curled up on the cot and waited for the pain to go away.
It didn't go away, not completely.

Heimagined Iris Traxler's voice telling him what alousy bastard he was for taking the luxury of feding
sorry for himsdif.

It was a bad habit from his drinking days— perhaps more accurately, from his end-of-drinking days— to
alow sdf-loathing to pardyze him. He had goneinto AA convinced he was the most worthless, most
pathetic drunk ever to crosstheir threshold....

"Get agrip Quaid," he ordered himsdlf sternly, rubbing the throbbing out of histemples. "Following the
road wasn't amistake. It might have turned out wrong, but it wasn't amistake.”

It waant.

Quaid kept telling himsdlf that. It had been the only sane thing to do, whatever the risks might have been.
All the risks they knew had been manufactured by a bunch of confused peopletrying to explain aninsane
gtugtion.

Quaid sat up again, and tried to stand. Hislegs were wesk benesth him, but they supported hisweight.
Hefound alight switch, shaded his eyes, and turned on thelights.

The tubesflickered a couple of times before coming on with an ominous hum. He blinked afew times,
getting a better ook at his surroundings.

The cot looked like it had felt. Heavy, meta and hard. The walls were whitewashed plywood. Thefloor
unpainted plywood. He felt asif he werein ashipping crate. There was afolding meta table next to the
bed. On it sat atin cup and ameta pitcher. He used it to pour himsalf aglass of water to wash the fuzz

out of hismouth.

The door opened behind him. He turned around to face apair of guysin the nonuniform uniforms. "If
you're ready, we'd like you to come with us, Sir."

They took him outside, which gave him hisfirst lucid view of where hewas.

Midday sun was besting down on them now. Heet ripples gave everything a shimmering, otherworldly
qudity. He walked through the center of acluster of buildings. Some of the structures appeared old, and
might have dated from World War 1. There were severd buildings of plywood and corrugated sted, like
the one he had emerged from. There were aso afew buildings of whitewashed cinderblock acrossa
courtyard of crushed white gravel.

Quaid saw severd Hummers parked here and there. Away from the buildings, in a clearing torn from the
jungle, squatted a gray-green helicopter that had the yellow logo of Alphomeg Entertainment onitsside.

They led him into one of the larger cinderblock buildings, one that had anest of antennae and a satellite
dish on theroof. The door did aside, and he felt awash of coolness. He redlized how much he had
missed centra air-conditioning.



They led him through alarge room that took up most of thefirst floor. The place wasfilled with desks
piled with computers, radio equipment, and video monitors.

Quaid caught sight of anumber of screens which showed views of the hotel. Some even seemed to be
tracking individuas. He didn't get much chance to stare. They pushed him through to an officein the
back.

They sat him down facing along mahogany desk. Carlos was here dready, Stting in the other chair facing
the desk. Quaid'stwo khaki companions left, closing the door. He turned to Carlos and asked, "How're

you doing?"
"Not so gredt..." His speech was durred, asif he was ill partly drugged.

Quaid didn't have the time to get any more details because the door on the other side of the desk
opened. A tall, ederly man stepped out. He had athin face, a hawkish nose, and the eyes of a predator.
Hishair was slver-gray and he wore awhite suit and atie that was the purple-crimson shade of blood
that was just starting to clot.

"Welcome, gentlemen. | am Angelo Diomedes, owner of Alphomeg Entertainment.” He sat down in the
leather office chair on the other side of the desk. He folded his handsin front of him and leaned forward,
amiling dightly. "Y ou probably don't remember me."

* % %

Connie could still picture Frank, unmoving, on the stage. She had never seen someone die before. And
despite events during this game, she'd never seen adead body before. It had been such a shock, that it
wasn't until Jarl and Tage had been dragging them out of the ballroom that she'd redlized what had

happened.
They were going towin.

She amost choked on the thought. The only consolation was the fact that she wasn't going to become
one of them in the process.

It seemed small comfort now, confined in ahotel room with Iris, Bestrice, and an uncomprehending Erica
Urquort.

"What are they doing with Abe?" Iriswhispered. It was probably the eighth time she had asked that
question.

Connie stood by the window. Jarl had nailed it shut, leaving the room sweltering, even with the ceiling fan
spinning above them. "1 don't know what they're doing,” Connie said. "1've never known what they're
doing."

"It doesn't make sense,” Beatrice ingsted. "No oneis making any sense.”
Connie glanced at Erica. The old woman seemed to have collapsed. She hadn't said aword since they'd

been locked in here. Connie could imagine. It wasn't pleasant to think that you'd played into their hands,
and had apart in something evil. Susan Polk had certainly felt that way.



Connie wasfedling that way right now.

| can't fight them. I've known that most of my adult life. What made me try now? Did | think I'd win
smply because some people actudly believed me? Understood me?

She had been afool, and her foolishness had gotten Frank killed.

Bestrice shook her head and rubbed her hands over the top of her unwrinkled skirt. "What are we going
todo?

Connielooked out the window and saw an ominous darkness on the horizon that mirrored perfectly her
sense of impending doom. "I don't know." She knew in her gut that they were finished with them.
Whatever usefulness this collection of people had borne for them was exhausted. Any moment now there
was going to be aknock on the door—

Asif in response to her thought, the doorknob rattled.

"Jarl?" Iris caled out. Jarl Theodore had been the one guarding the door when Tage had thrown themin
here. Not that aguard was necessary, Tage had Abe and Oliviaas hostages to their good behavior.

"Ladies" Tage Garnell said asthe door swung open. He was done, and for afew moments Conniefelt
the urge to attack him, just grab something and lesp swinging at the man'sface. Images of Frank and
Oliviaflashed through her mind.

For Iris, theimpulse was alittle farther than mere thoughts. ™Y ou bastard—" she said as she grabbed for
him. The words were brought short by a grunt as Tage grabbed the approaching arm and twisted.

"Not agood idea, Miss Traxler." Hehed her arm, wrist twisted upward, until Iris incredibly long legs
buckled under the effort of holding hersdlf upright. Tage held her amoment more, asif for emphasis.
Then helet her go. "Y our friend the doctor isaive. Don't make me change my mind."

Connie wrapped her armstightly around herself. The man's aspect hadn't changed one bit. He till was
the same man who had brought them all together thefirst day. A little short, wearing an expensivelooking
black shirt and pants, and glasses that werelittle gold rectangles.

It was a sickening thought that the physica manifestation of such evil could be so mundane.

"Change your mind?" Conni€'s voice caught on the words. Her throat was trying to congtrict around
them. "Aren't you going to finish us off?*

"Finishyou off?' Heactualy said it asif he didn't know what he meant.

"Like Oyler," Connie said. "Like Henry—" She could amost fed the blade across her own throat as she
sdit.

"Why would | do that now?" Tage asked. "After I've won the game?”'

* % %

Carlos shook his head. His brain was gtill fogged by their drugs. Next to him, Quaid stood up, ydlling,



"Yourebehind dl this?'
Quaid's voice made Carlos head throb.
"Y ou engineered thisinsanity? This goddamned Game?'

Carlos rubbed hisforehead. Thiswasthe bastard behind it al, that was one thing that was sinking into his
fogged brain.

Diomedes was leaning back in his chair. Carlosraised his head to get agood view of the man. He was

old, with skin ridged and knotted like awesthered piece of driftwood. The outburst from Quaid did not
seemto move him.

"Let meassureyou,”" Diomedes said, "you agreed to thisinsanity, gentlemen.”

"Agreed?' Quaid shouted. It looked asif he was about to leap across the desk. Carlos put ahand on his
arm to restrain him. He kept thinking about the room full of men outside. This man wouldn't be half as
assured if there wasn't adequate security in this place.

They didn't need asquad of the khaki-clad tough guys storming through the door right now.

"Yes," Diomedessad. "Agreed.”

The old man reached into a drawer next to him and pulled out two fat folders and laid them on the desk
infront of him. "It would take afew hoursto go over the minutiae of these papers. The agreements are

quitelengthy.”

Carlos could see his name and Quaid's on the labels. Quaid reached over and grabbed his. He started
pulling papers out of the thick folder, looking at the long, legd-szed pages with narrowed eyes.

"All twenty of you signed contracts with Alphomeg Entertainment to be participantsin agame. A unique
game." Diomedes nodded dightly toward the foldersin front of him. "A condition of this agreement was
preparatory psychologica conditioning to remove your memories of the agreement, and of Alphomeg
Entertainment.”

Quaid looked up from the papers. Hisvoice had ahard edgeto it. "Pardon me, Mr. Diomedes, if | don't
believethat | would willingly part with afew months of my memory."

Carlosfdt an empty holein hisgut. "1 don't know many people who would.” But even as he agreed with
Quaid, he had the sick sense that Diomedes was tlling them the truth.

"Perhaps," Diomedes said, "you'll understand better if you knew what motivated you?"!
"That would beagart,” Quaid sad.
"Y our feefor your participation,” Diomedes said, "amounts to two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

Quaid dropped the folder in his hands. Its contents scattered on the floor by Carlos feet. Carlos stared
a Diomedes—



— aflash of memory, corporate office, Alphomeg logo hovering over the desk, some flunky explaining
details, nodding, thinking, aquarter mil cash would findly get him out of debt, own the shop free and
clear, dl he had to do, play agame—

"A quarter million," Diomedes repested. "Win or lose.”

* % %

Iriswas il cradling her wrist, but her voice was hard. "Thereésno game,” she said. "It'sbeen you dl
along. No keepers, no watchers, no evil presence detecting aforfeit. Just your own insanelittle
maenipulaions”

Tage actudly smiled. He turned and stepped across the threshol d.

Connie thought that he might close the door and leave with no explanation at al. But, instead, he whedled
aroom-service cart into the room. It was piled with food from the kitchen. "I came down hereto bring
you dinner." He glanced down at the cart. "Probably breakfast and lunch aswell. | don't think were
going to cross paths again.”

"Going somewhere?’ Irissaid. "It better be far away.”

Tage smiled and shook hishead. "Likel sad, the Gameis over—"

"Therésno game!”

Tage squatted to look Irisin the eyes. "Oh, thereisa Game. The ultimate, purest game—"

"Why?" The voice of EricaUrquort wassmall and dry.

Tage looked down at her. "Why?"

Connie shook her head. " She wants to know why you betrayed her."

"Such aloyd dly?' Tage stood up. "Despite her belief in the Game, | doubted that her commitment
would extend toward what was necessary to win."

"What isthe Game?' Connie asked. "What the hdll have you won?'

Tage rubbed hischin. "Y ou, | don't owe any explanations." He turned to face Erica. "Erica, though. Y ou
should know who the keepers were, what the Game actudly is.”

* % %

It began over acentury ago, aprivate club for young men with ivy league educations, too much money,
and too much time. A private retreat that grew the Game as an exercise in socid dynamics. The members
would isolate themsdlves from the world, and create their own unique society from scratch. The"games'
could last for weeks, and "winning" became a badge of honor among the group.

Asyears passed, the members of this exclusive club began to find that prior experience with the game
eventudly contaminated the experience. Players would repeat "moves' that worked beforehand, the



same problems would come up— voting, ties, adjudicating disputes— and would be resolved in the
same way. The games, once unique, began to look alike.

That was when the members decided that they should recruit new players each time. The players
recaeived anomind fee, and the club had the opportunity to watch as afresh game unfolded each time.
No longer playing the game, the men who'd founded it did the next best thing. They began wagering.

Old money gave way to new, and the membership in the club expanded. After World War |1, the
number of people with interest in the game, and the amount of money being wagered, led to the creation
of animpartia third-party organization, Alphomeg, to administer the games, the rules, and— by now,
most important— the wagering.

By theturn of the Century, Alphomeg Entertainment had become avery profitable enterprise.

