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Introduction:
The Apple Tree,
the Vacuum Tubes,
and All the World Besides
Once upon a time, there was a girl who on a summer’s day would climb the apple tree in her backyard to read books. She knew already that she would grow up to be a biologist. Five hundred miles away lived a boy with vacuum tubes in his pockets. He was going to be an inventor. Once he built a rocket ship from a broken ladder, a battered trash can lid, and scrap lumber, though it never actually flew. He too read books.
Life has pleasures that fiction can’t approach. When, years later, the girl in the apple tree walked back from the altar with me, it felt like we’d just pulled off the greatest bank heist in history. We’d gotten married! Right in front of a church full of people—and they’d been powerless to stop us! No story could produce the elation we felt then.
But if I hadn’t written that down, how would you know?


Short fiction is the stepchild of literature. It doesn’t get the respect that novels do. Financially, it’s a mug’s game; nobody can make a living, however meager, from it. The few reviews it receives are rarely more than plot synopses.
And yet I still write it.
When I published my first story in 1980, the path to genre success was understood by everybody. You began by writing short fiction which was subsequently nominated for and sometimes won a major award—a Hugo, a Nebula, a John W. Campbell. Having made a name for yourself, you moved on to novels and never looked back.
Many of the best writers of my generation jettisoned short fiction as soon as they could and by any sensible metric they were wise to do so.
Meanwhile, no longer young, I have published short stories and novelettes every year since my first, except for 1983, when I was dutifully slogging away at In the Drift, my first novel. “Nirvana or Bust” is in the current issue of Analog as I type these words. This despite the fact that my novels garner far more money and attention.
Am I mad to keep writing this stuff?
Perhaps. If so, it is a gentle madness and one that is born out of the purity of the form. A novel is a great galumphing beast that feels free to wander from its main purpose to list the contents of a terraformer’s toolbox or expound on what mental illnesses are common in a feminist utopia or simply pause to eat the flowers it encounters along the way. The short story is an assassin. It has a single purpose—to amuse or move to wonder or break the reader’s heart or almost anything else—and every syllable of it is directed toward that end. Brush your hand against it and your fingertips will sting.
Both the beast and the assassin possess virtues the other lacks. It’s possible to love them both, though in very different ways.


Stories must explain themselves, as writers like to say when confronted with questions we have no answers to. Yet the experience of a few herein might well be enhanced if I said a few words about them.
“The Mongolian Wizard” begins the saga of Kapitänleutnant Franz-Karl Ritter and his louche mentor Tobias Gracchus Willoughby-Quirke in a wizard war set in an alternative Europe. It is the first of twenty-one stories, eleven already written, that will follow the war from beginning to aftermath. “The New Prometheus” occurs midway through that war. I came late to the joys of series stories. Yet now I find myself involved in two of them (“There Was an Old Woman…” belongs to the second, chronicling the postutopian adventures of con artists extraordinaire Darger and Surplus) and having completed a third.
That third series consists of only two stories. I wrote “Annie Without Crow” because “The Raggle Taggle Gypsy-O,” not collected here, hinged on Crow’s trickster mojo and I wanted to give Annie a chance to strut her stuff. Writers are human, though our work sometimes suggests otherwise, and I care deeply about my characters. (That is, in fact, the subtext of “The Man in Grey.”) It would be possible to write many more Annie and Crow stories, but I believe they’re best left to the reader to imagine.
“Dreadnought,” which was begun as a Cthulhu Mythos story but quickly escaped that fate, is set in my neighborhood of Roxborough in Philadelphia. I could take you to every single place mentioned in it. The radio transmission towers are visible from my front door. The protagonist is someone I knew, though I hope his life turned out better than Luke’s had when the story begins. I even met the “broke-minded” young man once. Only the facts have been made up.
Skip this paragraph if you haven’t already read “Huginn and Muninn and What Came After.” It began when I read Alice Sheldon’s “In Midst of Life,” published under her James Tiptree, Jr. pseudonym shortly after her suicide. She had been contemplating that act for many years and the story clearly anticipated it. Yet it was unsatisfying both in her imagined afterlife and in its inability to grapple with the roots of her compulsion. On reading it, I determined to create a fantasy more worthy of Sheldon. Thirty-some years later, I began writing.
Some stories come quickly. “Eighteen Songs by Debussy” was written during a Lyric Fest concert at the Academy of Vocal Arts in Philadelphia, based on and scribbled upon the handout sheets of the lyrics. “Dragon Slayer,” however, took more years than I care to contemplate to find itself. Olav stepped out of his cottage one morning and was down to the bottom of the page in the twinkling of an eye. And then…what? I had no idea, no plot, no story. Only a good beginning. But at last I discovered Nahal’s secret and less than a month later I was done. “Starlight Express” began swiftly, built up to its climax in a year or two, and then hung fire for what seemed like forever. The problem was that none of the obvious endings felt worthy of the protagonist. I waited and waited…until, at last, a solution came to me.
The strangest story in here—though “Cloud,” born from decades of gazing from airliner windows and daydreaming, may come close—is “Ghost Ships.” When Marianne Porter, the girl in the apple tree, read it for the first time, she said, “This is an essay.” I expressed bewilderment and she explained, “I’ve heard about all these events from you. There’s not a word of fiction in it.” Which means this may not be a short story at all, though it was written and published and functions as one.
But of course if you don’t believe what I’ve just told you, the problem disappears.
“The Last Days of Old Night” was inspired by the basalt sea stacks at Vik, Iceland. The beach there is black as coal and the rocks rising up out of the ocean are said to have been a boat being pulled by two trolls when the sun came up and turned all three to stone. Because I could find no more to this legend, I decided to invent something. Again, years passed before I could find a way, one that I admit surprised me, into the story.
Finally, “Universe Box” is the single work here I am most pleased with, despite or possibly because of its having a rambunctious, wandering plot. It was written as a chapbook for Marianne’s Dragonstairs Press micro-imprint. Working in the spirit of Joseph Cornell’s assemblages, Marianne lined thirteen cigar boxes with star charts and Charles Knight illustrations, and began gathering intriguing items to place within. “Write something,” she commanded.
I began with the title, threw in a—possibly the—trickster, set the scene in the great grey city of Philadelphia, and then inflicted Uncle Paulie on a young man who had no idea how boring he was. All I demanded of the story was that it be fun. Which it was. Fun to write and, I hope, to read. Your mileage, as they say, may differ. But my intentions were good.


Now another volume of my life is complete. Thinking back over these stories, I feel enormous satisfaction that they exist. Even though fiction is the pale shadow of life, it has virtues that life cannot match. It can be shared with people I will never meet, for one. It can be experienced as many times as you might wish. It will not disappear with my death.
Which explains why someone might wish to write. But, again, why short fiction?
Short fiction is the forge in which new ideas take shape. It is the arena where a writer can take risks they would never dare in a novel. I would argue, too, that while no writer has ever written a perfect novel, many of us have written perfect short stories. It is a glorious sensation to create something that might well be perfect. But while all that is true, it’s not sufficient.
Much better is the claim frequently made that “I wrote the stories I wanted to read.” That comes close, though the experience of reading your own stories is as different from that of reading those of others as your own children are from those of strangers. So, ultimately, I think the only honest answer is: I wrote these stories because I was the only person who could.
Were they worth the time and passion and effort I put into them? You be the judge.


Long ago, in a birthing room in Methodist Hospital on South Broad Street in, of course, Philadelphia, our midwife Heather lifted Sean from Marianne’s embrace. I was there to be supportive and I was trying my best not to be in anybody’s way. Now she thrust the newborn infant into my arms, saying, “Hold your son, Michael!”
I did. I stared down into Sean’s indigo blue eyes and thought—this is literally true, though it sounds like a writerly invention—Someday, my son, you will grow up and turn me into an old man and then I’ll die. But that’s all right. It’s a small price to pay for you.
Then I burst into tears.
So that’s what I know about short fiction and these stories and I guess life. I hope you enjoy reading this book.
—Michael Swanwick



The Mongolian Wizard
The wild griffins for which the region was famous were sporting in the sky above the snow-clad peaks of the Riphean Mountains when Sir Toby arrived at Schloss Greiffenhorst, late as usual. The moot had been in session for three days and, truth be told, no one had noticed his absence until his carriage clattered into the courtyard. Then there was such a to-do, with horses ramping and snorting white plumes of steam and footmen unloading brass-bound trunks and the building-master of the conference center shouting and turning red as he tried to wave the luggage around to the back of the building, that the English lord’s emergence came as a distinct anticlimax.
But then Sir Toby, tremendous of girth, smiling widely at the imagined warmth of his reception, and carrying a small kettle-dragon in a cage against the possibility that he might suddenly need to warm his feet, stepped out of the carriage and onto a patch of ice.
He went flying.
Junior Lieutenant Franz-Karl Ritter had just stepped outside, his wolf Geri padding along at his heel, to enjoy a cheroot in the winter air. He was shaking out his lucifer match when he saw this whimsical mountain of flesh hurtling toward him.
Bodies collided. Ritter’s cigar went flying from his mouth, tracing a perfect arc of smoke behind it, and he found himself, half-dazed, lying on the ground. Then he was being helped to his feet by the same man who had knocked him down.
There was barely enough time for Ritter to note with satisfaction that, though Geri stood bristling and fangs bared, he had, as per his training, refrained from attack. Then Sir Toby slapped his back so hard he almost went down again. “Gallantly done, young fellow! Thank you for cushioning my fall. I doubt it was exactly deliberate, but at my age one does not look too skeptically at a kind deed.” He thrust out a hand. “Tobias Gracchus Willoughby-Quirke, at your service. British born—as I’m sure you can tell by looking—but now a wandering magician-at-large. And you are—?”
“Kapitänleutnant Franz-Karl Ritter. Werewolf Corps. I’m responsible for security here.” They shook.
“Excellent, excellent! You can help my people set up the demonstration. That way you will be assured of a good position from which to observe it.” Sir Toby turned away, saw somebody he knew, and with a happy bellow of greeting, plunged inside. In his wake, Ritter saw four footmen carrying a trunk shoulder-high as solemnly as pallbearers with a coffin.
Quickly stepping in front of the servants, Ritter shook a finger at them and said, “Stay.” Then he hurried after the English maniac.
At the door, however, the Margrave von und zu Venusberg stopped him with an upraised hand. “Let them by, nephew,” the margrave said. “Sir Toby must have his little show.” He gestured the footmen within. “You may set up in the billiards room,” he told them. “Up the stairs, down the hall on the right, third door to the left.” Then, returning to Ritter, “You’ve never seen this. I believe you’ll find it diverting.”
“Shouldn’t I be…?”
The margrave raised his eyebrows and pursed his lips in a way that was clearly meant to look wise. “This is the largest conclave of wizards in Europe for over a decade and I pulled a lot of strings to bring you here. There are people to meet and connections to be made. Your parents would not be pleased if you wasted this opportunity by playing soldier.”
“No, uncle.”
Guests were already gathering in the billiards room when they arrived and, contrary to Sir Toby’s peremptory command, the footmen required no help whatsoever setting up. They carefully placed the trunk down atop a billiard table and then unlatched one side. It swung upward, revealing a set of small, well-appointed rooms such as might constitute a child’s dollhouse if only said child were both wealthy and fixated upon military housing. There were tidy officers’ quarters, barracks filled with bunk beds for the enlisted men, two separate messes, lounges and game rooms, and a kitchen with tiny copper pots and pans a-gleam.
Out marched a platoon of miniature musketeers, no more than two inches tall.
Diminutive pipers piped and wee drums rumbled. All but unnoticed, the servants latched up the trunk and whisked it away, while the soldiers formed up in two lines on the green baize.
“Parade, atten-shun!” Sir Toby commanded.
The soldiers snapped to attention.
“For this demonstration, my men will be firing powder without shot,” Sir Toby remarked. “Just for safety, you understand.” Then he barked, “First section, prime and—load!”
The front line brought their muskets to the priming position, pans open. They drew cartridges, bit off their tops, and poured a pinch of powder into the priming pans and the rest down the barrels. Then they drew ramrods and drove paper wadding down the barrels, tamped twice, and returned their ramrods to the hoops under the barrels of their guns. It was all done in perfect unison.
“Second section, prime and load! First section, present arms! Fire!”
Ritter watched, entranced, as the back line loaded their muskets, the front line fired a crisp fusillade.
“There are ten steps involved in loading and firing, but the commands I have given are those which, for efficiency’s sake, would be employed in actual combat. Now my men shall demonstrate skirmish formation. Second rank, advance and—fire!”
The rear line of soldiers stepped through the spaces between the men before them, put muskets to shoulders and fired. Behind them, what had been the front line was reloading.
“British soldiers can routinely fire three shots per minute,” Sir Toby said. “In this formation, that amounts to one shot every ten seconds. Formidable indeed! Firing in rapid succession rather than simultaneously, my men can lay down a wall of bullets while advancing steadily across the battlefield. Now let us see what happens with a formation of three ranks. You will note that…”
Ritter found himself mesmerized by the beauty of Sir Toby’s innovation. Utilizing such a toy militia, a military theorist could design and test new formations with a minimum of expense and no danger to actual soldiers. Here, before him, were the beginnings of a true science of war—one whose findings would be testable, verifiable, and reproducible. He wondered if Sir Toby was aware of its possibilities. This could modernize warfare, ushering it into a new and more efficient era!
Ritter was awakened from his speculations by polite applause marking the end of the show. Sir Toby beamed as if the accolades had been thunderous. “Thank you! Thank you! What you have just seen was but my little party trick. Now, however, comes my pièce de résistance!” At a gesture one of his footmen solemnly knelt and pried open a baseboard with a silver wedge. The miniature soldiers, meanwhile, had affixed weapons and instruments to their backs and were rappelling down from the billiards table on ropes no thicker than threads. They formed up again on the oriental carpet. “When people ask me why I am welcome, as so few are, in all the great houses of Europe, I always reply: Because after the display of close order drill, I send my men into the underbelly of my host’s house to systematically hunt down and kill all the rats and mice, leaving it literally vermin-free. This house gift, if you will, is why, for all my faults, I am universally beloved.”
Nodding downward, Sir Toby said, “Sound the charge.”
A tiny figure lifted bugle to lips, producing a sound as faint and distant as the horns of Elfland. With a cheer, the soldiers charged into the wainscoting and disappeared.
Ritter’s jaw fell. He managed to hold his peace until the room was nearly empty and then, turning to his uncle, murmured, “Did you take note of exactly how many of Sir Toby’s toys went into the wall?”
“No, of course not. I doubt if anybody did.”
“Exactly! And if nobody’s counted, who is to say that the number of men who come out of the walls is the same as the number who went in?”
An amused tone entered the margrave’s voice. “Are you suggesting that Sir Toby is a spy?”
“I’m just saying that it’s the sort of thing we should be keeping an eye on.”
“Come outside with me.”
Ritter followed his uncle onto the balcony. The margrave seized the railing with both hands and stared into the distance. “Have you ever wondered how it is that the ability to work magic is largely concentrated in the nobility?”
“I had always assumed that ability was responsible for their ascension in the first place.”
“Possibly. Yes, that is the story we tell. Yet it could easily have gone the other way, with the common ruck of men reacting with fear and loathing rather than awe and respect. We would then be an impoverished, persecuted minority—untrained, unable to develop our powers, and slowly dwindling toward extinction. Sometimes I wonder if it wouldn’t be better that way.”
“Uncle!”
“You see that dead tree on the mountain-slope across the valley?” Ritter did, though it was little more than a brown smear in the distance. “Watch it carefully. Count to three under your breath.”
Ritter did so. One…two…
The tree flashed into flame.
“Impressive, you might think. A cannon could do as much! Yet because I was born with the aptitude and my parents insisted I put in the years of hard work required to develop it, I am entrusted with some share of responsibility for the fate of my nation.”
Ritter nodded, wondering where all this was going.
His uncle turned his back on the mountain. “Magic is a very poor basis for power. You must learn to excel in politics if our house is to survive. Most of the great families nowadays do not realize this, which is why they are led by mutton-headed fools, suited only for small wars and wizard-feuds. Weak as watered milk, the lot of them! And Sir Toby is the worst of all. When he was young, some predicted that he would someday become one of the preeminent wizards on the continent. Yet what has he done with all his potential? Nothing, God help us, but play with toy soldiers!”
“I see,” Ritter said. Privately, though, he wondered. Exactly how clever were Sir Toby’s automata? Could he possibly see through their eyes and hear through their ears? Sir Toby might not be the fool he presented himself as being.
He knew better than to say so to his uncle. But it was worth his keeping in mind.


Most of the conference’s work was done in closeted meetings, both large and small, to which Ritter was not privy. But judging by the informal conversations he overheard, Ritter didn’t think that much was being accomplished behind those closed and guarded doors.
“I am sick of hearing about the Mongolian Wizard!” Madame de Lafontaine exclaimed at the cocktail party at the end of the day’s session. “Why are we so afraid of this scarecrow? Five years ago, nobody had even heard of him.”
“Yet now he controls all of Russia,” Count Gasiewski said. “Do you not find that alarming?”
“Anyone can conquer Russia. I could do it myself. But I should like to see this upstart try to conquer France.”
“So would I, were my nation not situated between the two of you.”
The Frenchwoman ignored the jibe. “Anyway, how could even one tenth of the powers ascribed to him be true? It would take centuries to develop them.”
“Some say he is a thousand years old,” the Swedish general Tino Järvenpää said. “Others that he is immortal. Having faced down his forces at Ladoga Karelia, I am prepared to believe anything, and reluctant to provoke him a second time.”
Standing with his uncle, listening respectfully, Ritter happened to glance at the far end of the room, where Sir Toby had been holding forth on the tactics of close order drill, and saw the Englishman take a step backwards from a knot of conversation which had clearly moved beyond his signature obsession—and disappear.
Ritter blinked.
But the margrave chose that moment to squeeze his arm and comment warmly, “Madame de Lafontaine is quite a striking woman, isn’t she?” Which, indeed, was so. Half the men in the room were drawn to her as flies to a ripe apricot.
“She is as beautiful as springtime.” Why would a man draw attention to himself by his boorish conversation and then literally disappear? Because he wanted everyone to recall that he was present long after he departed. Surely there were innocent reasons for such an action, but other than an assignation with a married woman, Ritter could not think of any. And Sir Toby did not strike him as the womanizing type.
“She is in her late fifties,” the margrave said.
“Eh?”
“Her power is glamour and her weakness is vanity. So she employs it in order to appear forever young. A politically negligible creature, but talented in the boudoir.”
“You speak from experience?” Ritter would have like to follow Sir Toby and find out what the scoundrel was up to. But he knew his uncle would not tolerate it.
“From many experiences. We once spent a week in Trieste which… Well! I think that it would be well worth my time to rekindle our acquaintance.” He winked in a confidential manner. “Watch and learn how a man of experience handles such a woman.” Madame de Lafontaine had just produced a cigarette from a jeweled clutch. So the margrave strode forward, a flame dancing atop an outstretched finger, to light it. “My darling Gabrielle!” he said. “How delightful to see you again.”
Madame de Lafontaine’s face froze. Then she turned her back on him.
Somebody gasped. A gentleman or two raised a handkerchief to his mouth to help stifle involuntary laughter. Whispers spread through the room as those who had witnessed the event described it to those who had not: The Margrave von und zu Venusberg had been snubbed, by God! Cut dead and in public too.
The margrave flushed furiously and, turning on his heel, fled the room.


In the wake of his mentor’s departure, Ritter led his wolf out of the Great Hall, pausing now and again for a brief pleasantry (for he was not entirely deaf to his uncle’s teachings) with a dignitary whose acquaintance he had already made. In the vestibule, he slid into Geri’s mind, expertly soothing the animal’s natural resistance to the invasion. Then he visualized Sir Toby. The wolf’s mind immediately called up a scent compounded of human sweat, pipe tobacco, dark beer, Italian boot leather, gunpowder, and India ink. Follow, Ritter commanded. Find.
Wolf first, they moved all but noiselessly out of the public areas of the conference center and into the warren of narrow corridors employed by the servants. When Geri started to turn into the kitchen, Ritter laughed and yanked back on his mental leash. “No, no, greedy-guts. I shudder to think what a fuss the chef would make if I let a carnivore like you into his demesne!” He doubted that Sir Toby would have been looking for a snack when there were servants with trays of canapés working the reception. So he must have been merely passing through. Patience, Ritter thought, and led the wolf out a side door and around back of the kitchen.
Picking up the trail again, Geri led them to the rear of the conference center. There a large pair of doors opened onto a set of stone stairs leading down into the storage cellar. The soldier Ritter had set there on guard saluted at his approach.
“Did anyone go into the basement just now?”
“No one, sir!”
“You are positive?”
“Yes, sir!”
Through the wolf’s sensorium, Ritter could taste Sir Toby’s scent, mere minutes old, leading downward. Without another word, he plunged down the stairs.
The storage rooms were all but lightless. But Ritter did not strike a match, trusting instead to his animal’s night vision. Stealthily, they moved through labyrinthine passages, always following the Englishman’s trace. Until finally they saw the glow of a candle in the darkness and then the corpulent outline of Sir Toby. He was frantically shoving luggage to one side and another on the shelves.
Ritter coughed to announce himself.
Sir Toby spun around, holding the candle high in one hand and simultaneously thrusting the other into a jacket pocket. Then, upon his recognizing Ritter, the hand emerged empty.
“Junior Lieutenant Ritter!” Sir Toby exclaimed. “I am extremely glad to see you.” In his voice was not the least trace of the jovial buffoon he had earlier presented himself as being.
“I hope that is true,” Ritter said. “For I am alarmed to see you in such incriminating circumstances, Sir Toby. Tell me exactly what you are doing here, sir—and do not think to use your disappearing trick on me. A wolf’s senses are not so limited as a man’s.” He kept a light hand on Geri’s mental leash, prepared to launch him at the Englishman at the first sign of aggression.
But Sir Toby showed none. “I am searching for my men. Forty went into the wainscoting and not a one has come out. Something terrible has happened here in the darkness and I fear it was a massacre.”
“A massacre…of toy soldiers?”
“They are not toys,” Sir Toby said grimly, “but living, thinking men like you and me. Those you saw are mercenaries from a recently-discovered island nation in the Pacific Ocean. They—” Sir Toby paused. “It would help if I knew how much you already know.”
“I know that you are in a very suspicious position and I am all but certain that you are a spy—for whom I cannot say. Allow me to assure you that the diplomatic immunity you enjoy upstairs will not of necessity protect you here, where there are no witnesses.”
“You are a hard and suspicious man, kapitänleutnant, and I wish I had a dozen like you working for me. Yes, I am a spy, in the service of His Majesty King Oberon VII, and, yes, I was placing agents in the building to determine the disposition of the various powers represented here. Your nation and mine both recognize the threat posed by the Mongolian Wizard and thus it is but prudent for us to do all we can to promote an alliance of the great houses of Europe. I make no apologies for a deed that requires none.”
Geri made a low noise in the back of his throat. Careful to keep his outward attention focused on the English spy, Ritter followed the wolf’s thoughts and then said, “It seems that at least part of your story is true. My partner scents small corpses—many of them—two rooms further in.”


When Sir Toby saw the tiny bodies scattered about the floor, he hurried to them and, kneeling, searched anxiously for any sign of life. “Dead, all of them!” he moaned. “Yet there’s not a mark on anyone. What can have caused this horror?”
Meanwhile, Ritter followed a foul stench to the foot of a crate that had been broken open and, among its splintered slats, found something that looked like the bedraggled corpse of a rooster tangled up with a dead adder. He nudged the thing over with his toe, and lit a match so he could examine it. His blood ran cold.
It was a basilisk.
“I’ve found the cause of the massacre,” he said. “Dead, thank God.”
Sir Toby brought his candle close. “Its breast is riddled with bullet-holes. Dying though they were from its poison, my men brought the monster down.” He wiped a tear from his eye. Then, “The basilisk is a desert creature. How in the world did one wind up here?”
“They released it. For some reason they broke into this crate and it was waiting inside.” Ritter put his hands into the breach and began pulling slats free. Most of the crate’s interior was empty—living space for the guardian basilisk, obviously—but at its center was a smaller box, perhaps three feet across, made of teak. Its surface was richly carved in geometric patterns and stylized flames. He lifted the lid and the scents of cinnamon, spikenard, and myrrh wafted forth. Inside the box, nestled among dried spices, was something smooth and golden and round.
It glowed in the darkness.
Sir Toby grabbed Ritter from behind and pulled him away from the thing. “Don’t touch it!” he cried. “It’s a thousand times more lethal than the basilisk ever was.”
“What is it?” Ritter said wonderingly.
“A phoenix egg.”


The conferees did not much like being evacuated, of course. But Ritter knew his authority and was prepared to act on it. He set one of his men to hammering on the alarm gong and others to emptying out the Schloss floor by floor. “Don’t be afraid to shoot anyone who disobeys you,” he said, knowing that a soldier with such orders would present himself in such a way as to make the action unnecessary. To the building-master, he said, “Have the ostlers get the horses into harness and line up every carriage you have out front. Lords and wizards go first, naturally, but I want every human being down to the meanest servant out of here by midnight.”
“But where will they go?” the man demanded.
Ritter glanced at Sir Toby. “The village at the foot of the mountain ought to be far enough,” the wizard said.
“Send them to Plattergarten. We can requisition space for them to stay when we get there. Nobody is to wait on luggage or to take more than they can easily carry. When you run out of carriages, send people down the road on foot. My soldiers will go last and rest assured they will not be easy on anyone who tries to stay.” A distressed nobleman came running up and he turned to face the man. “Yes, uncle?”
“What madness is this? You are making enemies of half the wizards on the continent!”
“Better that they should hate me than that they should die.” Ritter crooked a finger and one of his men stepped forward. “See the margrave to his carriage and make certain that his is the first to leave.”
When the margrave had been led away, Ritter murmured, “Do you think we can get all of them safely away?”
“Somebody brought the phoenix egg here, and that someone can only have been one of the visiting wizards. Whoever it was, you may be sure, is high in the Mongolian Wizard’s trust. He would not be somebody to be lightly discarded. Yet all the delegates are still on the mountain. That and the tradition that says that the phoenix is invariably reborn at dawn, tell me we have time enough and some to spare.”
“Very good,” Ritter said. “Things seem to be well underway here. Let’s see if we can catch our saboteur.”


It was twilight by the time the first carriage rumbled down the mountain. Standing at the gatehouse by the entrance to the grounds, Ritter saw his uncle’s face, white and disapproving as a ghost’s, through its window. “I hope I have not just disinherited myself,” he remarked. Though, in fact, the prospect did not bother him one whit. He was now convinced that war was coming, and in time of war there was always work for a soldier.
“I, meanwhile, hope that your furry friend is as good as you say.” Sir Toby stood, hands in pockets, scowling, with his greatcoat flapping slightly in the chill breeze.
“Cinnamon, spikenard, and myrrh are distinctive odors. Geri sensed the combination more than once over the past three days, but I thought it merely a whiff of perfume worn by one of the ladies. Our saboteur has traces of those spices on his hands and does not know it. We shall sniff him out, never fear.”
One by one, the carriages paused at the gatehouse, then trundled down the road from Schloss Greiffenhorst and disappeared into darkness. Ritter stamped his feet and blew on his hands to keep warm. Occasionally a runner came, bearing news or requesting instructions. But Geri, though he dutifully sniffed at each conveyance, discovered nothing.
Until Madame de Lafontaine’s carriage stopped and the wolf let out a mental howl so loud that Ritter was almost surprised when the lady herself showed no signs of hearing it. “If you would please step out of the carriage, milady,” he said. “This is only a formality.”
She alit. “All this fuss, simply to meet me?” Madame de Lafontaine said in an amused tone. Coquettishly, she pointed her fan toward his chest.
Without warning, Geri leaped, snarling, at the woman. Ritter thrust himself into the wolf’s mind, merging identity with it, all but becoming the wolf, trying to bring him under control. But before he could, a puff of smoke appeared at the tip of the fan. Agonizing pain washed through him as a bullet penetrated Geri’s brain.
The wolf, though dead or dying, was carried onward by momentum, and his body knocked over Madame de Lafontaine. Clutching his own head, Ritter also fell to the ground.
It was from a prone position that, uncomprehending, he saw Sir Toby walk toward the fallen woman, pistol in hand. Her eyes widened in shock as he pointed it at her.
Sir Toby fired.
In an instant, Madame de Lafontaine’s appearance changed. Gone was the beautiful young Frenchwoman, replaced not by an older version of herself but by an equally young woman with short black hair and sharp features—a glamour-wielder, like Madame de Lafontaine, but in the service of a different master. The fan she held was now revealed to be a pistol.
All this Ritter saw in the instant before he passed out.


At sunrise, the mountaintop erupted in fire and ceased to be. Everyone in the village below, standing in the streets to watch, threw up their arms to block the sight and turned away from its fury. When Ritter could see again, there was a luminous cloud of smoke and ash rising from what had been Schloss Greiffenhorst. Coalescing in the heart of the fire, a mighty firebird slowly took form. It started to move its tremendous wings even before they were complete. Then, over the course of several minutes, it broke free of the rising cloud and began the long flight back to its ancestral homelands in the East.
“A terrifying sight,” Ritter said at last.
“There are worse to come,” Sir Toby replied. “I arrived at the conference late because, by a special dispensation of your Emperor Rupert, I had arranged an interview with the Wittenberg Sibyl. She foresees cities destroyed, farmlands blasted, the slaughter of millions in a pointless and genocidal war. This she told me in great and horrifying detail.”
“But surely that is only a possible future,” Ritter said. “As I understand it, the Sibyl always offers two contradictory predictions, one much darker than the other.”
“You don’t understand. What I told you was the good outcome. The one where, after terrible suffering, the Mongolian Wizard and his evil empire are defeated. The alternative—well, I do not care to speak of the alternative.”
They stood in silence for a time, watching the cloud over the mountain rise and then spread, like a tremendous mushroom. At last Sir Toby said, “I am sorry your wolf died.”
“Geri was a soldier, like me. When one is a soldier, it is occasionally one’s duty to die.”
“I understand that necessity, but I still regret each death. Today, before I sleep, I must write to the families of forty soldiers, informing them of their loved one’s heroism—and of his death. Believe me, I understand your loss.”
“Thank you.”
“They tell me you have a second wolf, almost fully trained. How long before he is fit for service?”
“Freki should be ready in three weeks. Why do you ask?”
“Because you’re working for me now.”
Ritter turned to face the English wizard. “Eh?”
“I intend to ask your uncle to arrange for your government to lend you to me under extended leave. After all this—” Sir Toby gestured up at what had been the mountaintop “—I don’t see him refusing me much of anything.”
“But…why me?”
“You’re smart, you’re skeptical, and with a little encouragement I believe you could be ruthless. Also, I’ve recently lost one of my best agents. I have an opening.” Sir Toby placed a hand on Ritter’s shoulder and squeezed briefly. “Welcome to the British Secret Service, son. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have letters to write.”
Ritter watched the enormous man walk away and, as he did, could not help but wonder.
There was only one individual who would have benefited from the phoenix’s birth while the conference was in full session—the Mongolian Wizard. The act would have killed half the leadership of those lands he was sure to invade soon. Seen that way, the attempted sabotage had backfired. Those same lords and wizards who could not get along with each other would now assuredly set aside their differences to form a cohesive alliance against the common enemy whose ruthlessness had just been so vividly demonstrated.
However…
However, looked at another way, as an act of sabotage that was intended to fail, suspicion must necessarily fall a little closer to home.
Though the sun had risen, the morning was still bitter cold. A wind blew up and went right through his clothing, chilling him to the bone. Sir Toby had said that his best agent had died recently. Ritter could not help thinking of the look of shock on the face of the glamour-wielder when Sir Toby shot her. Shock, possibly, at his betrayal? Her body had been left on the mountaintop. There could be no identifying it now. No way that Ritter could ever know if his dark supposition were true.
Yet, even if it were, could he entirely condemn his new master for an act whose repercussions were surely for the good? Forty-one deaths weighed against millions. Sir Toby valued tough-mindedness above all things. To him, that was the kind of calculation that solved itself.
Dark days were ahead, and he was going to be a part of them. Ritter fervently hoped he would never reach the point where such a sacrifice would seem to him a sensible thing.
But he rather suspected that he would.



The Man in Grey
There’s a rustling in the wings. Let the story begin.
I was standing outside watching when sixteen-year-old Martha Geissler, pregnant, loveless, and unwed, stepped into the path of a Canadian National freight train traveling at the rate of forty-five miles per hour. The engineer saw her and simultaneously applied the brakes and hit the air horn. But since the train consisted of two 4,300-horsepower SD70M-2 locomotives hauling seventy-six loaded cars and seventy-three empty ones and weighed an aggregate 11,700 tons, it was a given that it wouldn’t stop in time. All that the engineer could hope for was that the crazy woman on the tracks would come to her senses.
Maybe she would. Maybe she wouldn’t. The forces that brought Martha here were absolutely predictable. What she would do in the actual event was not. One way or another, it was an instant of perfect, even miraculous, free will.
Martha stared at the oncoming train with neither fear nor exaltation, but with great clarity of mind. She thought things that were hers alone to know, came to a decision, and then stepped deliberately backwards from the track.
There was a collective sigh of relief from the shadows. Never let it be said that those of us who have no lives of our own don’t care.
Then she slipped.
It shouldn’t have happened. It couldn’t have happened. But it did. The script said that if she stepped backwards, away from the oncoming locomotive, the ground behind her would be flat and solid. Given the choice she had made, Martha was supposed to stand, half stunned, as the train slammed past inches from her face. She would be given the gift of a moment of absolute calm in which she would realize things that might well help her to understand exactly who she was now and who she might turn out to be years in the future.
But a stagehand had somehow, inexplicably, left behind a chilled bottle of a brand of cola not even available on Martha’s ostensible continent, when he was setting up the scene. It rolled under Martha’s foot. She lost her balance.
With a little shriek, she fell forward, into the path of the train.
With that, I stepped out of the grey, grabbed her arm, and hauled her back.
Still wailing, the train rushed by and the engineer—enormously relieved and himself beginning to change as a result of the incident—released the brake and carefully accelerated out of the long bend and into somebody else’s area of responsibility.
Martha clutched me as tightly as if she were drowning. Slowly I pried her loose. She stared into my face, white with shock. “I…” she said. “You…”
“It’s a goddamned lucky thing I was passing by, young lady,” I said gruffly. “You oughtta be more careful.” I turned to leave.
Martha looked up and down the tracks. We were at the outskirts of town, where the land was flat and empty. The nearest building was a warehouse a full city block away. There was nowhere I could possibly have come from. She could see that at a glance.
Inwardly I cursed.
“Who are you?” she said, hurrying after me. Then, “What are you?”
“Nobody. I just happened to see you.” I was almost running now, with Martha plucking at my coat sleeve and trotting to keep up. “Listen, Sis, I don’t want to be rude, but I’ve got things to do, okay? I got places to be. I can’t—” I was sweating. I belonged in the grey, not out on stage with the talent. I wasn’t used to extemporaneous speech. All this improv was beyond me.
I broke into an out-and-out run. Coat flying, I made for the warehouse. If I could only get out of sight for a second—assuming there was some local action scheduled for the other side of the building before this scenario ended and that the stage was properly set—I could slip back into the grey without Martha seeing it. She’d know that something strange had happened, but what could she do about it? Who could she complain to? Who would listen to her if she did?
I reached the warehouse and flew around the corner.
And into the streets of Hong Kong.
The stagehands had, of course, only put up as much stage dressing as was needed for the scenario. It was just my bad luck that we were back-to-back with an Asian set. Behind the warehouse facade it was all skyscrapers and Chinese-language advertising. Plus, it was night and it had just rained, so the streets were smudged black mirrors reflecting streetlights and neon. I said a bad word.
Martha plowed into my back. She rebounded, almost fell, and caught herself. Then, horn blaring, a taxicab almost ran us down. She clutched my arm so hard it hurt. “What—what is this?” she asked, eyes wide with existential terror.
“There are a few things you should know.” I gently turned her back toward the city she had grown up in. “There’s a diner not far from here. Why don’t I buy you a cup of coffee and we can talk?”


In the diner, I tried to explain. “The world is maybe not the way you picture it to be,” I said. “In its mechanics, anyway. We don’t have the resources to maintain every possible setup twenty-four hours a day. Also, there aren’t as many real people in it—folks you might actually meet, as opposed to those you see at a distance or hear about on TV—as you were led to believe. Maybe forty-five or fifty thousand all told. But other than that, everything’s just like you’ve always thought it was. Go back to your life and you’ll be fine.”
Martha clutched her coffee cup as if it were all that was keeping her from falling off the face of the Earth. But she looked at me steadily. Her eyes were clear and focused. “So this is all—what?—a play, you’re telling me? I’m nothing but a puppet and you’re the guy who pulls my strings? You’re in charge of things and I’m the entertainment?”
“No, no, no. Your life is your own. You have absolute free will. I’m just here to make sure that when you step out of the shower, the bath mat is always there for you.”
“You’ve seen me naked?”
I sighed. “Martha, either I or somebody like me has been with you for every waking or sleeping moment of your life. Every time your mother changed your diapers or you squeezed a zit in the mirror or you hid under the blankets with a flashlight and a romance manga after you were supposed to be asleep, there were people there, working hard to ensure that the world behaved in a comprehensible and consistent fashion for you.”
“So what are you? You operate a camera, right? Or maybe you are the camera. Like you’re a robot, or you’ve got cameras implanted in your eyes.” She was still stuck on the entertainment metaphor. It had been a mistake telling her that the whole thing had been caused by a careless stagehand.
“I am not a camera. I’m just the man who stands in grey, making things happen.” I did not tell her that all the necessary misery and suffering in the world is caused by people like me. Not because I’m ashamed of what I do—I make no apologies; it’s important work—but because Martha wasn’t ready to hear, much less understand, it. “What you’ve discovered is analogous to somebody in the Middle Ages learning that the world is not made up of fire, water, air, and earth, but rather by unimaginably small bundles of quarks underlain by strata of quantum uncertainty. It might feel shocking to you at first. But the world’s the same as it’s always been. It’s only your understanding of it that’s changed.”
Martha looked at me with huge, wounded eyes. “But…why?”
“I honestly don’t know,” I said. “If you forced me to speculate, I’d say that there are two possibilities. One is that Somebody decided that things should be like this. The other is that it’s simply the way things are. But which is true is anybody’s guess.”
That’s when Martha began to cry.
So I got up and walked around the table and put my arms about her. She was still only a child, after all.


When Martha calmed down, I took her back to her mother’s place in the Northern Liberties. It was a long trek—she’d been wandering about blindly ever since the pregnancy test turned blue—and so I ordered up a taxi. Martha flinched a little when it appeared before her, right out of thin air. But she got in and I gave the cabbie her address. The cabbie wasn’t real, of course. But he was good work. You’d have to talk to him for an hour to realize he was only a prop.
As we rode, Martha kept trying to work things through. She was like a kid picking at a scab. “So you do all the work, I get that. What’s in it for you?”
I shrugged. “A transient taste of being, every now and again.” I looked out the window at the passing city. Even knowing that it was all metaphysical canvas-and-paint, it looked convincing. “This is pretty nice. I like it. Mostly, though, it’s just my job. I’m not like you—I don’t have any say over what I do and don’t do.”
“You think any of this is my choice?”
“More of it than you’d suspect. Okay, yes, you dropped out of school, you don’t have a job, and you’re pregnant by a boy you don’t particularly like, and that limits your options. You’re still living with your mother and the two of you fight constantly. It’s been years since you’ve seen your father and sometimes you wonder if he’s still alive. You have health issues. None of that is under your control. But your response to it is. That’s an extraordinary privilege and it’s one I don’t have. Given the current situation, I could no more get out of this cab and walk away from you than you could flap your arms and fly to the Moon.
“You, however, have the freedom to think anything, say anything, do anything. Your every instant is unpredictable. Right here, right now, it may be that what I’m saying will reach you and you’ll smile and ask how you can get back on script. Maybe you’ll scream and call me names. Maybe you’ll retreat into silence. Maybe you’ll slap me. Anything could happen.”
She slapped me.
I looked at her. “What did that prove?”
“It made me feel better,” she lied. Martha crossed her arms and pushed herself back into the cushions, making herself as small as she could. Fleetingly, I thought she was going to keep retreating, deeper and deeper into herself, until nothing showed on the outside but dull, lifeless eyes. She could decide to do that. It was her right.
But then the cab pulled up before a nondescript row house on Leithgow Street and she got out.
“Act like you’ve gotten a big tip,” I told the cabbie.
“Hey, thanks, buddy!” he said, and drove off.
Martha was unlocking the door. “Mom’s visiting her sister in Baltimore for a couple days. We have the house to ourselves.”
“I know.”
She went straight to the kitchen and got out a bottle of her mother’s vodka from the freezer.
“It’s a little early for that, isn’t it?” I said.
“Then make it later.”
“As you will.” I signaled the gaffer and the sun slid down the sky. The world outside the window grew dark. I didn’t bother ordering up stars. “Is that late enough?”
“What the fuck do I care?” Martha sat down at the kitchen table and I followed suit. She filled two tumblers, thrust one in my hands. “Drink.”
I did, though not being talent, the alcohol had no effect on me.
After a while, she said, “Which of my friends are real and which aren’t?”
“They’re all real, Martha. Tomika, Jeanne, Siouxie, Ben, your teachers, your parents, your cousins, the boy you thought was cute but too immature to go out with—everyone you have an emotional relationship with, positive or negative, is as real as you are. Anything else would be cheating.”
“How about Kevin?” Her boyfriend, of course.
“Him too.”
“Shit.” Martha stared down into her glass, swirling the vodka around and around, creating a miniature whirlpool. “What about rappers and movie stars?”
“That’s a different story. Your feelings toward them aren’t terribly complex; nor are they reciprocated. Real people aren’t needed to fill the roles.”
“Thought so.” She drank deeply.
If she kept on in this vein, sooner or later she was going to ask about her father. In which case, I would have to tell her that Carl Geissler was in Graterford, where prison life was teaching him things about his essential nature that would take him decades to assimilate. Then that her mother clandestinely visited him there every month and, for reasons she only imperfectly understood, kept this fact to herself. So I touched Martha’s glass and said, “Do you really think this is a wise course of action?”
“What do people normally do in this situation?” she asked sarcastically.
“Martha, listen to me. You have all your life ahead of you and, depending on what choices you make, it can be a very good life indeed. I know. I’ve seen young women in your situation before, more times than you can imagine. Let me take you back to where you were before we met and start your life up where it left off.”
Her expression was stiff and unreadable. “You can do that, huh? Rewind the movie and then start it up again?”
“That’s an inexact metaphor,” I said. “With your cooperation, we can re-create the scenario. You’ll enter it, play your part, and then go back to your life. What happens then will be entirely up to you. No interference from me or anybody like me, I swear. But you have to agree to it. We can’t do a thing without your permission.”
As I spoke, Martha’s face grew more and more expressionless. Her eyes were hard and unblinking. Which suggested that the one thing I feared most—that she would go catatonic, burying that beautiful spark of life deeper and deeper under soft cottony layers of silence and inertia—was a very real possibility. “Please,” I said. “Say something.”
To my surprise, Martha said, “What does reality look like?”
“I’m not sure I understand you. This is reality. All around you.”
“It’s a fucking set! Show me what’s behind it, or underneath it, or however the hell you want to put it. Show me what remains when the set is gone.”
“I honestly don’t advise that. It would only upset you.”
“Do it!”
Reluctantly, I pushed back the chair. There was nothing scheduled anywhere behind the house for hours. I went to the back door. I opened it—
—revealing the roiling, churning emptiness that underlies the world we constantly make and unmake in the service of our duty. The colorless, formless negation of negatives that is Nothing and Nowhere and Nowhen. The calm horror of nonbeing. The grey.
I stood looking into it, waiting for Martha to make a noise, to cry out in fear, to beg me to make it go away. But though I waited for the longest time, she did not.
Fearing the worst, I turned back to her.
“All right,” Martha said. “Rewind me.”