Now, Alphomeg Entertainment selected their players from amassive database pool accumulated from
public records, mailing lists, and overt solicitation. To be congdered, the players had to fulfill two smple
criteria. None of them could know any of the others, even by reputation, and none could have any
knowledge of Alphomeg Entertainment, the Game, or the people behind it.

The criteriaassured the purity of the Game, and— increasingly important— confidence in the fairness of
the outcome. Enough was riding on each gamethat it was crucid that Alphomeg could assure that none
of the playerswould have their gameplay unduly influenced by externd factors.

For that reason, after confidentiality agreements were signed, and secrecy was assured, and the player
had agreed to participate, Alphomeg introduced a new wrinkle to the old game, the amnesia. It provided
extrainsurance againg outside influence, and created the assurance of the "purity” that the first players
had asagod. No player would have prior knowledge of Alphomeg, or of the Game. All they knew
would be what was given them on arrival.

"A gnglerule sheet?' Quaid said. "That's adequate explanation?’

Carloswasthinking, It wasinsane. It was agame, al someone's damn game.

"No, of course not,” said Diomedes. "It was one of several papers giving everyone an equa
background.”

"Likehdl," Quaid said. "Y ou're watching, you know we got no such thing—"
"Because," Diomedes said, "Mr. Garnell systematicaly removed them.”
"Good lord, what's the point of it?" Carlos couldn't believe ill, that it wasjust agame.

"Thosewho win," Diomedes said, "Receive something substantialy more than the quarter million due you
for participating.”

"Likewhat?' Carlos asked.
"Anequd share of twenty-five million."

Carlos was dumbfounded. "Thiswhole place, it'sjust for this— Game?"



"Anidand purchased from the British Commonwedth in 1948. It had the hotel and—"
"What do you mean, Tage removed them?' Quaid asked.

Diomedes cleared histhroat. "I'm afraid Mr. Garnell emptied your orientation packets of everything but
theinitid Rulesa.”

"What?' Carlosfdt asif hewere haf abeat behind. He was il getting ahandle on what Alphomeg was.
"I'm here mysdlf, in fact, to dedl with some of theirregularitiesthat have occurred in this particular game.”
"Irregularities?' Quaid asked increduloudy. "There are people dying back there."

Diomedes facetook on agrim cast. "I am quite aware of everything that has happened since the Game
began. Much of it isunfortunate." He waved awrinkled folder at the folder that was till in the desk.
"Everyone sgned awaiver acknowledging that the Game was potentialy dangerous—"

Quaid gtood. "That's bullshit.”

Carlos stood up next to Quaid and put a hand on his shoulder. "He'sright there, man. | don't remember
what you told usthen, but by God | swesar that you didn't warn anyone about getting their throat dit.”

"Sit down, both of you. What's doneisdone." Diomedes steepled hisfingersin front of him. "We have
made the decision to alow the Gameto play out, without interference.”

"Pardon me," Quaid said, "but one of your playersiskilling people.”

Diomedes nodded. "A grave Stuation, but we will not interfere in the players actions until the Gameis
resolved. Nothing Mr. Garndl has done is outside the theoretical limits of the Game—"

"You'rejust going to let him—" Quaid started to say. Then his hands clenched. "How muchisit?"

Diomedes stared. His expression was till unmoved. He didn't answer, perhaps deliberately not
understanding Quaid's question.

Quaid dammed his hands on the desk and leaned in toward Diomedes. "How much money isriding on
this one Game?'

"I'm not authorized to reved that."

"Come on— | bet you're setting some sort of record for thisone. Y our rich folks are probably getting of f
on the bloodlust. Anyone start a pool on who's next to die?!

"That's enough—" Diomedesfindly let some anger show. Thelip turned in asneer and he dmost spat.
"Stdown."

Quaid sank back down. Carlosfollowed hislead.

"Please do not dlow the courtesy of my meeting with you to give you the impression that you are entitled



to any judtification. Y ou were advised about the Situation before you agreed to participate. Anything isin
bounds until established otherwise by the rules, and there will be no interference until the Gameis over
and awinner isdecided.” He stood. "I permitted some liberty because of the state of your memory, buit |
have no more patience.”

The door behind them opened and a quartet of khaki-clad security goons flanked Quaid and Carlos.
"Bethankful," Diomedes said, "the adjudication committee ruled that you two are still participantsin the
Game, even though you left the geographic boundaries of the play area. Y ou're dtill entitled to your fee,
and any winnings." Hefolded hisarms. "However, now that you are here, it is my decison what to do
with you. Letting you back into the field will be tantamount to alowing externd interferenceinto the
Game, so | will have you taken off theidand.”

"Chrigt," Carlos said, "what about A. J.?"

Diomedes shook his head and waved hishand in adismissve gesture.

Carlos stood up, and his escort grabbed hisarms. "Externd interference? What the hell was Oyler?”
Diomedes turned and | eft the room.

Carlos called out to him, "What about Coombs? Does the name Steven Coombsring abe |7

The door shut behind Diomedes, and the khaki guards hustled them out of the office.

* % %

They were shut in another room, this one wasin another cinder-block building with ar-conditioning. This
place had apair of beds, ateevison, and a bathroom.

Oncethey were done, Quaid turned to Carlos and asked, "Who the hell is Steven Coombs?”
"Oyle."
"What?'

Carlostold him about what he and Y anowitz had found. Steven Coombs, investigative journdist. Late of
the Atlantic City underbdly.

It made sense to Quaid. Coombs heard about Alphomeg somehow, and managed to replace one of their
recruits, Oyler. He doubted that Diomedes mourned hisloss.

But why was he killed?
"Hesnot going after A. J" Carlossaid.

"I know, 'no outside interference.

"So, what do we do?"



"lwish| knew."

* * %

There was nothing much |eft for either of them to do but clean up and wait for their escort off theidand.

Carlosfel adegp dmost ingtantaneoudy, but Quaid, while exhausted, couldn't even close hiseyes. Helay
back on his cot and stared at the ceiling as afternoon dimmed.

Two hundred fifty thousand dollars.

It wasn't an amount that real people dedlt with. Not all at once. The enormity of it had taken awhileto
gankin.

All he had to do waswalk away, and it was his. It was more than enough to rebuild the life that his
drinking had destroyed. Enough so he could stop treading water, pay off his debts. What did he owe
anyone, to give that up?

What did he owe anyone, to go through any more of this?
"Sometests belong to the Devil," he whispered.

Perhaps he had spent so much of hislife seeking the easy way out that he knew it for what it was.
Anocther rationdization. Thistime without even the excuse of the drinking to hang his mistakes on.

If he went along now, it would be an order of magnitude worse than any of his drunken screwups. It
would be a conscious decision to accept evil. Doing nothing would be as bad asif he had wielded the
knife himsdf.

He had no illusions. He knew what he was capable of, and what he was likely to accomplish. He didn't
know how far Alphomeg, or its employees might go, but he had a pretty good idea how far Tage would

go.

The best outcome was probably hisfailure and the forfeit of the quarter million that Diomedes said was
due him. More likely, he was going to end up as dead as Steven Coombs.

However, something about making that choice, in the face of everything, brought him ameasure of
peace. He wasn't frightened anymore, or angry at himsalf. Hewasn't cursing al the bad decisons or
mistakesthat had led him to this point. All that was left was to figure out what he was going to do.
Twenty-fifth Move

The evening turned gray-black, lit by the occasiond blue-white flash. Quaid was till awake, thinking.

A storm was coming, and they were going to want to evacuate Quaid and Carlos as soon as possible.
Quaid didn't think Mr. Diomedes would be comfortable with them ditting the weeather out here. The two
of them were potentid disruptionsto the Game.

The concern wasn't unfounded; Quaid had his own plans about disrupting the Game. Most especidly,
Tage'srolein this manufactured redlity. But first he had to get away from thisplace, getto A. J. and
TeamD.



From thelooks of the clouds, they were going to fly out at dusk. Quaid expected that Alphomeg must
make a habit of night flying to be as circumspect as possible, using lights only when necessary.

S0 he had until dusk.

What then?

Alphomeg wastresting them like willing players, but Quaid doubted thet they were very trugting. Even if
the Game hadn't resulted in a cascade of deaths, enough money was a stake here that standard
operating procedure would require a healthy suspicion of the players.

They weren't going to be naive about security, and Quaid wasn't going to get away with snagging any
obvious wegpon from thisroom, especidly since they were probably under video surveillance.

However, Quaid knew from long bouts of hiding the extent of his drinking, paranoiawas atwo-way
street. Whileit can keep you safe from red dangers— in Quaid's case the inevitable danger of the world
finding out what alush he had been, in Alphomeg the danger of their precious Game being corrupted— it
madeit very easy to see danger in logically improbable places.

What Quaid needed was athreat of aweapon. No matter how closaly watched he was, how impossible
the threst might be, their own paranoiawould make the threat credible.

He needed an unobtrusive wegpon. Something that no one would either realize was missing, or wouldn't
figure out the Sgnificance of.

Theideathat cameto him was so ridiculous that it would probably be missed by any sane person
watching them.

Quaid sat up, and Carlos mumbled something and turned to face him. When he stood up, Carlos
muttered, "Where you going?'

"Bathroom. Get somered.”
"Uh-huh," Carlos said, and closed hiseyes.

Quaid looked at him for amoment. Strangdly, hefdt asif he was getting his second wind himsdf. He
could still fed fatiguein hismuscles but it was adistant thing. He didn't feel tired anymore.

Maybe the decision to do something helped.

Quaid stepped into the bathroom to fetch his diabolical instrument. 1t took him awhileto do it, moving
his hands to hide what he was doing. He sat on the john the whole time, hoping that the bathroom wasn't
wired for video. As he got up, he sat the toilet paper on the sink in a gesture he hoped was completely
natural, just in case someone was watching.

Quaid returned to bed with the diabolical device safely in his pocket.

* * %



In the darkness, before they came for them, Quaid whispered, "Carlos?!

Carloswas haf-adeep, the fatigue of the last few days was a suffocating pressure on his eyes and on the
back of hisskull. He mumbled aresponse. "Y eah?'

"Y ou've done al anyone can expect of you dready,” Quaid told him. "Just remember that.”

"Uh-huh." Carlosraised hispamsto his eyes and tried to press the deep from them. What you're saying
iswedid our best and royally screwed everything up. The sentiment did little to make Carlosfed better.
After afew moments, Carlossaid, "I don't know why | ran.”

Carlos heard Quaid turn on hisside. He didn't look in Quaid's direction. He knew what Quaid was
probably thinking. It wastimeto cut their [osses. They'd made it to civilization, they did what they could
to bring help....

"What?'

"I've been going over it in my head," Carlos said, unsure why he was confessing. It was such aminor
point, asif anything since would have changed if he hadn't run. "1 don't know why. Sure | was scared, but
| was moving before | thought about it."

"Itsdl right.”

"No!" Carlosdammed hisfist on the bed, angry at himsalf for running, for joining thisdamn gamein the
first place, for lying here unable to do anything but | et these bastards ferry them back to redl lifewhile
otherswere mired in thisinsanity. Carlosturned to look at Quaid. The guy till wore his glasses and they
threw reflections from the window back at Carlos. Quaid had blind white holesfor eyes.

Carlos sucked in abreath and said, quietly, "It was adamn fool thing that could've gotten us both
killed— dl of thiswas. I'm sorry."

"You don't need to."

"Yes, | do, and another thing—"

mWhat?"

"I meant it when | said you're the only one of the whole sorry bunch | trusted.”

* % %

When the door opened, Carlos looked at Quaid. Quaid was staring at the pair of men in khaki who
came into the room, and Carlos noticed hisright hand move toward his pocket, and then stop.

The men announced that their flight was|eaving in fifteen minutes.

Carlos watched Quaid, who seemed more nervous than the occasion called for. He wondered if their
vigtors noticed it, too.

What are you thinking, Quaid?