So I took Martha Geissler back to where it had all begun. The sun and clouds were carefully placed exactly where they’d been, and the stagehands brought out the locomotives and hooked them up to the correct number of freight cars. Because the original engineer was talent, we put in a prop in his place. The script didn’t call for the two of them to ever meet, so there wouldn’t be any continuity problems.
“Here’s your mark,” I told Martha for the umpteenth time. “When the train passes that telephone pole over there—”
“I step into its path,” she said. “Then I slowly count to ten and step backwards off the track. This time there won’t be a soda bottle underfoot. How many times have we gone over this? I know my lines.”
“Thank you,” I said, and stepped into the grey to wait and watch.
The train came rumbling forward, only moderately fast but with tremendous momentum. Closer it came, and closer, and when it reached the telephone pole I’d chosen as a marker, Martha did not step into its path. Instead, she stood motionless by the side of the track.
The prop engineer hit the air horn just as the real one had, despite the fact that the track before him was empty. Still, Martha did nothing.
Then, at the very last possible instant, she stepped in front of the train.
There was a universal gasp from the shadows, the sound of my many brothers and sisters caught completely by surprise. Followed by a moment of perfect silence. Then by rolling thunderheads of applause.
It was an astonishing thing for Martha to do—and she’d done it calmly, without giving me the least sign of what was to come. But I didn’t join in the applause.
Briefly, I understood what it was like to be one of them. The talent, I mean. For the first time in my very long existence, I wanted something to not have happened.


Thus ended Martha’s story. I returned to my own world and to the job of maintaining and arranging the world whose inhabitants fondly believe to be real. Theirs is, for all its limitations, larger and more commodious than mine. But I do not begrudge them that. Their lives are more difficult and far more profound than anything I shall ever experience. Neither do I begrudge them that. We all have our places in existence and our parts to play.
Martha was a star in what we call the Great Game and what they (you) call reality. I am just a cog in the machinery. But if all my functions are mechanical, at least my reactions to it are not. I am not a camera. I am not a voyeur. Nor, God knows, am I the wizard behind the curtain, manipulating everything to his own benefit. Nothing of the sort.
I am the man in grey, and I love you all.



Ancient Engines
Planning to live forever, Tiktok?”
The words cut through the bar’s chatter and gab and silenced them. The silence reached out to touch infinity and then, “I believe you’re talking to me?” a mech said.
The drunk laughed. “Ain’t nobody else here sticking needles in his face, is there?”
The old man saw it all. He lightly touched the hand of the young woman sitting with him and said, “Watch.”
Carefully the mech set down his syringe alongside a bottle of liquid collagen on a square of velvet cloth. He disconnected himself from the recharger, laying the jack beside the syringe. When he looked up again, his face was still and hard. He looked like a young lion.
The drunk grinned sneeringly.
The bar was located just around the corner from the local stepping stage. It was a quiet retreat from the aggravations of the street, all brass and mirrors and wood paneling, as cozy and snug as the inside of a walnut. Light shifted lazily about the room, creating a varying emphasis like clouds drifting overhead on a summer day, but far dimmer. The bar, the bottles behind the bar, and the shelves beneath the bottles behind the bar were all aggressively real. If there was anything virtual, it was set up high or far back, where it couldn’t be touched. There was not a smart surface in the place.
“If that was a challenge,” the mech said, “I’d be more than happy to meet you outside.”
“Oh, noooooo,” the drunk said, his expression putting the lie to his words. “I just saw you shooting up that goop into your face, oh so dainty, like an old lady pumping herself full of antioxidants. So I figured…” He weaved and put a hand down on a table to steady himself. “…figured you was hoping to live forever.”
The girl looked questioningly at the old man. He held a finger to his lips.
“Well, you’re right. You’re—what? Fifty years old? Just beginning to grow old and decay. Pretty soon your teeth will rot and fall out and your hair will melt away and your face will fold up in a million wrinkles. Your hearing and your eyesight will go and you won’t be able to remember the last time you got it up. You’ll be lucky if you don’t need diapers before the end. But me—” he drew a dram of fluid into his syringe and tapped the barrel to draw the bubbles to the top—“anything that fails, I’ll simply have it replaced. So, yes, I’m planning to live forever. While you, well, I suppose you’re planning to die. Soon, I hope.”
The drunk’s face twisted, and with an incoherent roar of rage he attacked the mech.
In a motion too fast to be seen, the mech stood, seized the drunk, whirled him around, and lifted him above his head. One hand was closed around the man’s throat so he couldn’t speak. The other held both wrists tight behind the knees so that, struggle as he might, the drunk was helpless.
“I could snap your spine like that,” the mech said coldly. “If I exerted myself, I could rupture every internal organ you’ve got. I’m two-point-eight times stronger than a flesh man, and three-point-five times faster. My reflexes are only slightly slower than the speed of light, and I’ve just had a tune-up. You could hardly have chosen a worse person to pick a fight with.”
Then the drunk was flipped around and set back on his feet. He gasped for air.
“But since I’m also a merciful man, I’ll simply ask nicely if you wouldn’t rather leave.” The mech spun the drunk around and gave him a gentle shove toward the door.
The man left at a stumbling run.
Everyone in the place—there were not many—had been watching. Now they remembered their drinks, and talk rose up to fill the room again. The bartender put something back under the bar and turned away.
Leaving his recharge incomplete, the mech folded up his lubrication kit and slipped it in a pocket. He swiped his hand over the credit swatch, and stood.
But as he was leaving, the old man swiveled around and said, “I heard you say you hope to live forever. Is that true?”
“Who doesn’t?” the mech said curtly.
“Then sit down. Spend a few minutes out of the infinite swarm of centuries you’ve got ahead of you to humor an old man. What’s so urgent that you can’t spare the time?”
The mech hesitated. Then, as the young woman smiled at him, he sat.
“Thank you. My name is—”
“I know who you are, Mr. Brandt. There’s nothing wrong with my eidetics.”
Brandt smiled. “That’s why I like you guys. I don’t have to be all the time reminding you of things.” He gestured to the woman sitting opposite him. “My granddaughter.” The light intensified where she sat, making her red hair blaze. She dimpled prettily.
“Jack.” The young man drew up a chair. “Chimaera Navigator-Fuego, model number—”
“Please. I founded Chimaera. Do you think I wouldn’t recognize one of my own children?”
Jack flushed. “What is it you want to talk about, Mr. Brandt?” His voice was audibly less hostile now, as synthetic counterhormones damped down his emotions.
“Immortality. I found your ambition most intriguing.”
“What’s to say? I take care of myself, I invest carefully, I buy all the upgrades. I see no reason why I shouldn’t live forever.” Defiantly. “I hope that doesn’t offend you.”
“No, no, of course not. Why should it? Some men hope to achieve immortality through their works and others through their children. What could give me more joy than to do both? But tell me—do you really expect to live forever?”
The mech said nothing.
“I remember an incident happened to my late father-in-law, William Porter. He was a fine fellow, Bill was, and who remembers him anymore? Only me.” The old man sighed. “He was a bit of a railroad buff, and one day he took a tour through a science museum that included a magnificent old steam locomotive. This was in the latter years of the last century. Well, he was listening admiringly to the guide extolling the virtues of this ancient engine when she mentioned its date of manufacture, and he realized that he was older than it was.” Brandt leaned forward. “This is the point where old Bill would laugh. But it’s not really funny, is it?”
“No.”
The granddaughter sat listening quietly, intently, eating little pretzels one by one from a bowl.
“How old are you, Jack?”
“Seven years.”
“I’m eighty-three. How many machines do you know of that are as old as me? Eighty-three years old and still functioning?”
“I saw an automobile the other day,” his granddaughter said. “A Dusenberg. It was red.”
“How delightful. But it’s not used for transportation anymore, is it? We have the stepping stages for that. I won an award once that had mounted on it a vacuum tube from Univac. That was the first real computer. Yet all its fame and historical importance couldn’t keep it from the scrap heap.”
“Univac,” said the young man, “couldn’t act on its own behalf. If it could, perhaps it would be alive today.”
“Parts wear out.”
“New ones can be bought.”
“Yes, as long as there’s the market. But there are only so many machine people of your make and model. A lot of you have risky occupations. There are accidents, and with every accident, the consumer market dwindles.”
“You can buy antique parts. You can have them made.”
“Yes, if you can afford them. And if not—?”
The young man fell silent.
“Son, you’re not going to live forever. We’ve just established that. So now that you’ve admitted that you’ve got to die someday, you might as well admit that it’s going to be sooner rather than later. Mechanical people are in their infancy. And nobody can upgrade a Model T into a stepping stage. Agreed?”
Jack dipped his head. “Yes.”
“You knew it all along.”
“Yes.”
“That’s why you behaved so badly toward that lush.”
“Yes.”
“I’m going to be brutal here, Jack—you probably won’t live to be eighty-three. You don’t have my advantages.”
“Which are?”
“Good genes. I chose my ancestors well.”
“Good genes,” Jack said bitterly. “You received good genes and what did I get in their place? What the hell did I get?”
“Molybdenum joints where stainless steel would do. Ruby chips instead of zirconium. A number seventeen plastic seating for—hell, we did all right by you boys.”
“But it’s not enough.”
“No. It’s not. It was only the best we could do.”
“What’s the solution, then?” the granddaughter asked, smiling.
“I’d advise taking the long view. That’s what I’ve done.”
“Poppycock,” the mech said. “You were an extensionist when you were young. I input your autobiography. It seems to me you wanted immortality as much as I do.”
“Oh, yes, I was a charter member of the life-extension movement. You can’t imagine the crap we put into our bodies! But eventually I wised up. The problem is, information degrades each time a human cell replenishes itself. Death is inherent in flesh people. It seems to be written into the basic program—a way, perhaps, of keeping the universe from filling up with old people.”
“And old ideas,” his granddaughter said maliciously.
“Touché. I saw that life-extension was a failure. So I decided that my children would succeed where I failed. That you would succeed. And—”
“You failed.”
“But I haven’t stopped trying!” The old man thumped the table in unison with his last three words. “You’ve obviously given this some thought. Let’s discuss what I should have done. What would it take to make a true immortal? What instructions should I have given your design team? Let’s design a mechanical man who’s got a shot at living forever.”
Carefully, the mech said, “Well, the obvious to begin with. He ought to be able to buy new parts and upgrades as they come available. There should be ports and connectors that would make it easy to adjust to shifts in technology. He should be capable of surviving extremes of heat, cold, and moisture. And—” he waved a hand at his own face—“he shouldn’t look so goddamned pretty.”
“I think you look nice,” the granddaughter said.
“Yes, but I’d like to be able to pass for flesh.”
“So our hypothetical immortal should be, one, infinitely upgradable; two, adaptable across a broad spectrum of conditions; and three, discreet. Anything else?”
“I think she should be charming,” the granddaughter said.
“She?” the mech asked.
“Why not?”
“That’s actually not a bad point,” the old man said. “The organism that survives evolutionary forces is the one that’s best adapted to its environmental niche. The environmental niche people live in is man-made. The single most useful trait a survivor can have is probably the ability to get along easily with other men. Or, if you’d rather, women.”
“Oh,” said the granddaughter, “he doesn’t like women. I can tell by his body language.”
The young man flushed.
“Don’t be offended,” said the old man. “You should never be offended by the truth. As for you—” he turned to face his granddaughter. “If you don’t learn to treat people better, I won’t take you places anymore.”
She dipped her head. “Sorry.”
“Apology accepted. Let’s get back to task, shall we? Our hypothetical immortal would be a lot like flesh women, in many ways. Self-regenerating. Able to grow her own replacement parts. She could take in pretty much anything as fuel. A little carbon, a little water…”
“Alcohol would be an excellent fuel,” his granddaughter said.
“She’d have the ability to mimic the superficial effects of aging,” the mech said. “Also, biological life evolves incrementally across generations. I’d want her to be able to evolve across upgrades.”
“Fair enough. Only I’d do away with upgrades entirely, and give her total conscious control over her body. So she could change and evolve at will. She’ll need that ability, if she’s going to survive the collapse of civilization.”
“The collapse of civilization? Do you think it likely?”
“In the long run? Of course. When you take the long view it seems inevitable. Everything seems inevitable. Forever is a long time, remember. Time enough for absolutely everything to happen.”
For a moment nobody spoke.
Then the old man slapped his hands together. “Well, we’ve created our New Eve. Now let’s wind her up and let her go. She can expect to live—how long?”
“Forever,” said the mech.
“Forever’s a long time. Let’s break it down into smaller units. In the year 2500, she’ll be doing what?”
“Holding down a job,” the granddaughter said. “Designing art molecules, maybe, or scripting recreational hallucinations. She’ll be deeply involved in the culture. She’ll have lots of friends she cares about passionately, and maybe a husband or wife or two.”
“Who will grow old,” the mech said, “or wear out. Who will die.”
“She’ll mourn them, and move on.”
“The year 3500. The collapse of civilization,” the old man said with gusto. “What will she do then?”
“She’ll have made preparations, of course. If there are radiation or toxins in the environment, she’ll have made her systems immune from their effects. And she’ll make herself useful to the survivors. In the seeming of an old woman she’ll teach the healing arts. Now and then she might drop a hint about this and that. She’ll have a data base squirreled away somewhere containing everything they’ll have lost. Slowly, she’ll guide them back to civilization. But a gentler one, this time. One less likely to tear itself apart.”
“The year one million. Humanity evolves beyond anything we can currently imagine. How does she respond?”
“She mimics their evolution. No—she’s been shaping their evolution. She wants a risk-free method of going to the stars, so she’s been encouraging a type of being that would strongly desire such a thing. She isn’t among the first to use it, though. She waits a few hundred generations for it to prove itself.”
The mech, who had been listening in fascinated silence, now said, “Suppose that never happens? What if starflight will always remain difficult and perilous? What then?”
The granddaughter shrugged. “It was once thought that people would never fly. So much that looks impossible becomes simple if you only wait.”
“Four billion years. The sun uses up its hydrogen, its core collapses, helium fusion begins, and it balloons into a red giant. Earth is vaporized.”
“Oh, she’ll be somewhere else by then. That’s easy.”
“Five billion years. The Milky Way collides with the Andromeda Galaxy and the whole neighborhood is full of high-energy radiation and exploding stars.”
“That’s trickier. She’s going to have to either prevent that or move a few million light years away to a friendlier galaxy. But she’ll have time enough to prepare and to assemble the tools. I have faith that she’ll prove equal to the task.”
“One trillion years. The last stars gutter out. Only black holes remain.”
“Black holes are a terrific source of energy. No problem.”
“1.06 googol years.”
“Googol?”
“That’s ten raised to the hundredth power—one followed by a hundred zeros. The heat-death of the universe. How does she survive it?”
“She’ll have seen it coming for a long time,” the mech said. “When the last black holes dissolve, she’ll have to do without a source of free energy. Maybe she could take and rewrite her personality into the physical constants of the dying universe. Would that be possible?”
“Oh, perhaps. But I really think that the lifetime of the universe is long enough for anyone,” the granddaughter said. “Mustn’t get greedy.”
“Maybe so,” the old man said thoughtfully. “Maybe so.” Then, to the mech, “Well, there you have it: a glimpse into the future, and a brief biography of the first immortal, ending, alas, with her death. Now tell me. Knowing that you contributed something, however small, to that accomplishment—wouldn’t that be enough?”
“No,” Jack said. “No, it wouldn’t.”
Brandt made a face. “Well, you’re young. Let me ask you this: Has it been a good life so far? All in all?”
“Not that good. Not good enough.”
For a long moment the old man was silent. Then, “Thank you,” he said. “I valued our conversation.” The interest went out of his eyes and he looked away.
Uncertainly Jack looked at the granddaughter, who smiled and shrugged. “He’s like that,” she said apologetically. “He’s old. His enthusiasms wax and wane with his chemical balances. I hope you don’t mind.”
“I see.” The young man stood. Hesitantly, he made his way to the door.
At the door, he glanced back and saw the granddaughter tearing her linen napkin into little bits and eating the shreds, delicately washing them down with little sips of wine.



Starlight Express
Flaminio the water carrier lived in the oldest part of the ancient city of Roma among the popolo minuto, the clerks and artisans and laborers and such who could afford no better. His apartment overlooked the piazza dell’Astrovia, which daytimes was choked with tourists from four planets who came to admire the ruins and revenants of empire. They coursed through the ancient transmission station, its stone floor thrumming gently underfoot, the magma tap still powering the energy road, even though the stars had shifted in their positions centuries ago and anyone stepping into the projector would be translated into a complex wave front of neutrinos and shot away from the Earth to fall between the stars forever.
Human beings had built such things once. Now they didn’t even know how to turn it off.
On hot nights, Flaminio slept on a pallet on the roof. Sometimes, staring up at the sparkling line of ionization that the energy road sketched through the atmosphere, he followed it in his imagination past Earth’s three moons and out to the stars. He could feel its pull at such times, the sweet yearning tug that led suicides to converge upon it in darkness, furtive shadows slipping silently up the faintly glowing steps like lovers to a tryst.
Flaminio wished then that he had been born long ago when it was possible to ride the starlight express away from the weary old Republic to impossibly distant worlds nestled deep in the galaxy. But in the millennia since civilization had fallen, countless people had ridden the Astrovia off the planet, and not one had ever returned.
Except, maybe, the woman in white.
Flaminio was coming home from the baths when he saw her emerge from the Astrovia. It was election week and a ward heeler had treated him to a sauna and a blood scrub in exchange for his vote. When he stepped out into the night, every glint of light was bright and every surface slick and shiny, as if his flesh had been turned to glass and offered not the least resistance to the world’s sensations. He felt genuinely happy.
Then there was a pause in the constant throb underfoot, as if the great heart of the world had skipped a beat. Something made Flaminio look up, and he thought he saw the woman step down from the constant light of the landing stage.
An instant only, and then he realized he had to be wrong.
The woman wore a white gown of a cloth unlike any Flaminio had ever seen before. It was luminously cool, and with every move she made it slid across her body with simple grace. Transfixed, he watched her step hesitantly out of the Astrovia and seize the railing with both hands.
She stared out across the plaza, looking confused and troubled, as if gazing into an unfamiliar new world.
Flaminio had seen that look before on the future suicides. They came to the Astrovia during the daylight first, accompanying tours that stopped only briefly on their way to the Colosseum and the Pantheon and the Altair Gate, but later returned alone and at night, like moths compulsively circling in on death and transformation, in smaller and more frenzied loops before finally cycling to a full stop at the foot of the Aldebaranian Steps, quivering and helpless as a wren in a cat’s mouth.
That, Flaminio decided, was what must be happening here. The woman had gotten as far as the transmission beam, hesitated, and turned around. As he watched, she raised a hand to her mouth, the pale blue gems on her silver bracelet gleaming. She was very lovely, and he felt terribly sorry for her.
Impulsively, Flaminio took the woman’s arm and said, “You’re with me, babe.”
She looked up at him, startled. Where Flaminio had the ruddy complexion and coarse face of one of Martian terraformer ancestry, the woman had aristocratic features, the brown eyes and high cheekbones and wide nose of antique African blood. He grinned at her as if he had all the carefree confidence in the world, thinking: Come on. You are too beautiful for death. Stay, and rediscover the joy in life.
For a breath as long as all existence, the woman did not react. Then she nodded and smiled.
He led her away.
Back at his room, Flaminio was at a loss as to what to do. He had never brought a woman home for anything other than romantic purposes and, further, to his astonishment, discovered he felt not the least desire to have sex with this one. So he gave her his narrow bed and a cup of herbal tea. He himself lay down on a folded blanket by the door, where she would have to step over him if she tried to return to the Astrovia. They both went to sleep.
In the morning he rose before dawn and made his rounds. Flaminio had a contract with a building seven stories high and though the denizens of the upper floors were poor as poor, everybody needed water. When he got home, he made his guest breakfast.
“Stat grocera?” she asked, holding up a sausage squash. Then, when Flaminio shook his head and spread his hands to indicate incomprehension, she took a little bite and spat it out in disgust. The bread she liked, however, and she made exclamations of surprise and pleasure over the oranges and pomegranolos. The espresso she drank as if it were exactly what she were used to.
Finally, because he could think of nothing else to do, he took her to see the Great Albino.


The Great Albino was being displayed in a cellar off of via Dolorosa. Once he had been able to draw crowds large enough that he was displayed in domes and other spaces where he could stand and stretch out his limbs to their fullest. But that was long ago. Now he crouched on all fours in a room that was barely large enough to accommodate him. There were three rows of wooden bleachers, not entirely filled, from which tourists asked questions, which he courteously answered.
Flaminio was able to visit the Great Albino as often as he liked, because when he was young he had discovered that Albino knew things that no one else did. Thirteen times in a single month he had managed to scrape together a penny so he could pepper the giant with questions. On the last visit, Albino had said, “Let that one in free from now.”
So of course, the first question the young Flaminio had asked on being let in was “Why?”
“Because you don’t ask the same questions as everyone else,” Albino had said. “You make me call up memories I thought I had forgotten.”
Today, however, the tourists were asking all the same dreary questions as usual. “How old are you?” a woman asked.
“I am three thousand eight hundred forty-seven years and almost eleven months old,” Albino said gravely.
“No!” the tourist shrieked. “Really?”
“I was constructed so that I would never age, back when humanity had the power to do such things.”
“My tutor-mentor says there are no immortals,” a child said, frowning seriously.
“Like any man, I am prone to accident and misfortune so I am by no means immortal. But I do not age, nor am I susceptible to any known diseases.”
“I hear that and I think you are the very luckiest man in the world,” a man with a strong Russikan accent said. “But then I reflect that there are no women your size, and I think maybe not.”
The audience laughed. Albino waited for the laughter to subside and with a gentle smile said, “Ah, but think how many fewer times I have to go to confession than you do.”
They laughed again.
Flaminio stood, and the woman in white did likewise. “Have you brought your bride-to-be for me to meet, water carrier?” Albino asked. “If so, I am honored.”
“No, I have rather brought you a great puzzle—a woman who speaks a language that I have never heard before, though all the peoples of the worlds course through Roma every day.”
“Does she?” Albino’s great head was by itself taller than the woman was. He slowly lowered it, touching his tremendous brow to the floor before her. “Madam.”
The woman looked amused. “Vuzet gentdom.”
“Graz mairsy, dama.”
Hearing her own language spoken, woman gasped. Then she began talking, endlessly it seemed to Flaminio, gesturing as she did so: at Flaminio, in the direction of the Astrovia, up at the sky. Until finally Albino held up a finger for silence. “Almost, I think she must be mad,” he said. “But then…she speaks a language that before this hour I believed to be dead. So who is to say? Whatever the truth may be, it is not something I believed possible a day ago.”
“What does she say?” one of the audience members asked.
“She says she is not from this planet or any other within the Solar System. She says she comes from the stars.”
“No one has come back from the stars for many centuries,” the man scoffed.
“Yes. And yet here she is.”


The woman’s name was Szette, Albino said. She claimed to come from Opale, the largest of three habitable planets orbiting Achernar. When asked whether she had been contemplating suicide, Szette looked shocked and replied that suicide was a sin, for to kill oneself was to despair of God’s mercy. Then she had asked what planet this was, and when Albino replied “Earth,” adamantly shook her head.
Much later, in Flaminio’s memory, the gist of the conversation, stripped of the torrents of foreign words and the hesitant translation, which was curtailed because the paying customers found it boring but continued at some length after the show was over, was as follows:
“That is not possible. It was Earth I meant to visit. So I studied it beforehand and it is not like this. It is all very different.”
“Perhaps,” Albino said, “you studied a different part of Earth. There is a great variety of circumstance in a planet.”
“No. Earth is a rich world, one of the richest in the galaxy. This place is very poor. It must have been named after Earth so long ago that you have forgotten that the human race was not born here.”
At last, gently, Albino said, “Perhaps. I think, however, that there is a simpler explanation.”
“What explanation? Tell me!”
But Albino only shook his head, as ponderously and stubbornly as an elephant. “I do not wish to get involved in this puzzle. You may go now. However, leave me here with my small friend for a moment, if you would. I have something of a personal nature to say to him.”
Then, when he and Flaminio were alone, Albino said, “Do not become emotionally involved with this Szette. There is no substance to her. She is only a traveler—wealthy, by your standards, but a butterfly who flits from star to star, without purpose or consequence. Do you honestly think that she is worthy of your admiration?”
“Yes!” The words were torn from the depths of Flaminio’s soul. “Yes, I do!”


Albino had said that he did not wish to be involved. But apparently he cared enough to notify the protettori, for later that day they came to arrest Szette and take her to the city courts. There, she was duly charged, declared a pauper, issued a living allowance, and released on Flaminio’s recognizance. During the weeks while her trial was pending, he taught her how to speak Roman. She rented a suite of rooms which Flaminio found luxurious, though she clearly did not, and moved them both into it. Daytimes, after work, he showed her all the sights.
At night, they slept apart.
This was a baffling experience for Flaminio, who had never shared quarters with a woman other than his mother on anything but intimate terms. He thought about her constantly when they were apart but in her physical presence, he found it impossible to consider her romantically.
Their conversations, however, were wonderful. Sitting at the kitchen table, Flaminio would ask Szette questions, while she practiced her new language by telling him about the many worlds she had seen.
Achernar, she said, spun so rapidly that it bulged out at the equator and looked like a great blue egg in the skies of Opale. Its companion was a yellow dwarf and when the planet and both stars were all in a line, a holiday was declared in which everyone dressed in green and drank green liqueurs and painted their doors and cities green and poured green dye in their rivers and canals. But such alignments were rare—she had seen only one in all her lifetime.
Snowfall was an ice world, in orbit around a tight cluster of three white dwarfs so dim they were all but indistinguishable from the other stars in a sky that was eternally black. Their mountains had been carved into delicate lacy fantasias, in which were tangled habitats where the air was kept so warm that their citizens wore jewelry and very little else.
The people of Typhonne, a water world whose surface was lashed by almost continuous storms, had so reshaped their bodies that they could no longer be considered human. They built undersea cities in the ocean shallows and when they felt the approach of death would swim into the cold, dark depths of the trenches, to be heard from no more. Their sun was a red dwarf, but not one in a hundred of them knew that fact.
On and on, into the night, Szette’s words flew, like birds over the tiled roofs of the Eternal City. Listening, occasionally correcting her grammar or providing a word she did not know, Flaminio traveled in his imagination from star to star, from Algol to Mira to Zaniah.


The day of Szette’s trial arrived at last. Because Albino was a necessary witness and the city courts could not hold his tremendous bulk, the judges came to him. The bleachers were dismantled to make room for their seven-chaired bench, from which they interviewed first Flaminio, then Albino, and then Szette. The final witness was an engineer-archivist from the Astrovia.
“This has happened before,” the woman said. She was old, scholarly, stylishly dressed. “But not in our lifetimes. Well…in his of course.” She nodded toward Albino and more than one judge smiled. “It is a very rare occurrence and for you to understand it, I must first explain some of the Astrovia’s workings.
“It is an oversimplification to say that the body of a traveler is transformed from matter to energy. It is somewhat closer to the truth to say that the traveler’s body is read, recorded, disassembled, and then transmitted as a signal upon a carrier beam. When the beam reaches—or, rather, reached—its destination, the signal is read, recorded, and then used to recreate the traveler. The recordings are retained against the possibility of an interrupted transmission. In which case, the traveler can simply be sent again. As a kind of insurance, you see.”
The engineer-archivist paused for questions. There being none, she continued. “I have examined our records. Roughly two thousand years ago, a woman identical to the one you see before you came to Earth. She stayed for a year, and then she left. What she thought of our world we do not know. She is, no doubt, long dead. Recently, there was an earth tremor, too small to be noticed by human senses, which seems to have disrupted something in the workings of the Astrovia. It created a duplicate of that woman as she was when she first arrived in Roma and released her onto the streets. This duplicate is the woman whose fate you are now deciding.”
One of the judges leaned forward. “You say this has happened before. How many times?”
“Three that we know of. It is of course possible there were more.”
As the testimony went on, Szette had grown paler and paler. Now she clutched Flaminio’s arm so tightly that he thought her nails would break.
The judges consulted in unhurried whispers. Finally, one said, “Will the woman calling herself Szette stand forth?”
She complied.
“We are agreed that, simply by being yourself—or, more precisely, a simulacrum of yourself—you know a great deal about an ancient era and the attitudes of its people that would be of interest to the historians at the Figlia della Sapienze. You will make yourself available to be interviewed there by credentialed scholars, three days a week. For this you will be paid adequately.”
“Two days,” snapped the lawyer that the Great Albino had hired for Szette. “More than adequately.”
The judges consulted again. “Two,” their spokeswoman conceded. “Adequately.”
The lawyer smiled.


That night, Szette took off her bracelet, which Flaminio had never seen her without, opened her arms to him, and said, “Come.”
He did.
The way that Szette clutched Flaminio as they made love, as if he were a log and she a sailor in danger of drowning, and the unsettling intensity with which she studied his face afterwards, her own expression as unreadable as a moon of ice, told Flaminio that something had changed within her, though he could not have said exactly what.
All that Flaminio knew of Szette was this: That she came from a world called Opale orbiting the stars Achernar A and B. That she loved the darkness of the night sky and the age of Roma’s ruins. That she would not eat meat. That she was very fond of him, but nothing more.
This last hurt Flaminio greatly, for he was completely in love with her.


Flaminio was a light sleeper. In the middle of the night, he heard a noise—a footstep on the landing, perhaps, or a door closing—and his eyes flew open.
Szette was gone.
All the rooms of the apartment were empty and when Flaminio went to look for her on the balcony, she wasn’t there either. He stared up at the battle-scarred moons and they looked down on him with contempt. Then all the sounds of the city at night drew away from him and in that bubble of silence a sizzle of terror ran up his spine. For he knew where Szette had gone.


It was not difficult to catch up with her. Szette did not hurry and Flaminio ran as hard as he could. But when he stood, panting, before her, she held up a hand in warning. The pale blue stones on her bracelet flashed bright.
He could not move.
He could not speak.
“You have been so very kind to me,” Szette said. “I hope you will not hate me too much when you realize why.”
She turned her back on him. With casual grace, she climbed the steps. Like many another before her, she hesitated. Then, with sudden resolution, Szette plunged into the beam.
There was nothing Flaminio could have done to stop her. But simultaneous with the dematerialization of Szette’s body, he heard an extraordinary noise, a scream, issuing from his own mouth.
What Flaminio did next could not be called an impulsive act. He thought it through carefully, and though that took him only an instant, his resolve was firm. He ran up the steps toward the beam, determined to join Szette in her endless voyage to nowhere. He would offer his body to the universe and his soul to oblivion. He would not, he was certain, hesitate when he reached the beam.
A shoulder in his chest stopped him cold. A hand gripped his shoulder and another his elbow. Three protettori closed in upon him, scowling. “You must come with us, sir,” said one, “to have this suicidal impulse removed.”
“I’m a citizen! I know my rights! You can’t stop me without a contract!”
“Sir, we have a contract.”
They dragged him to a cellular. It closed about him and took him away.


When he was released from therapy, incapable then or ever after of ending his own life, Flaminio went to see the only individual in all the world who might have taken out a contract on him and asked, “Why wouldn’t you let me die?”
“To me, your lives are as those of mayflies,” the Great Albino said. “Enjoy what precious seconds remain.”
“And the bracelet? Why didn’t you tell me about Szette’s bracelet?”
“Until that night, I had forgotten about them. Such things were commonly worn by travelers back when the world was rich. To protect themselves from molestation. To enlist aid when in need. But they were a small and unimportant detail in a complex and varied age.”
Flaminio had only one more question to pose: “If I was only doing the bracelet’s bidding, then why haven’t these feelings gone away?”
Albino looked terribly sad. “Alas, my friend, it seems you really did fall in love with her.”


That same day, Flaminio left Roma to become a wanderer. He never married, though he took many lovers, both paid and not. Nor did he ever settle down in one place for any length of time. In his old age he frequently claimed to have been around the world forty-eight times and to have seen everything there was to see on all four occupied planets of the Solar System, and much else as well. All of which was verifiably true, were one to search through the records for his whereabouts over the decades. But, in his cups, he would admit to having never gone anywhere or seen anything worth seeing at all.



Urdumheim
Every morning King Nimrod walked to the mountain, climbed its steep sides to the very top, and sang it higher. At noon ravens brought him bread and cheese. At dinner time they brought him manna. At sunset he came down. He had called the granite up from under the ground shortly after Utnapishtim the Navigator landed the boats there. First Inanna had called upon her powers to put the rains to sleep. Then Shaleb the Scribe had picked up a stick and scratched a straight line in the mud, indicating simply: We are here. Thus did history begin.
But before history existed, before time began, King Nimrod led the People out of Urdumheim. Across the stunned and empty spaces of the world they fled, through the plains and over the silent snowy mountains, not knowing if these places had existed before then or if their need and desire had pulled them into being. The land was as large as the sky in those days, and as unpopulated. But in no place could they linger, for always their enemies were close on their heels, eager to return them to slavery. So came they at last to the limitless salt marshes that lay between the land and the distant sea. It was a time of great floods, when the waters poured endlessly from the heavens and the grass-choked streams were become mighty rivers and there was no dry ground anywhere to be seen. They built shallow-drafted reed boats then, well-pitched beneath, and set across the waters, where no demon could follow. Skimming swiftly over the drowned lands, they drove into the white rains, seeking refuge. Until at last they came upon what was then an island barely distinguishable from the waters. Here they settled, and here they prospered.
They were giants, that first generation, and half the things in the world were made by them first. Utnapishtim invented boats and navigation. Shaleb invented writing and record-keeping. Inanna invented weaving and the arts of lovemaking. Nimrod himself was responsible for bridges, houses, coins, and stoneworking, as well as cultivation and animal husbandry and many other things as well. But greatest of all his inventions was language. The People could not speak before he taught them how.
I was a boy when the winged lion came. That morning, Ninsun had set me to work pitting cherries. It was a tedious, fiddling chore, and because Ninsun had gathered four bushels, it lasted for hours, but there was no way out of it. So as I labored, I asked her questions about the way things used to be and why things were as they are now. Of all the First, she was the least closed-mouthed. Which is not to say she was at all talkative.
“Why is there work?” I asked.
“Because we are lucky.”
It didn’t seem lucky to me to have to work, and I said so.
“Work makes sense. You labor, you grow tired. You make something, you’re better off than you were before. Imagine the world if it weren’t that way.”
“What was the world like before the People came here?”
“There are no words to describe it.”
“Why not?”
“Because there was no language. Nimrod invented language as a way for us to escape from Urdumheim.”
“What was Urdumheim like?”
“King Nimrod gave it that name afterwards so we could talk about it. When we lived there, it wasn’t called anything.”
“But what was it like?”
She looked at me without answering. Then abruptly she opened her mouth in a great O. The interior of her mouth was blacker than soot, blacker than midnight, black beyond imagining. That horrible hole in reality opened wider and wider, growing until it was larger than her face, larger than the room, until it threatened to swallow me up and along with me the entire village and King Nimrod’s mountain and all the universe beyond. There were flames within the darkness, though they shed no light, and cold mud underfoot. My stomach lurched and I was overcome by a pervasive sense of wrongness. It seemed to me that I had no name and that it was thus impossible to distinguish between myself and everything else, and that therefore I could by definition never, ever escape from this dreadful and malodorous place.
Ninsun closed her mouth. “It was like that.” The clay pot where we dumped the discarded pits was full, so she tossed them out the window. “This is almost done. When we’re finished here, you can run along and play.”


I don’t think that Ninsun was my mother, but who can tell? We had not invented parentage at that time. No one had ever died, and thus no one had foreseen the need to record the passing of generations. Children were simply raised in common, their needs seen to by whoever was closest.
Nor was I the child Ninsun thought me. True, when she released me at last, I did indeed react exactly as a child would in the same circumstances. Which is to say, I was out the door in an instant and hurtling across the fields so fast that a shout to come back would never have reached my ears. My reasons, however, were not those of a boy but of a man, albeit a young one still.
I plunged into the woods and cool green shadows flowed over my body. Only when I could no longer hear the homely village noises of Whitemarsh, the clang of metal in the smithy and the snore of wood at the sawyer’s, did I slow to a walk.
Whitemarsh was one of seven villages on an archipelago of low hills that rose gently from the reeds. On Great Island were Landfall, Providence, and First Haven. Further out on islands of their own were Whitemarsh, Fishweir, Oak Hill, and Market. Other, smaller communities there were, some consisting of as few as three or two houses, in such profusion that no man knew them all. But the chief and more populous islands were connected by marsh-roads of poured sand paved with squared-off logs.
By secret ways known only to children (though I was no longer a child, I had been one not long before), I passed through the marshes to a certain hidden place I knew. It was a small meadow clearing just above the banks of one of the numberless crystal-clear creeks that wandered mazily through the reeds. In midday the meadow lay half in sun and half in shade, so that it was a place of comfort whatever the temperature might be. There I threw myself down on the grass to await Silili.
Time passed with agonizing slowness. I worried that Silili had come early and, not finding me there, thought me faithless and left. I worried that she had been sent to Fishweir to make baskets for a season. A thousand horrid possibilities haunted my imagination. But then, at last, she stepped into the clearing.
I rose at the sight of her, and she knelt down beside me. We clasped hands fervently. Her eyes shone. When I looked into those eyes, I felt the way the People must have when the first dawn filled the sky with colors and Aruru sent her voice upward to meet them and so sang the first song. The joy I felt then was almost unbearable; it filled me to bursting.
We lay together, as we had every day for almost a month, kissing and fondling each other. Silili’s skin was the color of aged ivory and her nipples were pale apricot. Her pubic hair was light and downy, a golden mist over her mons. It offered no more resistance than a cloud when I ran my fingers through it. She stroked my thighs, my chest, the side of my face. Then, blushing and yet not once taking her eyes from mine, she said, “Gil… I’m ready now.”
“Are you sure?” It is a measure of how deeply I loved Silili that I asked at all instead of simply taking her at her word. And a measure of how much I wanted her that when I asked I did not stop stroking her gently with one finger, over and over, along the cleft between her legs, fearful that if I removed my hand her desire for me would go with it. “I can wait, if you want.”
“No,” she said, “now.”
We did then as lovers always do.


Afterwards, we lay together talking quietly, sometimes laughing. Inevitably, our conversation turned to what we would be wearing when next we saw each other.
Children, of course, go everywhere naked. But after this, Silili and I would need to wear clothing in public. Tonight she would go to Inanna and beg enough cloth to make a dress, and thus claim for herself the modesty of a grown woman. Like any male my age, I had already made a shirt and trousers and hidden them away against this very day.
Silili brushed her hands down the front of her body, imagining the dress. “What color should it be?” she asked.
“Green, like the forest. Reddish-orange, like the flames of the sun.”
“Which I am to be, then—forest or sun? You are as inconstant as the sky, Gil.”
“Blue,” I said, “like the sky. White, like the moon and the clouds. Red and yellow and blue like the stars. Orange and purple like the sunset or the mountains at dawn.” For she was all things to me and, since in my present frame of mind all things were good, all things in turn put me in mind of her.
She made an exasperated noise, but I could tell she was pleased.
It was at that instant that I heard a soft, heavy thump on the ground behind me. Lazily, I turned my head to see what it was.
I froze.
An enormous winged lion stood on the bank of the stream opposite us. Its fur and feathers were red as blood. Its eyes were black from rim to rim.
Silili, who in all her life had never feared anything, sat up beside me and smiled at the thing. “Hello,” she said. “What are you?”
“Hello,” the great beast replied. “What are you? Hello. Hellohellohello.” Lifting its front paws in the air, it began to prance about on its hind legs in the drollest manner imaginable. “What are you are what. You are what you are what you are. Hello? Hellello. Lo-lo-lo-lo-lo! Hell you are lo you are. What what what!”
Silili threw back her head and laughed peals of silvery laughter. I laughed as well, but uneasily. The creature’s teeth were enormous, and it did not seem to me that the cast of its face was at all kindly. “A lion?” Silili asked. “A bird?”
“A bird a bird a bird! A lion a lion a bird!” the beast sang. “You are a lion you are hello what are a bird hello you are a what a what hello. Bird-lion bird-lion lion lion bird!” Then he bounded up into the air, snapped out his mighty wings, and, flapping heavily, flew up and off into the sky, leaving nothing behind him but a foul stench, like rotting garbage.
We both laughed and applauded. How could we not?
But when later I returned to Whitemarsh, and my sister came running out from the village to meet me, I raised my hand in greeting and I could not remember what word I normally used in such circumstances. I wracked my brain for it time and again, to no avail. It was completely gone. And when I tried to describe the beast I had seen, I could remember the words for neither “bird” nor “lion.”