If it was escape, Carlos wondered how in the hell he was planning to do it. They were camped in the
middle of asmal army— an army that probably had more than tranquilizer darts at their disposal.

The pair led Quaid and Carlos out into the night.

The sky was black, completely. No stars, no moon, just athick blanket of cloud cover. The air was
heavy and humid, and ominoudly till. Carlos could fed the coming stormin hisjoints, apressure that was
just becoming an ache.

In the distance, toward the ocean, the undersides of the clouds rippled with blue flashes of lightning, and
thunder was a congtant background rumble.

Again, asthey walked toward the helicopter, Carlos glanced at Quaid and saw his hand reaching for his
pocket. In the dim light, Carlos thought he saw something, abulge.

What have you got there?

The clearing with the helicopter was set far back from the buildings. They waked down a path that
passed by most of the complex. Carlos saw people moving crates into the buildings and rolling sted!
shutters down over the windows. It looked like they expected ahdl of astorm.

When they reached the helicopter, their escort did the door aside and waved them into alarge areafor
cargo, dung with empty webbing. One of the khaki-clad men stepped inside and swung asmal bench
down fromthewall.

"Sitdown," hetold them. "I'll hepyou strap in."

A flash of lightning blue-lit theinterior of the helicopter and for afraction of a second, Carlos saw an
expression on Quaid's face that |ooked like panic. For amoment he thought Quaid might run for it.

Then the flash was gone and he sat next to Carlos, alowing the khaki man to pull webbing down over
both of his shoulders. Both straps buckled into the center of aregular 1ap belt. Then he did the samefor
Carlos.

"Now to releaseit,” the guy said to both of them, "just hit it here." He indicated ared button on the
buckle. Once he received nods of understanding from Carlos and Quaid, he left the helicopter and did
the door shut.

Carlos heard the pilot talking on the radio, and the engine began to whine. He looked over to Quaid and
saw him finally put his hand dl theway in his pocket, fumbling around the sirgps. Then, heturned to face
Carlosand said, "If you don't want to go through thiswith me, theréstimeto bail now."

Carlos thought was, What kind of crazy stunt are you about to pull? He said, "Whatever you're planning
on, count mein." At this point in the choice between doing something and doing nothing, Carlos
self-regpect was riding on something.

Carlos watched as Quaid pulled something cylindrica out of his pocket.

Isthat what | think it is?



Carlosdidn't know whether to laugh, or take Quaid's advice and bail. Quaid held in his hands the
spring-loaded shaft from atoilet paper dispenser. Asthe engines gained in pitch, Quaid pulled it apart.
The cheagp plastic snapped, any sound lost under the roar of the rotors. The two haves did aside, spilling
ashort black spring onto the floor.

Quaid pocketed the wider half, and gripped the narrower hdf in his hand.

Carlos stared dumbfounded as Quaid hit the release and hisrestraintsfell away. He stood up, armed only
with a cheap tube of pladtic.

| don't believe he'sdoing this.

Quaid looked at Carlos and nodded to the door. He must have read Carlos bewildered expression.
Saying wordlessy, Theréstimeto ball.

Carlos didn't move, and he didn't know if it was because he trusted Quaid, or because of aperverse
curiosity about what he was going to do next.

Carlos shook his head.

The floor shifted under Carlos feet. Quaid hung onto strapping in the wall asthey became airborne.
Oncethey'd been doft about haf aminute— an agonizingly dow haf minute— Quaid jumped into the
cockpit and rammed the plastic tube into the pilot's Sde, right over the kidney.

Carlosadmogt felt sympathy for the pilot. Quaid had jammed it hard.

Carlos could see what Quaid intended now, and Carlos hoped that Quaid's hand was enough out of the
pilot'sline of Sght, and pressing through enough layers of fabric, to keep the pilot from calling Quaid's
bluff.

"Don't move!" Quad ydled. "Don't even fucking bregthe.”

"Whet the hel!" The pilot made amove toward the controls beside him.

"Dont try it! This baby will open you up to the bone, one shot.” Quaid was yelling like amadman. "Give
me areason. Any reason."

"What do you wan—"
"Shut up!” Quaid ydledin hisface.

Carloswasimpressed. He never would have figured Quaid, who was athin, nerdy-looking guy, to be
ableto pull thiscrap off. But if Carlos hadn't seen thetoilet roll himself, hed be on the verge of pissing his
pants. It was hard to believe that Quaid wasn't armed and completely nuts. It seemed asif Quaid had
managed to ditill thewhole bizarre Stuation into asingle crystaline vision of pureinsanity.

Quaid was hunched over, inches from the pilot. Invading his persona space and, incidentaly, hiding the
guy'sview of hisfake gun. "Y ou say nothing," he ordered. "Y ou just listen. And you nod. Don't shake
your head no, because that might upset me. Do you understand?”



Carlos saw abead of sweat running down the pilot's forehead as he nodded.
"Y ou're taking usto the four players who sent up the distress flares," Quaid whispered.
"l can't—"

"Don't make mekill you, motherfucker! The sound of it made Carloswince. Quaid was strung tight,
shaking. Carlosthought that, if it had been agun in hishand, Quaid might have shot.

"How many pilotsyou folks got?* Quaid yelled a him. "Two? Three?Y our job— aside from running
suppliesto the Emerald City back there— isto make sure nobody getstoo closeto Oz's curtain. You
know exactly wherethey are, if only to keep you from flying close enough they can read the logo on the
chopper. Heré'sthe news. That's where we're going.”

"Thesorm—"
Quaid hit him with his other hand.

Tolook at Quaid, physica aggression wasway out of hisleague, but he appeared on the verge of frenzy.
Carloswaswondering if it was an act, or if held redlly gone off the deep end.

Chrig, if I'm thinking that, what's the pilot thinking?

The back of Quaid's|eft fist smashed into the side of the pilot's mouth. Blood splattered the windscreen
infront of them and the helicopter took a sickening lurch to the right and down when the pilot's hands
momentarily left the controls.

Carlos saw panicin the pilot's eyes, especialy as he looked at the blood on the window in front of him. It
didn't seem to matter that most of the blood seemed to be Quaid's. Carlos saw the back of Quaid's hand
bleeding, and Quaid's face breaking character to show awince of pain as he shook hisinjured hand.

The pilot didn't see Quaid'slapse; he was busy struggling to control the helicopter beforeit plunged into
the mountain.

Quaid composed himself and managed to recapture the manic gleam in hiseyes. "That'swhere were
going," hesad.

Thistime no words, only anod.
Twenty-saxth Move

"l can't land therel”
They were hovering over the areawhere Team D was supposed to be. Quaid had the pilot turn on the
spotlight so he could see the area— the night seemed to be getting even darker, except for the occasional

lightning flashes

The jungle below them seemed to have collapsed in on itsdlf. Tree trunks were tossed aside, down the
dope of the hillsde, like so many broken matchsticks. The land looked sunken in onitsdlf.



"Therel"” Quaid said.
"Theland's unstable! Weland there and there could be another muddide.”
"You're going to land there" he said, "because that's your one chance of living through this."

The pilot muttered, "Fuck," but he headed toward the clearing below them. Asthey descended, Quaid
saw what had caused the distress Signal. This muddide, which might have taken out a square mile of
hillside, was very recent. The trees upended by it were still green under the spotlight. Team D must've got

caughtinit.

If they had, it was hard to believe that anyone would till be dive down there.

The helicopter lowered itself very gingerly. Quaid began to appreciate the pilot's fear. The space they
were landing on was ardatively flat, clear areanext to ariver. The clearing overlooked the river from a

thirty-foot-tall cliff that, he could see now, was made of amix of dirt, trees, and other debris. It wasn't
dable.

But, if Quaid let up now, gave the pilot a chance to breathe, to think, his act would be over. He couldn't
let that happen.

So the helicopter lowered itsdlf.

They set down like an overweight matron on adelicate antique chair. They touched, and settled down on
the landing gear little by little. Quaid wasimpressed with the pilot; he didn't think you could have that fine
control over thisthing's movement.

When it seemed their weight had finally settled fully on the ground, Quaid told him to shut down the rotor.
"Get up," he ordered the guy. He was going to back him into the cargo areaand restrain him. He couldn't
believe hisluck. Hewas going to pull thisoff...

Quaid's self-congratul ation was premature.

The pilot turned too quickly as he got out of his seat. Quaid couldn't move fast enough to hide hisplagtic
tube. When he faced him, Quaid saw his gaze glance down at the tube in his hand. Redlization dawned in
the pilot'seyes.

Quaid saw what must have been the deepest fury he'd ever seen in the eyes of another human being.

"You bastard.” The pilot's fist seemed to come out of nowhere— asif Quaid'sface hit awal chinfirst.
Suddenly Quaid was looking up at the roof of the helicopter's cargo compartment.

Quaid'seyeswere ill blurry from theimpact when hefdt aboot dam into hiskidney with an impact that
made him fed that he'd piss blood for aweek.

Before the pilot got achance to get another blow in, Quaid heard the sound of another impact.
Something solid striking something metdlic, or vice versa.

Quaid felt aweight drape itself across hislegs. He opened his eyes, the left one was dready swelling
shut.



The pilot was dumped across hislegs, and Carl os was standing above both of them holding the metal
box of afirst aid kit. Thekit had alarge dent in one side.

"Areyou dl right?'

Quaid nodded, though the movement gave him waves of vertigo, and he sat up. Carlos Sarted to pry the
kit open and he shook his head. "Don't waste that on me until we seewhat A. J. and the others need.”

Quaid looked down at hisfeet. The pilot was facedown in agrowing pool of his own blood. Carlos had
hit him hard. He didn't blame him, but looking at the unmoving pilot, eyes haf open and partway crossed,
he couldn't help saying, "Please tell methat you know how to fly ahelicopter.”

Carlos frowned and shook his head.

Quaid pushed the pilot off of him and got to hisfeet, wincing at the pain in his sde where the pilot had
kicked him.

"Tiehim up." Quaid had uncomfortable visons of Oyler ashe saidit. "Don't want him leaving while were
out looking for the others."

Carloslooked down at the guy. "How're we getting out of hereif he can't fly?’
"Well crossthat bridge when we cometo it."

* % %

They trussed up the pilot safely in the cargo netting, even though it looked like it would be quite awhile
before he would be up and around. The crease Carlos had put in his head |ooked real nasty, and it had
bled dl over the place. At first glance, it |looked like the guy was dead.

Fortunately, he was il breething, and Quaid looked into his eyes and saw his pupils till reacting to
light— both equally. He was pretty sure that was agood sign.

Quaid didn't like leaving him aone, but he didn't think they had much choice. "I don't know how long we
have before that storm hits," he said. "But we better get out of here before it does. Thiswhole areaisa
muddide waiting to happen.”

"Great,” Carlos said. "We don't even know that they're around her."

Quaid hunted around until he discovered aflashlight, someflares, and other emergency supplies. "If they
are, | doubt they missed uslanding. They'll either be making their way here, or trying to sgnd us.”

Outside, the atmosphere had changed. It was still humid, but the temperature must have dropped ten or
fifteen degrees, and a strong wind was coming in from the north.

Quaid lit one of theflares at either end of the helicopter. Thelast thing they wanted to do wasloseitin
the darkness.

Carlos came out after him and asked, "Where do we start?"



That was agood question. They were almost in the center of the flattened area of mud and timber.
Broken trees and soil marked the hillside for about two or three hundred yards above them, and, below
their temporary cliff, on the other side of the river, the devastation continued downdope for about twice
that far.

It wastoo large an areato search in the time they had. Their only rea hope of finding anyone wasto pray
that Team D had heard or seen the helicopter land— if they were anywhere near here, they must've—
and hope they could see the flares now.

All they needed was some sort of sign from them.

Quaid walked as close as he dared to the edge of the cliff, moving around facing out from the helicopter
and the glow from the flares. He shone hislight out into the darkness, trying to pick out some movement,
some patch of color, something to tell him where they were.