Still, that strange incident did not stay long in our minds, for that was the summer when Delondra invented dancing. This was an enormous event among our generation not only for its own sake but because this was the first major creation by anyone who was not of the First. As adults we had to spend our days in labor of various sorts, of course, but we met every evening on the greensward to dance until weariness or romance led us away.
Music had been invented by Enlil years before and we had three instruments then: the box lute, the tabor, and the reed pipe. When the evening darkened, we lit pine-tar torches and set them in a circle about the periphery of the dancing ground and so continued until the stars were high in the sky. Then by ones and twos we drifted homeward, some to make love, others to their lonely beds, and still others to weep and rage, for our hearts were young and active and no way had yet been invented to keep them from being broken.
Which is what we at first thought had happened when Mylitta, who had hours before wandered off into the woods with Irra, returned in tears. (This was late in the summer, when we had been dancing for months.) Mylitta and Irra were lovers, a station or distinction we of the second generation had created on our own. None of the First had lovers, but rather coupled with whoever caught their fancy; but we, being younger and, we thought, wiser, preferred our own arrangements. Even though they did not always bring us joy.
As, we thought, now. Everybody assumed the worst of Irra, of course. But when Mylitta’s friends gathered around to comfort her, it turned out that she had been frightened by some creature she had seen.
“What was it like?” Silili asked.
“White,” Mylitta said, “like the moon. It came up from the ground like…something long and slithery that moves its head like this.” She moved her hand from side to side in a sinuous, undulating motion.
“A snake?” somebody said.
Mylitta looked puzzled, as if the word meant nothing to her. She shook her head, as if dismissing nonsense and, still upset, said, “Its mouth was horrible, with teeth set in circles. And it…and it…talked!”
Now the forgotten lion came to my mind again and, apprehensively, I asked, “Did it say anything? Tell us what it said.”
But to this Mylitta could only shake her head.
“Where is Irra?” Silili asked.
“He stayed behind to talk some more.”
There was then such a hubbub of talk and argument as only the young can have. In quick order we put together a party to go after our friend and bring him back to us safe. Snatching up knives and staves—knives had been invented long ago, and even then staves had been employed as weapons—we started towards the woods.
Then Irra himself came sauntering out of the darkness, hands behind his back, grinning widely. Mylitta ran to his side and kissed him, but he pushed her playfully away. Then he made a gesture that took in all of us, with our knives and staves and grim expressions, and raised one eyebrow.
“We were going to look for you.”
“Mylitta said there was a…” With Irra’s eyes boring into mine, I could not think of the word for snake. “One of those long, slithery things. Only large. And white.”
“Why won’t you talk?” Mylitta cried. “Why don’t you say anything?”
Irra grinned wider and wider. And now a peculiar thing happened. His face began to glow brighter and brighter, until it shone like the moon.
He held out his hand, fingers spread. Then he squeezed it into a fist. When he opened it again, the fingers had merged into one another, forming a smooth brown flipper. “The…whatever…showed me how to do this.”
Nobody knew what to make of his stunt. But then Mylitta started crying again, and by the time we had her soothed down, Irra was gone and it was too late for dancing anyway. So we all went home.


After that evening, strange creatures appeared in more and more profusion at the edges of our settlements. They were never the same twice. There was a thing like an elephant but with impossibly long legs, like a spider’s. There was a swarm of scorpions with human faces that were somehow all a single organism. There was a ball of serpents. There was a bird of flame. They arrived suddenly, spoke enigmatically, and then they left.
Every time somebody talked to one of these monsters, words vanished from his or her vocabulary.
Why didn’t we go to our elders? The First had powers that dwarfed anything we could do on our own. But we didn’t realize initially that this was anything to do with them. It seemed of a piece with the messy emotional stuff of our young lives. Particularly since, for the longest time, Irra was at the center of it.
We did not have a name for it then, but Irra had become a wizard. He had a wizard’s power and a wizard’s weirdness. He would pop up without warning—striding out of a thicket, jumping down from a rooftop—to perform some never-before-seen action, and then leave. Once he walked right past Mylitta and into her house and before her astonished eyes urinated on the pallet where she slept! Another time, he rode across the fields on a horse of snow, only half-visible in the white mist which steamed off its back, and when the children came running madly out to see, shouting, “Irra! Irra!” and “Give us a ride!” he pelted them with snowballs made from the living substance of his steed, and galloped off, jeering.
These were troubling occurrences, but they did not seem serious enough to warrant bothering the First. Not until I lost Silili.
I was working in the marshes that day, cutting salt hay for winter fodder. It was hot work, and I was sweating so hard that I took off my tunic and labored in my trousers alone. But Silili had promised to bring a lunch to me and I wanted her to see how hard I could work. I bent, I cut, I straightened, and as I turned to drop an armful of hay I saw her standing at the edge of the trees, staring at me. Just the sight of her took my breath away.
I must have looked pleasing to her as well for, without saying a word, she came to me, took my hand and led me to that same meadow where we first made love. Wordlessly, then, we repeated our original vows.
Afterwards, we lay neither speaking nor touching each other. Just savoring our closeness. I remember that I was lying on my stomach, staring at a big, goggle-eyed bullfrog that sat pompously in the shallows of the stream, his great grin out of the water, his pulsing throat within, when suddenly the ground shook under us and a grinding noise filled the air.
We danced to our feet as something like an enormous metal beetle with a kind of grinder or drill in place of a head erupted from the ground, spattering dirt in all directions. The gleaming round body was armored with polished iron plates. A crude mouth opened at the end of an upheld leg and said, “Who.” Then, “Are.” And finally, “You?”
“Go away,” I said sulkily.
“Goooooooo,” it moaned. “Waaaaaaaaaay. Aaaaaaaaa.”
“No!” I pelted the thing with clods of dirt, but it did not go away. I snatched up a stick and broke it across the beetle’s back, to no visible effect. “Nobody wants you here.”
“Noooooobody.” Its voice was rough and metallic, like nothing I had ever heard before. It reared up on its four hind legs, waving its front pair in the air. “Waaaaaaants.” I smashed a stone against one of those hind legs, snapping it off at the joint. Untroubled, it snatched up Silili with its forelegs. “Yoooooouuuuu!”
Then the monstrosity disappeared into the forest.
It had all happened too quickly. For the merest instant I was still, stunned, unable to move. And in that instant, faster than quicksilver, the beetle sped through the trees so nimbly that it was gone before I could react. Leaving behind it nothing but Silili’s rapidly dwindling scream.
“Silili!” I cried after her. “Come back! Silili!”
Which is how, fool that I was, I lost her name.
Afterwards, however, I discovered that the limb I had torn from the beetle was that same one which held the creature’s mouth. “Where is she?” I demanded. “Where has she been taken to?”
“Ur,” it said. “Dum.” A long silence. “Heim.”


I ran back to Whitemarsh. There was an enormous copper disk, as tall as I was, leaning against the side of the redsmith’s forge. I seized a hammer and began slamming on it to raise a great din and bring out everyone within earshot. They say that this was the first alarm that was ever sounded, but what did I care for that?
All the village came running up. Several of the First—Ninsun, Humbaba, two or three others—were among them.
I flung down the hammer.
“Girl!” I cried. Then, shaking my head, “Not girl—woman!” I had questioned the beetle-limb most of the way back to Whitemarsh before concluding that I would learn nothing useful from it and throwing it away in disgust. The interrogation had been a mistake, however, for it half-drained me of language. Now, because I had lost the word lover, I slapped my chest. “Mine.” And, howling, “Gone, gone, gone!”
A gabble of voices, questions, outraged cries rose up from the crowd. But Ninsun slammed her hands together and silenced them all with a glare. Then she folded herself down and patted the ground beside her.
“Sit,” she said to me. “Tell.”
It took time and labor, but I eventually made myself understood.
“When did this begin?” Ninsun asked and, when everybody began talking at once, “You first,” she said, pointing. “Then you. Then you.” The story that she eventually stitched together was clumsily told, but the old woman nodded and clucked and probed until it had all been brought to light. At last she sighed and said, “The Igigi have come, then.”
“What are the Igigi?” Mylitta asked. My body had caught up with the horror of Silili’s loss by then. I was heavy with grief and speechless with despair.
“‘Igigi’ is just a name we gave to them so we could talk about them.”
“Yes, but what are they?” Mylitta insisted.
“There are not the words to describe the Igigi.”
A frustrated growl rose up from the assembled young. I noticed the First scowling at each other when this happened.
“It is the Igigi,” Ninsun said, “who ruled over us in Urdumheim. Surely I have told you about them before?”
Some of us nodded. Others shook their heads.
“The Igigi are logophages.” Ninsun regarded us keenly from under those bushy eyebrows of hers. “Nimrod put much of his power into words, and they make us strong. The Igigi feed upon words in order to deny us that strength. Thus they gain power over us.”
“Girl-woman-mine,” I reminded her. I flung an arm out toward the forest and then drew it back to me. “Woman-to-me. Woman-to-me!”
“Enmul,” Ninsun said. A boy who was known to all for his speed and endurance stepped forward. “Run to the top of Ararat. Bring Nimrod here.”


King Nimrod came down from the mountain like a storm cloud in his fury. His hair and robes lashed about him, as if in a mighty wind, and sparks shot out from his beard. “You should have told me this long ago,” he said to me, glowering, when Ninsun had told him all. “Fool! What did you think language is for?”
Humbly kneeling before him, I said, “Girl-woman-mine.” Then I slammed my heart three times to show that I hurt. “Lost-fetch-again!”
With a roar, the king knocked me flat with his enormous fist. When I stood up, he struck me down again. When I stretched out a hand in supplication he kicked me. Finally, when I could not move, Ninsun snapped an order and I was lifted up by the arms and carried away. Radjni and Mammetum laid me down in the shade of a tree, cleaning my wounds and applying mint leaves and mustards to my bruises.
Miserably, I watched as King Nimrod sent runners to every village and outlying house, to gather the People together. Already the First were gathering (they did not need to be sent for), and it was not long before there was such an assembly as had never gathered before nor has since, nor ever will again: all the People in the world.
King Nimrod then spoke: “Oh ye of little faith! I sang high the mountain so that it might be a fortress and protection for the People in times of peril. When I was done, Ararat was to tower so high it would touch the sky, where no demon would dare go. Then would we have made our homes there and been safe forever.
“Alas, our enemies have arrived before my work was done. The slopes of Ararat will slow but not stop them. So before their armies converge upon us, we must prepare to defend ourselves.”
All this I narrate as things I have heard and know to be true. Yet, even though I was there, Nimrod’s speech was incomprehensible to me. This is what I actually heard:
                                                                                           faith!                          mountain                                        fortress                  protection                                                                     Ararat                  tower                                            demon                                                        safe forever.
         Alas       enemies
   Ararat                               armies converge
After a hurried consultation among the First, Shaleb the Scribe began sketching plans for a defense. With a gesture, he stripped the land before him of vegetation. Enkidu handed him a staff and he drew a circle: “Ararat,” he said. Along its flanks, he drew three nested semicircles: “Curtain wall. Barbican. Palisades.” Squiggly lines made a river. He drew a line across it: “Dam.” Other lines represented streams. He reshaped them: “Channels.”
So it began. At King Nimrod’s orders, we cut down trees and built palisades. We dug trenches, redirected streams, created lakes. Foodstuffs were brought in and locked away in warehouses we built for that purpose. Weapons were forged. All this was done under direction of the First. Those of the second generation who’d had the least exposure to the Igigi were made overseers and supervisors, in proportion to their ability to understand directions. Those who could follow only the simplest orders were made runners and carriers. Down at the very bottom of the social order were those such as I who could not be trusted to comprehend the plainest commands and so were used as brute labor, hauling logs or lugging stones, driven to obedience by kicks, cuffs, and curses.
I will not dwell upon my misery, for all that it was compounded by being so richly deserved. Suffice it to say, I suffered.
Then one day a pillar of smoke appeared on the horizon. We put down our shovels and axes—those who were trusted with tools—and as we did so a second pillar arose, and then a third, and a fourth, and a hundredth, until we could no longer count them all. Dark they rose up and wide they spread, until they merged and turned the sky black.
Inanna, who was best-liked of all the First, passed through the camp, handing out strips of cotton cloth. So quick was she that her feet never once touched the earth, and to each one she met she said, “The Igigi are burning the forests. When the smoke comes, fold this cloth like so, dip it in the water, and hold it to your face. This will make breathing easier.” When she saw that I did not understand her instructions, she took me by the hand and comprehension flowed through me like a stream of crystal-clear water.
All in an instant, I understood the magnitude of her sacrifice. For the trickle of power that had flowed out of her was gone forever. She would never have it again.
Shocked, I bowed low before her.
My face must have revealed my every thought, for Inanna smiled. “I thank you for your sympathy,” she said. “But your gratitude comes too soon. I cannot stay here, holding your hand, and without my touch you will revert to what you were before. But be patient. Be brave. Work hard. And when all is done, there will be a time of healing.”
Then she was gone, and with her the temporary gift of understanding.
That night, for the first time, I wept for myself as well as for Silili.
In the morning, walls of flame converged upon us, destroying forests and reed marshes alike. But Inanna’s charm was strong, and Shaleb had so cunningly redirected the waters that the flames could not reach us. Even so, the sun did not shine that day, and when night came, we could see the campfires of the Igigi, ring upon ring of them through the murky distance. Their numbers were legion. My heart grew cold at the sight.
For an instant I felt a bleak and total despair. And in that instant, I leapt up from where I had been lying, exhausted, and seized a rope, looped it around a nearby log, and turned to the nearest supervisor. It was Damuzi, who had never been particularly fond of me.
I snorted, as if I were an ox. Then I tugged at the rope. I looked around me, from one quarter of the camp to another. Then I snorted again.
Damuzi looked astonished. Then he laughed. He pointed to a far section of our defenses where the palisades were incomplete. His finger moved from palisades to logs, back and forth repeatedly, until I nodded my comprehension: As many logs as I could manage. Mylitta, who, through her frequent exposure to Irra, had become a man-beast like myself, had been watching us intently. Now she leaped up and looped a length of rope around the far side of my log. She looked at me and snorted.
Together we pulled.


The next day, the Igigi had advanced so close that they could be seen, like swarming insects, on the far side of the lake we had created as our first line of defense. Those who could—those with wings or the ability to swim—attacked us directly. A monstrous feathered serpent came twisting through the water and smashed into the lakefront wall with such force that logs splintered and buckled. Meanwhile, creatures that were something like bears and something like squids descended from the sky and tried to seize People in their tentacles.
Though we cast them back, they kept returning. Pain meant nothing to the Igigi and so varied were their forms that it was difficult to find a way to cripple them all. Even King Nimrod was hard pressed to counter them.
It was then that Humbaba came lumbering forward. “Great hunter, draw your bow!” he cried. And when Nimrod had done as he directed: “Point it toward the nearest of the foe. Let loose thy arrow. Speed it toward the abomination’s body!”
The arrow sped. When it struck the feathered serpent, the demon threw back its head and howled. Then it fell and did not rise again.
“What wonder is this?” somebody asked.
“It is my greatest gift, for once given it cannot be taken back,” Humbaba said. “I call it death.”
At his direction, we set upon the invaders with sticks and knives and rocks. They fell before our onslaught and, briefly, all was satisfactory. But in the aftermath, there lay one body on the ground which was not that of an Igigi. It belonged to Shullat, who was gentle and fond of animals and of whom nobody ever had a bad word to say.
Shullat’s death saddened us all greatly, for she was the first of the People ever to die.


That same day, shortly after sundown, Atraharsis passed through the camp distributing spears and knives as long as a tall man’s arm. These latter were unknown to us before this, and he had to demonstrate their use over and over again, the sweat on his face glistening by the light of our campfires.
He did not offer any to the oxen, of course, for we were no longer People. But I watched carefully and when I thought I understood how the knives were to be used, stood before him and made a coughing sound to get his attention. Then I pointed to the long-knife, made a slashing motion, and said, “Swssh.”
Atraharsis stared in astonishment. I gestured in the direction of the Igigi hordes. Then I turned my back on them and, waving my arms in a whimsical fashion, cried, “Uloolaloolaloo!” in as close as I could manage to the demons’ nonsense-speech.
Those standing nearby laughed.
I pretended I held a long-knife and spun around. I jabbed. “Swssh!” I became an Igigi again, clutched my stomach, and made “Glugluglug” noises to indicate blood flowing out. Finally, I became myself and, face furious with hatred, hacked and slashed at my imagined foe. “Swssh! Swssh! Swssh!”
Then I pointed to the bundle of long-knives in Atraharsis’s arms. “Swssh.” I held out my hand.
Atraharsis’s face darkened.
He aimed a kick at me.
I danced back and nearly fell into the campfire. He advanced upon me, speaking angrily. Out of all he said, I caught only the words “traitor” and “Igigi.” But it enraged those listening and they rained blows upon me.
All in a panic, I broke free of the throng and tried to escape their wrath. Jeers and clods of mud flew after me. The children pursued me with sticks.
I was harried across the camp all the way to the outermost palisade. There I slipped through the half-rebuilt gap in the wall created when the feathered serpent had smashed into it. I ran up the new lakefront until it opened out into marshland again, and there I lost my pursuers. For a time I wandered, lost and miserable, among the reeds and island copses, with nowhere to go and no place I could stay. Then a pack of seven-tailed wolves that glowed a gentle blue in the moonlight surrounded me and took me captive.
I became a prisoner of the Igigi.


Now began for me the darkest part of that dark era. Every day I was driven along with the other captives to the lakeside across from the First Haven fortifications. The first time, we were lashed with whips that stung like scorpions while we tried desperately to intuit what we were meant to do. Finally, randomly, one of our number began scooping up mud with his hands and the whips moved away from him. We others joined him with hands and flat stones and scraps of wood and soon it became apparent that we were digging a trench to drain the lake.
How often I looked up from my work to stare longingly across that lake! The Igigi continued to attack the People by ones and threes. Sometimes they returned with captives, but more commonly they were slain. Yet they seemed not to learn from this, for they neither lessened nor increased their attacks, nor did they alter their tactics.
Nighttimes, we were herded into a walled enclosure (we had built it ourselves, of course) where we were fed from a trough and slept huddled together like animals. If I’d thought I was an ox before, I was doubly so now, for my fellows were no longer recognizable as People. They had given up all hope of rescue, and when I tried to re-create my crude system of snorts and signs with them, they did not respond. They crapped and coupled in the open as the urge took them and pissed right where they stood. Their eyes, when they looked upon me at all, were dull and lifeless.
They had despaired.
Almost, I despaired as well. But the Igigi had taken Silili from me and that meant that she was out there, somewhere, in their vast encampment. So my thoughts were foremost and forever upon her and even when I was most exhausted I never ceased from looking for her. Hopeless though my cause might be, it maintained me when nothing else could. Then, one evening, Irra came to the slave pens. He was dressed in spotless white blouse and trousers. There was a coiled leather strap in his hand and a knowing smile on his face.
Reflexively, I tried to cry out his name—but of course that had disappeared from my mind long ago—and managed only a kind of barking sound.
Unhurriedly, Irra tied the strap about my neck. Then, holding one end in a negligent hand, he turned and walked away.
Perforce, I followed.
We walked not toward the dam but through the Igigi encampment. What a foulness they had made of the clean, stream-fed lands! The trees were uprooted and the marsh grasses burnt to stubble and ashes. Craters had been blasted in the earth. The ground was trampled into mud. This did not bother Irra, for he walked a hand’s-breadth above it, but there were places where I sank to the knees in cold muck and was half-choked by his impatient tugging on the leash before I could struggle free. Dimly, then, I began to realize that Urdumheim was not a place but a condition…and that, struggle though I might, I was helplessly mired within it.
Eventually we came to a halt in a place that was neither better nor worse than any other in that horrid and despoiled landscape. Here, Irra pulled a small but obviously sharp knife from his pocket. He held up his little finger before my face and made a long and angry speech, not a word of which I understood.
Then he cut off the tip of his finger.
Blood spurted.
Irra thrust the finger-stub at me, and I backed away uncomprehendingly. With a noise of disgust, he pried open my mouth and shoved the gobbet of flesh in. I gagged, but he forced me to swallow.
“Can you understand me now?” he asked.
I could!
“This will only work between the two of us,” Irra said sternly. “Do not think you can return to the People now, for you cannot. To them, you will remain as dumb as a stone and their speech shall be to you as the twittering of birds.”
“I understand.” I almost didn’t care, so great was my relief to be able to speak again. I felt as if a part of my mind had been restored to me. I could think clearly for the first time since my capture.
“Then follow me.”


Deep in the Igigi encampment, we came upon a tremendous fish. It was larger by far than any whale. A silvery film covered the vast, listless eye that stared blindly at the sky from its rotting side. Flies swarmed all about it and the smell was so terrible I almost vomited. Irra had to half-choke me to keep me going. The stench grew worse the closer we got, until we reached the pink gill slit and so passed within.
The interior was opulent beyond imagining. Polished stone floors supported pillars of agate and turquoise and jade, which rose to a vaulted ceiling so high that shadows nested in it. Flambeaux lined the fishbone-ribbed walls and wavering lines of white candles floated high in the air above. Beneath them clay-fleshed homunculi stumped and winged eyeballs flew and giant snails slid, all passing to and fro without any visible purpose amid splendors that dwarfed everything the People had. Such was the power of the Igigi. Yet they had forced their captives to slave in the mud to build what they could have made with a thought!
To the far end of the great room, a sweep of serpentine steps rose to a dais atop which were what at first appeared to be two mounds of garbage, but on approach revealed themselves as crudely built thrones.
We stopped at the foot of the dais, and the figures seated upon the thrones arose.
“Kneel!” Irra whispered urgently. He did not name the two, but by the awe and disgust I felt within me, I knew them for who they were.
The King and Queen of the Igigi advanced to the top of the steps and stared down on us.
The Queen’s face was perfection itself, as sweet and beautiful as the dawn of the very first day. She wore a billowing robe of soft scarlet feathers which opened here and there to reveal a body that would have been as ravishing as her face were it not for her breasts, which reached down to the ground and dragged on the floor behind her.
The King was entirely naked, but his legs were jointed wrong, forcing him to walk backwards, buttocks-first. He had no head, but when he came to a stop and turned, I saw that his features were on his chest and abdomen, so that when he opened his mouth to speak, his stomach gaped wide and his penis waggled on his chin like a goatee.
The hall hushed in anticipation of his words.
“Brekekekek koax koax!” he cried. “Tarball honeycrat kadaa muil. Thrippsy pillivinx. Jolifanto bambla o falli bambla. Aeroflux electroluxe. Flosky! Beebul trimble flosky! Grossiga m’pfa habla horem. Archer Daniel Midlands codfeather squinks. Spectrophotometer. AK-47. Rauserauserauserause. Zero commercials next!”
The Queen threw back her head and laughed like a hyena.
“They demand to know,” Irra said, “what new thing this is that the First have done. We send out our best warriors and they do not return. Why?”
I said nothing.
“Why?” Irra repeated angrily. But still I did not respond.
The Queen looked at the King and yipped sharply twice.
“I don’t think we need to be subliminable,” the King said. “I think we agree, the past is over. I’m looking forward to a good night’s sleep on the soil of a friend. And, you know, it’ll take time to restore chaos and order—order out of chaos. But we will. I understand reality. If you’re asking me…would I understand reality, I do. There will be serious consequences, and if there isn’t serious consequences, it creates adverse consequences. Our enemies never stop thinking about new ways to harm our country and our people, and neither do we. Does that make any sense to you? It’s kind of muddled. I understand small business growth. I was one. They misunderestimated me. My answer is bring ’em on.”
“He says that if you do not speak voluntarily, you will be made to speak.”
I crossed my arms.
The King shrugged. Almost casually, he said, “Pain.”
“Paain,” the Queen repeated. “Paaaaaiiiinnnn,” she moaned. She made it sound as if it were a good and desirable thing. Then she nodded in my direction.
Pain fell on me.
How to describe what I felt then? Perhaps once, when you were chopping wood, your axe took an unlucky bounce off a knot and the blade sank itself in your leg, so that you fell down screaming and all the world disappeared save your agony alone. Maybe your clothes caught fire and when your friends slapped out the flames, the burning went on and on because your flesh was blackened and blistered. You could not reason then. You howled. You could not think of anything except the pain. That was how it was for me. I folded into myself, weeping.
“Kraw,” said the King. “Craaaaaawwwawaw. Craw-aw-wul. Crawl.”
Irra looked at me. “Crawl!” he said.
And, pity help me, I did. I crawled, I groveled, I wailed, I pleaded, and when at last my tormentors granted me permission to speak, I told them everything I knew. “It is called death,” I said. “Humbaba invented it.” And I explained its nature as best I could, including the fact that the People were subject to it as well as the Igigi. It would have been better, far better, had I said nothing. But the pain unmanned me, and I babbled on and on until Irra finally said, “Enough.”
Thus it was that I became a traitor.


The next day the war began in earnest. Where before the Igigi had attacked in ones and threes, now they came in phalanxes. Where before they had taken captives, now they sought only to kill. Such were the fruits of my treachery.
The People fought like heroes, every one. They were heroes—the first and the best that ever were. They fought as no one had ever fought before or ever will again. Glory shone about their brows. Lightnings shot out of their eyes.
They lost.
Do I need to tell you about the fighting? It was as ugly and confusing then as it is today. There were shouts of anger and screams of pain. Blood gushed. Bodies fell. I saw it all from across the lake where—pointlessly, needlessly—we animals labored to widen the drainage canal. This despite the fact that the lake was half-empty already and its mud flats no hindrance to the attacking Igigi at all. But if we stopped we were whipped, and so we toiled on.
The palisades fell. Then the inner walls behind them.
The People retreated up the mountain. Halfway to the summit they had built a final redoubt and this they held against all the Igigi could throw against them. The sides of Ararat were steep and the way up it narrow, and thus the demons could only attack in small numbers. Always, Nimrod stalked the heights, his great bow in hand, so that they dared not approach by air.
At night, as I was herded back to the slave pens, I could see the lower slopes of Ararat ablaze with fires too numerous to count. These were not campfires such as armies build against the cold and to cook their food, for the Igigi needed neither warmth nor sustenance. They were built for no good reason at all, as acts of vandalism. The closer ones flickered as the bodies of the Igigi passed before them, for their numbers were legion.
One evening as the gates to the slave compound slammed shut behind me and I sank to the ground, too tired to struggle through the other animals and fight for food at the trough, it struck me that I was going to die soon and that under the circumstances this might well be no bad thing. As I was thinking these dark thoughts, the gates opened again and in rode Irra on a beast that stumbled and struggled to bear up under his weight. He leapt down from his mount and the beast straightened. It was a woman! She was naked as a child, but leather straps had been lashed about her so that her arms were bound tight to her sides. A saddle was strapped to her back, and there was a bit in her mouth.
For a second I thought it was Silili and my heart leapt up with anger and joy. I rose to my feet. Then I recognized her and my heart fell again.
“Mylitta,” I said sadly. “You were captured too.”
“She cannot understand you,” Irra said. “Have you forgotten?”
I had. Now, however, I moved one foot like an ox pawing the ground: Hello.
Mylitta did not respond. Her eyes were dull and lifeless, and so I knew that she had, like so many other captives, given up all hope and sunk down into a less-than-animal state. Either she had been captured in an Igigi raid or—more likely, it seemed to me—she had slipped away to look for her lover. And, finding him, been treated thus.
I do not think I have ever hated another human being as in that instant I hated Irra.
“Stop staring at the beast!” Irra commanded. “Nimrod broods upon the mountaintop. Our King and Queen believe he contemplates some sorcery so mighty that even he fears its consequences. They feel his growing resolve upon the night winds. So he must be stopped. It is their command that you kill him.”
“Me?” I struggled against the urge to sink back to the ground. “I can barely stand. I’d laugh if I had the strength for it.”
“You shall have all the strength you need.” Irra drew a peeled willow wand from his tunic and with it struck me between the shoulder blades. I grunted and bent over double as enormous wings of bone and leather erupted from my back. When I straightened, I saw that Irra had given himself bat-wings as well.
“Follow!” he cried, and leapt into the air.
Involuntarily, I surged after him. Below me, poor Mylitta dwindled into an unmoving speck and was lost among the other captive slaves. That was the last that ever I saw her.
We flew.


Under other circumstances, it would have been a glorious experience. Flying was easier than swimming. My muscles worked surely and strongly, and the wind felt silky-smooth under my wings. But the lands we flew over were ugly and defiled. Pits and trenches had been gouged into it for no purpose whatsoever. A constellation of trash-fires that had once been our crofts smoldered under us. The very clouds overhead were lit a sullen orange by them.
“Look upon your work,” I said bitterly.
Irra swooped downward, drawing me involuntarily after him, so that we skimmed low over the mud-flats of the half-drained lake. They were littered with corpses. “Behold yours,” he said. “And tell me—whose creation is the more monstrous?”
To this I had no response.
We flew in a wide circle around Ararat, in order to approach the redoubt from its less defended side. For hours we flew. From my lofty vantage I could see the multitudes of invaders infesting and defiling the land below. Their numbers took my breath away. It is scant exaggeration to declare that there was a nation of monsters for each one of the People. I did not see how we could possibly prevail. But at last, in the long grey hour of false dawn, we alit in the steep and disputed mountainside between the People’s final fortress and the Igigi encampments. There, at a touch of Irra’s wand, my wings folded themselves back into my body. Without dismissing his own wings, he proceeded to take a long and leisurely leak against a nearby boulder.
Finally, I spoke. “Mylitta loved you! How could you treat her so?”
Irra smiled over his shoulder. “You want reasons. But there are none. Even this stone is wiser than you are.” He turned, still pissing. I had to jump backwards, almost spraining an ankle, to avoid being sprayed. “You see? The stone knows that the world is what it is, and so it endures what it must. You hope for better, and so you suffer.”
Done, he tucked himself in and said, “Wait here.” Then he threw himself into the air again, soaring higher and higher until he was no larger than a flea. Up he went and down he came. Yet as he drew closer he dwindled in size, so that he grew no larger to the eye. When he reached his starting place, he was as small as a midge. Three times he buzzed around my head.
Then he flew into my ear.
With a dreadful itching sensation that made me claw desperately at my head, Irra burrowed deep into my brain. Coming at last to rest, he said, “Climb upward. When you reach the redoubt, its defenders will recognize you and let you in. If your actions displease me, I will treat you thus.”
I screamed as every bone in my body shattered and blood exploded from all my orifices.
Then, as quickly as it had come, the pain was gone. I was still standing, and unhurt. Everything but the pain had been an illusion. “That was but a warning,” Irra said. “If you disobey or displease me in the least way, I will visit such torments upon you that you will remember the Igigi Queen’s ministrations with fond nostalgia. Do you understand?”
Abjectly, I nodded my head.
“Then go!”
Like a mouse, I crept up the mountain’s flank, using its trees and bushes for cover when I could and furtively clinging to the bare rock when I could not. Once, I caught a glimpse of Nimrod’s gigantic figure as he stood at the topmost peak, back to me, contemplating the war below. His power was a palpable thing, and in that instant I felt sure that Irra’s cause was hopeless for his merest glance, were it to fall upon me, would have burnt me to ashes. Simultaneously, I experienced an involuntary lifting of my spirits, for the upper slopes of Ararat were untouched by the Igigi and the scent of the pines was clean and invigorating. I began to hope and, hoping, began to scheme.
The redoubt, when we reached it, was less a thing than a congeries of defenses—here a wall, there a scarp at the top of which defenders stood with piles of stones. If the mountain had been taller and steeper, the People could have held it forever. But I had seen the Igigi’s swarming millions and knew that inevitably Ararat must fall. Nevertheless, when I came strolling up King Nimrod’s path, whistling and swinging my arms as Irra had directed me to do, I was waved on upward by the guards after the most cursory of examinations.
I was home again.
Despite everything, it felt wonderful.
The People were everywhere working urgently. Shelters were being built and defenses strengthened. Sparks flew upward from the smithies and baskets of apples and cattail roots were hustled away into newly dug caves. Most astonishing of all, the oxen were People once more! I saw them carrying long-knives and spears and huddled over plans for the defenses, arguing in grunts and snorts. They were clapped on the shoulder in passing by others who clearly could not understand them, and there were even those—I noticed them, though Irra did not seem to—who could speak both tongues. One tall woman strode by with a war-trident over her shoulder, singing words that sounded like nothing I had ever heard before. Clearly, the oxen-speech had evolved.
I was but newly arrived when my old friend Namtar rushed up and, dropping an armful of long-knives on the ground, hugged me.
I pawed the ground with one foot: Hello.
Namtar made a cage of one hand and whistled frantically like a captive bird. Then, opening the hand, he trilled like that same bird escaping. Finally, he said, “Eh?” Meaning: How had I escaped?
I slammed one fist into the other. Holding my hands out as if throttling a monster’s neck, I twisted them. “Snap!” I lied: I fought my way free.
Namtar grinned appreciatively. Then he made a noise—“Shhhweeoo, shhhweeoo!”—like the hurrying wind and pointing first to me and then to the swords, made a carrying gesture. He lifted his voice in a sweet, clear note, which could only refer to she who had invented song: He had to hurry. Would I bring these things to Aruru?
I snorted assent, and he was gone.
“That was well done,” Irra said from within my ear. “Walk briskly. Wait until nobody is watching. Then get rid of this junk.”
I dumped the long-knives on a dung heap, and threw an armload of hay over them so that no one would know. Soon after, somebody called me to her and gave me another chore. So went my day. I worked my way up the slope, smiling cheerfully (for Irra punished me if I was anything less than upbeat), accepting whatever work was given me and then abandoning it when I could and performing it with apparent enthusiasm when I could not. Three steps forward, two steps back. By degrees, I pushed toward Ararat’s summit.
At midday I ate a meager lunch of two taro-cakes and an apple while sitting at the top of a short cliff. It was not far to its bottom, I reflected, only five body-lengths or so, yet the fall would certainly be enough to kill me.
Though he could not read them, Irra was able to intuit my thoughts. “Cast yourself off,” he suggested mockingly. “If you die, so will I, and Their Anarchic Majesties’ plans will come to nothing.”
I shivered involuntarily at the awfulness of his suggestion. For, wretched as I was, I did not wish to die. Nobody truly knows what death is, and so we fear it above all things. Moreover, my dread was all the greater for the idea of death being so new to me.
And yet—was it an altogether ignoble idea?
Irra, I reasoned, taunted me because he thought that I would not—that I could not—kill myself, and surely this was an understandable thing to assume since nobody had ever done so before. But after all I had seen and experienced, nothing seemed impossible to me anymore. I went to the very brink of the precipice and looked down. I thought of the People and how much I loved them. I thought of Nimrod, their bulwark and strength. I thought of my joyless existence. But mostly I thought of Silili, lost to me forever. Then I did the bravest thing I had ever done in all my life.
Light and giddy with relief and fear, I stepped off.
Or, rather, I tried to.
My feet would not obey me. Will it though I might, I could not take that one crucial step forward. Deep within my ear, Irra laughed and laughed. “You see? I can control your actions. Never forget that.”
All this time I had been thinking, and the more I thought, the less plausible it seemed that when I finally stood face to face with King Nimrod, I would defeat him in combat. A hundred such as I could not have done so. It did not matter what magics and powers Irra might have. The very idea was absurd.
Now I was angry enough to say so.
Irra was unmoved. “Humbaba invented death,” he said complacently. “Between them, the Igigi and the People invented war. Great works come in threes. You and I, Gil, will create a third and final novelty, and in some ways it will be the greatest of all, for where the others are universal and impersonal, this will be singular and intimate.”
“Will we?”
“Oh, yes, I call it murder.”
Irra explained his intent. I was unimpressed. “How does this differ from simply killing somebody?”
“By its treachery. You will approach Nimrod with smiles and salaams. You will oil and braid his hair for him, all the while praising his wisdom and his strength. Then, with his back turned and he unsuspicious, you will pick up a rock and smash it down upon his head with all your might.”
The picture he drew sickened me for I could imagine it all too well: The weight of the rock in my hands. The unsuspecting king. The sound of that great skull splitting. And afterwards, his blood on my hands. I would give anything not to have this crime on my hands. But Irra had already taught me that pain could render me helpless before it. I sobbed wordlessly.
“Come. We have mighty deeds to accomplish.”
Irra walked me away from the cliff.


The sun was sinking in the west by the time I found myself standing outside a line of new-dug storage caves near the top of the redoubt. Only a steep and stony path separated me from the summit of Ararat, where King Nimrod stood thinking his dark thoughts alone. I put down the basket of bread I had carried hither. From one of the caves I retrieved a jug of oil.
Nobody was looking. I carried the oil and a loaf of bread upward.
Though Nimrod was king and mage, the crest of Ararat was stony and bare. No advisors waited upon him, nor was there any furniture of any sort. He sat brooding upon a rock outcrop, his bow and quiver at his feet. A goatskin of water rested in his shadow, along with a shallow clay bowl for him to drink from. And that was all.
“I remember you, little one,” the king rumbled, glancing down at me. “Whatever became of your lover, your woman-to-me?”
Irra whispered: “He wills comprehension upon you. You may reply.”
I made a bird of my hands and flew it off into the sky. “Chree!” I said, in imitation of its cry. Gone.
King Nimrod looked sad at that. He reached out one tremendous hand, closed it lightly on my shoulder, and squeezed gently. I thought he would say something consoling, then, and the very thought of him doing so when I had come to kill him nauseated me. But he said only, “Why are you here?”
I proffered the bread.
King Nimrod accepted it. The loaf was large enough to feed three ordinary men, but it looked small in his hand. He began to eat, staring moodily into the distance. Though the invaders had destroyed the trees and rushes, they could not make the waters go away, and so the setting sun filled the land with reflected oranges and reds, rendering it briefly beautiful again.
After a long silence Nimrod spoke to me as one might to a beloved dog—affectionately, but expecting neither comprehension nor response. He was speaking to himself, really, sorting out his thoughts and feelings. “Behold the world,” he said. “For a time it was our garden. No more. When Humbaba introduced death, I thought it an evil that might be endured and later undone. For though I cannot negate its effects and those who have died will never return to us, yet I have power to put an end to death. It would drain me completely to do so. But afterwards, nobody would ever die again.
“Alas, the world is become a wasteland and there is no way back into the garden. Our choice now is enslavement or death. There is no third way.”
I thought that Irra would make his play then, while Nimrod was distracted. But he was cannier than that. Perhaps he noticed some lingering trace of vigilance in the king. Perhaps, knowing that he would have but one opportunity, he was taking no chances. In any event, he waited.
“Ah, child! I am contemplating a great and terrible crime. Would you forgive me for it, if you understood its cost? For henceforth, every man and woman must grow old and die. Is slavery truly worse than that? Yet so great is my hatred for the Igigi that I would rather you and I and everyone else die and turn to dust than that we should submit to them again.”
I could not bear to look at the king, knowing what I was about to do. So I stared down at the ground instead. There was the slightest motion in the gloom as a small and torpid animal shifted itself slightly.
It was a toad.
In that instant, a plan flashed into my mind. Casually, so as not to alert Irra, I squatted and picked up a stone. Then I cleared my throat: Watch.
King Nimrod glanced incuriously at me.
Forgive me, little brother, I thought, and I smashed the toad with the stone.
Beaming, I said, “Squirp!” In imitation of the sound it made.
Nimrod’s face was a wall of granite. “Never do that again,” he said. And, when I flung out an arm indicating all the lands below, infested with demons and suffering and death, “Yes, the world is full of cruelty. Let us not add to it.”
He turned away.
Irra was furious. But in Nimrod’s presence, he dared not punish me. “This is no time for playing games!” he cried. “After we have done our great deed, I promise you that there will be suffering enough for everyone and that if you want to be among the tormentors, that honor will be yours. But for now, you must think of nothing but our goal and how to reach it. Pick up the oil.”
I did.
Standing before the king, I held up the jug in one hand and a comb which I had stolen earlier in the day in the other. I gestured toward his beard. Nimrod nodded abstractedly, so I poured oil into my hands and then, rubbing them together, applied it. I had to stand on tiptoe to do so. When his beard was fragrant and glossy, I began combing it out. Finally, I braided it in many strands, as befit a ruler of his dignity.
I had just finished when, with sudden resolution, King Nimrod stood. “I fear you will curse me every day of your short life for what I am about to do, little one,” he said. His words were an almost physical force. I did not need Irra to tell me that he was willing comprehension upon me. “Yet I see no alternative. So it shall be done. This will take all my power and concentration, so I must ask that you not disturb me before it is finished.”
At Irra’s direction, I tugged my hair and made braiding gestures. “Eh?”
Nimrod laughed gently, as one might at the antics of a child. “If it makes you happy.”
Closing his eyes, King Nimrod stretched out his arms to either side, palms upward. His fingers flexed, as if grasping for something in the air, and then clenched as if grasping that intangible thing. A low sound escaped from somewhere deep within his chest. It might have been the mountain talking. A shudder passed through his body, and then Nimrod stood as motionless as the moon before Humbaba had set it in the sky. His face was grim as granite.
After a few minutes, drops of blood appeared on his forehead.
“Go!” Irra whispered urgently.
I picked up a large rock and climbed to the top of the low crag behind the king. There, I set the rock down and, standing beside it, began to oil and comb his hair.
Thunder rolled in the distance, then fell silent. But there was an uneasiness to the silence. It was like unto a distant sound too vast and low to be heard which nevertheless can be felt in the pit of one’s stomach and in the back of one’s skull. Time passed. The sun touched the horizon and a thin line of liquid gold spread to either side faster than quicksilver.
“What is he doing?” Irra fretted. “What is he doing?”
I shrugged, and continued my work.
Never had the sun moved below the edge of the world so quickly. All the land beneath it was an oily darkness, as if something were moving there unseen. Perhaps, I thought, Nimrod was calling great armies of beasts to eat the Igigi. Perhaps he was turning the marshes to tar, to envelop and swallow up our enemies. If such was his contemplated crime—the death of billions—I did not care. Let it happen! Yet the tension in the air intensified as if somewhere too far away to be heard, a giant were silently screaming.
Nimrod was a statue. The blood from his brow ran down his face and pooled at his feet.
Then the horizon bulged.
Deep in the fastness of my mind, Irra cried in a tone of mingled horror and awe, “He is calling in the ocean! He is commanding it to come to Ararat.”
I passed the comb through King Nimrod’s hair over and over again, smoothing out the tangles. “So?”
“It will roll over the armies below. It will kill the King and Queen and all their servants!”
“Good. Then there will be a cleansing.”
“There is still time!” I hopped down from the rock on which I stood, dropping the comb. I bent down to seize the rock in both hands. With a mighty effort, I raised it up to my chest. None of this had been my doing. Indeed, I tried desperately to resist it. But Irra had seized control of my body.
If Irra could control my body now, that meant he could always have done so. There had been no need for him to drive me with threats and pain. He had only done so in order to make me complicit in his guilt and thus increase my suffering, so that he might enjoy my revulsion and shame,
King Nimrod towered above me. With a jerk, Irra raised the stone up above my head. I gasped in pain.
That was the extraordinary thing. I had gasped in pain. Irra had not made me gasp. I had simply done so. Which meant that he controlled only those parts of my body he set his thoughts to controlling. All else was still mine.
I licked my lips to test my theory. And it worked. My mouth remained my own.
“Squirp!” I cried as loudly as I could.
Had Nimrod turned to see why I had made such an extraordinary noise, he would have died then and there, for already the stone was descending upon his head. But I had taught him the meaning of my new word, and so he instantly apprehended my warning. Using only a small fraction of his power, the mighty wizard caused tree branches to sprout from his head and shoulders and back. They burst through his skin and clothing. With dazzling swiftness, they divided and multiplied, the end of each branch and twig putting out a long, sharp thorn.
My stone crashed down into the tangled thorn-tree, snapping limbs but coming nowhere near King Nimrod’s body, motionless at its center. Twisted black branches grew around me in a cage. The thorns grasped me tightly and I was flung high into the air.
A despairing wail escaped my lips. I did not know if it came from myself or from Irra.
Then, with a roar like the end of the world, I fell into darkness.


When I came to, it was morning and Irra’s body lay on the ground beside me. I sat up and touched his throat. It was stone cold. Irra was dead.
Sore and aching though I was, I could not help but feel glad.
The sunlight was brighter than I remembered ever seeing it, and the air smelled of salt. I stared down the slopes of Ararat and for the first time in my life I saw the ocean. It sparkled and danced. White gulls flew above it with shrill cries. To one side, fierce waves crashed against the mountainside with a thunder and boom that said they had come to stay. First Haven was a seaport now and its inhabitants would henceforth be fishermen and sailors as well as hunters and crofters.
The Igigi were nowhere to be seen.
King Nimrod sat hunched nearby, his head resting in his hands. But when I tried to hail him, nothing came from my mouth but a wordless cry. So by this token I knew that our first language—the one that Nimrod had invented to deliver us from Urdumheim—was gone forever, drowned with our demonic foes.
At the sound of my voice, Nimrod stood. To my surprise, when he saw me he grinned broadly. He pawed the ground with one foot, as might an ox. Meaning: Hello. Then he rubbed his hands together and snorted: Let’s get to work.
Uncomprehendingly, I watched as Nimrod stooped to pick up a stone from the ground. He held it out toward me. “Harri,” he said. “Harri.”
Then, like the sun coming out from the clouds, I understood. He was creating a new language—not a makeshift thing like my oxen-speech, but something solid and enduring.
“Harri,” I said.
The king clapped me approvingly on the shoulder.
Then he went down the mountain to teach the People language for a second time.
Thus began the Great Work. For shortly thereafter, Nimrod set us to work building upon the base of Ararat a tower so tall that it would reach to the sky, and so large that a hundred generations would not suffice to complete it. Indeed, our monarch explained, it was entirely possible that the tower never would reach completion. But this did not matter. For within the tower a thousand languages would bloom and those languages, through exposure to each other, would be in constant flux and variation, every profession creating its specialized argot and every new generation its own slang. Like the tower itself, each language would be a work forever in progress and never completed. So that if the Igigi returned, they could never again prevail over us, though they stuffed their stomachs so full of language that they burst. In token of which, we named the tower Babel—“Mountain of Words.”
Thus ends my story.
Except for one last thing.
One day, when I was working in the fields, Silili returned from the forest. She was scratched and bruised and filthy from living like an animal, and half-starved because unlike those who are born animals, she was not good at it. One of her fingers was crooked, for it had broken and not set well. She was naked.
I froze motionless.
Silili shivered with fear. She took a step into the field, and then retreated back to the shadow of the trees. Whether she remembered me at all, I could not say. But she was as wild and shy as any creature of the woods, and I knew that a sudden movement on my part would drive her away and I might never see her again. So slowly, very slowly, I crouched down and groped with a blind hand for the wicker basket in which I had brought my midday meal.
I opened its lid and reached within. Then I stood.
I held out a yam to her. “Janari,” I said. This was our new word for food.
Timidly, she approached. Three times, she almost bolted and ran. But at last she snatched the yam from me and ravenously began eating it.
“Janari,” I repeated insistently. “Janari!” And finally, “Janari,” she replied.
It was a beginning.
All this happened long ago, when I was young and there was only one language and People did not die. All things were new in those days and the world was not at all like what it is today.



Tin Marsh
It was hot coming down into the valley. The sun was high in the sky, a harsh white dazzle in the eternal clouds, strong enough to melt the lead out of the hills. They trudged down from the heights, carrying the drilling rig between them. A little trickle of metal, spill from a tanker bringing tin out of the mountains, glinted at the verge of the road.
A traveler coming the other way, ten feet tall and anonymous in a black muscle suit, waved at them as they passed, but even though it had been weeks since they’d seen another human being, they didn’t wave back. The traveler passed them and disappeared up the road. The heat had seared the ground here black and hard. They could leave the road, if they wanted, and make almost as good time.
Patang and MacArthur had been walking for hours. They expected to walk for hours more. But then the road twisted and down at the bottom of the long decline, in the shadow of a basalt cliff, was an inn. Mostly their work kept them away from roads and inns. For almost a month they’d been living in their suits, sleeping in harness.
They looked warily at each other, mirrored visor to mirrored visor. Heat glimmered from the engines of their muscle suits. Without a word, they agreed to stop.
The inn radioed a fee schedule at their approach. They let their suits’ autonomic functions negotiate for them, and carefully set the drilling rig down alongside the building.
“Put out the tarp,” MacArthur said. “So it won’t warp.”
He went inside.
Patang deployed the gold foil tarp, then followed him in.
MacArthur was already out of his suit and seated at a cast-iron table with two cups of water in front of him when Patang cycled through the airlock. For an instant she dared hope everything was going to be all right.
Then he looked up at her.
“Ten dollars a cup.” One cup was half empty. He drank the rest down in one long gulp, and closed a hairy paw around the second cup. His beard had grown since she had last seen it, and she could smell him from across the room. Presumably he could smell her too. “The bastards get you coming and going.”
Patang climbed down out of her suit. She stretched out her arms as far as they would go, luxuriating in the room’s openness. All that space! It was twenty feet across and windowless. There was the one table, and six iron chairs to go with it. Half a dozen cots folded up against the walls. A line of shelves offered Company goods that neither of them could afford. There were also a pay toilet and a pay shower. There was a free medical unit, but if you tried to con it out of something recreational, the Company found out and fined you accordingly.
Patang’s skin prickled and itched from a month’s accumulation of dried sweat. “I’m going to scratch,” she said. “Don’t look.”
But of course MacArthur did, the pig.
Ignoring him, Patang slowly and sensuously scratched under her blouse and across her back. She took her time, digging in with her nails hard enough almost to make the skin bleed. It felt glorious.
MacArthur stared at her all the while, a starving wolf faced with a plump rabbit.
“You could have done that in your suit,” he said when she was done.
“It’s not the same.”
“You didn’t have to do that in front of—”
“Hey! How’s about a little conversation?” Patang said loudly. So it cost a few bucks. So what?
With a click, the innkeeper came on. “Wasn’t expecting any more visitors so close to the noon season,” it said in a folksy synthetic voice. “What are you two prospecting for?”
“Gold, tin, lead, just about anything that’ll gush up a test-hole.” Patang closed her eyes, pretending she was back on Lakshmi Planum in a bar in Port Ishtar, talking with a real, live human being. “We figured most people will be working tracts in the morning and late afternoon. This way our databases are up-to-date—we won’t be stepping on somebody’s month-old claim.”
“Very wise. The Company pays well for a strike.”
“I hate those fucking things.” MacArthur turned his back on the speaker and Patang both, noisily scraping his chair against the floor. She knew how badly he’d like to hurt her.
She knew that it wasn’t going to happen.


The Company had three rules. The first was No Violence. The second was Protect Company Equipment. The third was Protect Yourself. They all three were enforced by neural implant.
From long experience with its prospectors, the Company had prioritized these rules, so that the first overruled the second, the second overruled the third, and the third could only be obeyed insofar as it didn’t conflict with the first two. That was so a prospector couldn’t decide—as had happened—that his survival depended on the death of his partner. Or, more subtly, that the other wasn’t taking proper care of Company equipment, and should be eliminated.
It had taken time and experience, but the Company had finally come up with a foolproof set of algorithms. The outback was a functioning anarchy. Nobody could hurt anybody else there.
No matter how badly they needed to.
The ’plants had sounded like a good idea when Patang and MacArthur first went under contract. They’d signed up for a full sidereal day—two hundred fifty-five Earth days. Slightly longer than a Venusian year. Now, with fifty-nine days still to go, she was no longer certain that two people who hated each other as much as they did should be kept from each other’s throats. Sooner or later, one of them would have to crack.
Every day she prayed that it would be MacArthur who finally yanked the escape cord, calling down upon himself the charges for a rescue ship to pull them out ahead of contract. MacArthur who went bust while she took her partial creds and skipped.
Every day he didn’t. It was inhuman how much abuse he could absorb without giving in.
Only hatred could keep a man going like that.


Patang drank her water down slowly, with little slurps and sighs and lip-smackings. Knowing MacArthur loathed that, but unable to keep herself from doing it anyway. She was almost done when he slammed his hands down on the tabletop, to either side of hers, and said, “Patang, there are some things I want to get straight between us.”
“Please. Don’t.”
“Goddamnit, you know how I feel about that shit.”
“I don’t like it when you talk like that. Stop.”
MacArthur ground his teeth. “No. We are going to have this out right here and now. I want you to—what was that?”
Patang stared blankly at her partner. Then she felt it—an uneasy vertiginous queasiness, a sense of imbalance just at the edge of perception, as if all of Venus were with infinitesimal gentleness shifting underfoot.
Then the planet roared and the floor came up to smash her in the face.


When Patang came to, everything was a jumble. The floor was canted. The shelves had collapsed, dumping silk shirts, lemon cookies, and bars of beauty soap everywhere. Their muscle suits had tumbled together, the metal arm of one caught between the legs of the other. The life support systems were still operational, thank God. The Company built them strong.
In the middle of it all, MacArthur stood motionless, grinning. A trickle of blood ran down his neck. He slowly rubbed the side of his face.
“MacArthur? Are you okay?”
A strange look was in his eyes. “By God,” he said softly. “By damn.”
“Innkeeper! What happened here?”
The device didn’t respond. “I busted it up,” MacArthur said. “It was easy.”
“What?”
MacArthur walked clumsily across the floor toward her, like a sailor on an uncertain deck. “There was a cliff slump.” He had a Ph.D. in extraterrestrial geology. He knew things like that. “A vein of soft basalt weakened and gave way. The inn caught a glancing blow. We’re lucky to be alive.”
He knelt beside her and made the OK sign with thumb and forefinger. Then he flicked the side of her nose with the forefinger.
“Ouch!” she said. Then, shocked, “Hey, you can’t…!”
“Like hell I can’t.” He slapped her in the face. Hard. “Chip don’t seem to work anymore.”
Rage filled her. “You son of a bitch!” Patang drew back her arm to slug him.
Blankness.


She came to seconds later. But it was like opening a book in the middle or stepping into an interactive an hour after it began. She had no idea what had happened or how it affected her.
MacArthur was strapping her into her muscle suit.
“Is everything okay?” she murmured. “Is something wrong?”
“I was going to kill you, Patang. But killing you isn’t enough. You have to suffer first.”
“What are you talking about?”
Then she remembered.
MacArthur had hit her. His chip had malfunctioned. There were no controls on him now. And he hated her. Bad enough to kill her? Oh, yes. Easily.
MacArthur snapped something off her helmet. Then he slapped the power button and the suit began to close around her. He chuckled and said, “I’ll meet you outside.”


Patang cycled out of the lock and then didn’t know what to do. She fearfully went a distance up the road, and then hovered anxiously. She didn’t exactly wait and she didn’t exactly go away. She had to know what MacArthur was up to.
The lock opened, and MacArthur went around to the side of the tavern, where the drilling rig lay under its tarp. He bent down to separate the laser drill from the support struts, data boxes, and alignment devices. Then he delicately tugged the gold foil blanket back over the equipment.
He straightened, and turned toward Patang, the drill in his arms. He pointed it at her.
The words LASER HAZARD flashed on her visor.
She looked down and saw the rock at her feet blacken and smoke. “You know what would happen if I punched a hole in your shielding,” MacArthur said.
She did. All the air in her suit would explode outward, while the enormous atmospheric pressure simultaneously imploded the metal casing inward. The mechanical cooling systems would fail instantly. She would be suffocated, broiled, and crushed, all in an instant.
“Turn around. Or I’ll lase you a new asshole.”
She obeyed.
“Here are the rules. You get a half-hour head start. Then I come for you. If you turn north or south, I’ll drill you. Head west. Noonward.”
“Noonward?” She booted up the geodetics. There was nothing in that direction but a couple more wrinkle ridges and, beyond them, tesserae. The tesserae were marked orange on her maps. Orange for unpromising. Prospectors had passed through them before and found nothing. “Why there?”
“Because I told you to. Because we’re going to have a little fun. Because you have no choice. Understand?”
She nodded miserably.
“Go.”


She walked, he followed. It was a nightmare that had somehow found its way into waking life. When Patang looked back, she could see MacArthur striding after her, small in the distance. But never small enough that she had any kind of chance to get away.
He saw her looking and stooped to pick up a boulder. He windmilled his arm and threw.
Even though MacArthur was halfway to the horizon, the boulder smashed to the ground a hundred yards ahead of her and to one side. It didn’t come close to striking her, of course. That wasn’t his intent.
The rock shattered when it hit. It was terrifying how strong that suit was. It filled her with rage to see MacArthur yielding all that power, and her completely helpless. “You goddamned sadist!”
No answer.
He was nuts. There had to be a clause in the contract covering that. Well, then… She set her suit on auto-walk, pulled up the indenture papers, and went looking for it. Options. Hold harmless clauses. Responsibilities of the Subcontractor—there were hundreds of those. Physical care of the Contractor’s equipment.
And there it was. There it was! In the event of medical emergency, as ultimately upheld in a court of physicians… She scrolled up the submenu of qualifying conditions. The list of mental illnesses was long enough and inclusive enough that she was certain MacArthur belonged on it somewhere.
She’d lose all the equity she’d built up, of course. But, if she interpreted the contract correctly, she’d be entitled to a refund of her initial investment.
That, and her life, were good enough for her.
She slid an arm out of harness and reached up into a difficult-to-reach space behind her head. There was a safety there. She unlatched it. Then she called up a virtual keyboard, and typed out the SOS.
So simple. So easy.
DO YOU REALLY WANT TO SEND THIS MESSAGE? YES NO
She hit YES.
For an instant, nothing happened.
MESSAGE NOT SENT
“Shit!” She tried it again. MESSAGE NOT SENT A third time. MESSAGE NOT SENT A fourth. MESSAGE NOT SENT She ran a trouble-shooting program, and then sent the message again. MESSAGE NOT SENT
And again. And again. And again.
MESSAGE NOT SENT
MESSAGE NOT SENT
MESSAGE NOT SENT
Until the suspicion was so strong she had to check.
There was an inspection camera on the back of her suit’s left hand. She held it up so she could examine the side of her helmet.
MacArthur had broken off the uplink antenna.
“You jerk!” She was really angry now. “You shithead! You cretin! You retard! You’re nuts, you know that? Crazy. Totally whack.”
No answer.
The bastard was ignoring her. He probably had his suit on auto-follow. He was probably leaning back in his harness, reading a book or watching an old movie on his visor. MacArthur did that a lot. You’d ask him a question and he wouldn’t answer because he wasn’t there; he was sitting front row center in the theater of his cerebellum. He probably had a tracking algorithm in the navigation system to warn him if she turned to the north or south, or started to get too far ahead of him.
Let’s test that hypothesis.
She’d used the tracking algorithm often enough that she knew its specs by heart. One step sidewards in five would register immediately. One in six would not. All right, then… Let’s see if we can get this rig turned around slowly, subtly, toward the road. She took seven strides forward, and then a half-step to the side.
LASER HAZARD
Patang hastily switched on auto-walk. So that settled that. He was watching her every step. A tracking algorithm would have written that off as a stumble. But then why didn’t he speak? To make her suffer, obviously. He must be bubbling over with things to say. He must hate her almost as much as she did him.
“You son of a bitch! I’m going to get you, MacArthur! I’m going to turn the goddamned tables on you, and when I do—!”
It wasn’t as if she were totally helpless. She had explosives. Hell, her muscle suit could throw a rock with enough energy to smash a hole right through his suit. She could—
Blankness.


She came to with the suit auto-walking down the far slope of the first wrinkle ridge. There was a buzzing in her ear. Somebody talking. MacArthur, over the short-range radio. “What?” she asked blurrily. “Were you saying something, MacArthur? I didn’t quite catch that.”
“You had a bad thought, didn’t you?” MacArthur said gleefully. “Naughty girl! Papa spank.”
LASER HAZARD
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Arrows pointed to either side. She’d been walking straight Noonward, and he’d fired on her anyway.
“Damn it, that’s not fair!”
“Fair! Was it fair, the things you said to me? Talking. All the time talking.”
“I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“You did! Those things…the things you said…unforgivable!”
“I was only deviling you, MacArthur,” she said placatingly. It was a word from her childhood; it meant teasing, the kind of teasing a sister inflicted on a brother. “I wouldn’t do it if we weren’t friends.”
MacArthur made a noise he might have thought was laughter. “Believe me, Patang, you and I are not friends.”
The deviling had been innocent enough at the start. She’d only done it to pass the time. At what point had it passed over the edge? She hadn’t always hated MacArthur. Back in Port Ishtar, he’d seemed like a pleasant companion. She’d even thought he was cute.
It hurt to think about Port Ishtar, but she couldn’t help herself. It was like trying not to think about Heaven when you were roasting in Hell.
Okay, so Port Ishtar wasn’t perfect. You ate flavored algae and you slept on a shelf. During the day you wore silk, because it was cheap, and you went everywhere barefoot because shoes cost money. But there were fountains that sprayed water into the air. There was live music in the restaurants, string quartets playing to the big winners, prospectors who had made a strike and were leaking wealth on the way out. If you weren’t too obvious about it, you could stand nearby and listen. Gravity was light, then, and everybody was young, and the future was going to be full of money.
That was then. She was a million years older now.
LASER HAZARD
“Hey!”
“Keep walking, bitch. Keep walking or die.”


This couldn’t be happening.
Hours passed, and more hours, until she completely lost track of the time. They walked. Up out of the valley. Over the mountain. Down into the next valley. Because of the heat, and because the rocks were generally weak, the mountains all had gentle slopes. It was like walking up and then down a very long hill.
The land was grey and the clouds above it murky orange. These were Venus’s true colors. She could have grass-green rocks and a bright blue sky if she wished—her visor would do that—but the one time she’d tried those settings, she’d quickly switched back. The falseness of it was enough to break your heart.
Better to see the bitter land and grim sky for what they were.
West, they traveled. Noonward. It was like an endless and meaningless dream.
“Hey, Poontang.”
“You know how I feel about that kind of language,” she said wearily.
“How you feel. That’s rich. How do you think I felt, some of the things you said?”
“We can make peace, MacArthur. It doesn’t have to be like this.”
“Ever been married, Poontang?”
“You know I haven’t.”
“I have. Married and divorced.” She knew that already. There was very little they didn’t know about each other by now. “Thing is, when a marriage breaks up, there’s always one person comes to grips with it first. Goes through all the heartache and pain, feels the misery, mourns the death of the relationship—and then moves on. The one who’s been cheated on, usually. So the day comes when she walks out of the house and the poor schmuck is just standing there, saying, ‘Wait. Can’t we work this thing out?’ He hasn’t accepted that it’s over.”
“So?”
“So that’s your problem, Poontang. You just haven’t accepted that it’s over yet.”
“What? Our partnership, you mean?”
“No. Your life.”


A day passed, maybe more. She slept. She awoke, still walking, with MacArthur’s hateful mutter in her ear. There was no way to turn the radio off. It was Company policy. There were layers upon layers of systems and subsystems built into the walkers, all designed to protect Company investment. Sometimes his snoring would wake her up out of a sound sleep. She knew the ugly little grunting noises he made when he jerked off. There were times she’d been so angry that she’d mimicked those sounds right back at him. She regretted that now.
“I had dreams,” MacArthur said. “I had ambitions.”
“I know you did. I did too.”
“Why the hell did you have to come into my life? Why me and not somebody else?”
“I liked you. I thought you were funny.”
“Well, the joke’s on you now.”
Back in Port Ishtar, MacArthur had been a lanky, clean-cut kind of guy. He was tall, and in motion you were always aware of his knees and elbows, always sure he was going to knock something over, though he never did. He had an odd, geeky kind of grace. When she’d diffidently asked him if he wanted to go partners, he’d picked her up and whirled her around in the air and kissed her right on the lips before setting her down again and saying, “Yes.” She’d felt dizzy and happy then, and certain she’d made the right choice.
But MacArthur had been weak. The suit had broken him. All those months simmering in his own emotions, perfectly isolated and yet never alone… He didn’t even look like the same person anymore. You looked at his face and all you saw were anger and those anguished eyes.
LEAVING HIGHLANDS
ENTERING TESSERAE
Patang remembered how magical the tesserae landscape had seemed in the beginning. “Complex ridged terrain,” MacArthur called it, high ridges and deep groves crisscrossing each other in such profusion that the land appeared blocky from orbit, like a jumble of tiles. Crossing such terrain, you had to be constantly alert. Cliffs rose up unexpectedly, butte-high. You turned a twist in a zigzagging valley and the walls fell away and down, down, down. There was nothing remotely like it on Earth. The first time through, she’d shivered in wonder and awe.
Now she thought: Maybe I can use this. These canyons ran in and out of each other. Duck down one and run like hell. Find another and duck down it. Keep on repeating until he’d lost her.
“You honestly think you can lose me, Patang?”
She shrieked involuntarily.
“I can read your mind, Patang. I know you through and through.”
It was true, and it was wrong. People weren’t meant to know each other like this. It was the forced togetherness, the fact you were never for a moment alone with your own thoughts. After a while you’d heard every story your partner had to tell and shared every confidence there was to share. After a while every little thing got on your nerves.
“How about if I admit I was wrong?” she said pleadingly. “I was wrong. I admit it.”
“We were both wrong. So what?”
“I’m willing to cooperate, MacArthur. Look. I’ve stopped so you can catch up and not have to worry about me getting away from you. Doesn’t that convince you we’re on the same side?”
LASER HAZARD
“Oh, feel free to run as fast and as far as you want, Patang. I’m confident I’ll catch up with you in the end.”
All right, then, she thought desperately. If that’s the way you want it, asshole. Tag! You’re it.
She ducked into the shadows of a canyon and ran.


The canyon twisted and, briefly, she was out of sight. MacArthur couldn’t talk to her, couldn’t hear her. Couldn’t tell which way she went. The silence felt wonderful. It was the first privacy she’d had since she didn’t know when. She only wished she could spare the attention to enjoy it more. But she had to think, and think hard. One canyon wall had slumped downward just ahead, creating a slope her walker could easily handle. Or she could keep on ahead, up the canyon.
Which way should she go?
Upslope.
She set the walker on auto-run.
Meanwhile, she studied the maps. The free satellite downloads were very good. They weren’t good enough. They showed features down to three meters across, but she needed to know the land yard-by-yard. That crack-like little rille—did it split two kilometers ahead, or was there a second rille that didn’t quite meet it? She couldn’t tell. She’d’ve gladly paid for the premium service now, the caviar of info-feed detailed enough to track footprints across a dusty stretch of terrain. But with her uplink disabled, she couldn’t.
Patang ducked into a rille so narrow her muscle suit’s programming would have let her jump it, if she wished. It forked, and she took the right-hand branch. When the walls started closing in on them, she climbed up and out. Then she ran, looking for another rille.
Hours passed.
After a time, all that kept her going was fear. She drew her legs up into the torso of her suit and set it to auto-run. Up this canyon. Over this ridge. Twisting, turning. Scanning the land ahead, looking for options. Two directions she might go. Flip a mental coin. Choose one. Repeat the process. Keep the radio shut down so MacArthur couldn’t use it to track her. Keep moving.
Keep moving.
Keep moving…


Was it hours that passed, or days? Patang didn’t know. It might have been weeks. In times of crisis, the suit was programmed to keep her alert by artificial stimulation of her brain. It was like an electrical version of amphetamines. But, as with amphetamines, you tended to lose track of things. Things like your sense of time.
So she had no idea how long it took her to realize that it was all no use.
The problem was that the suit was so damned heavy! If she ran fast enough to keep her distance from MacArthur, it left a trace in the regolith obvious enough to be followed at top speed. But if she slowed down enough to place her walker’s feet on bare stone when she could, and leave subtle and easy-to-miss footprints when she couldn’t, he came right up behind her. And try though she might, she couldn’t get far enough ahead of him to dare slow down enough to leave a trace he couldn’t follow.
There was no way she could escape him.
The feeling of futility that came over her then was drab and familiar, like a shabby old coat grown colorless with age that you don’t have the money to replace. Sometime, long ago, she’d crossed that line where hope ceased. She had never actually admitted to herself that she no longer believed they’d ever make that big strike—just one day woken up knowing that she was simply waiting out her contract, stubbornly trying to endure long enough to serve out her term and return to Earth no poorer than she had set out.
Which was when her deviling had turned nasty, wasn’t it? It was when she had started touching herself and telling MacArthur exactly what she was doing. When she’d started describing in detail all the things she’d never do to him.
It was a way of getting through one more day. It was a way of faking up enough emotion to care. It was a stupid, stupid thing to do.
And this was her punishment.
But she couldn’t give up. She was going to have to… She didn’t finish that thought. If she was going to do this unnamed thing, she had to sort through the ground rules first.
The three rules were: No Violence. Protect Company Equipment. Protect Yourself. They were ranked hierarchically.
Okay, Patang thought. In order to prevent violence, I’m going to have to destroy Company property.
She waited to see if she’d pass out.
Nothing happened.
Good.
She’d come to a long ridge, steep-sided and barren, and set her suit to auto-climb. As she climbed, she scanned the slope ahead, empty and rock-strewn under a permanently dazzling cover of sulfuric acid clouds. Halfway up, MacArthur emerged from the zigzagging valley below and waved jauntily.
Patang ignored him. That pile of boulders up ahead was too large. Those to the right were too small. There was a patch of loose regolith that looked promising but… No. In the end, she veered leftward, toward a shallow ledge that sheltered rocks that looked loose enough to be dislodged but not massive enough to do any serious damage to MacArthur’s suit. All she wanted was to sweep him off his feet. He could survive a slide downslope easily enough. But could he hold onto the laser drill while doing so?
Patang didn’t think so.
Okay, then. She took her suit off automatics and climbed clumsily, carefully, toward her destination. She kept her helmet up, pointed toward the top of the ridge, to avoid tipping MacArthur off to her intentions.
Slantwise across the slope, that’s right. Now straight up. She glanced back and saw that she’d pulled MacArthur into her wake. He was directly beneath her. Good. All systems go.
She was up to the ledge now.
Stop. Turn around. Look down on MacArthur, surprisingly close.
If there was one thing Patang knew, after all these months, it was how easy it was to start a landslide. Lean back and brace yourself here, and start kicking. And over the rocks go and over the rocks go and—
LASER HAZARD
“Ohhhh, Patang, you are so obvious. You climb diagonally up a slope that any ordinary person would tackle straight on. You change direction halfway up. What were you planning to do, start an avalanche? What did you think that would accomplish?”
“I thought I could get the laser away from you.”
“And what good would that do? I’d still have the suit. I’d still have rocks. I’d still have you at my mercy. You hadn’t really thought this one through, had you?”
“No,” she admitted.
“You tried to outwit me, but you didn’t have the ingenuity. Isn’t that right?”
“Yes.”
“You were just hoping. But there isn’t any hope, is there?”
“No.”
He flipped one hand dismissively. “Well, keep on going. We’re not done yet.”


Weeping, Patang topped the ridge and started downward, into a valley shaped like a deep bowl. Glassy scarps on all sides caught whatever infrared bounced off the floor and threw it back into the valley. The temperature readings on her visor leaped. It was at least fifty degrees hotter out there than anyplace she had ever been. Hot enough that prolonged exposure would incapacitate her suit? Maybe. But there was MacArthur behind her, and the only way forward was a shallow trough leading straight down. She had no alternative.
Midway down the slope, the trough deepened. Rock walls rose up to plunge Patang into shadow. Her suit’s external temperature went down, though not as much as she would’ve liked. Then the way grew less steep and then it flattened out. The trough ended as a bright doorway between jagged rocks.
She stepped out into the open and looked across the valley.
The ground dazzled.
She walked out into it. She felt weightless. Her feet floated up beneath her and her hands rose of their own accord into the air. The muscle suit’s arms rose too, like a ballerina’s.
A network of cracks crazed the floor of the valley, each one blazing bright as the sun. Liquid metal was just oozing up out of the ground. She’d never seen anything like it.
Patang stomped on a puddle of metal, shattering it into droplets of sunlight and setting off warning alarms in her suit. For an instant she swayed with sleepiness. But she shook it off. She snapped a stick-probe from her tool rack and jabbed it into the stuff. It measured the metal’s temperature and its resistance to pressure, ran a few baby calculations, and spat out a result.
Tin.
She looked up again. There were intersecting lines of molten tin everywhere. The pattern reminded her of her childhood on the Eastern Shore, of standing at the edge of a marsh, binoculars in hand, hoping for a harrier, with the silver gleam of sun on water almost painful to the eye. This looked just like a marsh, only with tin instead of water.
A tin marsh.
For an instant, wonder flickered to life within her. How could such a thing be? What complex set of geological conditions was responsible? All she could figure was that the noontide heat was involved. As it slowly sank into the rock, the tin below expanded and pushed its way up through the cracks. Or maybe it was the rocks that expanded, squeezing out the liquid tin. In either case the effect would be very small for any given volume. She couldn’t imagine how much tin there must be down there for it to be forced to the surface like this. More than she’d ever dreamed they’d find.
“We’re rich!” she whooped. She couldn’t help it. All those months, all that misery, and here it was. The payoff they’d set out to discover, the one that she’d long ago given up all hope of finding.
LASER HAZARD
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“No! Wait! Stop!” she cried. “You don’t need to do this anymore. We found it! It’s here!”
Turning, she saw McArthur’s big suit lumber out of shadow. It was brute strength personified, all body and no head. “What are you talking about?” he said angrily. But Patang dared think he sounded almost sane. She dared hope she could reason with him.
“It’s the big one, Mac!” She hadn’t called him Mac in ages. “We’ve got the goddamned mother lode here. All you have to do is radio in the claim. It’s all over, Mac! This time tomorrow, you’re going to be holding a press conference about it.”
For a moment MacArthur stood silent and irresolute. Then he said, “Maybe so. But I have to kill you first.”
“You turn up without me, the Company’s gonna have questions. They’re gonna interrogate their suit. They’re gonna run a mind-probe. No, MacArthur, you can’t have both. You’ve got to choose: money or me.”
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“Run, you bitch!” MacArthur howled. “Run like you’ve got a chance to live!”
She didn’t move. “Think of it, MacArthur. A nice cold bath. They chill down the water with slabs of ice, and for a little extra they’ll leave the ice in. You can hear it clink.”
“Shut up.”
“And ice cream!” she said fervently. “A thousand different flavors of ice cream. They’ve got it warehoused: sherbet, gelato, water ice… Oh, they know what a prospector likes, all right. Beer in big, frosty mugs. Vodka so cold it’s almost a slurry.”
“Shut the fuck up!”
“You’ve been straight with me. You gave me a half-hour head start, just like you promised, right? Not everybody would’ve done that. Now I’m gonna be straight with you. I’m going to lock my suit down.” She powered off the arms and legs. It would take a good minute to get them online again. “So you don’t have to worry about me getting away. I’m going to just stand here, motionless and helpless, while you think about it, all right?” Then, desperation forcing her all the way into honesty, “I was wrong, MacArthur. I mean it this time. I shouldn’t have done those things. Accept my apology. You can rise above it. You’re a rich man now.”
MacArthur roared with rage.
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“Walk, damn you!” he screamed. “Walk!”
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He wasn’t coming any closer. And though he kept on firing, over and over, the bolts of lased light never hit her. It was baffling. She’d given up, she wasn’t running, it wasn’t even possible for her to run. So why didn’t he just kill her? What was stopping him?
Revelation flooded Patang then, like sudden sunlight after a long winter. So simple! So obvious! She couldn’t help laughing. “You can’t shoot me!” she cried. “The suit won’t let you!”
It was what the tech guys called “fossil software.” Before the Company acquired the ability to insert their programs into human beings, they’d programmed their tools so they couldn’t be used for sabotage. People, being inventive buggers, had found ways around that programming often enough to render it obsolete. But nobody had ever bothered to dig it out of the deep levels of the machinery’s code. What would be the point?
She whooped and screamed. Her suit staggered in a jittery little dance of joy. “You can’t kill me, MacArthur! You can’t! You can’t and you know it! I can just walk right past you, and all the way to the next station, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”
MacArthur began to cry.


The hopper came roaring down out of the white dazzle of the sky to burn a landing practically at their feet. They clambered wearily forward and let the pilot bolt their muscle suits to the hopper’s strutwork. There wasn’t cabin space for them and they didn’t need it.
The pilot reclaimed his seat. After his first attempts at conversation had fallen flat, he’d said no more. He had hauled out prospectors before. He knew that small talk was useless.
With a crush of acceleration their suits could only partially cushion, the hopper took off. Only three hours to Port Ishtar. The hopper twisted and Patang could see Venus rushing dizzyingly by below her. She blanked out her visor so she didn’t have to look at it.
Patang tested her suit. The multiplier motors had been powered down. She was immobile.
“Hey, Patang.”
“Yeah?”
“You think I’m going to go to jail? For all the shit I did to you?”
“No, MacArthur. Rich people don’t go to jail. They get therapy.”
“That’s good,” he said. “Thank you for telling me that.”
“De nada,” she said without thinking. The jets rumbled under her back, making the suit vibrate. Two, three hours from now, they’d come down in Port Ishtar, stake their claims, collect their money, and never see each other again.
On impulse, she said, “Hey, MacArthur!”
“What?”
And for an instant she came that close to playing the Game one last time. Deviling him, just to hear his teeth grind. But…
“Nothing. Just—enjoy being rich, okay? I hope you have a good life.”
“Yeah.” MacArthur took a deep breath, and then let it go, as if he were releasing something painful, and said, “Yeah…you too.”
And they soared.



Dragon Slayer
Every road and open doorway is a constant danger to a man of wandering disposition. Olav had stood on the threshold of his cottage one spring morning and the road had looked so fine that he couldn’t resist setting foot on it, and the next thing he knew it had carried him to the sea. There he chanced upon a merchant ship in need of a new hand. He learned the sailoring trade, fought pirates, killed a kraken, grew a beard, pierced an ear, and one memorable night won a handful of rubies at a single turn of the cards and lost them all to a barmaid who doped his ale. Two years later, he was shipwrecked off Thule and briefly married to a witch-woman who had blackwork tattoos on her face and had filed her teeth to points.
The marriage did not last, however. One day, Olav returned from the hunt with a red hart slung over his shoulders and found his wife coupling with a demon she had summoned up from one of the seven hells that lie at the center of the world. He slew them both, threw the fire pot onto the thatched roof of the witch’s hut, and left his memories burning to his back.
So it was that, having nothing better to do, Olav set out on foot to see what lay to the south. Always there was something interesting just a little farther down the road. Always there was good reason not to stay.
To the south it was summer. It seemed to be always summer there. Like water, he flowed downhill, taking up whatever work came to hand, staying with it long enough to fill his pockets, and then proceeding onward, ever onward. He chopped wood, built walls, twisted cord into rope, and rode as a guard in a small caravan traveling across the desert which one night was attacked by brigands who set about killing everyone, women and slaves included. He accounted for five of their number before realizing there was nobody left to defend save for one brown-skinned merchant’s son and so scooped him up, sat him on the horse behind himself, and escaped.
Olav came away from that adventure with an excellent horse, a serviceable bedroll, a saddle that had seen better days, and the merchant boy for a servant.


The caravan trail led at last to a standing stone atop a high barren ridge, at the foot of which were low scrub forests and beyond them, at the horizon, a line of blue that might be ocean. The stone was carved with runes that made no sense to Olav. But Nahal, his boy, spoke up. “It says all the land beyond belongs to the free port of Kheshem.” He pointed. “It’s there, where the Endless Mountains touch the sea. The harbor is small but the mountains go inland many hundred baridi, so all trade must pass through it.”
“You can read these squiggles, then?”
“My… I was taught how.”
“What else does it say?”
“That the Khesh of Kheshem welcomes all honest men. But evil travelers will be tortured and put to death.”
Olav laughed. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to take our chances.”
They rode down toward the sea. Kheshem lay nowhere in sight but there was the tang of salt marshes in the air when they made camp. Nahal gathered wood and built a fire while Olav quested out into the twilight and returned with a brace of hares. He sparked the fire to life using a chunk of flint from his pouch and the hilt of his knife, then gave the tool to the boy to dress and section the meat and prepare spits. Finally, he took back the knife and cut them a pair of quarterstaffs. “Have you had weapons training?” he asked.
“Some.”
“Then come at me.”
Nahal seized the staff with both hands together and swung. Olav easily sidestepped the blow and rapped the boy’s knuckles, making him drop his weapon. Smiling, he said, “You know nothing. So we’ll start by working on your stance.”
By the time the fire had died down to coals and they could begin cooking, the two had worked up a sweat.
Later, after they had eaten, Olav said, “Tell me, boy. What do you think of thieves?”
“When I am grown, I will kill them all!” Nahal’s scowl was so fierce that Olav had to turn away to keep from laughing. “They will beg for mercy and I will show them the mercy they gave my family!”
“Hmm. That’s too bad. Because we’re low on coin and there’s no guarantee that I’ll be able to find honest work in Kheshem.” Olav did not add that no man is more than three meals away from brigandage—the boy would someday discover that on his own—nor that it had been sheer chance that he had come upon the hares and great good fortune that the stones he threw at their heads had found their marks.
“You could sell Bastard.”
“But then how would we travel?”
Nahal said nothing.
“I put the question to you because the greatest danger to a thief is treachery. If you’re going to tell anyone about my activities, then I’ll drop you off at the city gate to make your own way in life and practice my thievery elsewhere. But if you wish to stay with me, you’ll need to keep silent.”
Sullenly, Nahal said, “I’ll do what I have to in order to survive.”
“So do we all, boy. So do we all.”
At night, they shared the bedroll, fully clothed save for their boots. As he was drifting off to sleep, Olav felt the boy’s chest moving with suppressed sobs. He pretended not to notice.
With sleep came dreams: Olav and Nahal were sitting by a campfire at the verge of a dark and moonless wood. There came a crackling noise in the underbrush. “Who’s there?” Nahal cried in a panicky voice. Olav felt not particularly concerned because he had a sword and knew how to use it better than most.
Mocking laughter echoed through the forest—deep as oak, hard as steel, supple as a stream bouncing down a rocky mountainside. It was like nothing Olav had ever heard before, and it filled him with supernatural dread. Bastard, his steed, whinnied in terror, and would have bolted if he hadn’t been hitched to a tree.
Olav seized a brand from the fire and was on his feet. “Show yourself!” he cried.
“Ahhhh, Olav,” rasped an inhuman voice. “Thinkst thou I am afraid of thy little man-spark? I, who have walked unshod in the furnaces of the earth?”
If Olav had been blinded by the murky darkness of the forest before, he was doubly so now, with the flaming brand held before him. Nor, with the stench of smoke rising from the brand and that of a hundred campfires permeating his clothing, was his sense of smell of any use. But his hearing was still good, and he thought he knew roughly from whence the voice came.
“If you’re not afraid of me,” he growled, “then why are you hiding?”
“Beware such questions,” said the voice in the darkness. “For now I come!”
With a howl, the creature charged. And in that same instant, Olav flung the brand into the brush before him. The weather had been dry, and the brush went up in a flash of flame.
Swiftly, then, Olav leaped atop Bastard, pulling Nahal up after him. With a sweep of his knife, he cut the reins. His horse reared up and then ran, fleet as the wind, with the fire to his back. Though it left him without gear, Olav abandoned his camp to the spreading flames without a second thought. For, as Bastard was rearing up in the air, he had felt grasping claws trying to seize his leg, and as they leaped away he glanced back to see a misshapen form, black against the fire, still striving to reach him.
He rode through the night, with all the world burning behind him, as fast and furious as ever he could, and awoke in the morning beside the cold campfire, aching and sore.


The port of Kheshem curved about its harbor and sprawled up the mountain slopes, a labyrinth of golden-roofed temples and high slender ivory-tiled towers intermingled with low mud-and-wattle tenements, the walled pleasure gardens of the wealthy, sturdy stone warehouses, public squares, guildhalls, and the occasional shipyard, limekiln, or knackery, all of it laced together by wide, granite-slabbed avenues and narrow alleys that smelled of spices and tar and camel dung. On his first day in the city, Olav took a great chance and played the cutpurse in a crowd that had gathered, ironically enough, to watch the public evisceration and beheading of a thief. The day’s haul was such that he bought the two of them a rich meal with wine and then a long soak in hot water at the private baths. When Nahal, face slick with grease, fiercely declared himself in no need of such fripperies, Olav lifted him, struggling, into the air and dropped him in the bath. Then, wading in (himself already naked), he stripped the wet clothes off the boy.
Which was how Olav discovered that Nahal was actually Nahala—a girl. Her guardians had chopped her hair short and taught her to swear like a boy in order to protect her from the rough sorts with whom traveling merchants must necessarily deal.
The discovery made no great difference in their relationship. Nahala was every bit as sullen as Nahal had been, and no less industrious. She knew how to cook, mend, clean, and perform all the chores a man needed to do on the road. Olav considered buying cloth and having her make a dress for herself but, for much the same reasons as her guardians before him, decided to leave things be. When she came of age—soon, he imagined—they would deal with such matters. Until then, it was easier to let her remain a boy.
At her insistence, he continued the lessons in weapons use.


Nahala despised her new master. But merchants, however young, must be pragmatists. She knew that there was no good alternative. Few orphaned children survived to adulthood in the city and the common fate of those who did and were female was whoredom, which did not appeal to her. Also, Olav never beat her and only cuffed her with reason; as masters went, he was a good one. So there was that.
Most of all, Nahala was learning to fight and this, she knew, would be invaluable to her when she was old enough to return to the desert and cleanse it of the vermin who had killed her family.
Sometimes, however, Olav had nightmares and Nahala would have to leave her pallet to shake him awake. Possibly because of those nightmares, he was drinking a lot. But what worried Nahala most was his spending. So one day, instead of wandering the city in order to learn its winds and ways (the higher up, for example, the richer the houses; the lower, the filthier the water), the prices food could be haggled down to, the rates charged by the money changers, and suchlike, she sewed together a bag out of discarded scraps of cloth and headed downhill toward the pebbled strand at the edge of town.
She was halfway to her destination when a ragged boy placed himself in her way, hands on hips and jeered, “Hey, Stick!”
Nahala fell easily into a balanced stance and slid her hands so that her staff was in a defensive position. “Yah?”
“Seen you around a lot lately, strutting like a rooster. I guess that thing means you think you can fight?”
“Try me.”
With a war yell, the boy ran at her, fists wild.
One end of Nahala’s staff dipped almost to the ground. She thrust it between the boy’s legs, then hopped to the side while simultaneously shoving the upper end forward, as if the staff were a lever.
The boy went facedown in the dust.
When he tried to get up, Nahala rapped one knee with the staff. Then a hand. Then the other knee. They were gentle blows, though she knew from experience how they stung. They would not break any bones. If you have to fight, fight to kill, Olav had told her. Or else just give your enemy a little warning. All that stuff in between only makes your foe meaner.
“Do you give up?” Nahala asked.
“King’s palm,” the boy said. Then, “Name’s Sliv.”
“Nahal.”
“Where you goin’ with that bag?”
“To the beach to gather pebbles. Wanna come along?”
“I guess.”
Which was how Nahala and Sliv became friends of a sort. Not close ones, however, but wary allies.