Quaid circled the helicopter twice, searching in vain for somesign of life.

"Over here)" Carlos called out to him from the other end of the clearing. Quaid rushed there, dipping in
the mud. " Shut off the flashlight,” Carlos said to him as Quaid did up next to him. He was looking north of
their pogition, past theriver.

When Quaid shut off the flashlight, he saw what Carlos was seeing. There was avery weak glow at the
edge of thewoods. It was dim and yelow, but obvioudy atificid. "That'sthem," Carlossaid.

As Quaid watched, thelight shut off.

"They've been turning it on for just afew seconds every minute or 0," Carlos said. "Batteries must
amost be dead."

Quaid shone hislight in that direction, trying to identify landmarks that they could recognize once they
came off of the high ground. While he was|ooking, the light came on again and waved back and forth.
Hewaved hisflashlight aswell, to let them know if they'd been seen.

"Carlos, go back in the helicopter, seeif you can find any rope.”

While Carlos looked for some rope, Quaid tried to plot out a safe course to the others. The problem
was, he couldn't see one. Where he stood, for one reason or another, the diding ground decided to
approximate aflat, level surface. Between here and there was an obstacle course of deadfalls,
washed-out mud, and afast-flowing river that occasionaly carried past a branch the sze of histhigh.
Quaid began to fed the first mists of rain on his cheek.

If they had a pilot, they could hunt down asite that was closer— at least more easily reached. Asit was,
he didn't know how they were going to leave at dl.

"Onething a atime," he cautioned himsdf. "Don't get ahead of yoursdf.”

Carlos came back with acoil of rope. It wastime.



At the edge of theriver Quaid handed the flashlight to Carlos. "It's going to be up to you to pull me out if
thisgoes bad.”

"l should go firs—"
"No offense, I'm younger. | have abetter chance."

Carlostook the flashlight and shoneit at the water. "No offense, but how many times did you go under at
the boathouse?"

"I don't have abody dragging a methistime," Quaid said as hetied one end of the rope around his
waist. Ashe sad it, his gaze followed the beam of the flashlight. The waters were brown with slt, and
deceptively calm. He could dmost convince himsdlf they weren't moving at al— then they would carry
another large branch pagt, surprisngly quickly.

Quaid secured the other end of the rope to the root system of amassive tree that was now buried
crown-first in several hundred tons of mud.

Quaid made sure the anchor was tight, looked back at the waters, and made sure again.
Quaid handed the dack to Carlos. "Let it out easy, alittleat atime.”

"Y ou be careful "

"Now you tell me." Quaid edged down to theriver.

The water seemed to be racing by him now, theillusion of stillness evaporating. He had chosen this spot
because it seemed to be where the water was shallowest. About midway, alog was wedged giving
possible purchase for a crossing.

Quaid sucked in a breath and stepped in.

Thewater wasfrigid, sucking the heat from hisbody asit battered hislegs. He stepped carefully. The
footing was treacherous, acombination of soft mud that sucked at his ankles and twisted branches that
clawed at hislegs. Theriver here was only about fifteen yards wide, but by six feet in, he was dready
having trouble. He was chest-deep in the water now, and the current was causing his feet to skip across
the bottom. He tried to push against the current, but it only shoved him into deeper waters where hisfeet
couldn't find purchase a all.

Quaid's head went underwater, for amoment it seemed, but he'd been whisked fifteen or twenty feet
down from where he wanted to be. Then the rope on his waist went taut, and his head was submerged

agan.

Quaid struggled for air and broke the surface. In the darkness, he could barely see Carlos straining
againg the rope, pulling him back. He saw chain lightning flash across the sky and thefirgt redl sheets of
rain began faling down on them.

They didn't havethetime.



Quaid waved at Carlosthat hewas all right, and he started to swim toward the opposite shore. The cold
water sent daggers of ice through hiskidney with every other stroke.

Quaid fet asif hed inhaled two lungsful of water before he reached a downed tree he could hold on to.
Once he grabbed it, he hung on for dear life asthe current swept past him. The bark was dippery and bit
into his hands, but he managed to hold on and pull himsdlf dowly to the opposite shore.

It seemed endless, pulling himsdlf hand over hand, stopping twice to untangle the rope from astray
branch. But near the roots of the haf-submerged tree, hisfeet found purchase again and he could dog his
way up to shore.

Once hisfeet were out of theriver, he pulled the rope taut and secured it to another solidly downed tree.
Rain was coming down in hard sheets now. He could barely see Carlos at the other sde of theriver.
"Comeon," heyelled over the storm.

Severd lightning flashes streaked across the sky, followed amost immediately by thunderous cracks, asif
the spine of the sky were breaking.

Quaid looked up to where the flares fill glowed by the helicopter.
Please hold, he prayed.

Carlos coming across was dmost an anticlimax. With the rope to hold on to, he managed it much better
than Quaid had. Thankfully, he didn't say anything about it when he reached the shore.

"Let's go see about them,” Carlos said.

They started the tedious climb through the rain and the deadfalls.
Twenty-seventh Move

It took them nearly fifteen minutes to make their way to the edge of the woods, where the ground hadn't
yet turned to diding mud. To Quaid, it felt like hours.

Rain veiled the world around them, making the darkness even more impenetrable. The ground benesth
them snaked with hundreds of tiny rivulets, undermining the falen trees and making the deadfdls more
ungtable every minute.

Intermittently, the wind would pick up in agde, blowing the rain sdeways. Every time, the roar of the
storm would be accompanied by the groaning of shifting lumber. Quaid had the sick fedling that every
step hetook, every handhold he grabbed, could dl dide out from under him at any moment. In several
places, when his feet stepped into running water, he felt asif the ground was dready moving downd ope.

When they reached the woods, they faced a sheer mud cliff. The ground level here, where the earth had
moved, was Six to ten feet lower than where the trees till stood upright. At the edge of the wound, the
earth gaped open, facing them with its strata of mulch and topsoil, roots holding it all in asif the earth was
ashamed of its nakedness.

What worried Quaid was that the rain had aready undercut many of the roots, washing the earth and
clay away, leaving anumber of roots hanging in empty air. That gave them plenty of handholdsto pull



themsdaves up the dliff, but it made it increasingly likely that the trees on the edge of the great wound
might collapse.

When they reached the top of the cliff, severa trees down the dope did just that. One was aready
leaning when it Sarted making an ominous straining sound and collgpsed outward, into the muddide, asif
pushed by its il upright fellows. Four or fivetrees, dl at the edge, followed it like arow of dominoes.
Their impact raised a crash that he felt in the soles of hisfedt.

Quaid looked up to where the helicopter was. All that was visible from here were the flares he had set up
to mark the site. It seemed tantdizingly close....

As hewatched, he thought he saw one of the flaresmove.

No time.

"Hello?' he shouted into the darkness.

"A. J. Gordon?" Carlosjoined him, shouting into the roaring raingtorm.

"Eve? Bobbie?’

They were answered by astrobing lightning flash above their heads. Thistime close enough that the
shuddering impact of the thunder followed before the flash had faded. Quaid's eyes were still dazzled
when he saw the dim ydlow eye of the flashlight again.

They both ran toward it, asfast asthey could, through the soggy underbrush.

* % %

Team D was camped out in aclearing facing asmal hill shrugged up by the ground. They had asmall
canvas sheet up as a shelter, tied between the trees. It wasn't doing much to shelter them from the
Sdeways-driving ran.

A. J. faced them, holding the dim flashlight in hisleft hand. Thank God hel's dive and till ambulatory, was
Quaid'sfirg thought.

Quaid's second, when he shone hisflashlight on him, was. What the hell happened to him?

Hisright arm wasin an improvised ding. He wasn't wearing a shirt— that was what his ding seemed to
be made of— and historso was striped with vivid bruises that wrapped around his body, turning black
when they reached hisright Sde.

His pants were torn, spattered with blood and mud. He walked with alimp, favoring his left foot.

"You don't believe how good it isto see you guys," he greeted them. "We'd dmost given up.”

Quaid nodded and walked into their little camp. He saw Eve lying on the ground. She wastied down to a
construction made of apair of saplings, and what looked to be the remains of severa backpacks.

"We had to rig something so that Bobbie and | could move her." He pointed his flashlight down at her



legs
Most of her legs.

They had wrapped them in some sort of fabric. A.J.'s shirt maybe, or maybe they had packed a shest.
The cloth used to be white, it was now stained black and red, and the outlines it covered were crooked
and incomplete. She was strapped to the makeshift device with rope and the straps from the cannibalized
backpacks.

"A log fell on me when the muddlide happened. She was crushed between two trees," A.J. explained.
" She needs ahospitd. She's been ddlirious continualy since we dug her out.”

Quaid shone hislight up where Bobbie was. She looked pale and shaken, but otherwise unhurt. She was
holding the sdes of Eve's head. " Someone found help?* she asked him.

"Long story," Quaid said. "We don't have time right now." He looked up and saw no sign of the storm
letting up. If anything, the wind was becoming fiercer, more congtant, the lightning more frequent. "We
have to get you to the helicopter before this storm starts another muddide.”

"Where's Gordon?' Carlos asked.

The way Bobbieand A. J. looked at them gave the answer before A. J. said, "He wasin front of Eve.
Hewas buried completely...."

"Let'sget moving,” Quaid said. "Bobbie, help A.J. Me and Carloswill take Eve."

"Where are the others?’ A. J. asked. Therewasthetrace of fear in hisvoice, asif hewasjust beginning
to redlize where they were going.

"It'sjust us and the helicopter,” Quaid said. "And there isn't going to be a second one.”

"We have to move through that?' Bobbie stood and turned toward the dide area. Y ou couldn't seeit
from where they were, not in the darkness of the storm, but he knew what she was thinking. Ten more
minutes of this storm and the footing was that much worse, more dangerous than what they had
scrambled over when they had come here.

Now they were going to crossit, one man with asingle arm and two of them carrying a stretcher.

Quaid looked around the clearing and saw the hill overlooking them was snaking with itsown
sorm-generated rivulets. He shone his flashlight around and saw where sheets of water were diding
down the dope, covering the ground an inch deep.

Thewater was dl brown with st and mud. The whole hillside was saturated. 1t wouldn't be long before
the earth started flowing like the water. "We have to move you now, before there's another dide.”

* * %

Quaid didn't like the way she was shaking her head. Her mouth moved, but whatever she was saying was
lostin the roar of the storm. Her eyes were closed, and she didn't seem to be responding to anything.
Moving her couldn't be good, but what choice did they have? They couldn't stay put, thiswhole hillsde



wasligbleto go.
That's what he kept telling himsalf as he and Carlos carried her to the edge of the woods.

They had to hunt down the lowest portion of the mud cliffs so they could lower Eve down. They came
upon acrater that had been |eft by arecently collapsing tree. It gave them a semi-stable place to stand
that was about halfway down to the dide area.

Among the four of them, they managed to first lower the stretcher to the crater, the giant root ball of the
falen tree hovering over them like a tentacled mongter about to devour them. From there they managed
to get her therest of the way down.

Then they were on the shattered hillsde. The rivulets had turned into actud rivers by now. Streamsthe
same color asthe mud they cut groovesthrough. The treeswereilluminated in the lightning and distorted
intherain— asif the hillside was rotting away, exposing its twisted skeleton.

"You, A. J" Quaid yelled a Bobbie. "Take the lead. That way." Hetilted his head toward the bluff
where one flarewas dill dimly visible through the rain. The bluff it perched on, from thisangle, seemed
ominoudy tall and narrow now. Quaid might have seen asheet of earth dide off of it as he watched, piling
into theriver that cut at its base.

"Weleft aropeto help you crosstheriver.”

Inaflash of lightning, he caught A. J. looking a him. His expression told him that he knew exactly how
bad this situation was. He grabbed Bobbie's arm and started dragging her toward theriver.

Quaid's march to the river was the longest distance he had ever walked in hislife. They didn't have the
luxury of afree hand to steady themsalves. Every step was a potential disaster as every branch, rock, or
patch of ground they stepped on tried to dide downhill, taking them with it. Most of theway, Quaid's feet
were ankle-deep in rushing mud and water, keeping him from even seeing what he had to put hisweight

upon.

They didn't even have the help of theflashlight. They had no way to carry it. Their way wasilluminated by
the now nearly congtant flashes of lightning.

Severa times he saw Carlos dip ahead of him, causing Eve's mangled legsto dip toward the shifting
ground and causing hisown heart to try and dam through his chest. He could fed every movein hissde
wherethe pilot had kicked him.

Three quarters of the way there, he dipped and fell to hisknees. Quaid'sright knee dammed into a
submerged branch so hard that he blacked out for amoment. He managed to keep hold of hisend of the
gretcher without pulling Carlos down after him.

Quaid got dowly to hisfeet, and as he did, he saw anew flare up on top of the bluff. Bobbieand A. J.
had made it up to the helicopter.

"Get in," Quaid whispered. "Y ou don't have thetime to wait for us.”

If anything, their progress seemed to dow asthey closed onto the bluff. The mud pulled at their ankles,
and dead roots and branches grabbed for them at every step.



When they reached the banks of the now-swollen river, they had to set Eve down so they could find
where they had crossed before. The land was mutating as they watched, the river changing its shape,
shifting its banks. The rope he had strung over the river was much closer to being submerged now, and
the edges of the river had overtaken the tree he had tied it to. The rope now started ten feet from the
bank. As he watched, every few moments, anew dide of mud fell into the river from the edges, widening
it even more....

"Wetake her to therope,” he called to Carlos. "Were going to have to carry her one-handed.”
"Thisisfucked up, Quaid." Carlos caled back to him. ™Y ou think we can make it across there?'
"Yes'" helied.

They carried the stretcher normaly, until they reached the rope. By that point, the water was coursing
past them at waist level, faster than he remembered. Carlos reached the ropefirst. He let go of the left
side of the stretcher so he could grab the rope. Quaid winced as muddy water coursed over Eve's
battered legs, but there wasn't much he could do. At least the stretcher floated, mostly.

They kept moving, until it was histurn to grab the rope. He moved the stretcher so that the left pole
rested its end on the rope. Carlos must have redlized what he was doing, because he let go of the rope—
adangerousthing, as he was dready in the water up to his armpits. Somehow he managed to turn around
to face him, acrossthe stretcher.

"What are you doing!" he called to him.

"We can do this'" Quaid shouted back.

Carlos got hisend of the stretcher on to the rope. It was easier on his end, because the rope was amost
submerged at that point. Now they had the left side of the stretcher up on therope. They only had to
support the other side.

In theory, it should work.

In practice it was like pushing a car uphill with four flats. The stretcher caught the rope every two or three
feet. And after they had moved afew yardsinto theriver, the water was rushing over al three of them so
badly that the only way he knew that they weren't tumbling downstream was the fact that the rope was
dill taut.

Both his hands were raw and bleeding, his right hand clamped on to the stretcher so tightly he thought he
would tear the fingersfrom his hand.

For an eternity it seemed like that, waves crashing over his head, only able to bresk the surface long
enough to gasp for air and make sure that Eve's head was above water.

Then they reached the other end of the guide rope, and the red nightmare began. Theriver had widened
here aswell, and the area on this bank was aswamp of diding mud. They walked toward the bluff, and
he could fed the mud suck halfway up his caves. Occasondly past his knees.

Every sep was astruggle, the water till rushing past their waists...



Around them, sides smdl and large collapsed from the edges of the eroding bluff. Quaid lost count of the
timeshefdl, plunging himsdf underweter. Half the time, he managed to hold on to the Stretcher. He didn't
know if Carlosfdl or not, hisfocus had narrowed to asmall universe of himsdlf, and the few feet of his
end of the Stretcher.

Then, when hefdl afina time, helost the part of hisworld that was Eve and the stretcher.

He panicked, trying to push himsdlf up, his hands plunging into the semi-liquid mud that wastrying to
suck hislegs under. He sucked amouthful of liquid clay into hislungs and started coughing.

Quaid was convinced that he was going to die at that moment.

Then someone grabbed his shoulder and pulled his head out of the mud where he had falen. Quaid's
immediate thanksto A. J. was to vomit a stream of black mud, blood, and bile onto his chest. He gasped
afew times. Hisbreathing wasraw, and it hurt, but he was dive. In aflash of lightning, he could see
Bobbie and Carlos ahead of them, carrying Eve up the dope to the helicopter.

"Comeon," A. J. sad, pulling a him with isgood arm. Hed hooked it under hisarmpit. The effort
caused him visible pain, but Quaid needed the help to free hislegs.

In afew moments, he was moving again. With A.J.'shelp, he made it up the crumbling hillside.
Twenty-eighth Move

Timewas even more critica than Quaid had thought. In the glow from the flares he could see that the
edge of the bluff, once comfortably twenty feet away from the skids of the helicopter, was now within a
foot, or less. The helicopter had also developed a perceptible list, the rotors angled toward the bottom of
the hillside some three hundred yards down.

Oncethishillside started moving in earnest, it wouldn't stop down there, when the ground turned level.
When the momentum took this earth, it wouldn't stop for amile, maybe more.

The ground was moaning, rumbling, asif it was on the verge of waking.

"How'sthepilot?' heyeled as Carlos piled in with A. J. The words tore the skin from histhroat.
"Still out," Bobbiesaid.

Fuck.

"Tdl methat you can fly thisthing." Heturnedto A. J.

A. J. was shaking his head, staring at the pilot who was still trussed up where they had left him. The
blood had al clotted now, and the pilot was drooling alittle.

"I don't know—" A. J. said.
"Damnit, youreapilot.”

"I've only had about a dozen hoursin two-man helicopters— without a busted arm.”



Quaid pulled him into the cockpit. "Well, you're going to tell me how to fly thisthing. We don't have the
timeto wait for him to wake up.”

* % %

In afew minutes they were both strapped in up front, and the storm was overwhemed by the sound of
the engines starting. Quaid's hands were sweating on the stick between his knees.

"Wait for the RPMs" A. J. wastdling him. "Wait."

The engine whined. He wanted this thing to take off now, but A. J. had warned him that the engine had to
get up to speed before he pulled the stick back and tried to take off. The wait seemed endless. With
every moment, the helicopter seemed to nose farther and farther down. He couldn't even see the bluff out
the windscreen anymore. It had eroded away to some point amost under hisfedt.

The cockpit tilted againand A. J. said, "Now."

Quaid pulled and felt the rotors bite the air, trying to lever them airborne. The movement of the helicopter
was too much for the bluff. Beneath them, he could see much of the hill dide down, smashing logs
together in itsrace to reach the bottom. Fortunately, they didn't go withiit.

Quaid didn't have much time to congratulate himsdlf. The helicopter was shaking, fighting thewind ashe
battled weether a veteran pilot shouldn't have been flying in.

With A. J. stepping him through the points of steering, and changing the pitch of the rotor blades, he
managed to fly the thing, after afashion.

He found the switch for the spotlight, and suddenly he had acircle of redity below him, cut out of the
darkness. Right now it shone down on the muddlide zone, and it had the appearance of agiant mile-wide
river— the earth moving everywhere, flowing like water.

Quaid turned them north.

In afew minutes the spotlight found the one landmark he had. The road. The helicopter was moving
erdicaly in the gorm, and severd timesthey were blown aside and he had to fight hisway back to
withingght of it.

They reached the Alphomeg compound, only taking about twice aslong asit had to get out there.
"What isthisplace?’ A. J. asked.

"Old Japanese base from World War 11, taken over by Alphomeg Entertainment.”

"Alphomeg— that soundsfamiliar...."

"They couldn't make you forget everything,” Quaid sad. "Thisistheir game."

Then they weretoo busy to talk. A. J. giving him orders on how to land thisthing. It was anightmare, the
wind trying to smash the helicopter into the trees. He dammed the thing into the ground, half off the pad.



Quaid didn't shut off the engine.

"What areyou doing?"' A. J. asked him.

Quadtold him.,

"Areyou insane? Y ou need to shut down the rotor."

Quaid shook hishead. "No, | don't have thetimeto start it up again." He pointed out the windscreen.
erif adozen khaki-clad guards and apair of Hummers were heading toward them through the driving
ran.

"Start it up again? Y ou can't fly thisthing—"

"Y ou told me enough to get where I'm going.”

A. J. shook hishead. "I don't understand—"

"l can't let Tagewin.”

"Itsagame” A. J. sad. "It redly isjust agame.”

"Not anymore," Quaid said. "Are you going to go back there and get what | need?”

A.J stared at him.

"Wedon't havetime. Get it for me, or just get the wounded off. | can't spend time debating.”

A. J. shook his head and dipped into the back. In afew moments he was back with a sheet of paper and
Oyler'sgun. "This might not even work anymore. It's been submerged a couple of times.”

Quaid nodded and took the paper. It had been torn off a clipboard that sat next to the pilot's seat. Quaid
didn't look at what was written on the back; he knew what it said.

A. J. shook hishead and told him, ™Y ou can't serioudy think this game—"
"Get back there and help move the injured off—"
A. J. left the gun on the copilot's seat.

Quaid didn't know if he was acting sane or not. All he did know was that this wasn't over, not with Tage
Gandll dill lording it over the Game.

Quaid's greatest fear right now was that some of the Alphomeg people might try to board the helicopter
before helifted off. He reached over and picked up the gun, in case.

After an endless period of time, he heard the door dide shut, muffling the sounds of the storm outside.

Quaid looked back out the windscreen and saw the Alphomeg people taking Eve and the pilot. Quaid



hoped he had done the right thing. He hoped they had the facilitiesto at least Sabilize Eve.
Helooked for the others, and saw two men apiece on Carlos and Bobbie.

A.J?

"Wait for them to get clear,” A. J. told him as he took the seet next to him.

"Y ou don't—" Quaid started.

"Quaid, you are nutsif you're thinking of flying in thisweether done." He pulled the restraints across
himsdlf one-handed. ™Y ou barely made the landing.”

"Thisignt your fight—"
"Thehdl itisnt." A. J. glanced out the windscreen. "Pull up, now."

Quaid gtarted levering the helicopter into the air. And suddenly A. J. was shouting orders at him again.
Asthey rose, he tossed the gun back to A. J., because he needed two hands to control thisthing. The
wind was making the helicopter skip sdeways on its skids, towards the trees. If the rotors cut into thet, it
would be avery short trip.

A. J. ydled a him to turn the machine. Quaid struggled for control and they stopped skipping toward the
jungle. Now thetail was swinging in that direction.

A. J. was screaming a him now.

Quaid yanked the stick and began a shaky corkscrew ascent. Thetail cleared the trees before cutting
into them. Once they were airborne and fairly steedy, A. J. gave him alook that said, | told you so.

* % %

At least they had atailwind on the way back to the hotel. The helicopter dipped and rose, it seemed, with
no rhyme or reason, whatever Quaid did with the controls. He was grateful that there weren't any power
lines, or other aircraft, to worry about.

From the occasional glance a A. J.'s pale expression, his passenger was even more grateful.

A. J. had him overshoot the hotdl. The front of the building, the long doping lawn, wasthe clearest place
to try and set the thing down. The single flagpole, and the cannon below it, were the only obstacles.

The spotlight passed over the top of the sprawling Victorian as they headed toward the chosen landing
area. The hotd was agreat W-shaped building, its two wings enclosing the garden and the balroom.
Aboveit, like some obscure foreign accent mark, Quaid could even see the ruin of the greenhouse.