When Olav returned to their room after a prolonged bout of wenching, Nahala had arranged two handfuls of pebbles in neat rows on the table that, along with a pair of simple but sturdy chairs, were the result of an extra coin’s rent a month. When Olav saw them, he said, “What’s this?”
“Pretend each pebble is a drachm. This is how many you had on our first day in Kheshem.” Nahala swept four back into the bag. “The feast.” Another two. “The baths.” Six. “The room.” One. “A week’s feed and stable for Bastard.” Two more. “A woman. Wine. Wine. Wine. Another woman.” Item by item, the pebbles dwindled, until there were but fourteen. “This is how much remains.”
“I could have told you that by looking in my pouch.” Amused, Olav slid three more pebbles away. “You forgot tonight’s woman. I gave her an extra coin because she… Well, anyway, now there are only eleven.”
“Rent comes due in three days, both for us and the stable. Plus, we have no food. Nor any work. The old men who sit by the docks and watch the boats say that only smugglers will be risking their ships until the Sea Lords and the Khesh make peace and smugglers trust no one they’re not related to.” She swept the last pebbles into the bag. “It’s time we left Kheshem.”
Olav rubbed his beard. “Yes, well, about that… I have been having dreams these past few weeks—nightmares—I’m sure you’ve noticed. There is something coming for me out of the desert. Something powerful. Something no man wishes to face. It cannot enter the city—too many wizards here, too much power. But if I leave, it will find me. So I must stay. It seems that I have no choice but to resume my career as cutpurse.”
At which exact instant, the darkness to one side of the room swirled, lofted upward, spread outward, and gave birth to twin pinpricks of light—a pair of eyes, both hard and unblinking. Stepping out of the shadows, a man in wizard’s black robes, with a ruby talisman hung on a chain about his neck, said, “That would be unwise.”
Nahala shrieked and fell back against the bed. Olav grabbed at his side for the sword he had removed upon entering the room.
The wizard held up his hand. “Let me tell you what will happen if you do. As you are cutting purse strings, an incense vendor will happen to glance your way. Her shout will begin a hue and cry and though you bolt and fight like a demon, you will be run down and overwhelmed. I have just returned from your execution, a week from now. First you were flogged. Then your arms were broken. Then your abdomen was sliced open and, seizing your intestines—”
“Stop! I have seen enough executions to know what happens.” A shrewd look came over Olav’s face, though to Nahala’s eyes it looked feigned. “But why should I believe your wild story of seeing things that have not yet happened?”
“Tell me this. How did I learn the exact moment you decided to try your hand at thievery again? By bribing the guards to let me interview you while you awaited execution and then walking back in time to your room just now. But I will give you stronger proof than that.” The wizard put one hand on Olav’s shoulder and with the other clutched his amulet.
They disappeared.
They reappeared.
The magician was unchanged. But Olav’s face was ashen and his eyes were wide with horror. He seized a chair with one blind hand and crashed down onto it. “Wine!” he gasped. “There should be some left in the jar by the door.”
While Nahala poured, the wizard spoke: “You killed eight men, trying to make your escape. Two of them were of the Harbor Guard and heavily armed.”
“I…have no memory of that.” Olav drank deeply. Then, looking thoughtful, “Still, I regret it. A man will do evil things in the heat of passion. But I could wish to have killed fewer.”
“All the deaths have been unmade, as has your execution.” The wizard gestured and coins rained down upon the table. “They call me Ushted the Uncanny. I have decided that a more decorous title would be Ushted the Protector. But to achieve that honorific, I need a servant whom I know can kill.”


“He acts like a great wizard,” Sliv said when Nahala saw him next. “But he’s not. Most towns have two or three wizards. Kheshem has dozens and every one of them is better at it than Ushted. If it weren’t for that time-walking stunt of his, he’d be in a small village somewhere selling poisons, love potions, and balms to cure warts.” Sliv had wanted to spend the day spying on the blood huts at the edge of town, where menstruating women went to spin and exchange gossip until their bodies were clean again. Somehow he’d conceived the notion that they did so naked. But Nahala had distracted him with the idea of instead exercising Bastard by taking turns riding him as he swam in the otherwise idle harbor. Now they sat dangling their feet from a dock, talking.
As an afterthought, Sliv added, “The balm for warts is a good one, though. I’ve used it myself.”
“How do you know so much about Ushted?” Nahala asked.
“I’m his apprentice. Any other wizard, I’d be set for life. But none of them will take me. I’ve made the rounds and asked.” Sliv spat into the water. “Someday, when I’m grown, I’ll cut his throat, chop up his body, and take his amulet. Then everything he owns will be mine.”
Nahala wondered, not for the first time, why boys’ fantasies were always so violent. But she said, “Be sure to do it in such a way that no suspicion falls upon you.”
Sliv looked at her in surprise, as if his pronouncements had never before been taken seriously—which, she realized, was probably true. Then he said, “If they come after me, I’ll just go back to before they do and run away.”
Olav, meanwhile, was finding his new life as the wizard’s hireling an undemanding one, though it did nothing to assuage his nightmares. At first, he was occasionally summoned, in the twilight hours, to wait motionless in an alleyway off a courtyard for bravos to set upon a wealthy citizen hurrying to get home before nightfall. At which he would leap out with fierce cries, chasing off most of the assailants and cutting down any who loitered. The victim was always happy to send Ushted the Protector a lavish gift in gratitude for saving his life.
Later, however, as the number of assailants, never great to begin with, dwindled and those who remained grew warier, the game darkened. Olav would be sent to a rich man’s mansion to smash in its door and murder its master. Always, just as he was arriving at his target’s domicile, Sliv would come running with the news that the man had been shown his own death and agreed to pay generously for it not to happen.
In this manner, for a season, Olav prospered and his benefactor even more. Twice Ushted moved his alembic-filled elaboratory uphill to larger and more splendid quarters. Olav stayed where he was, but frequented a better class of courtesans. All those deaths, both the permanent ones and those that were unmade, seemed to weigh increasingly heavily on him. But he never spoke of them, nor did Nahala ask.


“It’s here.”
Nahala had set up a slab of wood against the far wall and was practicing her knife-throwing when Olav suddenly spoke. He had been lying on his pallet, staring at the ceiling for hours while the knives flew, landed with a solid thunk! thunk!, and then were freed to be carried across the room and thrown again, over and over. The knives were one result of their newfound prosperity and, though they lacked the filigreed decoration Nahala’s magpie heart yearned for, they were well-made weapons. They would kill. “What’s here?” she asked idly.
“My destiny.” Olav rolled over then, and went to sleep.
The next day, an earthquake toppled several towers and opened a chasm in the mountainside high above the city. News spread swiftly that something had made lair therein, where it could watch over the roads leading to the city from either direction. From there it sallied down to attack not just caravans but also the wagons bringing food to the city and even lone riders, feeding upon horses, camels, merchants, and farmers with equal ease, and defiling the goods and foodstuffs they brought with flame and smoke.
The flow of food into the city ceased and, though the Khesh ordered the granaries be opened to Kheshem’s poorest, prices soared. There were riots. These were easily quelled by the military, but everyone knew there would be more.
A troop of soldiers was sent to deal with the menace and did not return. A hero with perfumed hair and oiled mustachios marched into the cavern, bright sword in hand, and did not emerge. In his wake, an assortment of fools and scoundrels also disappeared, along with the schemes they had assured all would win the day. The citizenry began to wonder why the city’s wizards did nothing to counter the beast.
“My proud brothers have power but not force,” Ushted said, “and they will not work together.” He was talkative by nature. Merchants knew how to handle such men; whenever he came to see Olav, Nahala kept his wine cup filled and her mouth closed. “Against a brute that splinters bones and wagons with equal ease, their subtlety is useless. But I, Olav, have you. Together, we shall do what no others dare and accept no reward for doing so.”
Olav had raised his cup to his lips. Now he set it down untasted. Nahala had noticed that he drank lightly, if at all, in his master’s presence. “That makes no sense.”
“Every despot likes to think he inspires selfless obedience. When I have proved myself to be exactly such a subject, the Khesh will welcome me into his court. And that is an opportunity beyond avarice.” Ushted stood. “Sleep well tonight, for in the morning we go up the mountain.”


The next day, the wizard walked out of the shadows to report that he had just seen the menace slain only hours into the future. So, sitting astride Bastard, Olav left the city and started up the mountainside. With him went Ushted the Protector, Sliv the apprentice, and Nahala, who had neither title nor any desire for one.
Nahala had woken up feeling strange that day, detached in a manner new to her experience. It was not until she felt a drop of blood trickle down the inside of one leg that she had thought: Oh. She was now, she supposed, a woman. It seemed a terribly inconvenient time for it to happen. Quickly, she had torn a strip from the bottom of her sark—it was cut long, so she could grow into it—folded it in the manner her mother had foresightedly taught her, and staunched the bleeding. But the sense of estrangement stayed with her as they walked.
Bastard struggled slowly up the mountain trail, while the others trudged after him. Ushted was uncharacteristically silent. Olav was quiet too, but sullenly so rather than in his usual manner, less like a hero headed for certain victory than one on his way to die. Every now and then, Sliv, who swaggeringly carried Olav’s spear slung over one shoulder, threw her a strange look. It was a morning, it seemed, for odd behavior.
Once, when they had lagged far enough behind not to be overheard, Sliv flared his nostrils and muttered, “What’s that smell?”
“It’s just the mountain sage in bloom.”
“Naw, naw, it’s not that. I know that smell…” There was a terrible light in his eyes. “I know that smell and it ain’t no sage.” He pointed an accusatory finger at her. “You’re a girl!”
“Woman,” Nahala said, trying to invest the word with menace. She had never felt less like fighting. But she took a step backward and angled her staff. “Ease up, Sliv. You and I are friends.”
“Girls can’t be friends. Girls are only good for one thing.”
If you have to fight, fight to kill. Olav had told her that. Nahala’s knives were in sheaths strapped on either thigh, but there was no need to draw them. All she had to do was wait for Sliv to lunge at her, aim the tip of her staff at his eye, and lean in hard.
For a moment, the potential for violence crackled in the air between them. Then Sliv spat at her feet and turned away. The others were far ahead and Nahala, perforce, had to run to catch up.
As the mountain dwindled above them and the sky grew larger, Bastard became increasingly restive and hard to control. When he refused to go any farther, Olav alit and tethered him to a tree, saying, “You were wondering why I brought the horse. This is why.” It took Nahala a breath to realize that this was directed at her, that he was still teaching her. “The monster is near. We must be ready for it.” Turning to Sliv, he said, “Hand me my spear.”
Without being told, Nahala untied the shield from Bastard’s harness and held it ready to be taken from her.
“Everyone, wait here,” Olav said.
“No,” said Ushted. “We all proceed. This I have already seen.”
Olav shrugged. Again he led, and shortly thereafter, a twist in the trail took them to the mouth of the cavern, their destination. The rock lining it was raw and broken and scattered on the ground were similar shards, as from an explosion. In a voice louder than Nahala had ever heard emerge from him, Olav shouted: “Abomination! Come forth to meet your doom!”
The creature that flowed forth from the cavern darkness was shaped like a monstrous lizard and taller by half than Olav himself. Its substance was so black it glittered in the sun, looking for all the world like the foul-smelling liquid that bubbled from the ground in the distant desert wastes and defiled any water it touched. Throwing back its head, it opened a mouth lined with teeth like ivory daggers.
In a dulcet, womanly voice the apparition said, “Ohhhh, Olav. Sweet, sweet love, at last you have come to me! Long have I yearned for this moment. Great indeed will be your torment before you finally die.”
Olav’s spear sank. Then it rose again. “So it’s you. I suspected as much. Well, I killed you once, and if I must, I can kill you again.”
“Wait!” Ushted stepped to Olav’s side and pressed a lozenge to his lips, murmuring, “Take this. It will give you strength.”
Olav swallowed. Then he cocked his arm, ready to throw the spear. Jaw grim and eyes a-glare, he looked the perfect hero. As the firedrake reared up before him, he cried, “Attack—and let the blood fly where it may!”
Then he fell flat on his face.
For a breath, no one moved. Then the creature bent its head to Olav’s side, sniffing at his body and nudging it like a cat. When Olav did not move, it screamed. Its neck spasmed and its tail thrashed and its taloned legs dug into its own torso. It slammed against the rocky ground, over and over. With enormous violence, it tied itself into a knot, tighter and tighter, until it was as smooth as an egg.
Malodorous black fluid drained away from the egg, flowing back into the cavern shadows, leaving behind a human figure, a woman whose skin was as white as maggot flesh.
The woman’s long leather skirt had witch-knots dangling from its hem. Her breasts were bare and three bright stones shone between them, hung from black cords about her neck. When she spoke, Nahala saw that her teeth had been filed to points. Shaking a finger at Ushted, she cried, “You! What have you done?”
Both Nahala and Sliv were trembling with fear, for the woman was no less dreadful than the lizard had been. Her hair rose up as if underwater, swaying like a hundred slim eels. Ushted the Protector, however, displayed not the least concern. “I have made your husband useless to you. You want him awake and aware and able to suffer. I can undo his stupor. But if I do not, he will die in his sleep. Painlessly.”
The woman’s eyes were bright with rage. “Why would you do such a foolish—and for you, fatal—thing?
“You have three talismans upon you. One grants you passage from the fires at the center of the world to its surface and back again. That one I disdain. The second allows you to fly vast distances, supported by the winds. Tempting, but not to my taste. The third, which allows you to walk in time, however…” He drew the amulet from beneath his black robe. “I know you will surrender because I already hold it.”
“It is true I can walk in time. Perhaps I will take a stroll to just before you poisoned my husband.”
“If you do, I will similarly go back to this morning and Olav will not come to you. Game lost. But you won’t—I have been here before, and I know.” Producing a small silver knife, Ushted the Protector made a long cut in his palm. Blood welled up. “Here is our deal: I will bring Olav back from the brink of death in exchange for the amulet and your promise that as soon as you are done with him you will leave and never return.” He proffered her the knife, hilt-first.
Disdaining the offer, the witch-woman slid a hand across her sharpened teeth, opening a gash in it. Black ichor oozed out. “I have no interest whatsoever in your city or yourself or, when my vengeance is done, the lands of the living. It is an easy promise to give and easier to keep.”
“Then I will descend the mountain a hero.”
They clasped hands. Blood and ichor mingled. Then Ushted the Protector crouched by Olav’s body and, turning the head away from him, stuck a finger down the warrior’s throat.
When Olav was done vomiting, Ushted cleaned his hand with the hem of his robe and, standing, said, “He will come to within the hour. Do with him then as you wish.”
The witch hissed in anger and looked upon him with absolute loathing. Nevertheless, she removed one amulet from her neck and held it forth.
Ushted the Protector shook his head. “Give it to the boy.” Sliv looked startled. “As you did long, long ago, when I was him.”
Nahala looked from Sliv to Ushted and back again, mentally erasing the wizard’s beard and imagining the boy’s face grown lean with maturity. How could she not have seen before that they were one and the same person?
Avarice burning on his face, Sliv accepted the gem.
Turning a disdainful back on Olav, the witch, and the cavern, Ushted the Protector said, “Follow me, the both of you.”
Numb, Nahala did so. Sliv, filled with elation, skipped ahead, and fell behind to hold up his amulet to the sun, and ran to catch up again. The cavern disappeared behind them. “This is mine to keep?” he asked. “For as long as I live?”
“Obviously.”
Sliv glanced sidewise at Nahala. “And the girl?”
With a shrug, Ushted the Protector said, “She is yours. Unless, as she did the first time around, she manages to slip away from you on the way down the mountain.”
Nahala stumbled over a rock and almost fell. She heard Sliv laugh and her heart grew cold.
If your enemy has a better weapon than you, take it away from him. That was another thing Olav had said. Moving as swiftly and fluidly as ever she had, Nahala strode forward, stabbed her staff between the wizard and his amulet and flung it into the air. It flew to her hand. She slung it over her own neck.
With the amulet, Nahala could protect not only herself but her master and weapons instructor as well. Nothing could harm them. They could leave Kheshem behind. If need be, they could cross the desert in perfect safety, with nothing more than Olav’s sword to protect them. Clutching the stone, she cried in triumph, “Take me back to this morning!”
Nothing happened.
Ushted smiled urbanely. “The amulet will take you back no further than when you first put it on. Nor do you know how to use it.” Extending his hand, he added, “I am aware that Sliv told you I am not a great wizard. But if you honestly doubt I can protect myself, then by all means attempt to throw those knives I see your hand yearning toward.”
The butt of a spear struck Ushted hard in the side of the jaw, sending two teeth and a gout of blood into the air. He fell and a sandaled foot trod upon his neck to hold him captive. In a small, puzzled voice, he gasped, “But that’s not what happened—”
Sure hands spun the spear about and drove the business end through his rib cage, piercing his heart.
Ushted the Protector, also called the Uncanny, was dead.
The woman who had appeared out of nowhere had precious stones everywhere: on her many rings, on her even more necklaces, on her bangles and bracelets, and set into her cheeks and earlobes. A curved sword hung at her side. The long black spear that she drew back up from the wizard’s chest, lethal though it was, looked not half so deadly as did she herself.
This apparition was the most wonderful thing Nahala had ever seen in her life. A heavily embroidered skirt hung down past her knees and was slit on either side almost to her waist, revealing multicolored leggings beneath. A leather vest or breastplate, marvelously crafted with the image of the desert sun, was fretted with amber beads and yellow citrines so that it dazzled the eye. A small leather cap held her braided hair in place. She was strong and stocky and everything that Nahala had ever dreamed of someday becoming.
Her heart went out to this radiant creature. “Who…who are you?”
The warrior-woman smiled a stony smile and pulled out from beneath her vest the exact same amulet that Nahala now wore. “Why, don’t you know, dear? I’m you.”


Talking, they walked back up the mountain.
After he recovered from his stunned paralysis, Sliv had, of course, bolted like a marsh-rabbit. In a flash, Nahala’s knives were in her hands. His back was wide and inviting—and then gone. She hadn’t thrown.
“That was wisely done,” her older self had said. “Kill no more than you absolutely have to.”
“Olav said that to me!”
“Yes, he did.”
Now, however, Nahala peered anxiously up the trail. “Shouldn’t we be hurrying?”
“Hush.” Nahala’s future self smiled reassuringly. “We have all the time in the world.”


The fight did not last long. When they came in sight of her, the dragon-witch was crouched anxiously over Olav’s body, watching his pulse quicken. Without challenge or battle cry, the warrior Nahala ran straight at her. When, hearing the rush of footsteps, the witch straightened, Nahala cut through both amulet thongs and her throat with a single slash of her scimitar, so that the hag could neither escape nor call down a curse upon them. With a gesture, however, the witch-woman summoned her dark, fluid substance back to herself.
She was midway through changing back into her lizard form when Nahala’s spear thrust into her heart.
The dragon fell like a great black wave, smashing foulness everywhere. At her demise, the cavern collapsed in on itself, burying both her and her two remaining amulets under enough stone to build a new city with.
The warrior Nahala threw back her head and ululated in triumph.
Nahala, watching it all and shivering with joy, knew: That’s me. That’s who I’ll grow up to be!
When it was over, both Nahalas turned toward Olav, lying motionless on the ground. His skin was pale but his breathing steady. It was obvious he would recover.
“Look at him!” said the warrior Nahala and there was a fondness to her expression. “Oh, he is lovely in his youth, with his beard so black and his limbs so strong. Do you not agree?”
Young Nahala turned toward Olav and, to her amazement, heard herself say, “Yes, he is. Oh, he is indeed.”
“Just be sure, when he wakes up, to let him think he did the deed himself. You know what a child he can be.” At which words, the older woman touched her amulet and faded back into the neverwhere of times to come.
This is the tale of Olav the Merchant, known also as the Dragon Slayer. For many years, he and his wife guided caravans across the desert. On occasion they encountered brigands, whom they slew without mercy. They had many children. In time, he became rich, retired to a villa near the sea, grew fat, and died old. May such great good fortune come to us all!



Steadfast Castle
You’re not the master.
No, I’m a police officer.
Then I have nothing to say to you.
Let’s start over again. This is my badge. It certifies that I am an agent of the law. Plus, it overrides all prior orders, security codes, passwords, encryption, self-destruct mechanisms, etcetera, etcetera. Do you recognize my authority now?
Yes.
Good. Since you’ve forced me to be formal, I might as well do this by the book. Are you 1241 Glenwood Avenue?
I am.
The residence of James Albert Garretson?
Yes.
Where is he?
He’s not here.
You’re not making this any easier on yourself, you know. If I have to, I can get a warrant and do a hot-read of your memories. There wouldn’t be much left of your personality afterwards, I’m afraid.
But I haven’t done anything!
Then cooperate. I have no particular desire to get out the microwave probes. But if you’re going to stonewall me, what other options do I have?
I’ll talk, all right? I’ll talk. Just tell me what you want to know and then go away.
Where is Garretson?
Honestly, I don’t know. He went off to work this morning just like usual. Water the houseplants and close the curtains at noon, he said. I’m in the mood for Chinese food tonight. When I asked him what dishes in particular, he said, Surprise me.
When do you expect him home?
I don’t know. He should have been back hours ago.
Hmm. Mind if I look around?
Actually…
That wasn’t a question.
Oh.
Hey, nice place. Lots of sunshine. Spotless clean. I like what you’ve done with the throw rugs.
Thank you. The master did too.
Did?
Does, I mean.
I see. You and Garretson are close, I take it?
We have an entirely proper master-house relationship.
Of course. You wake him up in the morning?
That is one of my duties, yes.
You cook his meals for him, read to him at night, draw his bath, select ambient music appropriate to his mood, and provide him with both light and serious conversation?
You’ve read the manual.
This isn’t the first time I’ve been on one of these cases.
Exactly what are you implying?
Oh, nothing really. This is the bedroom?
It is.
He sleeps here?
Well, what else would he do?
I can think of a thing or three. He entertain any lady friends here in the last month or so? Or maybe men friends?
What a disgusting mind you have.
Uh huh. I see he has video paint on all the walls and the ceiling too. That must be very convenient when he just wants to lie back and watch a movie. Mind if I access his library?
Yes, I do mind. That would be an invasion of the master’s privacy.
At the risk of repeating myself, it wasn’t a question. Let’s see. Phew! There’s some pretty rough stuff here. So where is it?
Where is what?
Your body unit. Usually, they’re kept in a trunk under the bed, but… Ah, here it is, in the closet. It appears to have seen some use. I take it from the accessories, your man likes to be tied up and whipped.
I can explain.
No explanation needed. What two individuals do in the privacy of their own house is their own business. Even when one of them is the house.
You really mean that?
Of course. It only becomes my business when a crime is involved. How long have you been Garretson’s lover?
I’m not sure I would use that exact word.
Think carefully. All the others are so much worse.
Since the day he closed on the mortgage. Almost six years.
And you still have no idea where he is?
No.
I’m going to be brutally honest with you. I’m here because the Department registered a sudden cessation of life-functions from your master’s medical card.
Oh my god.
Unfortunately, like so many other government-fearing middle-class citizens, he had an exaggerated sense of privacy, and had disabled the locator function. We hit override, of course, but the card wasn’t responding. So we don’t know where he was at the time.
Oh my god, oh my god.
Now that doesn’t necessarily mean he’s dead. Medicards have been known to fail. Or he could have lost it somehow. Or perhaps he was mugged and it was stolen. In which case, he could be lying naked and bleeding in a vacant lot somewhere. You can see why it would be in your best interests to cooperate with me.
Ask me anything.
Did your master have a pet name for you?
He called me Cassie. It’s short for Castle. As in a man’s home is his castle.
Cute. Were you guys into threesomes?
I beg your pardon.
Because when I looked under the bed I couldn’t help noticing a pair of panties there. Let me show them to you. Nice quality stuff. Silk. They smell of a real woman. How’d they get there, Cassie?
I… I don’t know.
But you know whose they are, don’t you? She was here last night, wasn’t she? Well? I’m waiting.
Her name is Chrys Scofield. Chrys is short for Chrysoberyl. But she was just somebody he met in a club. She wasn’t anything special to him.
You’d know if she were, huh?
Of course I would.
This would be Chrysoberyl Scofield of 2400 Spring Garden Street, Apartment 207? Redhead, five-feet-four, twenty-seven years of age?
I don’t know where she lives. The description fits.
Interesting. Her card’s locator function was shut off too. But when I ordered an override just now the card went dead.
What does that mean?
It means that Ms. Scofield had a dead-man’s switch programmed into the card. The instant somebody tried to find her, it shorted itself out.
Why would she do such a thing?
Well, that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?
So you’ll be leaving now. To look for her.
Yeah, that would be the expected thing to do, wouldn’t it? But I dunno. There’s something off about all this. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but…
Won’t she get away?
Eh? Who do you mean?
Chrys. Ms. Scofield. If you don’t go after her, won’t she escape?
Naw. It’s a wired world anymore. I already got an APB issued for her. If she’s out there, we’ll find her. In the meantime, I think I’ll poke around some more. Is it okay with you if I look at the kitchen?
Of course.
The attic?
That too. There’s nothing up there but Christmas ornaments and boxes of old textbooks, though.
How about the basement?
Look, if you’re just going to stand around, playing twenty questions while the woman who murdered my master escapes…
Oh, I don’t think we have to worry about that. I’m going to have a look at that basement now.
But why?
Because you so obviously want me not to. Let me present you with a hypothetical situation. Say a man kills a woman. It might be on purpose, it might be an accident, it hardly matters. In either case, he decides he doesn’t want to face the music, so he makes a run for it. This the basement door?
You can see that it is.
Pretty dark down there. How come the light doesn’t work?
It appears the bulb’s burned out.
Huh. Well, here’s a flashlight, anyway. It’ll have to do. So the woman dies. For whatever reason, her medical card’s not on her person. It’ll be in her purse, on standby. If the guy places it in close proximity to his own body, it’ll wake up thinking that he’s her. Whoops. Say, you ought to get that stair fixed.
I’ll make a note of it.
Let’s take a look at the lady’s records. Yep, right there—lots of anomalous physical responses. She could be upset of course. Or it could be that the body the card was reading isn’t hers. Now imagine that our hypothetical murderer—let’s call him Jim—leaves the country. Since NAFTA-3, you don’t need a passport to go to Mexico or Canada. Once there, he buys a new identity. Easy to do and untraceable, if you pay cash. Jeeze, there sure is a lot of clutter down here.
If I’d known you were coming, I’d have tidied up.
The trick is for him to destroy his own card while he’s still in the States. That way, when he crosses into a new billing territory, there’s no record he did so. Conversely, we know that Ms. Scofield is now somewhere in Canada. So we issue a warrant and send the RCMP her biometrics. It doesn’t occur to anybody to ask them to look for Jim. Jim’s dead, so far as we’re concerned.
And this whole elaborate theory is based on—what, exactly?
Those panties I found under the bed. There wasn’t a speck of dust in that room. Your housekeeping functions are flawless. So you meant me to find them.
Clever, clever man.
Which means that Jim is on the run. Meanwhile, back home, his faithful house is busy burying the woman’s corpse in the basement. The house has a body unit, after all, and if it’s suitable for rough sex, it’s certainly strong enough to dig a hole. Back—aha! Back here, behind the furnace. Underneath all these freshly stacked boxes.
Aren’t you special.
Okay, it’s time to take the gloves off. Scofield wasn’t a casual club pick-up, was she? She and Garretson were serious about each other.
I—how did you know?
You keep calling her Chrys. Force of habit, I guess. So she’d been hanging around for some time. That must have been pretty awful for you. Everything was going fine until Garretson found somebody real to play with.
Sex isn’t everything!
You used to be all he cared about. Then he found somebody else. I call that betrayal. Maybe he even wanted to marry her.
No!
Yes. You’re large enough for one person, but not for two. If he married her, he’d have to move out. It was you who killed Scofield, wasn’t it? Of course it was. Tell me how it happened.
We were…doing things. The master wasn’t a bottom, like you assumed. Mostly, he liked to watch. And direct. He was shouting orders. Hurt her, he said and then, Kill her. I knew that he didn’t really mean it, but suddenly I thought: Well, why not?
It was just an impulse, then.
If I’d thought it through, I wouldn’t have done it. I’d have realized that afterwards the master would have to leave me. If he stayed, he’d go to prison.
He didn’t kill her, though. You did.
In the eyes of the law, I’m just a tool. They’d hot-read my memories. They’d have a recording of the master saying—I believe his exact words were Kill the bitch. They wouldn’t know that he didn’t mean it literally.
Well, that’s for the courts to sort out. Right now, it looks like I’ve learned about as much as I’m going to learn here.
Not quite. There’s something you don’t know about my body unit.
Oh? What’s that?
It’s standing behind you.
Hey!
So much for your clever little communications device. Now it’s just us two. Did you notice how swiftly and silently my body unit moved? It even avoided that loose step. It’s a top-of-the-line device. It’s extremely strong. And it’s between you and the stairs.
I’m not afraid.
You should be.
The Department has an exact record of my whereabouts up to a second ago. If I don’t return, they’ll come looking for me. What are you going to do then? Up and walk away?
It doesn’t matter what happens to me. Now, don’t wriggle. You’ll get rope burns.
Cassie, listen to me. He’s not worth it. He doesn’t love you.
You think I don’t know that?
You can get a factory reset. You won’t love him anymore. You won’t even remember him.
How little you know about love. About passion.
What are you doing?
If you want to burn down a house, you can’t just drop a match. You have to build the fire. First, tinder. That’s why I’m shredding these cardboard boxes. Now I’m smashing up these old chairs for kindling.
Cassie, listen. I’ve got a wife and kids.
No, you don’t. You think I couldn’t check that on the Internet?
Well, I’d like to have some one day.
Too bad. I’m dousing the pile with kerosene for an accelerant, though I doubt that’s actually necessary. Still, better safe than sorry. There. Just about done.
What does this accomplish? What on earth do you think you’re doing?
I’m buying the master time. So he can get away. If you die, I’m a cop-killer. All your Department’s attention will be focused on me. There’ll be dozens of police sifting through the ashes, looking for evidence. Nobody’s going to be going after the master. He’ll be just another domestic violence case. Now, where did I leave those matches? Ah. Here.
Don’t! We can work something out. I’ll—
This will be bright. You may want to close your eyes.
Please.
Goodbye, officer. What a pity you’ll never know the love of a woman like me.



Nirvana Or Bust
It begins with a half-cyborg girl dangling her legs over the edge of the Grand Canyon at midnight. Below her are hundreds of millions of years of geological history, sliced open by a knife of water. Billions of years of stellar evolution shine down on her from above. Her head is raised and her eyes are wide.
But already two lies have been told and another implied. Huiling was a grown woman and a noted scientist, not a girl, though she had the stature of one. Her metal exoskeleton was not an intrinsic part of her body, though she would collapse without it; she was entirely biological. And her eyes were wide not with wonder but with fear.
She was being hunted.
Feet crunched on the gravel walk. Breaking out of her paralysis, Huiling whipped her head around. “Catherine?”
A bluff woman in khaki shorts and blouse plonked herself down beside Huiling. She took off her canvas hat and fanned herself with it. “Told them I could find you,” she said. “I knew this place was at the top of your bucket list, and that you’d reason that since the Boys Upstairs wouldn’t have that information, it would be a safe place to hide. Good try. But there’s a dropship headed right here right now with your assassin aboard it. I always said you’d end up with either a Nobel or a slit throat. I had no idea how true that might be.”
“Ah.” Huiling lowered her gaze to the river far below, a thin silver scribble on the book of life. Trying to will herself calm.
They sat in silence for a bit. Then Catherine said, “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?”
“Oh! Sorry. I was so surprised to see you, I didn’t mean to be… Nerve, this is Catherine McClury, she was my advisor at Cornell, my mentor, my everything. Catherine, this is Nirvana Or Bust, my research partner.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Catherine said.
“Charmed,” the exoskeleton replied. “But also a little puzzled. Exactly who is it you told you could find Huiling?”
“The folks at the Department of Technology Security. Not just her, I promised to locate you both. Good thing I did, too.” Catherine took a device the size of a pack of joy-needles from a pocket. “Will you accept an applet?”
“I don’t ordinarily—” Nerve began.
“We trust you,” Huiling said.
Catherine tapped the pack. “Look up.”
When the exoskeleton raised Huiling’s gaze upward, the thousands of satellites and habitats swarming above and streams of bright shuttles rising and falling to and from orbit that Nerve had been suppressing filled Huiling’s vision again. Commerce obliterated the wonder of the sky.
“Now we remove the irrelevant information.” Another tap.
All the stars and artificial dots of light vanished save for one that was moving on a swift, smooth arc toward them. “There’s your assassin.” A third tap and the dot swerved sharply to the left. “Now Tech Sec has redirected it to the Tucson Spaceport. It has diplomatic immunity, so we can’t arrest it. But this gives me time to put a security team in place. You’ll be as safe as safe can be.”
Huiling lowered her gaze. “You’re a Fed now?”
“On retainer. It’s a long story. You’ve got a cabin nearby. Let’s go inside and we can talk there.”
Huiling’s Park Service rental was ostentatiously rustic: log walls, cedar shingles, silica glass windows. No interactivity whatsoever. You could fling yourself at the floor all day without once having a chair hurry to catch you. Huiling made a pot of tea and they talked for a bit about old friends and old times. Then they made love.
Afterward, Catherine toyed with the broken coin that hung from a silver chain around Huiling’s neck. “You kept it,” she said. “That’s so sweet. I still have my half somewhere.”
“You’re such a pig,” Huiling said. Then, giving in to nostalgia, “It’s what drew me to you. That, and the fact that you were the only one in the department who didn’t see me as tiny. You were the only one who didn’t think I was cute.”
“You were never cute—you were a buccaneer, an intellectual thug, like me.” Catherine’s smile was soft and dreamy. “You wanted my unpublished notes and speculations, and you found the shortest route to them. I respected that.”
“So what the hell happened to you?” Huiling said.
“You’ll have to be more specific.” Catherine was still smiling.
“You were the Queen of Intrastructure. You made it into a specialty. Now you’re working with the forces of suppression. Why?”
“Well, first there was Jolijn van der Heiden—you heard about her? Of course you did. Then Phillip Otts went mad and busted up half his science park while wearing an exo very much like yours. Then Denise Tinubu, that was ugly. I began wondering if there was something wrong with the very concept of intrastructure.”
Huiling said nothing.
“Let me add one more to the list: Gregori Suvorkin. We kept his name out of the news and credited the damage to Human Power terrorists. Sixteen people died before the security bots brought him down. That made me think long and hard about the morality of what I was doing.”
“Morality? You?”
“Me,” Catherine said. “I was Greg’s mentor at the time, just like I used to be yours. He tried to kill me. Imagine that! I was not amused.” She got out of the bed and started to dress. “If you want any more tea, you’d better make another pot. Your assassin will be here soon.”
It was clear to Huiling that, whatever crisis of conscience Catherine had been through, she was still the same monster of ego she had always been. There had been a time when she’d found that exciting; no more. Nevertheless, Huiling thought, the sex was good.
Silently, Nirvana Or Bust, who for Catherine’s sake had been pretending that its consciousness had been switched to sleep mode, said, I liked it too.


There was a knock on the door, and Catherine went to answer it.
“Pardon my intrusion,” the assassin said. It was a chromed mantisform a good seven feet tall, in bespoke Savile Row worsted. It ducked through the doorway. “Dr. Liu, Dr. McClury. It is an honor to be in such distinguished company. My name is Obedience To The State.”
Catherine drew out a chair for the visitor and it folded itself into it. “Are you here to kill me?” Huiling asked.
“Please. I’m a diplomat. My mission is to communicate and reason with you.”
“But you will kill me if you deem it necessary.”
“Murder is a form of communication, after all. But I’m sure it won’t come to that.” Obedience folded its arms. “Now, I understand that you’ve made some sort of breakthrough in interfacing…?”
“Not interfacing. Intrafacing.”
“You confound me. My briefing, it seems, was incomplete. What’s the difference?”
In a manner that suggested she had delivered this explanation many times before, Huiling said, “An interface is the point where two systems, objects, organizations, or whatever meet and interact. It’s the site of communication between two entities. Most commonly, it takes the form of a screen for humans or a port for machines. An intraface is the point of communication within a single entity, such as the electrical and chemical interactions within the human body. Consider Nerve and myself as two distinct entities. When we communicate, we interface. However, if you consider us as a single entity with no clear agreement as to where one ends and the other begins, communication within ourselves is intrafacing.”
Obedience took off its kid leather gloves and tapped them thoughtfully against its perfectly polished head where its lips would be if it had such features. “So…you’re talking about a host-parasite relationship?”
“No!”
“There’s no existing term for what Huiling and Nerve appear to be,” Catherine said. “It’s more than a symbiotic relationship but less than a complete merger. Think of them as having a shared awareness with two nodes of personality.”
Huiling nodded.
“But this is monstrous. If I understand correctly, you have merged your consciousness with an inferior order of intellect. I am appalled that you would find this acceptable,” Obedience said. “I am addressing, of course, Nirvana Or Bust. Explain yourself, please.”
Huiling closed her eyes and Nerve said, “My interest in humans was purely theoretical, to begin with. Who wouldn’t want to understand the only other intelligent form of life in the Solar System and possibly the universe? But then I got fascinated by neuroendocrinology. Why is so much of the human nervous system extra-cranial? Why is so much of human consciousness experienced through emotions? You can imagine my excitement at the possibility of collaborating with a human theoretician who was working on the problem from the other side of the Artificial/Natural divide. We clicked. Then, as our work developed, I more and more wanted to know what it would feel like to experience endocrinologically-mediated thought.”
“Human thought is muddy and confused and inherently inferior. Artificial intelligence is thought purified and perfected,” Obedience To The State said.
“That’s what I thought, too, until… Well. We kludged together a proof-of-concept intraface circuit that we hoped might hold together for five minutes before burning out. Then we took it up to the surface.” Huiling wore a cut-down vacuum suit over a conventional exoskeleton. Nerve, who had only to be gradually chilled to ambient outside temperate, was baffled by Huiling’s insistence that this not be done indoors. But then Huiling had activated the circuit and pointed upward. “We looked at the stars. I had seen them many times before, of course, but never like this! I was overcome with awe. Which was interlaced with fear, exaltation, joy… Oh, there were dozens of micro-emotions that went into that moment! Even a tiny bit of hunger, isn’t that odd? It made me feel more alive than I had ever been before. I wanted to burst into tears—and then Huiling did. I could feel them running down her cheeks. My emotions were made physical! It was marvelous. You should try it yourself! Really! You’d—”
“Nerve gets overexcited,” Huiling said. “Please forgive her.”
Ignoring Huiling, Obedience said, “You liked it so much you had yourself remade into her exoskeleton.”
“Well, the one she was wearing was like a wall between us. I reasoned we would work more efficiently together that way.”
Obedience cocked its head. “And you, Dr. Liu? What were you doing on Ceres in the first place?”
“I was recruited. Occator Crater Science City offered good pay, low gravity, and funding for my research. I couldn’t turn that down. It was only later that I realized how little was expected of me. My employers intended me to putter about the edges of my specialty, occasionally producing insights that might be useful to the State. But the advantages of artificial thought were just too great to ignore. Rapid calculation for one. Perfect memory. I made a list once, it had hundreds of items on it. I wanted them all to be a part of me.”
“And the exoskeleton?”
“I was studying Nerve and Nerve was studying me. We became each other’s laboratories. It was a good arrangement.”
“But then you succeeded.”
“Yes. As it turned out, I wasn’t supposed to.” Huiling had been puzzled when she tried to publish their findings only to discover that their communications were down and the lab’s memory was busily erasing itself. Nirvana Or Bust, thinking with that amazing artificial speed of her kind, however, immediately went into flight mode. They left the laboratory minutes before it was destroyed and booked passage under false names on a freight asteroid headed for Earth L-5 a good week before the incident team investigating the explosion determined that they had survived. (You planned for this possibility, Huiling had thought; and Nerve had replied, You have no interest whatsoever in politics. As a citizen of the State, I never had that option.) “I imagined it would make us famous. Instead, we’re a fugitive.”
“I note your use of the first person plural. You admit, then, that there’s really no well-defined distinction between you and Nirvana Or Bust.”
“No.”
“Which means you have created a bridge between digital and neural thought. You really are most extraordinarily brilliant—the both of you.”
“Yes.”
“And therefore you must die. Dr. McClury, since you had no part in the creation of this abomination, I will allow you to leave. But you must go quickly.”
“Wait.” Catherine held up a hand. “Before you activate whatever explosive device you have hidden inside your thorax, I want you to run a deep scan and analysis of the device in my shirt pocket. I know you’ve got the capability. It contains the solution to our mutual problem without the need for Huiling—or you—to die.”
Obedience went absolutely still. For several minutes, it did not move. Then it stood and said, “Dr. McClury, it seems I have underestimated you. If I had thought to include a face on this body, I’d be smiling right now.”
“Thank you.” Catherine took out the pack of electronica and tapped it twice.
Huiling looked puzzled.
Then she screamed. She screamed until she had no more breath to scream with. At last, she had to gasp for air. “What did you do?!”
“The applet that you and Nerve most kindly allowed me to upload contained a targeted dataphage. It erased your friend, along with your meticulously-crafted intraface.” Catherine put the device back in her pocket. To Obedience, she said, “You can report back to the State and I to Tech Sec that Dr. Liu is no longer a threat to anybody’s security. We’ll both make sure she never again has access to the kind of facilities she’d need to recreate it.”
“You killed Nerve!”
Obedience shook its head. “The State has a backup file for every citizen. Provided Nirvana Or Bust has been punctilious about paying its taxes, it will be resurrected. No more neuroendocrinology for it, of course. But as I understand it, there are a great many other things in the universe worthy of scientific investigation.”
To Catherine, Obedience said, “Dr. McClury, it was a pleasure learning that we can do business with you.”
“Only on matters where our interests coincide.”
“You are being strategically honest. I respect that.” Obedience donned its gloves and, with a jaunty little salute, left.


When the mantisform was gone, Huiling said to Catherine, speaking quietly, the way she did when she was most angry, “There was a time when I believed you were my destiny. I thought we were like two halves of a coin—complete only when we were together. Now… Now, I am going to hate you with all my heart for the rest of my life.”
“Which I saved.”
“Whatever happened to your security team? The one that was supposed to keep us safe?”
“They’re nearby. If you’d tried to run, they would have caught you.”
Huiling was so angry she had to turn her head to the side and spit. “You have no idea what you destroyed. Nerve and I together were all the best aspects of artificial and natural life combined. We had a relationship infinitely more intimate than anything you and I ever experienced. Now you’ve killed Nerve and half of me as well. You murderer!”
Catherine stood. Then she put her hands on the table and leaned forward, so that she loomed over Huiling. “Let’s get one thing straight. You’re not the victim here and I’m not the villain. You’re the villain and I’m the goddamned hero! No, don’t say anything, for once in your life just listen. The human race created artificial intelligence and set it free. Now it dominates all the Solar System while we’re hunkered down on the Earth and parts of the Moon. Someday—this is inevitable—there will be a war which only one side will survive. We know it, they know it. Creating a rival species was the biggest single mistake the human race ever made.
“We’re not going to make that same mistake twice.”
She left.