Then A. J wasyelling commands, and Quaid had to fight the machine and the wind to keep from landing
inthe lagoon. Evenwith A. J. teling him every move, he fill barely madeit. As Quaid tried to land, the
skids did across the ground again. The whole machine tipped as the skids | eft the lawn and dug into the
sand of the beach.



They bounced twice on theleft skid, then the wind shifted direction and dammed the other sde down
into the sand.

"Shut her down,” A. J. yelled a him, and Quaid shut down everything he could think of to shut down.
The rotors whined to a stop, but the wind continued to batter them, shaking the helicopter asif they were
dtill in danger of tipping over.

A. J. looked pae and ghodtly in the glow from the instrument lights. "1 am never going to do that again.”
"Wemadeit—"

A. J. nodded and said, "Dont let that inspire you to get apilot'slicense.” He unbuckled himsdlf and
looked up at the hotdl. "Before we go up there—"

"A. J,, youreinjured. There's no reason for you to—"

"Before we go in there, you should give methe full sory.”

"Okay. I'll give you the details on the way."

* ok %

Quaid did open the door to the helicopter and they stepped out.

Therainwasadriving, dmost solid force. But even in this weether, Quaid would have expected
someone to come out. Could anyone have missed the fact that a helicopter had almost crash-landed in

their front yard?

But no one came. In the blue flashes of lightning, he could see the lawn between here and the hotel
entrance was completely empty.

He shouted the story of Alphomegto A. J. asthey made their way toward the hotel.

The ground here was as saturated as the hillside had been. The lawn was drowning under a sheet of
water that was flowing downhill to the lagoon. They walked up the center of the lawn, dowly, because
the wind and the dick grass were conspiring to topple them. He had to hold the gun because A.J. needed
hisgood arm to hang on to him.

Quaid told him about Steven Coombs as they passed the flagpole.

Above them, on top of the bluff, light blazed in the hote'swindows. It stared down, an dien cregture
from another dimension. Not only wasit from adifferent erathan the oneit lived in, it was something that

never belonged in this place to begin with.

It might have been his state of mind, but just looking at the building gave him the sense that something
corrupt wasliving indgdeit.

They reached the lobby doors without seeing anyone.

Quaid pushed the doorsin, letting in thewind and driving rain as he stepped into the room. "Hello!" he



cdled out. "Is anyone here?’

A. J. stared around the lobby asif he was seeing it for the first time. " So Tage stole the one thing that
would explain what we were doing here?'

"Y eah, that'swhat Diomedes said.”
"Andyou believehim?' A. J. said.

Quaid shook his head. "Not by himsalf, but the evidence was pointing at Tage even before Carlos pulled
my jailbreek."

"I don't know, Quaid. From what you've said, it's Alphomeg that would have the motive to kill Coombs,
not Tage. He's supposed to be just another random player like the rest of us.”

"I've been thinking about that. If Tage stole those briefing books, his strategy for this game wasto keep
the rest of us— except maybe his dlies— from knowing what the game was. If Coombs was areporter
infiltrating Alphomeg's 'game’ he would have known what this was long before he ever took Oyler's
place. If Oyler ever existed. Alphomeg's amnesiatreatment wouldn't have erased that prior knowledge,
and any gaps were probably filled by that notebook.™

"Y ou think Oyler was killed because he knew what the game was?"

"That would fit."

A. J. shook hishead. "Then why didn't the bastard tell al of uswhen he had the chance?!

"l don't—"

A groan came from the direction of the ballroom.

Quaid dammed through the double doors ahead of A. J., afraid of exactly what he would find—

Quaid stopped dead in the doorway. He held up the gun, but it shook because he didn't know whereto
am.

A. J raninto him, cameto astop, and said, "Good lord."

The moan had come from Olivia Grossmann. The woman who had thought so much about God and the
Devil was bound at the wrists and hung up on the stage so her feet barely brushed the ground. Dr.

Y anowitz was strung up next to her, unconscious but bresthing. Frank Pisarski was on the stage, neck
twisted unnaturaly far away from them and colored a vicious purple. Otherwise his skin was dmost
bluish-white.

Frank wasn't moving at dl.

"Oh, fuck, don't shoot me, man!"

Quaid swung the gun down to cover Duce, who was busy faling out of afolding chair and trying to hold
his hands up at the sametime. "What are you doing?' Quaid yelled at him.



"Guarding the prisoners,” Ducesad. "That'sal.”

"Get them down!™

"l cant—"

Quaid's practice with the pilot must have had some effect, because he had pretty much convinced himself
that he would shoot Duceif he didn't do as he said. Duce must have seen it in his eyes, because he half
stumbled, haf ran, to the stage and sarted lowering Olivia

"Where's Tage?' A. J. asked him. From the tone of hisvoice, Quaid could tell held lost any reservations
about Tage being the man behind dl this.

"And the others?' Quaid added.

"l don't know," Duce said as he scrambled to free the doctor.

"What the hell do you mean, 'you don't know? " Quaid kept Duce covered with the gun while A. J.
walked up on the stage to check out the victims. He checked Frank first. Quaid winced as A. J.'sfingers
sank into the flesh of Frank's neck. A. J. shook his head and went to free Oliviaand Y anowitz.

Quaid had to bite down his anger enough for hiswords to be coherent. "Sit down, Duce.”

Duce backed away from himand A. J.

"No," Quaid sad. "Right there."

Duce looked at him, looked at the ground, looked at the gun.

"Now!"

Duce dropped to the floor of the stage.

Quaid climbed carefully up to the stage. Keeping his attention on Duce, he called asdeto A. J. "How're
the other two?"

"They've both been roughed up. Y anowitz has anasty knock to the head, Mrs. Grossmann has some
bruising to the neck. But they're both breathing all right, and they don't seem to bein shock.” Helifted
their eydids, one at atime. "Reacting okay to light."

Quaid felt some small relief at that. He edged sideways and picked up the rope that had bound Olivias
hands and tossed it to Duce. Duce stared at him. Quaid glared back, and Duce started tying hiswrists
together.

He obvioudy couldn't do agood job al by himsdlf, but once he seemed somewhat entangled, Quaid
handed the gunto A. J. and drew the rope tight and wrapped it around Duce's wrists and forearms afew
more times for good measure. The last two loops he wrapped around Duce's ankles aswell, immobilizing
him.



Quaid stepped back. "How long have you been here?!

"Six, eight hours," Duce said. "What the hell could | do? He would havekilled me." Helooked a A. J.,
asif seeing himfor thefirst time. Inthelight, A. J. looked even worse. Shirtless, and the bruises wrapping
historso were arainbow of colorsfrom yelow, to crimson, to blue-green to alivid black. Even after the
downpour, hishair was spiked with mud, and severa day's worth of beard gave him a crazed look.

"What are you going to do?' Duce asked.
"What mattersiswhat you're going to do," Quaid said.

"What'sthat?" Duce asked him. He still looked at the gun. His wise-ass bravado was gone. He looked a
lot younger now.

"You'regoing to talk to us, Duce."
Twenty-ninth Move

Duce was grateful for the excuse to unload on someone. Even Quaid Loman, the guy most likely to
jeopardize his share of the take. Tage had been getting weirder and weirder, colder and colder, snceall
this shit began. The only reason Duce had been following hislead was out of fear. Even the money wasn't
that much of an incentive anymore, not after that chick dit her wridts.

Duce had dwaysimagined himsdf able to survive some hard-core scenes, but thiswas alittle beyond
what he wanted to deal with. He told Quaid that. He told Quaid that this shit really wasn't hisfault, after
al, what could he do when that shit Tage waved a share of twenty-five million dollarsin hisface, huh?

Y ou'd have to be afucking saint to resist that, huh? And Duce knew he wasn't no fucking saint. And
damn graight he wasn't no martyr.

So, Ducelaid it out from the beginning—
Thelast thing he remembered— the last thing Alphomeg let him remember— was his eighteenth birthday.

Duce had celebrated it on a Greyhound bus that he'd dipped aboard without aticket. He had no clue
where he was going, or even what state he had been in. All he had were the clothes on his back and
fifteen dollarsin his pocket, on the sixth month of running away from hismother and thetrailer park
they'dlivedin.

Duce didn' like the righteous look Quaid gave him and told him that held rather deep on the sidewalk
than go back to that place. The night he'd left, his mom's boyfriend had dropped a crack pipe on the sofa
bed and st the thing on fire. Duce had asked himsdlf the question, Where am | going to deep tonight?

The obvious answer was: Not here.

The story he put together later, was that during the blank spot of his memory, one of Alphomeg's
recruiters caught Sght of him. Something caused them to glom on to him asa potentia candidate for their
game. Who knowsif it was his charm or good looks, or the fact that no onewould give ashit if he
disappeared for afew months.

Who the fuck gave adamn. Duce knew that once someone mentioned the quarter mil hewould bein,



and God help anyone who'd try and pull him out.

Of course, Duce didn't remember Alphomeg, or anything else. At thetime, it seemed asif held falen
adeep on the bus and had woken up in thishotel room God-knows-where. Still dark outside when he
left hisroom to look around.

All Duce knew was that he was serioudy fucked up.

Hed never done any redlly hard drugs before, some pot, some acid, but nothing that had done up his
memory like this. He had gone through most of the hotel before dawn.

Duce ended up in the lobby, and by then he was pretty sure that there wasn't any staff around. No maids,
no onein the kitchen, no guys manning the desk. However, there were lots of thick manila envelopes,
onewith hisnameonit.

What Duce found was a bit different than what everyone else found. There was the sheet of rules, which
Ducefound bizarre. But therewas also asmall pamphlet with Alphomeg'slogo onit.

Y ou have been selected to play avery specia game...

Duce read the detalls, wondering if it was some bizarre joke. They were paying him two hundred fifty
thousand to play afucking game at some empty resort hotel ? It was nuts. Then he read the part about the
grand prize...

God, wasthat abeauty dedl if you were one of the winners.

Duce had started rifling through everyone else's envel opes when he felt a cold pressure on the back of his
neck. Nothing was touching him, but there was a presence behind him, aweight. He turned around
dowly, feding asif acop was about to bust him.

Duce turned, faced Tage, and dowly put apile of envelopes on the desk.

The guy must have been watching him for awhile. Hewas just standing there in the doorway. Duce knew
at once the guy wasn't a cop, even though he was giving him a cop look— arrogance with obvious
disaste...

Ducedidn't like the way the guy waslooking a him. "Who the hdll are you?'

Tage smiled a him. Ducedidn't like the guy's smile. He didnt like the guy's whol e attitude. He was
stressed out just by finding himsdlf here.

Duce vaulted over the desk. The guy was ill smiling. Still hadn't said aword to him. Still had that damn
shit-egting grin on hisface. Duce wanted to wipeit off.

"| asked you aquestion,” Duce said. He walked up to the guy.
Tage never moved. He smply cocked his head and asked, "'1s there some sort of problem?”

The guy waslooking a him asif hewere someinteresting species of fungus. It infuriated Duce, who
grabbed for the guy'sarm—



Suddenly, and without any warning, Duce was facing the desk, his own arm levered up between his
shoulder blades. Pain was shooting through hisarm and al that went through Duce's mind was wonder at
how quickly the guy had moved.

"Fuck," Duce muttered.

"I'm sorry you didn't choose to be more polite,” Tage chastised him. "Now are you going to tell me
nicely, what's happening here?'

Duce spilled his guts, hiswords breathless from the pain. He had to stand on tiptoe to keep from fedling
thearm rip out of its socket. His free hand scattered envelopesin front of Tage.

"Interesting,” Tage muttered. He managed to keep Duce pinned while he pulled out his own envelope
from the pile. It seemed he perused the pamphlet forever.

Then heheard Tage say, "Thisisrich. Tage Garndll! The poor fuckers don't even know—"
"Chrig, let me go, man!”

Tage increased the pressure on Duce's arm, and he gasped. "Now, son, didn't | tell you to be polite? If
you respect your eders, we might both benefit from this grand prize, don't you think?"

"Okay, okay," Duce nodded maniacaly, just to get the guy off of him. "What do you want?'
"Andly."

It happened like that, too quickly for Duce to understand exactly how. Within moments, Tage had freed
him and was liberating the orientation packets from the envelopes.

Quaid asked Duce why.

So smple, man. Everyone suffered from the same fucking memory block, right? The orientation said 0.
If we don't et them know what kind of cash isriding on thisgame, they ain't going to fight for it. Chances
were, everyone would panic, forfeit left and right, and leave him and Tage to plit the twenty-five mil.

The pilot, who looked like held just come from atrain wreck, asked why Tage had laughed at his name.
What exactly did the fuckers not know?

He was getting to that.

Fird, they could see how he was conned, right? Tage waved, what wasit, twelve and ahdf millionin his
face. How could you not go for that kind of money?

And he had believed it, too. Stepped right into Tage's conspiracy asif the guy had been his best bud for
life— not someone who'd just about amputated hisarm within thirty seconds of their first meeting. Tage
convinced him that they were going to win the game together, and he made it sound so sensible, so
reasonable, that Duce could amost taste the money.

Of course, by the time Duce realized that things weren't going to work that way, he had other reasonsto



keep his mouth shut.

"Y ou got to understand, man. Who the fuck was this Oyler guy? Somehow he knew, right? 'Y ou saw
that, didn't you? He'd known and he hadn't seen one of those booklets.”

Duce had watched the guy flipping through his notebook dl through that first meeting. After the meeting
broke up, Duce had run off on hisown to find this Oyler character.

Duce found him back in hisroom, still flipping through his notebook. Asked him point-blank what he
thought was going on. Oyler was cagey, said they had to go someplace private, someplace that wasn't
monitored.

Okay, Duce told him. They'd ended up in the darkness of the root cellar. That was where Oyler showed
Duce his notes. Alphomeg this, Alphomeg that. He knew exactly what was going on. Hewas afucking
reporter or something, investigating rumors of this damn game. He knew al about it. The notes he'd
smuggled intold him al about it.

Including the fact that someone had swiped the orientation pamphlets.

Okay, fine. Duce was starting to panic, thisguy had just screwed the deal with Tage. But, Duce was
thinking, maybe they could still dedl. Trade some sort of exclusive, or bribe this guy with ashare—

After dl, he hadn't come out and told everyone what was going on.

Then Oyler dropped anuke on Duce's carefully constructed fantasy world. He told Duce why he hadn't
spelled things out at the meeting.

"I never expected this," he said to Duce. "I had figured that the absence of the pamphlets was either
someone's cregtive gameplay, or Alphomeg introducing anew wrinkle on their game. So, at fird, | was
playing along to keep my cover. Now | have a better reason.”

What?

"Someone e se lied to Alphomeg about hisidentity. The man's nameis Damien Cristovos. | only
recognized him here because I've investigated the Mob and the gaming industry. | got to know some of
thehighrollersby sght.”

"Who the hdl ishe?' Duce asked.

"The eighties. Colombia, Honduras, Panama. The guy was ruthless. He had a free ride because his profits
funded the Contras— supposedly, though | think we're talking about three cents on the dollar. His
rivals— do you know what a Colombian necktie is?'

Duce shook his head, and Oyler— who was caling himself Coombs now— explained. Cristovoswas
one bad dude. Someone you didn't want to cross.

Inthe nineties, heretired. The U.S. Government— which did not want to have an embarrassing
scanda— cut him abeauty dedl. He gave information on afew minor Colombians, and he disappeared
into the witness protection program. He got to keep a pile of money, and the CIA didn't have to admit to
aGrand Jury that they had him on the payrall.



Now, Oyler/Coombs explained, if hed let on he knew how the game was set up, he would haveto let on
how it was that he knew. That would lead to the chance that Cristovos would figure out exactly who
Coombs was, and that Coombs knew who he was. Prosecution might not be athreat to him, but if all this
came out, it might jeopardize his share of the twenty-five million.

Cristovos higtory did not lead Coombsto expect him to take that prospect peacefully. Coombs thought
discretion was to keep his mouth shut and bow out of the game, so he didn't threaten Cristovos victory.
If he wasn't adirect threet to that, he was probably safe.

But, how would he know about the money—

"I'm pretty sure now, he was the one to swipe the orientation books. He fixed card games. It's something
hewould do."

Duce's pdms were sweeting when he asked, "Who is he?'

He aready knew the answer when Oyler told him it was Tage. All Duce kept thinking about was that
Coombs, Oyler, whoever hewas, had just signed his death warrant. This guy talks to afew more people,
and that twenty-five mil goes bye-bye, and he was sure that Tage would takeit out on him.

Duce didn't know exactly how it happened, but one moment he wasin ablind panic, the next he was
standing over Oyler/Coombs body with arock in his hand. Duce never even remembered hitting the
bastard.

"God, that fucker was abitch to move."

"Y ou took him to the boathouse and tied him up,” Quaid said.

Duce nodded. He was staring at the scalloped plaster ceiling, wondering exactly how he was going to
die

"What about his notebook?"

"| ditched it in the underbrush on my way to the boathouse. | knew Tage— Cristovos— was going to..."
Duce shook hisheed. "I didn't know what the fuck elseto do. And I couldn't et him find the
notebook—"

"Henry found it, didn't he?"

Duce nodded. "Poor bastard didn't even get a chanceto read it." He lowered his head and looked at
Quaid. "Y ou want to know theirony? | don't think Cristovos even cared about the notebook. He never
asked me how Henry found it."

"What did you tdl him about Coombs?’

Duce swalowed. "Everything, except that he knew about Cristovos. That didn't matter either.
Cristovos— Tage— never said what he would do, but | knew, damnit. | couldn't stop it."

Grossmann and the doctor dowly regained consciousness, shaking their heads, and looking at A. J. asif



he was some dien creature. Duce looked at Quaid himsdlf. What the hell was he doing here? Why did he
come back after escaping thisinsanity?

"You're pathetic,” Quaid told him.

For oncein hislife, Duce wasn't going to argue. Instead, he asked, "What do you want, Quaid?’
Quaid dipped ahand into his pocket and withdrew aragged, water-stained piece of paper. "The same
thing hewanted," Quaid said, "alies.”

Thirtieth Move

Quaid did aquick menta head count as he mounted the stairs to the second floor of the hotel.

They had started with atotal of twenty people. They had lost Mr. Oyler-Coombs, Louis LeMonde,
Henry, Susan Polk, Gordon Hernandez, and, down on the stage, Frank Pisarski. Quaid hoped that
Carlos blow didn't contribute to Frank's death. That was six people. Carlos, A. J., Bobbie, and Eve
were back at the Alphomeg compound. That accounted for half the population. A. J. was escorting
Olivia, Dr. Y anowitz— both conscious now and ambulatory— and Duce out of the hotel and away to

the boathouse. Out of range of whatever was going to happen here.

That |eft Sx people here, asde from Quaid himself. Jarl Theodore, Erica, Connie, Iris, and Bestrice
Greenhart.

And Tage, of course.
Quaid accounted for most of them when he topped the stairs.

The door to Erica Urquort's room was shut, and Quaid could hear awoman's voice coming from behind
it. It sounded like Connie. Quaid walked up and tried the door, but it wouldn't budge.

"Who'sthat?' came the sharp voice of Bestrice Greenhart. She sounded frightened.
"Quaid," hecdled out.

"Quaid?' It was Erica's voice, distant, not as authoritative asit had been. "But they took Quaid, didn't
they?"

"Quaid, you haveto get out of here," Conni€'s voice was rushed and bregthless. "Tage's crazy. HeE's one
of them—"

"I know," Quaid said.

"He thinks he's won the game. He said the keepers— Alphomeg— are going to come and pay him for
what he'sdone. That's crazy, isn't it? Hekilled Frank just so avote would go hisway—"

"Abe" Irisinterrupted Connie. "Have you seen Abe?"

"Yes, Dr. Yanowitz isfine, so's Olivia" Quaid tried the door. It wouldn't budge. "' Can you open this
door?



"No oneenters,” Ericasaid, "no oneleaves. Those are the rules now. Have to mind the rules. Can't
forfait"

"Tage nailed the door shut,” said Mrs. Greenhart.

Quaid ran his hand along the edge of the doorjamb, and sure enough hisfingers rested on one of two
dozen roofing nails that'd been driven diagondly into the doorjamb. It would take ten or fifteen minutesto
open this door with aprybar...

"I'll be back," Quaid said.
"Oh, | wouldn't bet oniit," came avoice from behind him.

Quaid turned just in timeto see Jarl Theodore swing something &t his head.

* % %

Smooth, Quaid, you even had the goddamn gun.
Quaid blinked his eyes afew times and saw that gun. It wasin Jarl Theodore's hand, pointing at him.
Okay, Quaid thought, thisis bad...

Hewas ditting in an overstuffed armchair in the library. He wasn't restrained, and hefdt alittle dizzy. His
vison was blurred, and he panicked afew moments until he redized that he had lost his glasses. That
pissed him off roydly, and it took amoment to redlize how incongruous that was.

Someone holding agun to his head, and he was worried about his glasses. That wasrich. He even
laughed alittle— and a the same time wondered if his sanity had completely gone. Hefdt drunk.

"He'sawake, boss." Jarl gestured with the gun. Quaid stared at his blurred form. Wasthe guy actudly
wearing those mirror shadesingde, at night?

"Welcome back, Mr. Loman." Tage Garndll walked in front of Quaid. Jarl edged to thesideto keep a
clean shot a Quaid'shead. "Y ou'rejust intimefor my victory party.”

Quaid squinted to make out hisadversary. It was amazing redlly, sill the same immaculate goatee. No
trace of ashadow on his cheeks. His black shirt unwrinkled asif it had just come fresh from the laundry.
It was asif the guy couldn't perspire.

It might have been the accumulated stress, it might have been the blow to the head, but Quaid wanted to
seethisguy swest. Confrontation wasn't the sanest thing at this point, not with agun to his head, but it
wasn't asane Situation.

"So you've won, Mr. Cristovos?'

Without his glasses, Quaid couldn't really read Tage's expression. However, he could have sworn that
the man backed away dightly. Tage's voice didn't change. It was still the level reasonable tonethat it had
always been, and the aura of superiority that backed it was as powerful asever. "That isn't aname that
I'veusedinalongtime.”



"How many people have you killed?' Quaid asked. If he got Tage taking, he hoped that he could rattle
Jarl. If the trucker had some ideawhat Tage was al about, maybe held reconsider pointing the gun.

"Areyou talking about since we came here, or tota?' Tage laughed as Quaid kept staring at Jarl. "Oh,
Quaid, after making it al the way back here, | expected alittle more. | don't have any secrets from Jarl.”
Hewalked up and patted Jarl on the back.

"You knew?"' Quaid asked.

Jarl shrugged. "L ooking out for number one, Quaid. Twelve millionisalot of money.”

"Who do you think cleaned up Susan Polk'slittle mess?' Tage asked. "Do you think Duce could show
that kind of creativity and initiative?'

"God, you're acold bastard.”

"Please, Mr. Loman," Tage shook his head. "Let's not descend to persond insults. | smply chose an
effective strategy to win the Game.”

"Y ou murdered three people,” Quaid said, "in the name of agame?"

"In the name of twelve million dollars, Quaid. People have been killed for much less. | don't lose, Quaid.
| dontdlowit."

"And Duce?' Quaid said. "Does he sharein thisvictory of yours?'

Tage chuckled. "Duceisawesk sster, an ungtable |oose cannon. He doesn't deserve the quarter million
that Alphomeg will pay him. If | didn't need hisvotes, | would have finished him off just to dispose of the
irritation.” Tage walked up and kndlt so he looked Quaid in the eyes. "If it wasn't for Duce, no one would
have died. Save your anger for him."