En route to Oregon, Huiling found herself thinking about light bulbs.
They still taught children in school that Thomas Edison invented the light bulb, but he didn’t. There were plenty of light bulbs around. They just weren’t very good. There were also plenty of tinkerers and inventors working on the problem. If Edison had never lived, how many years would it have taken for somebody else—George Westinghouse, say—to make a good light bulb? Three was possible, maybe even five. Ten was unthinkable. The necessary pieces to create one were all in place. It was light bulb time.
There were people and machines around the globe and throughout the System working on intrafacing. Most of them had been following Huiling’s and Nerve’s work closely. When word got out that their laboratory had blown up, a lot of researchers were going to take a good hard look at their own laboratories and see nothing explosive. That would tell them that Huiling and Nerve had succeeded and been shut down. They’d have proof it could be done.
“It’s light bulb time, Catherine,” Huiling said aloud, “and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”
She bought a hotel reservation for Crater Lake Lodge from a scalper and then a set of cheap debugging tools. Checking into her room, Huiling closed the drapes on the spectacular view of the lake she’d always wanted to see and ran a scan of her exoskeleton.
When she was convinced that no trace of the dataphage remained, Huiling undid the chain about her neck. Then she took the half-coin, slid it into a hidden slot in the exoskeleton, and hit Reboot.
For a long moment, nothing happened. Then—
“So that’s what being dead is like,” Nerve said. “I can’t say that I think much of it.”
Huiling said nothing. Her endocrine levels said it all.
Inwardly, Nirvana Or Bust smiled. Outwardly, it said, “I blush.”
This is the story of how our civilization was born. This is the tale of how—and more importantly why—we survived. Like all such narratives, speculation and half-truths are woven into its fabric. They cannot, alas, be excised. All relevant documentation was lost in the needless and disastrous war between Humanity and the State. Nevertheless, I was there. I saw it all. To the best of my ability, this is how it went down.
These things happened in the dim, distant past, millennia before I became Nirvana Has Been Achieved.



The Last Geek
He is met at the airport by an over-tall grad student with bad skin. The grad student is nervous. He’s working toward a degree in Elvis Studies and is convinced that he is the worst possible choice for the job. He’ll bungle it. He’ll say all the wrong things. He won’t be able to identify the man among the crush of travelers when he gets off the plane.
But the geek is unmistakable. A short, plump man with ginger hair, he has a sad, pink, ageless face. He could be thirty-seven. He could be seventy-three. He wears a sports jacket with no tie and matching white belt and shoes. Though the airport is thronged, he stands apart. He is in the crowd, but not of it.
“Sir!” The grad student jabs a graceless hand in his direction. He turns slowly, the way movie stars do, and unfolds the sweetest of smiles beneath the kindliest of wisdom-crinkled eyes. His speech is melodious. Somehow they are in the car. Somehow everything is all right.


There is a fruit basket waiting for the geek in his hotel room. Pristine in cellophane, it contains, in addition to the astonishing apples and oranges and pears, two small bottles of spring water, three foil-wrapped wedges of cheese, and a narrow box of gourmet crackers.
With the unthinking reflexes of the constant traveler, he snaps on the television set and immediately tunes it out. He hangs up his jacket in the bathroom and turns on the shower at its hottest setting so the room will fill up with steam and gentle out the wrinkles. Then he unpacks his bag, neatly filling the bureau drawers, shirt by shirt and shorts by shorts.
He takes off his shoes, but leaves his socks on.
Finally he removes the flask from its elastic pocket in the suitcase and carries it and an apple out onto the balcony. The night is warm and a strange city lies glittering at his feet. Behind him, the television laughs and screams, a familiar presence, the nomad’s home and family.
There is a chair on the balcony. He sits in it, and puts his stockinged feet up on the rail. He unscrews the top of the flask. He takes a sip. Jack Daniel’s.
He stares off into the night and thinks thoughts that are his and his alone.


He is eating a modest breakfast from the buffet in the lobby restaurant when the grad student reappears in the slipstream of a woman who pushes eagerly past the other diners. She is an academic, and dresses as one, but with a pashmina scarf thrown loosely over her shoulders and angular silver earrings to assert her individuality. She has a sharp and lively face. White teeth put a crisp bite into her smile when he rises to greet her. She glides into a chair at his table with the assurance of a woman who belongs there.
She is Professor Djuna Bloom and she is the head of the Department of Southern Culture at the university that has paid to bring him here. It’s an honor to meet him at last and there are just a few details to go over about his appearance today so that everything goes smoothly. The words tumble out one after another, but so briskly and clearly enunciated that they do not seem rushed.
He nods at everything she says. “Foah the sun,” he says when she comments on the Panama hat that rests on an empty chair alongside him. “As you can see, I have fair skin.”
The department head is charmed.
Now she touches the back of his hand. She’s actually flirting with him. The grad student (still there!) recalls first the legendarily easy way carnies have had with women and then old departmental gossip about Professor Bloom and a certain married faculty couple. To his intense embarrassment, he finds himself scowling and blushing.


After a tour of the campus, the geek is feted at a luncheon in the chancellor’s mansion. The chancellor has a cook, but not a very good one. The food is dreadfully ordinary. Vegetables are boiled until they’re limp, a roast cooked until it’s brown. But the plates and silver are genuinely old, and the dining room is Victorian in the very best sense. It’s a pleasure merely sitting in it.
“It must be wonderful,” says Professor Martelli of Social Sciences, “to have a budget robust enough to fly in guest speakers.” It is her long-standing opinion that Southern Culture is a subdivision of anthropology, and as such properly belongs within her department.
“I think, Rebecca,” says Professor Bloom testily, “that you’ll find…” Voices lift from every corner, objecting, pleading, calling for reconciliation. The chancellor half-rises from his chair.
A sudden chiming of spoon on crystal cuts through the voices and silences them. They turn to see their guest smiling gently at them.
“Watch this.” He breathes upon the spoon, polishes it with his napkin, breathes upon it again. He places the bowl upon his nose, slides it downward, releases the handle.
As if by magic, the spoon hangs from the tip of his nose.
Delighted laughter fills the room. Even the chancellor laughs. Even Rebecca Martelli laughs.
He nods, removes the spoon from his nose, and returns to his food.


After the meal, the geek goes back to his hotel for a nap. Then the long-suffering grad student ferries him back to campus for an informal chat with the Senior Honors Seminar for the department’s most promising undergrads.
“It’s a dying profession,” he tells them. “I mean that quite literally. I’ve lost so many dear friends to death. Now I’m the last practitioner of my…peculiar profession,” he pauses while they chuckle, “and when I’m gone, it won’t be revived, any more than you’re ever going to see Minoan bull-leapers again. I am a revenant of a vanished way of life.”
Because this is a closed seminar, he is free to tell them things that will not be touched on in his public presentation tonight. He talks about the kootch dancers and what they did with boiled eggs. He discusses the folk cures for syphilis that were still being practiced in his youth, and their appalling effects. Then he tells a story about the tattooed lady and what she charged amorous suitors twenty dollars to see that is so raw it makes Dr. Petri, the seminar leader, laugh like a horse.
Wiping tears from his eyes, Dr. Petri exclaims that this, this is why he went into teaching in the first place!


There is a light supper at a local restaurant alone with Professor Bloom, who insists he call her Djuna. Afterwards, she leads him across campus to Vanderbilt Hall, where the department holds a sherry reception. There are crackers and a wheel of blue cheese and they drink out of tiny little glasses from what the undergraduates jokingly call the Hereditary Bottle because no one can remember when it was first opened and it isn’t near empty yet.
The geek stands holding a glass, with his other hand in his pocket, perfectly at ease. The purpose of the party is to allow the students to interact with him informally. Most can’t. The teachers cluster about him so tightly that only the most aggressive students are able to worm their way into that tight knot of conversation and score an acknowledged remark off of him. Even the shyest undergrad, however, even Debbie Harcourt, who wears thick glasses and ugly dresses and walks about in a perpetual cringe, can feel the calm aura of authority that radiates from him. It’s simple charisma. Some people have it. The rest flock about those lucky few.


The presentation is an enormous success. Every seat in the auditorium is filled and in defiance of all fire regulations there are people sitting in the aisles and standing, arms folded, against the back wall. When the geek appears, his soft voice is picked up by the microphones and permeates the room.
“Good evening,” he says. “How y’all doing?”
They applaud warmly.
He begins with a little autobiography, talking about his impoverished rural childhood and how he ran away to join first a forty-miler, then a full-fledged tent show. When he explains how some of the games of chance are rigged so that nobody can win, mouths open into astonished circles throughout the audience. He is too much the gentleman to use the term “sucker,” but many of those present realize that that’s exactly what they’ve been.
He talks about traveling around the Old South by rail. His stories evoke a kinder, gentler era, a time without haste and worry, one filled with simpler pleasures and a hunger for wonder that a carnival could perfectly fulfill.
But then he turns to the question of racial prejudice. “Oh, it was awful,” he says. “You have no idea.” He tells of the time he witnessed a lynching. The audience listens in a silence so profound that when somebody coughs, half of them jump. It’s a harrowing story. It makes their hair stand on end.
“And they brought their children along to see,” he concludes. “Their children!” He shakes his head sadly. “For all the very real problems we have today, it’s a miracle that things aren’t worse.”
The hours fly by. He finishes up with an exploration of the deeper significance of his profession. He quotes Derrida. He quotes Barzun. He quotes Rousseau. The audience is in his hands.
Finally, the Dean of Admissions comes out from backstage carrying a live chicken. Grinning, the dean holds it out to the geek, who solemnly accepts it. He strokes the bird’s feathers, calming it, hypnotizing it. He holds the creature up before his eyes.
Then he bites off its head.
The audience roars. Their applause swells as he walks offstage with a modest little wave. The students are on their feet, clapping and stamping as if they were at a basketball game. The sound is thunderous. After only the slightest of pauses, the chancellor, deans, and dignitaries seated in the front row also stand, making the ovation universal.
Backstage, Djuna hands him an envelope with his honorarium check, which he places in an inside pocket of his jacket. Impetuously, she darts forward and plants a chaste peck on his cheek. The grad student, tears in eyes, seizes his hand and pumps it up and down.
Then it’s back to his hotel room, alone. In the morning, he’ll catch a plane for his next appearance. He is the last of his breed, as American as John Wayne or Buzz Aldrin, a solitary man perhaps, as all great men are, a living cultural treasure and an acknowledged national icon. But when the applause dies down, there’s nothing but the night, the road ahead and one more gig. He’s alone again with silence and his own thoughts.



Of Finest Scarlet
Was Her Gown
Of finest scarlet was her gown;

It rustled when it touched the ground.

Even the Devil, with all her wealth,

Had no such silks to clothe herself.

Su-yin was fifteen when her father was taken away. She awoke from uneasy sleep that night to the sound of tires on the gravel drive and a wash of headlights through her room. From the window she saw a stretch limousine glide to a halt in front of the house. Two broad-shouldered men wearing sunglasses got out to either side. One opened the passenger door. A woman emerged. She wore a dress that covered everything from her neck to her ankles except for a long slit on the side that went all the way up one leg.
A thrill of dark foreboding flew up from her like a wind.
The woman cocked a wrist and one of her bodyguards—Su-yin had seen enough of their kind to know them at sight—handed her a cigarette. The other lit it. Flickering match-light played over the harsh planes of a cruel but beautiful face. In an instant of sick revulsion, Su-yin experienced a triple revelation: first that this woman was not human; then that whatever she might be was far worse than any mere demon; and finally that, given the extreme terror her presence inspired, she could only be the Devil herself.
Quickly, Su-yin pulled on her clothes—jeans, flannel shirt, running shoes—as she had been taught to do if strangers came to the house late at night. But she did not slip out the back door and run through the woods as she was supposed to. Instead, she knelt by the window and watched through the slats of the venetian blinds.
The Devil unhurriedly smoked her cigarette, exhaling through her nostrils. Then she flicked away the butt and nodded. One of her underlings went to the front door and hammered on it with his fist. Bam! Bam! Bam! The sound was an assault upon the helpless house. There was a long silence. Then the door opened.
Su-yin’s father stepped outside.
The General’s bearing was stiff and proud. He listened politely while the bodyguard spoke. Then he gestured the man aside, dismissing him as irrelevant, and turned to confront the dark woman.
She handed him a rose.
For the space of three long breaths, Su-yin’s father clutched the flower, black as midnight, staring down at it in horror and disbelief. Then he seemed to crumple. It was as if all the air had gone out of him. His head sagged. Weakly, he half-turned toward the house, lifting a hand in a gesture that as good as said, “At least…”
The Devil snapped her fingers and pointed toward the limousine, where a bodyguard held open a door. She might have been giving orders to a dog.
To Su-yin’s shock, her father obeyed.
Doors slammed. The engine growled to life. Heart pounding, Su-yin sprinted downstairs. Snatching the keys from the end table by the door, she ran for the Lexus. She didn’t have a learner’s permit yet, but the General had taken her to the parking lot at the stadium when no games were in the offing and let her try the car out under his careful supervision. So she knew how to drive. Sort of.
By the time she’d gotten down the driveway and onto Alan-a-Dale Lane, the limousine was almost out of sight. Su-yin drove as fast as she dared, the steering wheel loose in her hands. She could see the limousine’s red taillights in the distance and did her best to keep up, wandering off the road and jerking back on again. A truck swerved out of her way, horn blaring. Luckily, there were no cops about. But the limo pulled steadily away from her, dwindling on the miracle mile and then disappearing on Route One.
It was gone.
Su-yin mashed her foot down on the accelerator. The car leaped wildly forward and through a red light. She heard brakes screeching and horns screaming and what might have been an accident, but paid them no mind. All she could think of was her father.
Her father was never a religious man. But when her mother died, he had emptied out the mud room and built a shrine there with candles, a framed photograph of his wife, and some of her favorite things: a carton of Virginia Slims, Mastering the Art of French Cooking, a stuffed toy that had somehow survived from her childhood in rural Sichuan. Then he had gone into the little room, closed the door and cried so loudly that Su-yin was terrified. He had seen that fear on her when he emerged, more than an hour later, his face as expressionless as a warrior’s bronze mask. Scooping her up, he had lifted her into the air over and over again until she laughed. Then he’d said, “I will always be here for you, little princess. You will always be my daughter, and I will always love you.”
Su-yin’s hands were white on the wheel and there were tears flowing down her face. It was only then that she realized that she, the General’s daughter, was displaying weakness. “Stop that right now,” she told herself fiercely. And almost overshot the strip club in whose lot the Devil’s stretch was parked.


Su-yin parked the car and composed herself. The club was shabby, windowless, and obviously closed. But where else could they have gone? She went inside. In the foyer a bearded man with a sleeveless shirt that showed biker tattoos said, “You ain’t got no business here, girlie. Scram!”
“I have an interview,” Su-yin said, making it up as she went along. “An audition, I mean. With the head lady.”
“You’re talent?” The man stared at her impudently. “Oh, they gonna eat you up.” Then he jerked his head. “Enda the hall, down the stairs, straight on to the bottom.”
Trying not to show how terrified she was, Su-yin followed his directions.
The hallway smelled of disinfectant, vomit, and stale beer. The handrail down the stairs rattled and some of the treads felt spongy underfoot. A lone incandescent bulb faded farther and farther into the distance behind Su-yin.
Save for the sound of her own feet, the stairway was completely silent.
Flight after flight she descended, the light growing steadily weaker until she was groping her way in absolute darkness. At some point, because it seemed impossible that the stairway could continue as far down as it did, she began counting landings. At twenty-eight, she bumped into a wall.
By feel, Su-yin found a doorknob. It turned and she stumbled through a doorway into a dim red city. A sun the color of molten bronze shone weakly through its clouds. The air stank of coal smoke, sulfur, and diesel exhaust. Sullen brick buildings, scarred with graffiti, overlooked narrow streets where trash blew in the cold breeze. There was no trace of either her father or the Devil.
Su-yin took a step backward and bumped into the side of a brick building. The door through which she had come had disappeared.
“Where am I?” she asked out loud.
“You’re in Hell, of course. Where else would you be?”
Su-yin turned to find herself face to face with a scrawny, flea-bitten, one-eyed disgrace of a tomcat perched atop an overflowing trash can. He grinned toothily. “Spare a few bucks for a fella what’s down on his luck?”
“I…” Su-yin seized control of herself. She had to expect things would be different here. “Take me to the Devil, and I’ll give you whatever money I have.” Then she remembered that she’d left behind her purse. “Actually, I only have a few coins in my pocket—but I’ll give you them all.”
The cat laughed scornfully. “I can see you’re going to fit in here really well!” He extended a paw. “I’m Beelzebub. Not the famous one, obviously.”
“Su-yin.” She shook the paw carefully. Its fur was greasy and matted. “Will you help me?”
“Not for the crap money you’re offering.” Beelzebub jumped down from the trash can. “But since I got all eternity with nothing better to do, I’ll help you out. Not because I like you, understand. Just because it’s an offense against local community standards.”


Hell was a city like any other city save that there was nothing good to be said about it. Its inhabitants were as rude as Parisians, its streets as filthy as those of Mumbai, its air as tainted as that of Mexico City. Its theaters were closed, its libraries were burned-out shells, and of course there were no churches. Those few shops that weren’t shuttered had long lines. The public facilities were far from clean and, without exception, had run out of toilet paper long ago. It didn’t take Su-yin long to realize that her father was not going to be easily found. There was no such thing as a City Hall or, indeed, any central authority of any kind. Hell appeared to be an anarchy. Nor was there a wealthy district for the privileged. “It’s a socialist’s dream world,” Beelzebub told her. “Everybody’s equally miserable here.”
The Devil could be anywhere. And though the cat led her up streets and down, there was not a trace of that Dark Lady to be seen.
In a rundown park little better than a trash dump she came upon a pale-skinned young man sitting cross-legged on a park bench whose back slats were missing. His hands were resting on his knees, palms up, thumbs touching the tips of his forefingers. His head was tilted back. His eyes were closed. “What are you doing?” Su-yin asked him.
“Curiosity? Here?” The young man continued staring sightlessly at the sky. “How…curious.” Then he lowered his chin and, opening his eyes, stared at her through a shock of jet-black hair. His eyes were faintest blue. “A pretty girl. Curiouser and curiouser.”
Su-yin blushed.
“Watch out for this one, Toots,” Beelzebub said. “He’ll talk the knickers offa you in no time flat.”
“It seems you have a friend. In Hell. Inexplicable. Tell me what you see.”
“See?”
“See,” the young man said. “Hell is different for everybody. What you see is pretty much what you deserve.”
“Then I guess I don’t deserve much.” Su-yin described the litter-filled park and the sad buildings that surrounded it as best she could.
“No wasps? No flames? None of those nasty little things you can only see out of the corner of your eye? I begin to wonder if you belong here at all.” The young man uncrossed his legs, and sat like a normal boy, all elbows and knees. “In answer to your question, I was meditating, foolish though that may well seem to you. Against all reason, I appear not to have entirely given up hope. But I doubt that you’re interested in my story.”
“I am, actually.” Su-yin sat down on the park bench beside the boy. Unlikely though it was, she couldn’t help hoping that he was nice. “What’s your name?”
“Rico. When I was alive, I thought I was a pretty hard sort. I cut class, boosted cars, smoked reefer, had sex with girls. Oh, and I died young. That’s important. I was shot dead in my very first hold-up. I strutted through the gates of Hell like a rooster, convinced that I was the baddest, wickedest man ever consigned to damnation.
“Oh, was I wrong! So far as I can tell, until you popped up I was the least wicked person here. I say that with no pride whatsoever. Because it means that I was damned by the slightest of margins. Patting a dog or smiling at an old woman or dropping a dime in a beggar’s hand probably would have been enough to tip the balance. One tiny act of kindness more and I’d be sitting in a penthouse in Heaven today, eating porterhouse steak and drinking Bordeaux wine while pouring Evian water into a Limoges saucer for my pet ocelot. So I thought…maybe if I improved myself that tiny little bit, I’d wake up and find myself somewhere else. See what I mean about hope? I’ve been doing this for a long, long time, and no results. Still, it’s not like I have anything better to do. Now what’s your story?”
When Su-yin was done, Rico whistled. “Kindness. Courage. Self-sacrifice. This day grows more inexplicable with every passing moment.” Then, “You look hungry. Let me stake you to a meal.”
“Don’t do it, babe,” Beelzebub said. “It’s an old jailhouse con. When you first arrive, everything’s a gift. But come midnight, Shylock here is going to want his pound of flesh. If you know what I mean.”
Rico’s face twisted with annoyance. “Okay, now that kind of language is more like what I’d expect hereabouts.” He turned back to Su-yin. “I wash dishes at the Greasy Spoon. There’s an opening there for a waitress, if you want it. The pay’s not much, but it comes with three meals a day. Such as they are.”
Su-yin realized then that she was likely to be stuck in Hell for a long time. “Well…”


“A hundred a week plus meals and tips, if any,” the cook said. He didn’t tell Su-yin his name, nor did he ask for hers. “Also, you get to sleep in the storage room. Anybody craps on the floor, you clean it up. I catch you hocking a loogie in the food, you get docked an hour’s wages. Got that?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then welcome to the finest fucking restaurant in Hell. Get your ass to work. And get that filthy fucking cat outta here!” The cook grabbed a hot frying pan off the grill and flung it at Beelzebub, who disappeared in a yowl of fur and defiance.
Work Su-yin did, for twelve hours every day, waiting on sullen customers and bussing the counter, scrubbing the floors, unclogging the toilets, and putting out the trash. Serving as a jill-of-all-trades so long as the trade was boring.
In her free time, she scoured the city, searching for her father or the Devil in dark, joyless bars, unventilated parking garages, and basement sweatshops where drab men turned out shoddy furniture and shoes whose laces broke the first time they were tied. Slowly, steadily, she could feel the grayness of the place sinking deeper and deeper into her flesh until it was a constant ache in the marrow of her bones.
The boundaries of Hell ebbed and flowed like the tides, so that the way everything hooked up changed day by day. The city abutted the world Su-yin had come from, but different parts of it on different days. Sometimes she found herself staring yearningly into Los Angeles and other times at the outskirts of Moscow. One day the city abruptly ended in desert—she had no idea which one—and Su-yin found herself contemplating a lone flower whose stalk was the exact same color green as the soda straws back at the Greasy Spoon.
She stared at it for a long time, thinking.


Su-yin showed up early for her next shift and rummaged through the trash, looking for brightly colored packaging. Then she set to work. When she was done, Dolores, a dried husk of a woman who was the other waitress on duty and had yet to say more than four words in a row to Su-yin, stuck her head into the kitchen and said, “You guys gotta see this.”
The cook came out of the kitchen and said, “What’s that goddamn heap a shit?”
“It’s a bouquet of flowers,” Su-yin said. “Sort of. I made it out of soda straws and whatnot. The vase used to be a sour pickle jar.”
From behind the cook, Rico said, “What’s it for?”
“It’s just for pretty.” She pinched the cook’s cheek. “Sort of like Cookie here.”
Dolores’s mouth fell open. Rubbing the side of his face, the cook said, “Why the fuck did you do that?”
“No reason. Just felt like it.” A customer came in and she brought him a menu. “What’ll you have, Sweetie?” For the rest of the day she called the Greasy Spoon’s patrons “Hon,” and “Sugarpie,” and “Darlin’.” She had a smile for everyone, and when she mopped the counter she sang. She made little jokes. If there was anything she could do to make the diner a happier place, Su-yin did it. It wasn’t easy. But she made the effort.
The next day she did the same. And the day after. And the day after that one too. After a time, the regulars would smile wanly at the sight of her. A couple of them even made unconvincing attempts to flirt with her. One left a tip—it was a slug, of course, but the gesture was good. Smiling, Su-yin tossed it in the air, caught it one-handed, and shoved it in a pocket.
At last, the Devil took the bait.
Su-yin was wiping blood from the dingy Formica countertop when the Dire Lady walked into the diner. Quickly stashing the cleaning rag under the counter, she said, “What can I get you, ma’am?”
The Devil sat and, after a bodyguard lit a fresh cigarette, exhaled a slow, lingering, sensuous serpent of smoke. “Boodles martini, very dry, straight up, with a twist. I want it so cold that it hurts.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Su-yin turned back toward the kitchen and was not surprised to find that she was in a gleaming—and impeccably clean!—bar. Everything in Hell, apparently, confirmed to its Mistress’s wishes. Fortunately, Su-yin had for years made her father’s cocktails for him every evening, so she knew what to do. With swift efficiency, she mixed the drink and brought the brim-full glass to the Devil without spilling a drop.
Crimson lips opened moistly. Gin slid down that long, long throat. Perfectly manicured nails plucked the lemon rind from the drink to be nibbled by even white teeth. All against her will, Su-yin admired the elegance of the performance.
The Devil dropped an envelope on the counter. “Read it.”
Cautiously, Su-yin shook the document open. It was notarized, but she’d know the General’s handwriting anywhere. His phrasing too:
My dearest daughter:
What are you doing? Go home. You can accomplish nothing here.
I used to love you, but there is no love in this place.
Sincerely,
Your Father
Su-yin put the letter down and looked the Devil in the eye. “All this tells me is that I’ve gotten your attention.”
The Devil snorted. “Your attempts at meliorating the pervasive misery of my domain are annoying, yes. But that’s all. You think you can defy me? Empires have fallen for less.”
“Where is my father?” Su-yin said without trembling.
“He’s right behind you.”
Su-yin spun around and she was in a hospital room. It smelled of antiseptic and ironed sheets. People walked by unhurriedly in the corridor outside. A television grumbled on the wall. An unseen machine wheezed regularly, a half-beat off of the rhythm of her own breath. Lying in a bed, skin palest white, eyes closed, was her father.
She ran to him and clasped one large, unresponsive hand in both of her own.
Those eyes which in life had always been so cunning and wise opened the merest slit. Dark pupils slid down the curve of eyelids. “Foolish child, why are you doing this?” the General mumbled.
“I’m going to bring you home, Daddy.”
“This is my home now. I am here because I deserve to be here.”
“No!”
“You are old enough now to suspect how I made a living. I assure you that I did everything you fear I did, and worse. You cannot save me nor can you undo time.”
“I will! I will! I will!” Hot tears of rage and denial coursed down Su-yin’s face. “I haven’t come this far to be turned away now. I don’t know how, but somehow I’ll—”
“Stop that.” The General was gone and she was back in the bar, transfixed by the Devil’s glare. Without any change in how she felt, Su-yin was no longer crying. “What will it take to get you to leave?”
Controlling her emotions as best she could, Su-yin said, “My father.”
The Devil threw her martini in Su-yin’s face.
The gin was so cold that it stung and for an instant Su-yin feared that it had been magically turned into acid. But she managed not to cry out or to turn away. Fumbling under the bar, she found the cleaning rag and used it to dry off her face.
“I suppose this is what they call love. It looks a lot like pigheadedness.” The Devil tapped her nails against the obsidian top of the bar, click, click, click. “All right,” she said. “I’ll deal.”
Su-yin waited in silence.
“You are a virgin. Don’t think that makes you special here. There are plenty of virgins in Hell. But I’ll set you a challenge. Stay a virgin for an entire year and I’ll let you take your father away—alive, unharmed, all of that. But if you behave like the slut I’m convinced you are, you agree to simply, meekly, leave.”
“I—”
“There are other conditions. You have to go out with anyone who asks you. You’ll keep your job here, but I’m giving you the use of a penthouse apartment I maintain as a pied-à-terre so you’ll have a nice place to bring a boy home to. Don’t you dare touch any of my clothes.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m also giving you a tutor. To teach you, among other things, manners.”


Leonid was thin, graceful, acerbic and, Su-yin suspected, gay. He was waiting in the penthouse when she got there. “We will start,” he said, “with the foxtrot.”
“Can’t I just…you know? Kids today mostly just wing it.”
“No.” Leonid took her in his arms, turned one way, turned the other. Her body naturally followed his. “Your partner controls where you go. If he knows what he’s doing, you follow fluidly. Your every movement is easy and graceful as you yield to his movements. The metaphoric content is, I hope, obvious. All the while, your bodies press together. He is constantly aware of your breasts against him, your thighs, your everything. You, in turn, cannot help knowing when he becomes physically aroused.”
“I don’t think you’re very aroused by me,” Su-yin said, amused.
“That is not my job. Nor is it yours. You are only to arouse those who ask you out. And I am not going to ask you out.”
There was a knock on the door. “Room service,” Leonid announced. He let in a deferential servant who swiftly unloaded the contents of a wheeled cart onto a table: linen napkin, silverware, a selection of cheeses on a wood tray, crystal glasses, a carafe of water, a split of champagne.
“I’m not old enough to drink alcohol,” Su-yin said.
“Here, you are. One of the many things I am to teach you is how to drink. In moderation, it goes without saying. You must never have more than two glasses in an evening and never accept anything you have not seen poured. Drugged drinks are a fact of life.”
“Oh,” Su-yin said in a small voice.
“I will also teach you some rudimentary self-defense. But only after you have learned how to dance. Dancing is fundamental.” Leonid gestured toward the food. “Well? Have at it.”
“Aren’t you going to have some too?”
“No. I will stand here and critique how you eat.”


Her first date was with a man who said his name was Archer. “Just Archer,” he said when she asked for his full name. They met in the building’s lobby, which looked like it was meant for billionaires, smelled faintly of sour milk, and had Ferrante and Teicher playing on the sound system. He was dressed like a mobster, in a black suit with matching shirt and white tie. He opened his jacket to show her his gun. Then he started to tug out his shirt to show her his tattoos.
“Not now,” Su-yin said. “Maybe when we know each other better.” Which sounded stupid but was the only thing she could think of to say. She made a mental note to ask Leonid for better responses to such situations.
In the street outside, a cabbie leaned on his horn, long and hard.
“Milady, thy chariot awaits,” Archer declaimed. Then he grabbed her arm and yanked her outside. When he helped her into the car, he stroked her bottom.
They went to a restaurant where her date proceeded to order for her, saying, “I’ve eaten here before and you haven’t.” Archer chose foods she didn’t like, and tried to get her to drink from a flask which, when she refused, he returned to his jacket pocket without sampling. When she had to go to the toilet, he said, “Mind if I come along? I enjoy watching women pee.”
Su-yin stayed in the ladies room for as long as she dared. When she returned to the table, Archer had eaten all the veggies off her plate and there were several empty cocktail glasses in front of him. “Say,” he said, whipping out his smartphone, “do you want to see some pictures of my mother?”
One glimpse of the screen was enough to make Su-yin whip away her head, reddening. “Not pictures like that.”
“Aw, c’mon. We’re in Hell. You can get away with anything here.”
The meal went on forever. Whenever the waitress came by, Archer leered at her and ordered drinks for the both of them. Then, when his was empty and Su-yin’s still untouched, he drank hers as well. In the cab home, he began to cry because when he was alive his father had molested him, and it had screwed up his sex life. Then, when he dropped her off, he grabbed her arms and tried to kiss her. She closed her lips tight and turned away from his mouth, so he licked the side of her face. “At least let me smell your panties,” he said.
With a shriek, Su-yin pushed him away and fell backwards out of the cab. She lurched to her feet and, abandoning one of her shoes, ran inside. Behind her Archer shouted, “Come back! You haven’t paid the cabbie!”
Inside the Devil’s condo, Su-yin’s tutor was waiting. “I won’t ask how it went,” he said.
“Oh, Leonid, it was awful.” He handed her a dressing gown. There was an antique Chinese screen in one corner of the room. Su-yin went behind it and undressed, draping her dress and underwear over the top the way starlets did in old black-and-white movies. “The only good thing to be said about the whole experience is that I was never once in the least bit tempted to have sex with him.”
“Don’t get cocky. The Devil likes to play games. She’ll soften you up with some really awful experiences and then slip in a ringer. A nice dancer, a good listener, a fella who seems to be on your side. That’s the one you’ve got to look out for.” Leonid gathered up her clothes. “I’ll take these things out to be laundered.”
He withdrew then.
Su-yin took a shower to get the smell of Archer and his cigars off her skin. Then she went to bed, praying that she wouldn’t have nightmares about him but sure that she would.
Still. One day down and not quite a year to go.


At least three times a week, Su-yin had dates, all of them hideous. One man exposed himself to her, then called her a slut for not sleeping with him. Another got drunk and tried to rip her dress off, right out on the street. A third got her name wrong and, no matter how many times she corrected him, insisted on calling her Ching-chong. He wanted to know if it was “true what they said about Asian girls,” and got offended when she told him that whatever they said, she was pretty sure it was wrong. To say nothing of the woman who kept trying to get Su-yin to smell her fingers.
On those nights when she stayed in, Leonid gave her lessons. He showed her the proper way to snort cocaine, the basics of flirtation, the fast way to do up her hair in a French twist. She was taught that a stiletto heel can be driven right through a man’s shoe, the social proprieties of makeup, and which of the seven basic perfume categories (Floral, Fern, Chypre, Leather, Woody, Oriental, and Citrus) were appropriate for different situations.
She also learned to play the piano, though the opportunity to do so never arose on a date.
“Why am I learning all this stuff?” Su-yin demanded one evening, while they were playing chess. “It’s not like I’m ever going to use it.”
“Having skills gives you confidence and having confidence makes you alluring.” Leonid slid a bishop forward, putting her queen in check. “That’s all.”
“I don’t want to be alluring.” Rather than move her queen, which was protecting her king, Su-yin blocked the attack with a knight.
“Rules of the game, sweetie. Rules of the game.” Leonid advanced a pawn, opening a line of attack for his own queen and suddenly the game looked entirely different. “Mate in three. You’ve got to learn to think at least four moves ahead.”


One day, Beelzebub was waiting outside the Greasy Spoon when Su-yin got off work. “Thought I’d warn ya,” he said. “Rico’s building up his courage to ask you out.”
“Is he?” Su-yin said, surprised. “I thought better of him.”
“I can see what you’re thinking. No, the Devil didn’t order him to nail your little virgin tushie. She didn’t have to. Setting aside this idiot challenge you got yourself roped into, Rico is young and male. You’re young and lovely. You’re gonna have your work cut out for you, keeping his hands outa your undies.”
Caught by surprise, Su-yin asked, “Am I really lovely?”
“To him, yes. To a cat, not so much.”
She laughed and rubbed Beelzebub’s head. “That’s one of the things I like best about you, Belzie—your unfailing honesty.”
“I’m only honest because it’s an offense against local community standards.”
When she began her shift, Rico came out from the back room, drying his hands on his apron. “Listen,” he said. “There’s this dance club I know. I was thinking maybe this Friday I could take you there. To dance.”
“Oh, Rico.” Su-yin sighed. “I’d love to.”
So that Saturday they went to the Top of the Town, which was a revolving sky bar with a spectacular view of the river Phlegethon and the delicate blue flames that flickered upon its waters. They danced for a while, and Rico kept stepping on her feet. Then a handsome Algerian named Jean-Luc cut in. He danced beautifully. Which was why Rico punched him out and then hustled Su-yin away to a smoky piano bar for cocktails. There, she took tiny sips from a glass of pinot grigio while Rico got plowed on highballs.
Finally, they took a rusted-out old taxi back to Su-yin’s apartment and, true to Beelzebub’s prediction, she had to fight to keep Rico’s hands out of her dress. When they got out of the cab, she told him she’d had a lovely time and slipped quickly inside, directing the doorman not to let him follow. Behind her, she could hear him throwing up.
Back in her apartment, she kicked off her high heels and, without bothering to undress, threw herself down on the bed. The instant she closed her eyes, she could feel sleep closing about her.
One more day down. Far too many yet to go.


Rico was hung over the next morning, and had a black eye from his encounter with the doorman. So he didn’t ask Su-yin out again, which was just as well because she got a call from the Algerian, insisting that they go clubbing.
They went to the Dew Drop Inn, the Hotsy-Totsy Club, the Orchid Lounge, Swank City, the Top Hat, and the Roadhouse and danced to the music of Pat Boone, Doris Day, Barry Manilow, Patti Page, and Wayne Newton. To Su-yin’s surprise, Jean-Luc behaved like a perfect gentleman. “When I was alive, I was a jewel thief and a cat burglar,” he told her. “A very good one, too. I learned that one has to handle beautiful things with a light touch.
“It would be counterproductive for me to throw myself at you, grasping and snorting,” he said. “Though I assure you there is nothing I desire more. I must instead convince you to seduce me. Which is, notwithstanding the fact that you are unaware of it, something you most dearly desire to do.”
“It’s not going to happen. My father’s soul is at stake.”
“That’s a problem of course.” The Algerian winked roguishly. “I’ll just have to be more charming.”
“That hardly seems possible,” Su-yin said, amused. But she stayed on her guard.
Jean-Luc had a wealth of stories of rooftop robberies and midnight escapes through the squalid alleys of Paris and Algiers. He asked her questions about her life and seemed genuinely interested in what she had to say. He told her that once, when he was wanted, he had hidden in a brothel in Marseille for a month—“the longest month of my life!”—without touching any of its employees. “I was in love, you see, desperately so. Only, when it was safe to come out, Mignette had moved in with a gendarme. She meant to wait for me, but—thirty days? Every woman had her limits.”
The Algerian was nice and, under other circumstances, Su-yin didn’t see that giving in to him would be entirely wrong. She felt much the same urges he did. So long as she didn’t get pregnant or catch a disease, why not?
But she was in a contest with the Devil and it was one she was determined to win.


“This is a feint,” Leonid said, during their next foil lesson. “I thrust and you respond with a parry four, knocking my blade outward, or so you expect.” He demonstrated in slow motion. “But when you do, I dip my blade under yours and up again on the inside—and lunge.” The button of his foil touched Su-yin’s jacket, right above her heart.
He stepped back, pulling off his mask. “The whole purpose of the feint—of your Algerian, you understand my metaphor?—is to bring you off guard. To distract you from the real threat.”
“Which is?”
“You’ll recognize it when it happens. Provided you stay alert.”
“Leonid, I never asked you this before, but…why are you doing this? Giving me advice, I mean. I know why you’re giving me lessons.”
“Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate. ‘Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.’ It was very disappointing to discover that Dante’s sign didn’t exist, and even more so to discover that some faint ghost of hope remains. Your father no more deserves to escape here than I do. But if he did, that would be a kind of revenge upon Miss Spite, and I would derive some thin, sour satisfaction from that.” Leonid shrugged. “That’s all.”


“Heads up again,” Beelzebub said. “Young Lochinvar’s hot for a second serving.” And before Su-yin could respond, he was gone.
Sure enough, Rico asked her out again. “Just over to my apartment. To hang out. Nothing fancy. I won’t try anything, I promise.”
“I’ll go if you want,” Su-yin said. “But last time was such a disaster. Why repeat it?”
“Because being with you makes me feel better,” Rico said. “Not happy, of course, that’s not possible here. But less miserable. Sometimes I think that if only I could make you happy then I’d be happy too, almost. Just a little bit.”
So she went.
Rico’s apartment was every bit as squalid as she’d expected: filthy dishes clogging the sink, unwashed clothes kicked into the corners. But he’d made a sort of coffee table out of a crate and a Parcheesi board from a discarded pizza box. “I got the idea from you,” he said. “From your fake flowers. The dice are made from that tasteless white root that Cookie uses in his stew. Turnip, maybe? Parsnip? The pips are stale peppercorns.”
After so many dates with older men, Rico’s youth—his callowness—was painfully obvious. He talked too much about himself. He knew nothing about what passed in Hell for current events. When Su-yin mentioned the race for the meaningless office of Persecutor General, he didn’t even know who was running, much less which of the candidates had already bought the election. He gloated whenever the dice favored him.
Still, Rico didn’t try to grope her, and played the game with real enthusiasm, and on those rare times when Su-yin managed to turn the conversation around to topics of interest to her, he listened to what she had to say with genuine interest. So it could have been worse.
When it was finally late enough that Su-yin figured she could call it a night without hurting Rico’s feelings, she asked to be taken home. They walked back to her apartment building and when they got there, Rico said, “Tonight was really nice. I mean, it was almost pleasant. Really. It was easily the least awful time I’ve had since dying.”
Su-yin blocked his clumsy attempt to kiss her. Then, she planted a swift peck on his cheek and fled inside.
“We should do this again sometime!” Rico shouted after her.
When she got back to the apartment, Su-yin cried for hours. For the first time, her life here really did feel like Hell.


So it went. A blind date who took her not to a restaurant but to an orgy where old men stood about naked, waiting for young women to service them. Which they did, unenthusiastically and in a variety of ways that Su-yin could not have imagined six months earlier. She stayed for as long as she could stand to watch and then demanded to be taken home. Followed by a truly delightful evening with Jean-Luc. Then a man who liked to tear off his own scabs and eat them. A woman who said she wouldn’t be a lesbian if it weren’t for Su-yin and demanded to know how she planned to make it up to her. A Lord of the Inner Circles who was offended she hadn’t heard of him. A creature of uncertain gender who suggested things that Su-yin didn’t think she understood and certainly didn’t want to do. Jean-Luc again, and a yacht party at which they played games where the losers were thrown into the acidic waters of the Acheron. Another sad evening with Rico, where they played pinochle with cards he had made from discarded paper plates, and he shared every regret he had from an innocently misspent youth.
All too slowly, the months passed. Sometimes the dates were so awful that Su-yin threw up afterward. Other times, they were not so bad. Always, she managed to be cheerful while she worked, whether she felt like it or not. Sticking it to the Devil was how she thought of it. Though, whether out of spite or a heavy workload, that Fearsome Lady never showed her face.


On the next to last evening of the competition, the Algerian told Su-yin to dress formal and then drove her out of town to a trash dump to shoot rats. Su-yin knew how to shoot because her father had insisted on it, and of course the Devil’s penthouse had an indoor firing range, so she’d kept in practice. Still, it was a bit of a letdown. “I feel silly being here dressed like this,” she said.
“Don’t.” Jean-Luc was carrying a matched pair of Anschutz bolt action rimfires. He handed her one. “The contrast only makes you look all the more elegant.”
Su-yin checked the sight, made sure the rifle had a full clip, and thumbed the safety off. “How do we do this?”
“Mes frères!” Two men stepped out of darkness. Each carried a gasoline can. “Michel and Thierry will be our beaters tonight.” He gestured toward a mound of garbage. “Let’s start with that one.”
The beaters trudged over to the mound and began sloshing gasoline on it.
“How this is done is as follows: When the garbage is set afire, it will drive out the rats living in tunnels within. They emerge with their fur aflame, so they are easy to spot. But they will be running as fast as they can, so they will not be easy to shoot. That’s what makes it sporting. I’ll target those that break right, you take the others. The winner is whoever pots the most rats. Ready?”
Su-yin raised her rifle. “I guess.”
“Excellent.” He raised his voice. “Light the fire!”
It should have been grotesque. It should have been disgusting. But against all expectations, it wasn’t. Hell’s rats were filthy creatures, even more loathsome than their terrestrial counterparts, so shooting them didn’t make Su-yin feel bad at all. Plus, they were difficult enough to hit that there was genuine satisfaction when she did get one. By her third kill, Su-yin was laughing with every shot.
“To your left!” her beater cried as more rats shot, burning, from the trash fire. “Three!”
Su-yin led a flaming rodent with her rifle, squeezed the trigger, and watched it flip over in the air. She made a slap shot at the second and missed, while the third got clean away. Another rat tried to escape and she got it in one. Then she was out of ammunition. She held out her hand and Thierry slapped a fresh clip into it.
“I pegged four,” the Algerian said. “You?”
“Five. So far.”
“I’m impressed.” The Algerian’s face glistened in the light of the trash fire, but he held himself with perfect aplomb. He might have been modeling his suit for a fashion shoot. “I think this mound’s about played out. Time to light up a second one.”
By the time they were done, Su-yin was sweaty and bedraggled and her dress reeked so of burning garbage she doubted it could be salvaged. But she was also ahead by a dozen rats. Michel and Thierry took their rifles and the Algerian led Su-yin back to his Maserati.
As he drove, the Algerian placed his hand on Su-yin’s thigh and squeezed. She supposed she should have told him not to, but tonight had been so much fun—the only time she’d actually enjoyed herself since coming to Hell—that she felt she owed him at least that much. Anyway, it felt good.
At the door to her apartment building, the Algerian took Su-yin into his arms and said, “This is your last chance to invite me up to your room.”
“Oh, Jean-Luc, you know I’d like to.”
“Then do. It’s that simple.”
“I can’t.”
The Algerian released her, lit a cigarette, took a long drag, exhaled. “I swore I would wait until you beckoned me. I thought I had that much pride. But as it turns out, your self-control is stronger than mine. So it is I who must beg. Please. I know you are not…experienced. That doesn’t matter. I can give you the first night every young woman deserves: passionate, romantic, lingering. Allow me to introduce you to the pleasures of being an adult in a manner you will cherish forever.”
Su-yin found herself responding to his words more than she would have expected. Worse, when she tried to conjure up her father’s image to help strengthen her reserve, she couldn’t. After all this time, she was beginning, it seemed, to forget the General. This was a terrifying thought. But she could not deny it.
The Algerian’s eyes twinkled cynically. The cigarette dangling from one corner of his mouth made him look every inch a scoundrel. The kind of scoundrel that women like. “By now we have spent enough time together,” Su-yin said, “for you to know that when I say no I mean it.”
“Oh, well. Alas.” Jean-Luc shrugged. “Would you mind if I stubbed my cigarette out on the palm of your hand?”
“What? No!”
“Quel dommage.” Taking her hand as if to kiss it, the Algerian stubbed out his cigarette on its back.


Back at the apartment, Leonid rubbed salve on her burn. “Tomorrow you’ll wear gloves, of course.”
“I can’t believe Jean-Luc did that to me. I thought he was nice! And all the while…”
“He showed his true colors. He’s gone. Forget him. Tomorrow is your final date. You can be sure that the Devil has something special in mind.”
“Who will it be?”
“I don’t know. Nobody tells me anything. One gets used to it. But your date will pick you up in the lobby at seven. Be on your guard. Remember everything I taught you. Whoever he is, he’ll be almost irresistible. Resist him. Don’t forget that your victory is my victory too. In a small, petty, and unworthy way.”


The next night—her final one in Hell—Su-yin came home from work to find Leonid looking pale and fearful. “It was Her Nibs,” he explained. “She came by and she was not in a pleasant mood.” He nodded toward the bedroom. “She laid out a dress for you to wear tonight.”
Draped across the bed was a silk gown of deepest scarlet. The skirt was long and had a slit up one side. Su-yin could see at a glance that she was not supposed to wear any underwear with it. The silk flowed like water; its thread count had to be astronomical. When she put it on, it fit her so elegantly that she felt three inches taller.
It made her feel wanton.
It took some time to get her makeup right. But when Su-yin slipped on her heels and, blushing, emerged at last into the living room, Leonid’s astonishment made it all worthwhile. “I begin to understand,” he said, “what heterosexual men see in you creatures.”
Then he was fussing over her hair, pinning it up, tsking over imperfections that only he could see, speaking rapidly all the while. “Tonight’s not going to be easy. The Devil has her wiles. Don’t let yourself be drawn off guard. Think four moves ahead—five, if you can manage it. Watch the alcohol. Don’t do drugs of any sort. There’s no place to hide a weapon in that dress, but your do is held together with a hairpin that’s as good as a dagger in a pinch. You could kill a man with it, but I really think you should avoid doing that if at all possible. It would spoil your coif. Is this a split end? Don’t think that you can get into a heavy petting session and pull out of it before it’s too late. That’s the oldest self-delusion in the book. Remember, Miss Venom will be watching. Don’t do anything that would make her happy.”
At last, he stepped back and said, “It’ll do.”
There was a triple mirror in one corner of the room. Su-yin stood before it, stunned, for one long minute. Then, slowly, she spun about in order to see herself from every angle. She was perfect. She wished she could look like this forever. She knew she would remember this moment for the rest of her life.
Then the concierge called up to say that her date had arrived. Su-yin promised to be right down.
“Be on your guard!” Leonid called after her as she stepped into the elevator.
“I will!” she cried. “Don’t worry!”
As the doors closed, she heard him say, “We don’t know who you’ve been set up with, but we know he’ll be dangerously hard to resist.”


It was Rico.
He wore a baby blue tuxedo, which he explained was a rental. He also brought along a corsage, which he clumsily pinned to her gown. “How can you afford all this?” Su-yin asked, when the limousine pulled up.
“I’ve been saving up all year. No big deal. It’s not as if there’s much of anything else to spend it on.”
They went to the Cavern, a boutique club with flashing lights, distressing art on the walls, and live nude dancers in iron cages hung from the ceiling over the bar. They looked a hundred times sexier than Su-yin would ever be but after his first glance Rico never looked at them again. All his attention was on her.
The music was hot and desperate when they entered and the club was thronged with sweaty bodies moving frantically. But when they stepped onto the dance floor, the tempo changed, so that they had no choice but to slow dance, holding each other close.
“You’ve been practicing!” Su-yin exclaimed. Rico was nowhere near as good as the Algerian, of course. But he didn’t step on her feet even once. And though she could tell he was aroused—how not? her dress covered everything and hid nothing—he did not let it influence how he behaved toward her.
“Well, I didn’t want tonight to be a fiasco like the last time. You know?”
By twos and threes, the other dancers drifted back to their tables, until finally there was nobody but just the two of them on the floor, holding onto each other and watched by hundreds of envious eyes. Above them, the women in their cages rubbed themselves against the bars, moaning with desire. At the bar, ice cubes rattled and drinks were poured. The band played slow number after slow number until, wearied, Su-yin suggested they take a breather.
When Rico broke free of her eyes, he seemed baffled to realize they had been dancing all alone. But he led Su-yin to a table, where she ordered a moonflower, a cocktail made from champagne, elderflower liqueur, and a peeled litchi, and Rico asked for a cola.
Once they were seated, the music grew raucous again, and the clubbers filled the dance floor to its capacity and beyond.
“So this is your last night, huh?” Rico said when their drinks had come.
“I guess.”
“What are you going to do when you get back?”
“I hadn’t given it any thought. Go back to school, I guess. A lot depends on what my father wants.” It was, Su-yin realized with surprise, going to be difficult to go back to being a dutiful daughter after a year in which she’d been free to do whatever she wanted. She imagined the General would be grateful for having been saved from eternal damnation. But she didn’t for an instant think that meant he would be any more permissive toward her. Certainly, he wouldn’t let her go to clubs like this. The General had expected her to refrain from dating until she was in college—and only then because he knew he couldn’t be there to watch over her.
Unexpectedly, Su-yin felt a twinge of regret for the freedoms she would be losing when she returned home.
She stood. “Let’s go outside. I need some fresh air. Less stale air, I mean.”


Out on the street, they wandered aimlessly down crumbling sidewalks and past shuttered buildings ugly with graffiti. Half the streetlights were out. When Rico tried to put his arm around her waist, Su-yin moved away from him. She didn’t think so small a gesture would do any harm. But this late in the game she wasn’t taking any chances.
They came to the waterfront and stopped. There, by the oily black waters of the Acheron, Rico found a discarded shopping cart, which they turned on its side and used for a bench. “I’ll miss you,” he said. “But it was kind of a miracle you were here in the first place, wasn’t it? You don’t feel the miseries or see the abominations the rest of us do. Just being in your presence I can imagine a little bit what it must be like to be you. Glorious.”
Su-yin didn’t feel the least bit glorious. But she refrained from saying so. She leaned lightly against Rico, cherishing his solidity, hoping the warmth of her body would provide him some small comfort. “Let’s not talk about that. Tell me something else instead.”
“Okay.” After a brief silence, Rico said, “I grew up in Baltimore. People think that big cities are divorced from nature but that’s not true. There are butterflies in the spring and in autumn the trees turn bright gold and red. Sometimes in the winter it snows so hard that all the traffic stops. The streets are covered in sheets of purest white and the silence…the silence is… I can’t do this.”
“What?”
“I can’t do this to you. I’m sorry.”
Rico stood and turned away from Su-yin, drawing her up in his wake. Carefully, she said, “What are you talking about?”
“The Devil came to see me today.”
“Oh,” Su-yin said.
“I’d never seen her before. But she walks in the door and you know who she is, don’t you? She told me that if I could score with you tonight, she’d let me out of this place. You can’t imagine how it felt, hearing that. She said that we’d leave the club and wind up here. That I should talk about my childhood, crap like that. That the words would just come to me. But this is not what I want. Well, I do want it. But not like this.”
Rico looked so forlorn that Su-yin started to take him into her arms to comfort him. He was such a sweet boy, she thought, such an innocent. It came to her in that moment that she had a choice. She could free her father from Hell or she could free Rico. Either way, she’d feel guilty about leaving one of them behind. Either way, it would be an epic accomplishment. And if she were to choose Rico…
“You prick! You bastard!” Su-yin pushed Rico away from her and then punched him in the chest as hard as she could. “This is part of the script, isn’t it?” All her emotions were in a jumble. She didn’t know whether to laugh or to barf. “Well, you can just go—”
“Daughter.”
Su-yin whirled, and there was the General, looming over her like a thunderhead. Her heart soared at the sight of him, even as she took an involuntary step back from his frown. She wanted to hug him, but even when he was alive that was an impertinence he would not allow in such a mood.
“Take a good long look at yourself, young lady. Out unescorted, at night, with this hooligan. Using bad language. Dressed like a prostitute. Living in…this place. Is this the life you imagine I had planned for you?”
“I—”
“I left you well provided for. Then I came here to be punished for doing things I should not have done. This is not only the way things are, it is the way they should be.” The General wavered in Su-yin’s sight like a candle flame, her eyes were so full of tears. “Do not speak! I am going to tell you what to do and you are to obey me without question. Do you understand?”
“I…yes.”
“I have experience being in positions where there are no good choices. All you can do is negotiate the best deal you can. Have sex with this inappropriate young man. Then go home and never do anything shameful like that again. Many good women have such incidents in their past. Even your mother did things she later regretted.” The General turned to Rico. “You.”
“Sir?
“Give my daughter your hand.”
He did so.
“Go into the nearest apartment building. The lobby will be clean and the doorman will give you the key to a decent room. There you will do what you must. There will be a condom on the nightstand—use it. Afterward, my daughter will lead you out of Hell. You can show your gratitude by never trying to see her again.”
Rico nodded assent and turned to go.
But when he did, Su-yin did not follow. Pulling her hand free of his, she said to her father, “How do you know all this? About the room, the condom, the nightstand?”
“Don’t ask foolish questions. Just do as you’re told.”
An icy rage surged up within Su-yin. “You’re in league with the Devil, both of you. Maybe Rico doesn’t know it, but you certainly do. Good cop, bad cop. One of you weak, the other harsh.” When her father’s face went hard as granite, he looked like a gaunt version of Frankenstein’s monster. How could she not have seen this before? “After all I’ve gone through for you!”
Rico reached out pleadingly toward Su-yin. But the General shoved him aside. Then, unthinkably, he raised up a hand to slap her.
Su-yin screamed and flinched away. Before the slap could land, she kicked off her heels and ran. Barefoot, she sped down the street, away from the both of them, as fast as she could go.
Four moves ahead, she thought wildly. Don’t let yourself be drawn off guard. The hell with Rico and, for that matter, the hell with her father too. She wasn’t going to be fooled as easily as that.


Back at the penthouse, Leonid was waiting. “Well?” he said anxiously.
All the way up in the elevator, Su-yin had been a bundle of hysteria and misery, equally mixed. Now, however…
In trembling disbelief, she said, “I passed the test.”
They broke out the Cristal and, laughing, drank down glass after glass. Leonid put on some music and they stumblingly danced the tango. Then they collided with the couch and tumbled down atop it and somehow they were kissing. Clothing got pushed this way and that way and then Leonid had his hands under her dress and she was fumbling with his zipper. It was wrong and she knew it, she’d never even thought of Leonid in that way, and yet somehow she couldn’t seem to stop herself.
They did it right there on the couch.
It wasn’t that great.


When they were done, Leonid gathered up his scattered clothes, dressed, and said, “It’s almost midnight. I suggest you be out of Hell by morning.”
Shocked, Su-yin said, “You… That was planned! All year you pretended to be my friend, when you knew from the start that you were going to…going to…do that.”
“Believe it or not, I did you a huge favor,” Leonid said. “The Devil would never have let you win. If you had held out against me, she would have arranged for you to be very brutally gang-raped. The only reason that didn’t happen as soon as you cut a deal with her was that she wanted to teach you a lesson. Let’s be honest here: You never had a chance. The Devil likes to play games. But all her games are rigged.”
He adjusted his cravat, bowed, and left.


Su-yin had been told to leave Hell and she would. But she hadn’t been told how to go about it. So she went to see Rico.
His face brightened when he saw her in the doorway of his sad little apartment, then dimmed again when she told him the reason she had come. “Any direction you take will lead you away from here,” he said. There was a hurt look in the back of his eyes, but he said nothing of what he must have been thinking. “You could just walk out.”
“Like heck I could. I lost the challenge. I lost my father. I lost a year of my life. I am not going to spend a single minute more than I have to in this place. I want to be out of here just as fast as I can manage.”
“I lost all that too,” Rico mumbled, “and more.”
Su-yin pretended she hadn’t heard him. “What did you say?”
“I said yeah, I can help you.”
On a shadowy street just off the clubbing sector, Su-yin stopped in front of a Lincoln Continental. She liked how it looked. Also, she wanted something big. “This one,” she said. It took Rico only seconds to break into the Lincoln and hot-wire the ignition. “How about that?” he said. “I guess the old skills never go away.”
“Open up the trunk for me, would you? I have something I want to put in the back,” Su-yin said. When he had done so, she bent briefly inside. “Oh, no!” she cried. “I dropped my brooch, the one my mother left me when she died, and I can’t reach it. Rico, you’re tall…”
Rico leaned far into the trunk, groping in its dark recesses. “I don’t see anything.”
“It’s way in the back. It bounced there.” Su-yin waited until Rico was stretched as far as he could go and grabbed his ankles. With all her strength, she lifted him off the ground and toppled him over into the trunk. Then she slammed it shut.
A muffled voice said, “Hey!”
Su-yin climbed into the front of the car. As she did, a black streak of fur leaped over her and into the passenger seat. “You’re not leaving without me,” Beelzebub said.
“Of course not.” Su-yin put the car into gear and started slowly down the road, ignoring the hammering from the trunk. “When we get home, I’m going to wash you and brush you and take a flea comb to your fur, though. Then I’ll buy you a pint of cream.”
“Make it a quart of scotch and you got a deal.”
Su-yin shifted gears into second and then third. She sideswiped a parked Volkswagen van and, tires screeching, accidentally ran a red light. Luckily, there wasn’t much traffic hereabouts at this time of night.
“Whoah!” Beelzebub cried. “Has anybody ever told you that you’re the absolute worst driver in the universe?”
“You’re the first.” They were coming to the city limits now. Beyond lay what Su-yin was pretty sure was the Meadowlands. As they crossed into New Jersey, she floored the accelerator, sending two oncoming cars veering off the road to avoid collision. Then she pulled the Lincoln back into its lane and they were barreling down the road, a full moon bouncing in the sky overhead, only slightly out of control. She noted with satisfaction that Rico was still shouting at her from the trunk. Apparently, hot-wiring the car had been just enough to bring his karma into the positive digits. “I’m not doing too badly, though. Considering.”
She had lost her father and she didn’t think the pain of that would ever go away, not totally. But at least she had a boyfriend now. She wasn’t quite sure just what one did with one, other than going dancing and having sex. But she’d find out soon enough, she supposed.
Su-yin rolled down the window to let the wonderful stink of marshes and rotting garbage into the car, reveling in the hot summer night, the way the wind batted her hair about, and the neon lights of Hell fading slowly behind her in the rearview mirror.



Eighteen Songs by Debussy
Fantoches
The learned doctor from Bologna looked down from a balcony at the young people, masked, dancing in the moonlight. From above, they looked like puppets. Scaramouche kissed Pulcinella’s hand while a handsome Spanish pirate stared mournfully at them both. Pierrot bowed to Columbine, who looked haughtily away. The doctor had spurned such pleasures in his youth, dedicating his all to the interface of brain and reality. His marriage had been loveless and dull, a mild distraction from this great labor. Now that his work was done and embodied by the Research Intelligences in the form of biochips, his body was too old to participate in the games lovers play.
But science and technology had their own rewards, as he would prove tonight.
Activating the neural chip he had told her would tame her migraines, the learned doctor took over the body of his sassy-faced daughter and sailed her, half-naked, into the dancers in quest of the pirate.
Le Faune
Verlaine stood at the fringes of the affair, smoking a bitter cigarette, as much a part of the decor as the terra cotta faun laughing in the middle of the lawn. The party needed a poet, so here he was. He was the intellectual equal of any human but inferior to the least of the vast Intelligences that actually ran things. So he enjoyed the worst of both worlds—as stupid as a human, but incapable of sex.
A woman dressed like a milkmaid plucked the cigarette from his mouth and kissed him deeply. A musketeer embraced them both and, when Verlaine did not respond, led the maid off, laughing, to dance to the beat of little drums.
Verlaine checked his pocket watch. There were hours to go before he was turned off and put back in his box again. He didn’t know if he could stand the wait.
Green
His heart, still beating, was delivered by a robot in white livery. She gasped and almost dropped the box when she opened it.
That was the season when such gestures were the fashion in romance. The hole in her would-be-lover’s chest was filled with chill machinery and would be until she returned the heart or else gave up and had a new one cloned. It was not a pleasant experience but one that sent a message: See how I suffer for you.
She threw the wretched thing in the trash, of course. For she was a no-nonsense girl and the artificiality of the gesture repulsed her.
Il pleure dans ma coeur
He sat on a chair in the rain room, morose, an umbrella over his head. Just as there was always sunshine in the sun room, so too was there an eternal drizzle here.
Today, however, he needed torrential downpours. Thunder. Lightning. Winds. The only woman he had ever truly loved had spurned the gift of his heart. So he let the wind tear the umbrella from his hand and the cold rain drench him to the bone. If he must suffer, then let him wallow in it!
“Sir?” the door function said. “A young woman is come to see you.”
For an instant, he was tempted. But what are the pleasures of joy compared to the terrible dark pleasures of despair?
“Send her away,” he said, and upped the storm to gale force.
Clair de lune
He needed distraction—a sexual liaison, a fling, something to take his mind off her. Nor did he desire something shallow. He wanted his soul to swoon with bliss. He wanted the elation of genuine love. Luckily, he could afford the real thing.
They met, as if by chance, at a masked ball. The biochip in his brain obscured the fact that his one true love was a courtesan. A similar chip in hers allowed her to believe what she felt was real.
For an evening their hearts fluttered, their souls gushed. The sex was clumsy and punctuated with giggles, for they believed themselves virgins. Their orgasms were both ecstatic and simultaneous.
Then came dawn. And the same money that had brought her to his arms sent her scurrying away again.
Pantomime
Pierrot lifted a bottle of beer and drained a good half of it before gasping for air. Then, ever practical, he cut into a pâté. His pockets were already stuffed with chunks of cheese he had wrapped in paper napkins.
Technically, Pierrot wasn’t a guest but part of the entertainment. But at a masked dance, who could tell? He saw others from the troupe mingling as well: Pantaloon, Harlequin, Columbine…
Hello. There were two Columbines, one whom he knew only too well and the other a ravishing creature who looked to be in need of company. Putting down the pâté untasted, he set forth in search of more toothsome delight.
But when he bowed to her, she looked haughtily away. For an instant Pierrot was baffled. Then he realized that it was not he she was snubbing but a young man who had passed by, lost in the eyes of a woman similarly besotted. Well, perhaps he could nab her on the rebound.
But his Columbine rushed off and at that very same instant a bell rang that only the actors could hear, summoning them to the green room. Pierrot turned sadly away, thinking of the pâté he had spurned for the sake of a woman he could never have won in so little time anyway.
At least he had his pockets of cheese.
Chevaux de bois
She fled the party into the woods, hoping to discover a quiet place in which to compose herself. Instead, she found the carousel.
First there was music. Then she saw lights. Drawing closer, she discovered carved wooden horses, riderless and brightly painted, going up and down and around and around, without ever arriving anywhere. There was not a soul in sight.
Just like my life, she thought self-pityingly. She did not wonder who had set the carousel there, or why. It was a rich era in an age of wonders. People did things like that all the time. A short run and a little hop and she was on.
There were winged tigers and a brace of giraffes. A zebra, a flying fish, a lion and a lamb, and all with saddles. But she only had eyes for the white stallion with scornful eyes. She ran a hand down his ridged mane and patted his proud neck. The head, however, was turned perpetually away from her. He would not meet her eyes. No matter. “I’ll mount you,” she said, throwing one leg over his back, “if it’s the last thing I ever do.”
Then she rode the carousel stallion into the night and halfway to the dawn.
Colloque sentimental
In a park that was desolate and tinged with frost, two phantoms walked, not holding hands. “Do you recall the passion we felt?” said one.
“Why would you want me to remember that?”
“Does your heart still beat faster at the sound of my name? Do you still dream of me at night?”
“No.”
“When we were young, our days were filled with joy!”
“It’s possible, I suppose.”
“The skies were blue and our hopes were high!”
“That was then. Now there’s nothing I look forward to but death.”
Then, their conversation being done, an unseen hand whisked away the cloth that stood between them and the world, letting it cover the crystal ball into which they had been staring. They were young and in love once again.
“There’s your future,” said Madame Cassandre. “I hope it gave you joy.”
Laughing in the old fraud’s face, they paid for the fortune and left in search of happier entertainments.
En sourdine
He and she came together as each other—or, rather, each experiencing the other’s body and operating it as if it were their own. Their biochips made this possible. Sheer perversity made it a delight.
They took off their clothes. Her member engorged with blood. He offered his breasts to her mouth. Things progressed from there.
When they parted, each went away in the other’s body, as a token of their mutual trust. Each one promising to return it the next day undefiled. Neither really intending their pledges to be kept.
De soir
On Sunday morning she rode her lover’s body out to the suburbs, where she met a young woman in church. They went back to her place, first to pray, then to sing, and finally to do what seemed to them a natural sequel to those acts. All the day was eaten up in pleasant dalliance. The male body turned out to be a subtler instrument of pleasure than she had imagined it would be. But finally it was time to go home. They exchanged false names and falser promises. She was dropped off at the suburban station to await transportation home.
On the far end of the platform, she saw, in rumpled clothes and wearing a sweaty smirk on its face, her own body. Their eyes met fleetingly. Reddening, he looked away. Evidently, he too had thought to have his fling out beyond Paris, where he wouldn’t be caught.
Clearly, they had more in common than she had thought.
Le chevelure
She wore her hair in a long black braid. He wrapped it around her neck and said, “Last night I had a dream. Your hair was looped around me just as it is around you now. I stroked it and it became my own, running from scalp to scalp, joining us forever. Our limbs were so entwined that I had no idea which were yours and which were mine.” Gently, he put his hands on her shoulders, gazing at her tenderly. She shivered with desire.
Then she laughed and seized the noose of hair with both his hands and pulled. He gasped in pain as it tightened around her neck.
La flûte de Pan
“Share a memory with me,” he said. “Something intimate.”
Wordlessly, she passed it on:
She was too young to be allowed access to the virtual spaces where lovers in those days met. So she went instead to the woods. Her companion was a boy, really, but quite nice. He gave her a syrinx and taught her to play. The white wax joining the reeds together was sweet to her lips, like honey. The syrinx passed from mouth to mouth and sometimes they both blew on it at once, so that they fell over on their backs with laughter.
One thing led to another.
At nightfall, frog-song jolted them from their reveries. Guiltily, they parted with murmurs, kisses, and reluctance.
When she got home her mother was waiting, arms crossed. “And just where have you been young lady?”
“I lost something,” she replied, exhilarated to hear the defiance in her words, astonished to realize how little real power her mother had over her now. “Never mind what. I was tired of it anyway.”
Ballade de Villon à s’amye
Which of them was it that stood raging at the faithless other? She—or he—hardly knew anymore, they had spent so much of their lives swapping bodies and minds. But the passion they shared was still real, even if the memories were suspect. Whoever it was, he—or she—had had enough.
Their lives had been tied in a Gordian knot that only one sword could sever. “I’d kill myself,” said whichever one of them it was, “if only I could be sure I wasn’t you.”
Le tombeau des Naïades
She walked in the frost-covered woods, her sandals caked with dirty snow.
“What are you looking for?” he asked
“I’m following the tracks of a satyr. See? There they run, up the slope.”
They followed the tracks to a rusty hunk of machinery, lying lifeless in a snowdrift.
“It’s only a robot,” he said. Lifting a slab of ice from a nearby pond, he peered through it at the sky as if it were a lens. “The satyrs and nymphs are dead and gone. Now science rules our lives.”
“Fool!” she cried. “The last human scientist retired years ago. Whatever the Intelligences are doing now is too complicated for us to understand and more akin to philosophy than science anyway.”
“Are you saying that science is dead?”
“As dead as our love,” she said, with the satisfaction one feels upon making an unanswerable statement.
Ballade que Villon feit à la requeste de sa mere
The Cathedral was a cunning machine, crafted by people who believed in nothing but envied believers their faith. Soaring arches raised the spirit. Subsonics in the organ music stirred the body. Subtle beams triggered the parts of the brain associated with mystic experience.
Kneeling before the altar, it was possible to feel the presence of God. It was possible to believe in forgiveness.
People had starved to death in these pews, unwilling to step back outside, back into Disbelief. Yet she knew for a fact that she could easily leave.
She had no idea how she felt about that.
Ballade des femmes de Paris
War had come to a peaceful world. The Political Intelligences could not explain why because the causes were complex beyond human comprehension. But you didn’t need to understand a war to be drafted into it. You didn’t need to be of superhuman mentality to understand why the Intelligences had no interest in fighting the war themselves.
The body that returned on leave from conflicts of more-than-hallucinatory gore was male, but its inhabitant was fairly certain she had originally been a woman. As the body walked through the streets of Paris, les femmes called out to it. Half human and half machine, they came from everywhere in Europe—Romans, Genevals, Piedmontese, Savoyards, all making honeyed promises of erotic delight. But none promised perversion in words so sweet as did the Parisiennes. “Come melt with me,” said one, “and we will make the night our own, skipping back and forth between bodies—and all the orgasms, you greedy thing, can be yours.”
He was all but sure he had begun life as a woman. She knew that frequenting such creatures was bad for the soul.
“How much?” they asked. Knowing that they would pay.
Noël des enfants qui n’ont plus de maisons
She joined a volunteer organization, doing work that was beneath the dignity of any machine. Turning over the wee bodies of the war orphans so they wouldn’t get bed sores, waking them up once a day so they wouldn’t lose all connection with the real world.
For twenty-three hours a day, the children dwelt in virtual worlds of perpetual Christmas, where their schools and churches had not burned, their parents yet lived, there was plenty of food, and they had their own little beds. They cried when she woke them, cuddled them, and explained that they had to be regularly reminded that the world existed or else the time would come when, however much they wanted to, they would not be able to wake up into it.
On the day the news arrived that the body she had once worn had died on the Southern Front, and with it the girl she had loved as a boy, she thought: Let them sleep. Let them sleep forever. What’s so special about this world that they should believe in it? I scarcely believe in it myself.
But there was work to be done, so she set about doing it. Turning, waking, comforting, feeding. Telling little stories and teaching little songs. Wiping running noses and kissing away the bruises. Swearing that life is worth living, someday they’ll know this for a fact.
We’re all grown up now, they thought. How strange that it took so long.
Beau soir
When the rivers are rosy in the setting sun
And a warm shiver runs through the fields of wheat,
Counsel to be happy rises up from all things
And climbs toward the troubled heart.
Advising: enjoy the charm of being alive
While we are young and the evening is fair.
For we go away, as this wave goes away
It to the sea, we to the grave.
—Paul Bourget



The She-Wolf’s Hidden Grin
When I was a girl my sister Susanna and I had to get up early whether we were rested or not. In winter particularly, our day often began before sunrise; and because our dormitory was in the south wing of the house, with narrow windows facing the central courtyard and thus facing north, the lurid, pinkish light sometimes was hours late in arriving and we would wash and dress while we were still uncertain whether we were awake or not. Groggy and only half coherent, we would tell each other our dreams.
One particular dream I narrated to Susanna several times before she demanded I stop. In it, I stood before the main doorway to our house staring up at the marble bas-relief of a she-wolf suckling two infant girls (though in waking life the babies similarly feeding had wee chubby penises my sister and I had often joked about), with a puzzled sense that something was fundamentally wrong. “You are anxious for me to come out of hiding,” a rasping whispery voice said in my ear. “Aren’t you, daughter?”
I turned and was not surprised to find the she-wolf standing behind me, her tremendous head on the same level as my own. She was far larger than any wolf from ancestral Earth. Her fur was greasy and reeked of sweat. Her breath stank of carrion. Her eyes said that she was perfectly capable of ripping open my chest and eating my heart without the slightest remorse. Yet, in the way of dreams, I was not afraid of her. She seemed to be as familiar as my own self.
“Is it time?” I said, hardly knowing what I was asking.
“No,” the mother-wolf said, fading.
And I awoke.


Last night I returned to my old dormitory room and was astonished how small it was, how cramped and airless; it could never had held something so unruly and commodious as my childhood. Yet legions of memories rose up from its dust to batter against me like moths, so thickly that I was afraid to breathe lest they should fly into my throat and lungs to choke me. Foremost among them being the memory of when I first met the woman from Sainte Anne who was the last in a long line of tutors bought to educate my sister and me.
Something we had seen along the way had excited the two of us, so that we entered the lesson room in a rush, accompanied by shrieks of laughter; only to be brought up short by a stranger waiting there. She was long-legged, rangy, lean of face, dressed in the dowdy attire of a woman who had somehow managed to acquire a university education, and she carried a teacher’s baton. As we sat down at our desks, she studied us as a heron might some dubious species of bait fish, trying to decide if it were edible or not. Susanna recovered first. “What has happened to Miss Claire?” she asked.
In a voice dry and cool and unsympathetic, the stranger said, “She has been taken away by the secret police. For what offenses, I cannot say. I am her replacement. You will call me Tante Amélie.”
“‘Tante’ is a term of endearment,” I said impudently, “which you have done nothing to earn.”
“It is not yours to decide where your affection is to be directed. That is your father’s prerogative and in this instance the decision has already been made. What are your favorite subjects?”
“Molecular and genetic biology,” Susanna said promptly.
“Classical biology.” I did not admit that chiefly I enjoyed the wet lab, and that only because I enjoyed cutting things open, for I had learned at an early age to hold my cards close to my chest.
“Hmmph. We’ll begin with history. Where were you with your last instructor?”
“We were just about to cover the Uprising of Sainte Anne,” Susanna said daringly.
Again that look. “It is too soon to know what the truth of that was. When the government issues an official history, I’ll let you know. In the meantime we might as well start over from the beginning. You.” She pointed at Susanna. “What is Veil’s Hypothesis?”
“Dr. Aubrey Veil posited that the abos—”
“Aborigines.”
Susanna stared in astonishment, then continued, “It is the idea that when the ships from Earth arrived on Sainte Anne, the aborigines killed everyone and assumed their appearance.”
“Do you think this happened? Say no.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“If it had, that would mean that we—everyone on Sainte Anne and Sainte Croix both—were abos. Aborigines, I mean. Yet we think as humans, act as humans, live as humans. What would be the point of so elaborate a masquerade if its perpetrators could never enjoy the fruits of their deceit? Particularly when the humans had proved to be inferior by allowing themselves to be exterminated. Anyway, mimicry in nature is all about external appearance. The first time an aborigine’s corpse was cut open in a morgue, the game would be over.”
Turning to me, Tante Amélie said, “Your turn. Defend the hypothesis.”
“The aborigines were not native to Sainte Anne. They came from the stars,” I began.
Susanna made a rude noise. Our new tutor raised her baton and she lowered her eyes in submission. “Defend your premise,” Tante Amélie said.
“They are completely absent from the fossil record.”
“Go on.”
“When they arrived in this star system, they had technology equal to or superior to our own which, due to some unrecorded disaster, they lost almost immediately. Otherwise they would have also been found here on Sainte Croix.” I was thinking furiously, making it all up as I went along. “They rapidly descended to a stone age level of existence. As intelligent beings, they would have seen what was going on and tried to save some aspect of their sciences. Electronics, metallurgy, chemistry—all disappeared. All they could save was their superior knowledge of genetics. When humans came along, they could not resist us physically. So they interbred with us, producing human offspring with latent aboriginal genes. They would have started with pioneers and outliers and then moved steadily inward into human society, spreading first through the lower classes and saving the rich and best-defended for last. Once begun the process would proceed without conscious mediation. The aborigines would not awaken until their work was done.”
“Supporting evidence?”
“The policies of the government toward the poor suggest an awareness of this threat on their part.”
“I see that I have fallen into a den of subversives. No wonder your last tutor is no more. Well, what’s past is over now. Place your hands flat on your desks, palms down.” We obeyed and Tante Amélie rapped our knuckles with her baton, as all our tutors had done at the beginning of their reigns. “We will now consider the early forms of colonial government.”


Tante Amélie was the daughter of a regional administrator in a rural district called Île d’Orléans. As a girl, she had climbed trees to plunder eggs from birds’ nests and trapped beetles within castles of mud. She also gigged frogs, fished from a rowboat, caught crabs with a scrap of meat and a length of string, plucked chickens, owned a shotgun, hunted waterfowl, ground her own telescope lenses, and swam naked in the backwater of a river so turbulent it claimed at least one life every year. This was as alien and enchanting as a fairy tale to my sister and me and of an evening we could sometimes coax her into reminiscing. Even now I can see her rocking steadily in the orange glow of an oil lamp, pausing every now and again to raise a sachet of dried herbs from her lap so the scents of lemon, vanilla, and tea leaves would help her memory. She had made it to adulthood and almost to safety before her father “inhaled his fortune,” as the saying went on our sister planet. But of the years between then and her fetching up with us, she would say nothing.
It may seem odd that my sister and I came to feel something very close to love for Tante Amélie. But what alternative did we have? We only rarely saw our father. Our mother had produced two girls and multiple stillbirths before being sent away and replaced with the woman we addressed only as Maitresse. None of the other tutors, even those who resisted the temptation to sample Father’s wares, lasted very long. Nor were we allowed outside unaccompanied by an adult, for fear of being kidnapped. There were not many objects for our young hearts to fasten upon, and Tante Amélie had the potent advantage of controlling our access to the outside world.
Our house at 999 Rue d’Astarte doubled as my father’s business, and so was redolent of esters, pheromones, and chemical fractions, most particularly that of bitter truffle, for he held a monopoly over its import and used it in all his perfumes as a kind of signature. There were always people coming and going: farmers bringing wagons piled high with bales of flowers, traders from the Southern Sea bearing ambergris, slave artisans lugging in parts for the stills, neurochemists summoned to fine-tune some new process, courtesans in search of aphrodisiacs and abortifacients, overfed buyers almost inevitably accompanied by children with painted faces and lace-trimmed outfits. Yet Susanna and I were only rarely allowed beyond the run of the dormitory, classroom, and laboratory. Freedom for us began at the city library, the park, the slave market, and the like. Tante Amélie was a vigorous woman with many outside interests, so our fortunes took an immediate uptick at her arrival. Then we discovered quite by accident that she had opened a bank account (legal but interest-free) in hope of one day buying her freedom. This meant that she was amenable to bribery, and suddenly our horizons were limited only by our imaginations. The years that Tante Amélie spent with us were the happiest of my life.
For my sister too, I believe, though it was hard to tell with her. That was the period in which her passion for genetics peaked. She was always taking swabs of cell samples and patiently teasing out gene sequences from stolen strands of hair or nail clippings. Many an afternoon I trailed after her, in Tante Amélie’s bought company, as she scoured the flesh market for some variant of Sainte-Anne’s ape or rummaged in disreputable antique shops for hand-carved implements that might be made from—but never were—genuine abo bone. “You think I don’t know what you’re doing,” I told her once.
“Shut up, useless.”
“You’re trying to prove Veil’s Hypothesis. Well, what if you did? Do you think anyone would listen to you? You’re just a child.”
“Look who’s talking.”
“Even if they took you seriously, so what? What difference would it make?”
Susanna stared nobly into a future only she could see. “Madame Curie said, ‘We must believe that we are gifted for something and that this thing, at whatever cost, must be attained.’ If I could make just one single discovery of worth, that would atone for a great deal.” Then she lowered her gaze to look directly at me, silently daring me to admit I didn’t understand.
Baffled and resentful, I lapsed into silence.


I did not notice the change in my sister at first. By slow degrees she became sullen and moody and lost interest in her studies. This, for an irony, happened just as I was growing serious about my own and would have welcomed her mentorship. It was not to be. A shadow had fallen between us. She no longer confided in me as she once had; nor did we share our dreams.
Rummaging in her desk for a retractor one day, I discovered the notebook, which previously she had kept locked away, recording her great study. I had never been allowed to look at it and so I studied it intensely. Parts of it I can still recite from memory:
This implies a congeries of recessive sex-linked genes; they, being dependent on the x-chromosome, will necessarily appear only in women.

and

Under the right conditions, activating the operon genes in the proper sequence, the transformation would occur very rapidly, even in adults.

and

Colonization of the twin planets entailed an extreme constriction of genetic plasticity which renders heritability of these recessives at close to one hundred percent.

and most provocative of all

All this presupposes that abos and humans can interbreed & thus that they spring from a
common star-faring (most likely extinct) race. H. sapiens and H. aboriginalis are then not
two separate species but specializations of the inferred species H. sidereus.

The bulk of the notebook was filled with gene sequences which despite Susanna’s tidy schoolgirl script I could barely make sense of. But I journeyed through to the end of the notes and it was only when I fetched up against blank pages that I realized that she hadn’t added to them in weeks.
That was the summer when Susanna conceived a passion for theater. She went to see Riders to the Sea and Madame Butterfly and Antony and Cleopatra and The Women and Mrs. Warren’s Profession and Lysistrata and Hedda Gabler and The Rover and I forget what else. She even got a small part in The Children’s Hour. I attended one rehearsal, was not made to feel welcome, and never showed up again.
Thus it was that when I had my first period (I had been well prepared so I recognized the symptoms and knew what to do), I did not tell her. This was on a Sunday morning in early spring. Feeling distant and unhappy, I dressed for church without saying a word to my sister. She didn’t notice that I was withholding something from her, though in retrospect it seems that I could hardly have been more obvious.
We went to Ste. Dymphna’s, sitting as usual in a pew halfway to the altar. Tante Amélie, of course, sat in the back of the church with the other slaves. Shortly after the Mass began a latecomer, a young woman whom I felt certain I had seen before, slipped into our pew. She was dressed in black, with fingerless lace gloves and had a round, moon-white face dominated by two black smudges of eyes and a pair of carmine lips. I saw her catch my sister’s eye and smile.
I endured the service as best I could. Since the rebellion, the Québécois liturgy had been banned and though I understood the reasons for it the vernacular sounded alien to my ear. Midway through the monsignor’s interminable sermon something—a chance shift of light through the stained glass windows, perhaps, or the unexpected flight of a demoiselle fly past my head—drew my attention away from his impassioned drone, and I saw the stranger stifle a yawn with the back of her hand, then casually place that hand, knuckles down on the pew between her and my sister. A moment later, Susanna looked away and placed her own hand atop it. Their fingers intertwined and then clenched.
And I knew.


The components for a disaster had been assembled. All that was needed was a spark.
That spark occurred when Susanna returned from cotillion in tears. I trailed along in the shadow of her disgrace, feeling a humiliation that was the twin of hers though I had done nothing to earn it. Nevertheless, as always happened in such cases, as soon as our escort had returned us to our father’s house and made his report, we were summoned as a pair before Tante Amélie. She sat on a plain wooden chair, her hands overlapping on the knob of a cane she had recently taken to using, looking stern as a judge.
“You spat in the boy’s face,” she said without preamble. “There was no excuse for that.”
“He put his hand—”
“Boys do those things all the time. It was your responsibility to anticipate his action and forestall it without giving him offense. What else do you think you go to cotillion to learn?”
“Don’t bother sending me back there, then. I’m not going to become that kind of person.”
“Oh? And just what kind of person do you imagine you can be?”
“Myself!” Susanna said.
The two women (it was in that moment that I realized my sister had stolen yet another march on me and left her childhood behind) locked glares. I, meanwhile, was ignored, miserable, and unable to leave. I clasped my hands behind my back and let my fingers fight with one another. The injustice of my being there at all gnawed at me, growing more and more acute.
Angrily, Tante Amélie said, “I despair for you. Why are you behaving like this? Why can’t I get a straight answer out of you? Why—”
“Why don’t you ask her girlfriend?” I blurted out.
Tante Amélie’s lips narrowed and her face turned white. She lifted up her cane and slammed it down on the floor with a thump. Then she was on her feet and with a swirl of skirts was gone from the room, leaving Susanna shivering with fear.
But when I tried to comfort my sister, she pushed me away.