"Who dit Coombs throat?"

"Who?" Jarl asked.

"Mr. Oyler," Tage said, "had dready shown ahedthy respect for me by bowing out of the Game. If that
brainless teenager hadn't chosen to panic, | am sure | could have convinced him to hold histongue for the
duration of the Game." Tage shrugged. "He might have gotten a Pulitzer, and an exclusve interview with
thewinner.”

"Chrig," Quaid sad. "Why kill him?!

"Someone had to cover Duce'stracks,” Tagetold him. "I could not have Duce lose avote because of his
Supidity.”

Quaid made the mistake of standing up. "Y ou bast—"

The pistol connected with Quaid's cheekbone with an impact that snapped his head sdeways. Hisvison
went black, shot with color, and his next conscious moment found him draped over the arm of the chair



trying unsuccesstully to retch.

Quaid saw Tage'sfeet walk infront of him. "lll-advised, Mr. Loman."

"What about Susan?' Quaid sucked in abreath and rolled back into the chair. "Y ou kill her, too?’
"The unfortunate woman dit her own wrigts"

"I know," Quaid looked a Tage. "But you killed her. Didn't you? She trusted you... Was she degping
with you when shetold you about Henry?!

"Shut up—" Jarl pressed the gun into the side of Quaid's head.
Quaid swalowed and dowly turned to look at Jarl. "No. You."
"Look, you don't know nothing about it," Jarl said.

Tage shook his head. "My advice would be not to force the issue with Mr. Theodore. Miss Polk had
become too close to him, and her decision to take her own life upset him gresetly."

Quaid gritted histeeth. "I see. Not quite enough to keep you from staging it asa murder—"

Jarl swung the gun at him again, but thistime Quaid was expecting it. He ducked enough that it just cut a
gashinhisscap.

"Mr. Theodoreisapractica man," Tage said. "He knew that what Susan did could not be undone.”

"Y eah, might aswell fix things so you could win the game, right?' He looked at Jarl again, the blood was
further blurring hisvison. "Right?"

"Shekilled hersdf, man."

Y eah, Quaid thought, but you know who's responsible. "1 know, Jarl. No reason that should cost you
your share of that twenty-five million."

Jarl nodded. The gun was il periloudy closeto Quaid's face, shaking. He didn't know how he could
manage to talk while someone had agun on him, much lessintentiondly upset the man. Somehow, Quaid
managed to say, "And you're sure Tageis going to share.”

The gun shifted afraction, and Quaid saw that held hit another nerve. Tage, however, remained ascam
asever. "Agan, aclumsy atempt, Mr. Loman. The Gameisdready over. Once | had achieved tota
control of therules, | declared Jarl as my cowinner. Alphomeg ismonitoring our progress. They will
retrieve us, | presume, when the sormisover. | cannot renege.”

Y eah, | figured, or ese this guy wouldn't be your toady.

"And," Quaid continued, "you're convinced that you'll get away with complicity in these murders?”

"Do you understand the nature of this Game at dl?' Tage said. "They've purposely set it outside any
nationa jurisdiction. Alphomeg hastoo much a staketo try and legaly pendize anything that occursin



one of their Games—"
"Y ou gathered dl that from the brochures you swiped?”
" "Theruleswe choose arethe only law," adirect quote," Tage said. "If they were concerned with such

matters, wouldn't they have abandoned the Game as soon as | dispatched Mr. Coombs? Miss Urquort
was right about one thing. They have so much obvious investment in their Game, that they wouldn't do

anythingto disrupt it.”

Quaid nodded and looked at Jarl. He couldn't tell if he waslooking in hiseyes, but he taked asif he was.
"l see, Tage. Y ou pretty much have Alphomeg pegged, don't you?Y ou might be interested, during my
littlefield trip, | met with aMr. Diomedes, the owner of Alphomeg Entertainment.”

"I'm sureyou did," Tage'svoice had ahint of sarcasmtoit. "1 suppose he told you how wrong | am.
How they'll abandon the Gameto internationd publicity just to bring usto justice.”

"No, hedidn't.” Quaid said. He kept taring at Jarl. Jarl lowered the gun afraction. It pointed at Quaid's
chin now, not hisnose. He wantsto see my face. Figure out if I'm lying.

It was Jarl who asked, "What did this Mr. Diomedes say?"

"That Tage'sright, more or less. There'stoo much riding on this game for them to abandon it. HES here
specificaly because of Tage's'unorthodox’ gameplay. Right now their adjudication committeeis coming
to adecison on Tage's declaration of victory."

"Wdll, there. Y ou see, Jarl?' There was anote of reassurance that crept into Tage'svoice. "l redly don't
See your purpose in coming here, Mr. Loman. Y ou should have stayed at whatever staging areayou

found, taken the quarter million—"

"Wait aminute" Jarl said. "What the hdll isthereto come to adecision about? It's clear-cut. Weve
followed the rules—"

"And no one voted to outlaw killing people,” Quaid couldn't help getting that dig in.

"Wewon, Mr. Theodore," Tage said. His voice was hard, but was there, perhaps, a hint of nervousness
init at lagt?"Nothing he can say can change that.”

Jarl backed up. The gun was now pointed at a spot on Quaid's abdomen. "Then why aren't they here,
Tage?'

"Look a the weeather,” Tagesad. "You can't fly inthat.”

"Hedid," Jarl said.

"I think I've had enough of you, Mr. Loman." Tage stepped toward Quaid.
"But you haven't heard the punchline.”

"Enough,” Tage repeated.



"No," Jarl said, moving the gun to cover Tage. "Let him finish."

"Y ou aren't going to let this drunken lowlife manipul ate you—"

"Let himfinish," Jarl said. He sivung the gun back to Quaid. "And you better make it good.”

Quaid swallowed and felt the paper in his pocket. Histrump card. "I had an interesting talk with Mr.
Diomedes. They're very possessve about their game. He's so obsessed about ‘outside influences that he
was going to take me off theidand to kegp me from returning to the game and contaminating it—"
"You'retoo late for that,” Tage said. Now he sounded alittle nervous.

"— despitethefact that | was till officially aplayer. However, you and Oyler— excuse me— Coombs
and Cristovos— had aready demonstrated that Alphomeg wouldn't void agame because of that kind of
influence. Y ou could say that you set a precedent— Alphomeg's policies outside the game have no
bearing on the game itsdlf.”

"Jarl, thisispointless. Theman'stakingin circles”

Jarl shook hishead and said, "And | should care, why?*

"It'sin their orientation booklet, isn't it? That they disqualify playersif they know any of the other players,
even by reputation? They didn't know that Oyler knew Tage because both had assumed identities. By the
time Alphomeg knew the mistake, the game was underway. They didn't end the game at that point, so the
precedent was set. The rules of the game are supreme—"

"Y ou're starting to bore me," Jarl said.

"I'm sorry. That speech wasfor the adjudication committee who's going to rule on this"

"Ruleonwhat? The Gameisover,” Tage sad.

"Y ou asked the question yoursdlf, Jarl. | had to wonder mysdlf. Interms of the game, Tage'swin does
seem cut and dried. | haven't seen what you've doneto therulessincell I€ft, but | could count. It puzzled
me that there was a debate on Tage'swin. | mean, if murder didn't disqudify him—"

"Get to the fucking point before | put abullet inyou.”

"The only reason Mr. Diomedes would be worried about me contaminating the game, isif it wasn't over
yet." Quaid pulled the sheet of paper out of his pocket. Hedid it dowly as Jarl tensed. It was drenched
and bloodstained, but fortunately, even to Quaid's blurred vision, it was dtill legible.

Tage grabbed it. "What'sthis?"

"Proxies," Quaid said. "From Carlos, Bobbie, A.J...."

Tage crumpled up the paper. "Thisis meaningless, the Gamesover.”

"...Dr. Yanowitz, Olivia, Duce. Gordon's dead, and Eve wasin no condition to sign.”



"Whét the fuck are you talking about?" Jarl's gun hand was shaking.
Quaid smiled. "When'savote over?'

The room was sllent. Tage dropped the crumpled proxies on the carpet. He was smart, Quaid knew that
he got the punchline the moment Quaid posed the question.

"What're you playing at, Quaid? It'sover, wewon." Jarl didn't get it. "Twelve million. Right?" Jarl turned
toward Tage.

Tage was shaking hishead. " Stupid mistake." His voice was barely awhisper.

"What fucking mistake? They voted you in, alock.” Jarl looked a Quaid. ™Y ou can't change an dection
after the vote's over—"

"It'snot over," Quaid said, "until every Player votes. Rule three, 'mgority vote of al the Players.' " Helet
that sink infor afew moments. Then he clarified thingsfor Jarl. "Weve dl had our share of memory
lapses, but | don't remember voting or granting my proxy since you guys locked me up.”

"What the fuck?'

"The Rules haven't changed since you locked me up,” Quaid said. "The vote's still ongoing on Tage's
supremacy. And, unfortunately, you both have sinceforfeited.”

"Thehdl | have" Jarl sad.
Tage stayed Slent.

"Y ou wrote my guard rotation into therules, last vote | wasin on. | believe | voted against. Have either
of you kept up with the six-hour shifts since Carlosliberated me? Or did you think you voted them

aay?

"No, he's fucked up." Jarl shook his head and whipped around to face Tage. "Tell him he'sfucked up!”
Tage straightened up and said, "It'satechnicdity. They are going to Rulein my favor.”

"Technicdity?Y ouretdling me hésright?'

While Jarl was distracted, Quaid pushed himsdlf up from the chair. Standing brought awave of dizziness
that amost made him topple over.

"Goddamnit! Y ou fucking weasdl. Mr. Big Time We-Can't-Lose."
"l don'tlose, | don't dlow it."

Quaid put ahand on atable to steady himself. One of the ubiquitous Tiffany lampsrattled as hisweight
tilted the top. Jarl and Tage didn't seem to notice. Tage was saying something low that Quaid couldn't
quite make out. He wasn't redlly paying attention. There were too many flashes of pain from too many
placesfor him to pay attention to more than onething at atime.



Helooked at the lamp and remembered Connie.

"Y ou dragged me off to watch you finish Henry, just so we wouldn't break your fucking rules.”
"Alphomeg keeps score,” Tage sad. "They're watching us now."

"Y ou typed the goddamn rules yoursdlf,” Jarl yelled a him. "Y ou fucked me out of twelve million dollars.”
"Let's not become unreasonable,” Tage said, a plaintive note breaking the calm, reasonable veneer of his
voice. "We have Mr. Loman at adisadvantage. If he'sactually in control of the rule set, I'm sure he can
be convinced—"

Tage's voice was cut off by the sound of agunshot.

Quaid'sthought was. Well, damn, the thing survived.

Another shot broke the silence and Tage was on his knees, blood staining the Oriental carpet benegth
him.

Quaid grabbed the neck of the lamp. It was cold bronze, very heavy. Heavier than he remembered.

"Great fucking leader,” Jarl shouted a him. "But you're right. I'm sure Quaid can be convinced to share
thewin—"

Jarl turned to bring the gun to bear on the chair. Quaid could see surprisein his posture when he saw that
the chair was empty. He kept turning, toward where Quaid stood.

The lamp's base came down on Jarl's skull with a satisfying thud. Tage watched the trucker drop likea
wet sack of manure. Quaid moved to grab the gun. The movement made him dizzy again, and he dmost
threw up al over Jarl.

"Help me," Tage whispered. He had falen on hisside, clutching awound in his chest. Blood poured
through hisfingers, bright red. His skin was dready waxy and pae. The guy was aready gone, hejust
didn't know it yet.

By thetime Quaid reached him, he was already dead. Herolled the corpse over and saw that Tage's
other hand grasped the note with the proxies on it.

"l don't lose, | don't dlow it."

"It'sjust agame," Quaid told him, "and you logt.”