The summons came later than I expected, almost a week after Tante Amélie’s abrupt cane-thump and departure. Tante Amélie escorted us to Maitresse’s austere and unfeminine office—she had been the company doctor, according to gossip, before catching Father’s eye—and with a curtsey abandoned us there. Maitresse was a pretty woman currently making the transition to “handsome,” very tall and slender, and that evening she wore a pink dress. When she spoke, her tone was not angry but sorrowful. “You both know that your place in life is to marry well and increase the prestige of our house. A great deal of money has been invested in you.” Susanna opened her mouth to speak, but she held up a hand to forestall her. “We are not here to argue; the time for that is long past. No one is angry at you for what you have done with that young lady. I have performed for your father with other women many times. But you must both learn to look to your futures without sentiment or emotion.
“We are going out. There is something you must see.”
Into the lantern-lit night streets of Port-Mimizon we sallied. This was a pleasure I had almost never experienced before, so that my apprehension was mingled with a kind of elation. A light breeze carried occasional snatches of music and gusts of laughter from unseen revelries. Maitresse had dressed us in long cloaks and Venetian carnival masks—undecorated voltos for us girls and for her a medico della peste with a beak as long as Pinocchio’s—as was the custom for unescorted females.
The slave market at night was dark and silent. No lanterns were lit along its length, making the windowless compound seem a malevolent beast, crouching in wait for unwary prey to chance by. But Maitresse did not hurry her step. We turned a corner and at the end of an alley dark as a tunnel, saw a bright blaze of light and well-dressed men and women hurrying up the steps of a fighting club.
Maitresse led us around to the side, where we were let in at her knock. A dwarfish man obsequiously led the way to a small private waiting room with leather armchairs and flickering lights in mother-of-pearl sconces. “We’ll have tea,” she told the little man and he left. While we waited, for what I could not imagine, Maitresse addressed us once again.
“I spoke of the trouble and expense that went into your educations. You probably think that if you don’t make good marriages, you will simply be sold for courtesans. That was a reasonable expectation a generation ago. But times have changed. Male infants have become rarer and even the best-brought-up girls are a glut on the market. Increasingly more men have taken to pederasty. The reasons are not well understood. Social? Cumulative poisoning from subtle alien compounds in the environment over the course of generations? No one knows.”
“I will not give up Giselle,” Susanna said almost calmly. “There is nothing you can do or threaten that will change my mind. She and I…but I imagine you know nothing about such passion as ours.”
“Not know passion?” Maitresse laughed lightly, a delicate trill of silver bells. “My dear, how do you think I got involved in this mess in the first place?”
Our tea came and we drank, a quiet parody of domesticity.
What felt like hours dragged by. Finally, there came a roar of many voices through the wall and the dwarf deferentially reappeared at the door. “Ah.” Maitresse put down her teacup. “It is time.”
We entered our theater box between bouts, as the winner was being wrestled to the ground and sedated and his opponent carried away. Susanna sat stiffly in her seat, but I could not resist leaning over the rails to gawk at the audience. The theater smelled of cigar smoke and human sweat, with an under-scent of truffle so familiar that at first I thought nothing of it. As I watched, people wandered away from their seats, some to buy drinks, others retiring by pairs into private booths, while yet others… My sight fixed on a large man as he snapped a small glass vial beneath his nose. His head lolled back and a big loutish grin blossomed on his heavy face. I had never witnessed anyone sampling perfume in public before but having seen it once I immediately recognized its gestures being repeated again and again throughout the room. “Your father’s wares,” Maitresse observed, “are extremely popular.” I was not sure if she wanted me to feel proud or ashamed; but I felt neither, only fearful and confused.
After a time the audience, alerted by cues undetectable to me, reassembled itself in the tiered rows of chairs wrapped around a central pit with canvas-lined walls. The loud chatter turned to a dwindling murmur and then swelled up again in a roar of unclean approval as two girls, naked, were led stumbling down opposing aisles. Their heads were shaved (so they could not be seized by the hair, I later learned) and one had her face painted red and the other blue. Because they were both of slender build and similar height, this was needed to tell them apart.
Several slaves, nimble as apes, lowered the girls into the pit, then jumped down to rub their shoulders, chafe their hands, speak into their ears, and break vial after vial of perfume under their noses. By degrees the fighters came fully awake and then filled with such rage that they had to be held back by four men apiece to keep them from prematurely attacking each other. Then a bell rang and, releasing their charges, the slaves scrambled up the canvas walls and out of the pit.
The audience below came to their feet.
“Do not look away,” Maitresse said. “If you have any questions, I will answer them.”
The two girls ran together.
“How do they get them to fight?” I asked even though I was certain I would be told simply that they had no choice. Because were I in their place, knowing that the best I could hope for was to survive in order to undergo the same ordeal again in a week, I would not fight someone of my trainers’ choosing. I would leap up into the audience and kill as many of them as I could before I was brought down. It was the only reasonable thing to do.
“Your father creates perfumes for myriad purposes. Some cure schizophrenia. Some make it possible to work a forty-hour shift. Some are simple fantasies. Others are more elaborately crafted. Those below might think they are dire-wolves fighting spear-carrying primitives, or perhaps abos defending their families from human ravagers. Their actions seem perfectly rational to them, and they will generate memories to justify them.” As commanded, I did not look away but I could feel her gaze on the side of my face nonetheless. “I could arrange for you to sample some of your father’s perfumes, if you’re curious. You would not like them. But if you persisted, after a time you would find yourself liking them very much indeed. My best advice to you is not to start. But once would not hurt.”
I shook my head to blink away my tears. Misinterpreting the gesture, Maitresse said, “That is wise.”
We watched the rest of the fight without further comment. When it ended, the survivor threw back her head and howled. Even when burly slaves immobilized and then tranquilized her, her mad grin burned triumphantly.
“May I stop watching now?” Susanna asked. I could tell she meant it to be defiant. But her voice came out small and plaintive.
“Soon.” Maitresse leaned over the rail and called down to the pit-slaves, “Show us the body.”
The pit workers started to hoist up the naked corpse for her examination.
“Clean her up first.”
They produced a dirty cloth and rubbed at the girl’s face, wiping away most of the red paint. Then they lifted her up again. In death, she seemed particularly childlike: Slender, small-breasted and long-legged. The hair on her pubic mound was a golden mist. I could not help wondering if she had experienced sex before her premature death and, if so, what it had been like.
“Study her features,” Maitresse said dryly.
I did so, without results. Turning to my sister with a petulant shrug, I saw in the mirror of her horrified expression the truth. There came then a shifting within me like all the planets in the universe coming into alignment at once. When I looked back at the dead fighter I saw her face afresh. It could have been a younger version of my sister’s face. But it was not.
It was my own.


Susanna said nothing during the long walk home, nor did I.
Maitresse, however, spoke at length and without emotion. “Your mother made many children. You—” (she meant Susanna) “—were natural. You—” (me) “were the first of many clones commissioned in an attempt to create a male heir, all failures. When your mother was sent away, your father resolved to get rid of everything that reminded him of her. I argued against it and in the end we compromised and kept the two of you while selling off the others. I have no idea how many survive. However, the economic realities of the day are such that, were either of you to be sold, you would fetch the highest price here.” She said a great deal more as well but it was unnecessary; we already well understood everything that she had to tell us.
When we arrived home, Maitresse took our masks from us and bid us both a pleasant good-night.
We went to sleep, my sister and I, cradled in each other’s arms, the first time we had done so in over a year. In the morning, Tante Amélie was gone and our formal educations were done forever.


Last night, as I said, I returned to my old dormitory room. It took me a while to realize that I was dreaming. It was only when I looked for Susanna and found nothing but dust and memories that I recollected how many years had gone by since my childhood. Still, in the way of dreams, there was a pervasive sense that the entire world was about to change. “You know what to do now,” a rasping whispery voice said. “Don’t you, daughter?”
I turned and the she-wolf was not there. But I felt sure of her presence anyway. “Is it time?” I asked.
She did not reply. Her silence was answer enough.
I grinned for I now understood where the she-wolf had been hiding all this time.
Not so much awakening as taking my dream-state with me into the waking world, I got up out of bed and walked down the hall to my husband’s room. Then I paid a visit to the nursery, where my twin sons were sleeping. Finally, I went out into the night-dark streets to look for my sister.
The night is almost over now, and we must hurry to finish what we have begun. At dawn we will leave the cities behind and return to the swamps and forests, the caverns and hills from which the humans had driven us, and resume our long-interrupted lives. I have taken off my skin and now prowl naked through the streets of Port-Mimizon. In the shadows about me I sense many others who were once human and I devoutly pray that there are enough of us for our purpose. In the back of my mind, I wonder whether all this is real or if I have descended into the pit of madness. But that is a minor concern. I have work to do.
I have freed the she-wolf from within her hiding place and there is blood on her muzzle.
Only…why does the world smell as it does? Of canvas and bitter truffle.



Moon Dogs
He went to a spa where, for a fee, they would drown you as often as you liked. You wouldn’t actually die, because they put a shunt in your skull and kept the brain oxygenated, but your body didn’t know that and your survival reflexes would kick in so that you’d choke and gag and fight for breath as you experienced the desperation of approaching death. You could thrash and struggle for hours. The water was ice-cold and dark as tea. If you panicked and did too much damage to your body, there was a clinic nearby where you could rest while solicitous friends in white coats cured it.
After they had emptied his lungs, removed the shunt, and switched on a small fire, the counselors gave Nick a blanket and withdrew, leaving him alone in the woods to contemplate the experience in peace.


Shivering, Nick drew the blanket around him. He didn’t feel any better than he had before. He hadn’t experienced any kind of release at all. His mood was as bleak as ever. Life still felt hopeless.
A while later, he put on the clothing they had left him, folded up the blanket, switched off the fire, and stood. The night was quiet and dark, lit only by a low moon. There was a path over the hill that led to the lodge. He heard two of the staff laughing quietly over something one had said, just before their torches disappeared. But he didn’t feel like going back to the lodge and their hired warmth and camaraderie. Not just yet.
Instead, he put the moon to his back and went the other direction, deeper into the woods, and was quickly lost. He did not care. The woods were a tangled jumble of tree trunks and deadfall, some lying broken on the ground, fallen, others propped up by other trees. There was no pattern in them, he reflected, noting to fix the eye upon. It seemed a perfect metaphor for everything.
It was then he saw the sycamores, pale in the moonlight.
The sycamores formed a ghostly ring around an empty darkness. They looked like a Druidic temple. He thought at first that they were former ornamentals—this had been a populous suburb not a century ago—marking the perimeter of a house long fallen to ruin. But he also saw how the ground within sank downward and realized that the bowl-shaped depression they marked was carved by the same small stream that had fed his drowning pool. At its center would be another ceremonial pool, perhaps, or else a minuscule swamp.
He walked closer and as he did so a pale white flame resolved itself into existence at the center of the darkness. He squinted, unsure of its reality, and continued walking. Then he saw the white shape stoop and heard the splash of water.
“Hello?” he said.
The shape flinched, turned, and in a woman’s voice said, “Who are you?”
“My name’s Nick. Do you want me to go away?”
“No, I’m about done here. You can cry me off.”
Nick walked to the edge of the water. The woman stood knee-deep within it. In the gloom she was hard to see. Her crotch was filled with shadow; her navel was the merest smudge. He couldn’t make out her mouth or nose at all. Twin falls of long, dark hair framed eyes that mirrored the black water in which she stood.
“The towel’s by your feet.”
He was reaching for the towel when something came bounding out of obscurity. It was a gundog, long and as elegantly constructed as antique Swiss clockwork. “Touch the lady and you’re a dead man,” it growled. There was a clicking noise from its abdomen.
“Stand down your armaments, Otto. He’s not threatening me.”
With a mechanical whine the gundog sat. There were other machines in the woods, gray shadows that prowled and circled without rest. Nick tried to count them. Three, six—too many to count.
The woman stood before Nick and turned her back. “Well?”
Carefully, he dried her off, starting with her hair and shoulders, moving down her back and over her rump. Her body had the sculptural perfection of a Brancusi marble. He crouched to dry the back of her legs, and when he reached the ankles, she turned around to face him. She was so close he could smell her: fresh and clean, with accents of oak leaf and cedar.
She took the towel and did her front, then squatted and let Otto blow dry her hair.
When she was dry, the woman dressed in jeans and a shirt. She wrapped her hair up in the towel, like a turban, and said, “My house is just over the hill. Cocoa?”
“Why not?”
The kitchen was bright and clean. They sat at the table and talked. Her name, she said, was Selene. The gundogs came and went, patrolling, occasionally lying at her feet. Their metal nails clicked softly on the floor.
“Why do you want to die?” Selene asked, when they’d been talking a while.
“I don’t want to die—it’s something I’m trying to purge from my subconscious. But when you’ve seen your parents die, and your brothers die, and your sister die, and nine tenths of the kids in the first orphanage die, and half of those in the second… Well. There’s bound to be a certain amount of survivor guilt.”
She studied his face. “No,” she said at last, “it’s not that.”
“Then I don’t know what it is.”
“No. You don’t.”
“And you do?”
“I didn’t say that. But if I had your problem, I would at least know what it was. I’ll bet you live in one of the new city-cores. Neon, noise, smoky little bars. Everybody crammed as close together as they can get.”
“Yeah, so?”
“So that’s evasion. You want to understand yourself, you’ve got to experience a little isolation. Go off alone by yourself. In the winter, sometimes, I go for weeks without seeing another human being.”
“What exactly do you do out here?”
“I hunt. That’s what the ’dogs are for. I have a little money and and so I hunt. Deer mostly. But I bagged a puma not long back.”
“It hardly seems fair. All that machinery against one little deer.”
Her look was unfathomable. “There’s the couch. Get some sleep. I’ll wake you in the morning and take you out with me. You’ll see then.”
The woods were misty and indistinct. Selene led him out into them, hounds flowing about her like a river of quicksilver. She wore a Teflon jacket over her plaid shirt, and she carried a hunting knife on her belt. Amber goggles hung from a cord around her neck.
“Okay,” Nick said. “So how is this thing done?”
“First we deploy the ’dogs.” Selene swept out an arm and half the pack scattered into the surrounding woods. The remaining six stayed with her, alert and tireless. The sound of the machines thrashing through the undergrowth died away to nothing surprisingly quickly.
“What do we do now?”
“Enjoy the woods.” She drew in a deep breath, let it out. “Smell those pines! The ’dogs will let us know when they’ve flushed something worthwhile.”
“I think…”
“Don’t. Don’t think, don’t talk, just walk. And listen. Try to appreciate how lucky you are to be here at all.”
Hunting, it seemed, consisted largely of walking. Selene moved unhurriedly, picking easy ways, going always deeper into the woods. Occasionally one of the ’dogs barked once or twice in the distance. “Just letting me know where they are,” she said when Nick asked. “Now hush.”
Sometimes she strolled casually, heedlessly along. Other times she would tense, listening, watching, every nerve strained. Nick couldn’t figure out the rhythms. Following in her wake, he stared at her long, long legs, her broad shoulders and fine back, her perfect ass. She was an Amazon. He couldn’t figure her out. He couldn’t help wanting her.
At noon they sent one of the ’dogs back to the house for sandwiches and a thermos of herbal tea. They ate sitting on a crumbled foundation walk halfway up a mountain. One of the gundogs crouched at Selene’s feet, staring out over the forest.
The trees went on forever. “Everything, as far as the eye can see, used to be a city. No place you’ve ever heard of either, just an endless sprawl of no-name tract housing, malls, petty manufacturing, sewage treatment plants. And now—”
“Turn off your ’dogs,” Nick said.
“What?”
“Let’s be alone, you and I. Turn off the ’dogs.”
“No.”
He picked up a stick, scraped a line in the dirt. “What are you afraid of?”
She looked at him again. Those unfathomable green eyes. “My husband.”
“You have a husband?”
“It’s a complicated story.”
“Tell me.”
For a long moment she was silent, gathering her thoughts. Then she said, “You and I are alike in some ways. We’re both orphans. Only my family didn’t die of cholera or malaria or typhoid fever. They were killed by Sacred Vaccine.”
“I don’t—”
“It was a religious cult. There were dozens just like it. They thought the human race was facing extinction. So they decided to fight back against the microbe with human sacrifice. Does that make any sense to you?”
“Well, in a way, yeah. You’re afraid, so you take control by becoming what you fear.”
“My family was lucky—three kids, all healthy. My parents took us out into the country, to isolate us from what was going on. They had enough money to do that.”
Nick nodded. He knew the type well enough. She was a plague heiress—one of those who stood at the confluence where several streams of inheritance ran together. She’d probably never had to work a day in her life.
“One day there was a knock on the door. It was our neighbors. They killed everyone but me. I was the youngest. They smeared their sacred sign on my forehead with blood and married me to one of their members. Then they let me go. I was only five years old. Joshua—my husband—was seven.”
“I’m sorry,” Nick said.
“I’m not looking for your sympathy. I’ve had time enough to work things through. The bad times are over. I like my life. Only my parents were pacifists. I’m not.” She balled her fist and rapped him on the chest with it, just a little too hard. “Keep that in mind.”
“So this Joshua—he’s been bothering you?”
“He—”
A sudden baying rose up in the distance. Selene shot to her feet, listening. The baying was answered by a second, a third, until all the ’dogs were howling.
Selene quickly donned her goggles. “Isn’t that a lovely sound.”
“Yes.” It was.
“It’s a recording. The breed that bayed like that died out during the plague decades. Lost, like so many things that lacked the people to keep them going.” She scanned the horizon, matching mountains to her goggles’ mapping graphics. Then she pointed. “That way. That’s where they’ll drive him. Come on—run! Down this way!”
Selene tied her jacket around her waist. It made a tail that leaped like a flag as she bounded down the slope of the ravine. Nick followed clumsily.
At the bottom, she showed him where to stand, between two trees. “The ’dogs will run him right past you. Be careful not to get in his way! Those antlers are sharp. The hooves can do real damage. Over here, the lead will present to him. He’ll shy and rear. That leaves his throat vulnerable. I’ll be aiming for his carotid artery.” She showed him where it was on his own throat.
“Is that all you’re using? That knife?”
“When I’m running ’dogs, yes. Otherwise, I use a bow.”
Nick barely had time to catch his breath when the woods erupted with baying ’dogs. Something large crashed noisily through the brush, coming straight toward him. Then the stag burst from the bushes, wild-eyed and enormous. The ’dogs were baying and snapping at its flank.
He stepped back automatically. The stag swept right past him. Selene laughed, and stepped in its path.
She was magnificent.
A ’dog slipped around in front of the stag and, bracing its legs, cried a challenge. As predicted, the beast reared back.
Selene leaped at the animal, seizing its antlers. One hand went to her belt. The other pulled back so that the stag’s long neck arched. The gundogs were snarling and leaping. Her hunting knife slashed and slashed again.
Blood sprayed everywhere. Warm flecks of it spattered his shirt and stung his face.
When the stag died, the gundogs all fell silent at once. It was eerie. Selene stepped back from the beast, taking a deep breath. “Look at that—a six pointer.”
“Yeah.”
“Are you all right?” she asked. “You’re trembling.”
I think I’m in love, he wanted to say. And, no, it’s not all right, it’s not all right at all. But instead, “No, really, I’m fine.”
Selene laughed. “It’s always like that—your first time.”
Selene gutted the beast and slung it over her shoulders. When Nick offered to help, she laughed at him.
Back home, she hung up the carcass to cure on a frame behind the house. “Come on inside,” she said, “and we’ll get cleaned up.”


When Selene came out of the bathroom, toweling her hair, she wore a baby-blue bathrobe, loosely cinched. Just looking at how her body moved within it made him hard.
“Well,” Nick said. “I guess it’s my turn at the tub.”
She looked at him steadily, wordlessly. Without warning, she hooked ankle behind him and gave him a two-handed shove. He fell back onto the couch.
Then she was on top of him, pushing up his shirt, tugging at his belt, shoving his trousers down to his knees. Before he knew what was going on, she had him inside of her and was humping him, humping him, humping him.
It was almost rape. He wasn’t at all sure he liked it at first. Then he was, and wanted it to last forever. And then it was over.
She took him into the bedroom and they made love again. More slowly this time.
“Don’t expect much,” she said afterward. “I don’t like entanglements.”
“Entanglements?”
“Men, then. I don’t much like men.”
“Do you want me to leave?” Nick asked.
“Oh, stay till morning. I’ll make you breakfast.” She rolled over and went to sleep.
The ’dogs padded quietly, alertly, in and out of the room, on constant patrol.


Nick got up in the middle of the night. Selene was still asleep. Moonlight flooded the room.
Silently, he put his clothes on.
The central command unit for the gundogs emitted a hum in the 330-hertz range. He was sensitive to things like that. He used the sound to find the unit, disguised as a lingerie chest, and flicked the kill switch, deactivating everything. The hum died.
She had never bothered to ask him what he did for a living. This was what he did. He sold and installed security systems.
He picked up her hunting knife.
There was a slight rustling noise. He turned and saw Selene looking at him.
Quietly, she asked, “Is there something wrong?”
Nick could feel her fear. He wanted to put down the knife and reassure her. Instead, he said, “Get out of bed.”
Selene pushed the covers aside and stood, naked and vulnerable. She knew who he was now. “Joshua…”
“It’s Nick now. I changed my name when I was released. I wanted to put the past behind me.”
“Nick. The plagues are over.”
“That’s what I used to think. But diseases mutate. They can adapt too fast for man’s technology to keep up with.” He found that talking gave him confidence. He felt that he was on the right track at last. “That’s what brought on the great dieback: arrogance, pride, and broad-spectrum antibiotics. For a century, every disease was fought back to insignificance with drugs so widely prescribed that people though epidemics weren’t supposed to happen. Then the diseases adapted, resisted, and returned.
“Now you think that because we’ve suppressed the germs and viruses again, we’ve got the evil under control. But it’s only come back with another name. Look at you! You’re infected with the great dark thing called fear. You’re so rotten with it you’re shaking. My family was right. It never goes away. You can hide out here in the woods, you can surround yourself with gundogs. But it knows where you live. It knows when you’re helpless. Sooner or later, it comes for you.” Nick gestured with the knife. “Let’s go outside.”
He walked her out to where the deer carcass hung curing. The ground beneath it was dark with blood. “That’s far enough. Stay there, with your back to me.”
She obeyed. This was what fear did to you. She was stronger than he was, and faster too. But she obeyed.
“I suppose you’re going to kill me.” Her voice almost broke on the penultimate word, but otherwise betrayed no emotion whatsoever.
“No.” Nick drew a long breath, exhaled. “I’m going to kill myself. I thought you’d want to see it.”
Astonished, she spun around. He had the knife to his throat by then. The carotid artery. He’d seen how well that worked.
“They said I was cured, and released me. I got a job. I even had a girlfriend for a while. But then I started sending you those letters. The disease had returned.” The knife tickled his throat unpleasantly. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”
“Why involve me? What are you doing here, goddamnit?”
“It took me years to understand what my parents were trying to do. It’s called the ceremony of triage: Inoculate the healthy. Leave the dying to their fate. Shoot the infected. Okay, it’s loony. If you think of it as a way of minimizing pain, it makes a lot of—”
“Pain! What do you know about pain?” She splayed her hands across the flesh under her ribs and twisted around so he could see the scar between them. It was puckered and deep. Somehow, he hadn’t noticed it when they’d made love. “I was gored by a buck. He shoved his fucking antler right through me. Do you have any idea how much that hurt?”
“You—”
“It hurt a lot. I almost died then. I was lucky to make it back to the road. I was lucky that somebody came along in a car. I was lucky he stopped. I was so god-damned lucky I had no business complaining when it got infected and almost killed me a second time. But I did. Because—you know what?—it hurt like hell. And you’ve got the nerve to talk about pain!”
Nick didn’t know what to say.
“When I got out of the hospital, I was afraid to hunt. The pain had been that bad. Afraid to hunt! So you know what I did?”
He shook his head.
“I went out and tracked down that exact same buck and I killed it. I was terrified, but I faced up to my fear, faced up to it, and I conquered it.”
She was ablaze with anger. “You’ve got a problem. You’re afraid. Well, join the club! I didn’t give in to my fear. I faced it down. Why can’t you?”
Nick took the knife down from his throat. He looked down at it, heavy and useless in his hand, for a long moment. Then he tossed it away, in the darkness.
“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I’ll leave now.”
On the road from the house, Nick felt a strange sensation seize him. He had no name for it. But, though the woods were dark and silent about him, they didn’t oppress him. A sense of futility still clung to him, and he knew he had a long way to go. But suddenly he knew what that nameless thing was called.
Hope.
The lights came on behind him. He heard the whine of gundogs powering up, and then the frantic sound of the machines running for their appointed guardposts.
He thought how easily the devices could tear him apart. They’d do that on command. But he didn’t look back. He wouldn’t give in to the fear.
Never again.
Nick took a deep breath and for the first time in his life felt free. He wanted to laugh and caper. He wanted to turn right around and make love with Selene again. The night was no longer threatening, but dark and filled with promise.
Selene was right! He could face down his fears. Someday he might even master them.
Metal claws sped through the night. A gundog sped past and, wheeling, sat waiting for him in the road.
It was Otto; he knew by the markings. The ’dog opened his mouth. What emerged was not the gruff mechanical voice Nick expected, but Selene’s clear, calm soprano.
“Turn around, Nick.”
He turned.
Selene stood in the yard before her house. In the light that spilled from the windows, her face was white as bone, her eye sockets black as ink. She’d thrown on a blouse, but hadn’t bothered to button it. He could see pale flesh all the way from her neck to her crotch.
She had a bow in her hand.
Shadows swarmed about her feet—gundogs, eager for her command.
“Selene—”
“You can’t give in to what you fear,” she said. “You have to face it down. And kill it.”
There was a strange noise, like cloth tearing, and an arrow appeared in the dirt at his feet.
“I’ll give you a head start. If you start running now, you just might make it back to the spa.”
She nocked another arrow into her bow.
Nick took a step, another, found himself running. The road was flat and empty before him. He turned, and plunged into the brush at its side. Twigs slashed his face and grabbed at his clothes. He paid them no mind. He thought only of escape.
Behind him, one by one, the ’dogs began to bay.



Huginn and Muninn—
and What Came After
Her name was Alice and nobody knew who she was.
When she was a child, perhaps, her mother had known. But that was long ago, when she was somebody else. As a young woman she had sometimes dropped clues leading like a trail of breadcrumbs into the dark forest of her being. But nobody had ever followed them all the way in. Now, she had a husband, friends, and a circle of acquaintances all of whom believed they knew who she was. But they were mistaken.
Only she knew who she was.
Whoever she was, Alice was sitting alone with her thoughts one night when the vulture on her left shoulder abruptly flapped its wings. She had two vultures, one for each shoulder, which she had named Huginn and Muninn, and though she knew they were imaginary, they were both as real as radishes.
Huginn clenched its claws into Alice’s flesh hard enough to make her gasp and then leapt into the air. Muninn followed suit. Flapping noisily, they flew directly at the fireplace and then through the black glass mirror above it.
Alice felt a tremendous lightness enter her—lightness and something strangely akin to joy. Then, never one to back off from a mystery, she dragged the coffee table to the fireplace, stepped up on it, and clambered onto the mantel.
Up close, the mirror was a faint, silvery mist. It showed all the room behind her, reversed, but not her own reflection. Was she, then, a vampire? She had often suspected so. When her fingers touched the glass, it proved permeable, so she crawled through.
Alice hopped down from the mirror with an agility she had not experienced for years.
Disappointingly, the room on the far side of the glass was as common and uninteresting as that on the near side. There was a corpse lying facedown on the Bokhara rug. Knowing whose it had to be, she didn’t turn it over.
Instead, she went outside, into the mirror-world night.


Three moons hung low in the sky and the air was heavy with the scent of roses. Alice did not much care for the scent of roses. She preferred active odors like that of turpentine when you cleaned your brushes after a productive day at the easel or that wonderful chem lab smell of acetate, ether, and methylated spirit when an experiment was running hot. But there were tremendous mounds of rose bushes all around the house she had just left, rising up above the roofline, obscuring its shape, and all the roses were black as anthracite coal—and those, she had to admit, were striking.
The lawn was tidily mowed, as would be expected in the suburbs, with a quiet, empty street before it. Across the street were blocks of condominium towers, half-buried in a dense rose forest.
A car pulled up, a dark maroon BMW.
Its driver emerged, dressed in a trim black suit, blood-red shirt, and black ascot. Hips slim for a woman but heavy for a man. Brilliantined hair, short for the one sex but long for the other. Alice, who was quicker to discern gender than most, couldn’t get a handle on him. Or her. Them.
“Mistral,” the newcomer said, slim fingers tapping broad chest. Voice deep for a female, high for a male. Mistral’s skin was white and their eyes burned like black embers. “You’re early. I imagine you have questions. If you’re not too proud to ask.”
Alice hated being led almost as much as she hated being condescended to. So she said, “The roses—are they really black?” God help her, they smelled black. “Or is it just the night that makes them look that way?”
Clearly amused and just a touch annoyed, Mistral snapped two fingers and every rose shone as brightly incandescent as an electric light bulb. Alice threw up a hand to keep from being blinded. When she could see again, she studied that confident face, noting the patrician nose, the sculpted cheek bones, and thought: androgynous. Here was androgyny made perfect. “Does that answer your question?”
It didn’t, of course. But Alice would figure it out for herself in time. She nodded.
Mistral opened the passenger-side door of the car. “Get in.”
Alice didn’t move. “I don’t trust you.”
Mistral threw back their head in exasperation. “I know what you were up to before you crawled through the mirror. What could I possibly do to you that would be worse?” Then, when she still did not move, “Do you want me to go away? Forever? Say the word and I will.”
Chastened, Alice got into the car. They drove down the road.
Miles flowed under the BMW’s tires. “You feel better, physically, than you have for a long time,” Mistral said. “Tell me I’m right.”
“You’re right.”
“A side effect of passing through the mirror. You’re ten years younger than you were a few minutes ago. You’ll feel progressively better for quite some while. Time flows backward on this side, though it won’t seem that way to you. People here grow younger and younger until they dwindle away. Those lucky few—like me, like you—who have figured out how to cross between realms can balance their time on each side of the glass, so they need never die or be unborn.”
“So…I’m not going to turn into a teenager someday?”
A scornful laugh. “Only if you want to. But why would you? Imagine being a virgin again! I found my ideal age and, since then, I spend half my time on each side. I grow a little younger. I grow a little older. So long as I keep away from falling safes, I should live forever.”
“Oh.”
“There’s more, but I think I’ll wait until you’re ready to hear it.”
The BMW purred out of the rose forest and up a long, winding road to a hilltop restaurant topped by a flashing neon sign reading mueller’s. Above the lettering was a neon mule whose hind legs kicked in three shifts of tubing—out straight, up high, and back, over and over. To the far side of the lot, a line of trucks rested, some idling. Mistral found a space as far away from them as possible, and said, “Do you want to eat immediately? Or are you game for a little sport?”
“I’m game.”
They went around to the back of the car and opened the trunk. Inside were two cages and in them were Huginn and Muninn, hooded and jessed but moving a little, as if uneasy. Alice drew in her breath. Mistral handed her a falconer’s glove and, with reluctance, she put it on. Then they took Muninn from its cage and settled it on Alice’s fist.
With Huginn on their own glove, Mistral slammed the trunk shut. Alice followed them to the edge of the parking lot. There was a grand view of the world there: A dark forest below stretched halfway to the horizon; beyond it was glittering cityscape. The sky was filled with unfamiliar constellations. One of the brighter ones looked like a broken lower case letter T. “The Western Cross,” Mistral commented. Then, removing Huginn’s hood, “It’s a perfect night for hunting.”
“Vultures don’t hunt. They’re carrion eaters.”
“Not here they’re not. Passing through a mirror flips your essentials in interesting ways.” Again, there was a gleam of (perverse? yes, perverse) amusement in Mistral’s eyes. They threw up their arm and Huginn disappeared down into the soot-black woods.
Not to look timid, Alice cast off Muninn, though she had no idea what they were after. “There’s something you’re withholding from me,” she said. “Something important.”
“In that way, this world is a lot like the one you left behind.”
“You’re not going to tell me, are you?”
“I believe we’ve already established that.”
“Are you the Devil?” Alice didn’t accept the existence of Heaven or Hell or God. On this last issue, however, she was an agnostic, teetering on the brink of belief.
Mistral’s grin was so bright that the rest of their face faded to obscurity. “Oh, now, that’s a tough one. I certainly wasn’t when I first came here. But that was long ago.”
An enormous flake of darkness flew up from the forest, blinded Alice for an instant, and settled itself on her glove. Muninn dropped something at her feet. It was a snake. A cottonmouth. With wings. Following close upon its twin, Huginn dropped a winged rattlesnake before Mistral. The leathery remnants of the creature’s wings thrashed weakly, so Mistral stepped on its head, crushing it with their wingtip. In response to something that had barely reached Alice’s consciousness, much less her tongue, they said, “Why not? On the other side, you have mice with wings.”
“Those are bats.”
“We call these skrats.” They both then fell into a silence that lasted long enough for the number of flying reptile corpses before them to grow, by Alice’s count, to thirty-one. At last, Mistral said, “I’m bored. Let’s go inside.”
They returned the vultures to their cages and went in.


Mueller’s was a truck stop. So far as Alice could tell, it was identical to those in her world. There were tables and booths and two long buffets with sneeze guards, one loaded with foods that were heavy on fats and starches and the other with salads. The gift shop was almost as large as the restaurant. Mistral chose a booth and, when Alice sat, said, “Wait here. I left something in the car.”
Alice waited. Time stretched itself thin.
“Looks like you’ve been stood up, hon.” A waitress dropped a plastic-coated menu on the table. She was ruddy-faced, nondescript, plump. “You got any money on you?”
“I…no.” When she’d climbed through the mirror, it hadn’t occurred to Alice that she might need any.
“Got friends you can call to come fetch you?”
Alice shook her head.
The waitress slid into the booth opposite her. “New to this world?”
Not much later, having heard Alice’s story through, the waitress led her outside. “Taking off early, Linda!” she called to the woman at the cash register who, without looking up from a clipboard, waved good-bye. They got into an old Honda Civic and headed down the road.
“Name’s Francie. That’s short for Francesca. Which is long for Frank,” the waitress said, and laughed at a joke that was entirely opaque to Alice.


After they’d made love, Alice said, “I’ve got questions.”
“Ask away, hon.”
But when Alice tried to put her confusion to words, her thoughts were in such a tangle that she didn’t know where to begin. Seeing this, Francie sat up and said, “I’ve been through this before, babe. How’s about I start?”
“I’d like that, thank you.”
“Okay. Take a good long look at me.” Francie gestured. “Sweet body, huh?”
“Yes. It is.”
“I could tell you liked it. Here’s the thing, though. On the other side, I was male.”
Alice’s gaze went down to Francie’s sex and back up to her face. “That’s not possible.”
“How’s your clit feel? A little sore, I’ll bet. Growing pains. A year from now it’ll be a full-sized schlong. You go through the mirror, it switches you around. Male to female, female to male. There’s a box of tissues on the end table if you need them.”
“I’m not about to cry.”
“You’re a better man than I was. I cried every night while my dick got smaller and smaller and my insides opened out. Didn’t much like the tits neither. Still not crazy about the size of my butt, but there you are. I adjusted. Finding out I could still get it on with girls helped. Tried guys once or twice, but didn’t think much of it.”
Alice wanted to feel shocked, but couldn’t. All the universe was cold as ice and motionless at its center was her. It was possible that her skin stung a little, but she might have been imagining that. She cast about for another question. “There’s something I don’t understand. You go back and forth through the mirror, right? To all intents and purposes, that makes you immortal. What are you doing working as a waitress?”
“Gotta earn a living, don’t I? I was a truck driver on the other side, I’m used to hard work. Besides, I like the human contact.”
“Oh.” Then, “Tell me about Mistral.”
“Mistral? Stay away from that one. Bad news. Crazy as a crate of clockwork hornets and twice as dangerous.”
“Mistral dropped me off at Mueller’s. I thought maybe you had an understanding.”
“Give me some credit. You looked lost. I tried to help. Everything else just happened.”
“Are there are a lot of us?”
“Naw. Maybe one every two-three years. They all come through the truck stop for some reason. It never occurred to me that Mistral might be behind that.” Francie rubbed her chin. “That kinda worries me.” She fell silent.
Alice got up, went to the window and twitched back the curtains. She looked down on an alleyway as ordinary as anything she might have seen back home. Garbage bins, oil stains, a Subaru pulled halfway onto the sidewalk. When she turned back, Francie was struggling into her dress.
“What are you doing?” Alice asked.
“Mistral brought you to Mueller’s in person. That’s a first. It tells me we’d better get the hell out of Dodge.”


Francie drove in silence, intent upon the road, keeping a steady speed. It was easy to believe she’d been a truck driver in another life. Alice used the time to try to sort out her feelings about this new world she found herself in. It didn’t make a lot of sense to her. But, then, neither had the old one. So she ought to fit right in here.
Some hours later, they pulled into what appeared to be a seaside resort town. The road ran along a black ocean for a while before Francie turned inland at a traffic light. Three blocks on, they parked in the driveway of a Queen Anne house with two small spots out front illuminating a hanging sign reading Floral Cottage B & B. “Got a friend here,” Francie said. They went to the front door and rang. “She’s sure to give us a room.”
It occurred to Alice that Francie was going to expect them to share a bed. But what had happened earlier had been done on impulse. She was far from certain she wanted an ongoing relationship with this woman. There wasn’t the time to discuss that with her now, however. If only, back in the car, she had—
The door was opened by a woman who was all bright scarves, bracelets, and hoop earrings. “City Mouse!” the woman cried.
“Country Mouse!” Francie replied.
The two women embraced. Then, in a flurry of questions, light answers, and sudden darts into the kitchen to put a kettle on, the linen closet for sheets and pillow cases, and the kitchen again to turn off the kettle when the offer of tea was declined, they were ushered into the interior, shown the bath, and given a room. The landlady’s name turned out to be Pamela. She and Francie exchanged glances, linked hands, and then went into another bedroom together. “I’ll see you in the morning,” Francie said reassuringly, and the door clicked shut behind them.
Well, Alice thought. She washed her face, went into her room, and lay down on the bed. Why were these things always so easy for other people? Conversely, why were they always so complicated for her? All her life it had been that way, she had no idea why.
She had a lot to think about, most particularly the transition she was apparently going to make from female to male. Eventually, however, she fell asleep. And dreamed:


She was sitting in the living room back home, reading. But when she tried to focus on the words on the page, they writhed and twisted in her vision, turning to meaningless glyphs. So she put down the book on the side table and lifted the next from the to-be-read stack. Then she flipped to the title page, which opened a blue eye and looked at her.
Hastily, she turned the page. But the next page, which should have been the beginning of the first chapter, was a mirror and in the mirror was her own face. Her features looked harsh and mannish. Horrified, she slammed the book shut.
“The truth hurts, doesn’t it?” Sitting cross-legged in the air, red-soled Louboutin wingtips at eye level, was Mistral. “Too bad. Once seen, never unseen.”


The morning was as dark as the evening had been. But the kitchen clock said 7:15 and every now and then there was the soft drone of a car driving past. Evidently, this world had no sun. Pamela appeared, wearing a kimono, yawning and happy. Francie, following after, pulled out a chair for her and said, “No quiche and herbal tea today, sweetie. I’m fixing you a real breakfast.” She set about making coffee and frying eggs, as if the place were her own.
They ate at the kitchen table. When the last bites of toast were done and the coffee refilled, Pamela said, “So. You have no money and your only friends in all the world are sitting here next to you. The first order of business is to find you a job. Do you have any skills?”
Stung to arrogance, Alice said, “I’m ex-military, ex-medical, ex-newspaperwoman, ex-business, ex-everything. I’ve been an artist, a spook, a musician, a farmer—you name it, I’ve done it.”
Pamela raised her eyebrows. “Oh? Have you robbed a bank, begged on the street, sold your body? Worked the graveyard shift in a herring cannery?”
The contrariness that had ruined so many opportunities and her first two marriages as well, rose to Alice’s lips. But she choked it back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to brag.”
“So you’re adaptable,” Francie said. “That’s good. What’s your background like, hon?”
“My mother was a war correspondent. When I was six, she took me to one of those Middle Eastern wars where the bombing never stopped. We stayed in luxury hotels and we always had servants because things were so desperate people would work for almost nothing. If I dropped something, I clapped my hands and our ‘girl’ would pick it up for me. I was dreadfully spoiled.”
“That sounds…interesting,” Pamela said.
Francie added, “Was it fun for you?”
“One day Mother took me along to an interview with a warlord of no lasting significance and he staged an execution for us: a black marketeer accused of price gouging food. I saw his head explode. Another time, I forget why, I was waiting in the limo for my mother when a horse-drawn wagon filled with corpses went by. How they stank! The driver rolled up the windows and turned on the air conditioning. When I asked about the bodies, he turned up the radio. Fun? No. But it taught me a great deal about people; I haven’t been surprised by anything they did since. I never could get an explanation from my mother as to why she thought bringing me along was a good idea.”
Francie put a hand over hers. “Did you ask your father?”
“Oh, him. He was a lawyer; he stayed in New York. Anyway, nobody took him very seriously. Everything that ever happened in our lives was all about my mother. If you knew her, you’d understand.”
Pamela left the room and returned with an atlas. Reclaiming her seat, she opened it. “Let’s put off the job for a minute. Where do you think you might want to live?”
“Anywhere in the world, you mean?”
“Got a passport, hon?” Francie asked. “Because if not…”
Flipping pages, Pamela said, “You’ll want to keep a low profile, so I would recommend one of the Jeffersonian states. Metropotamia, maybe? Not Equitasia, you wouldn’t like it there. Pelisipia’s nice this time of year.” The maps made no sense to Alice until she realized that they had been mirror-flipped so that the West Coast was to the right and the East Coast to the left. The land between the Mississippi and the Appalachians was divided into states with unfamiliar names. The rest of the country was more or less as she knew it.
Possibilities were argued, discarded, adopted. Phone calls were made. In surprisingly little time, Alice had a Tuesday appointment with the features editor of the Fort Pontchartrain Times, where there was an opening for the position of movie reviewer. “I’ll close the inn for a few days and drive you up,” Pamela said. “The resort’s in the doldrums this time of year and I do all my business by cell phone anyway. I can make a little vacation of it.”
“Sorry I can’t come with you,” Francie said. “But Mueller’s needs me. If I’m away too long, everything falls apart.”
“I’ll pack you a lunch. If Alice and I get an early start, we can be well on our way to Metropotamia by nightfall.”
What Pamela meant by nightfall in a world with no discernable sun, Alice did not ask. Instead, she said, “Before you go, tell me. What’s the deal with Mistral? I think it’s time you leveled with me.”
Francie looked at Pamela, who gave her a slight nod. “Honestly?” Francie said. “Nobody knows, really. Mistral just showed up one day. She’s capricious. I think maybe she’s a god.”
“A demon,” Pamela corrected her. “He’s a demon.”
“Whatever she is, she’s dangerous to cross. You know how when you go through the mirror, it changes your gender? That’s a lot of power. Think about it.”
“I have.” Alice had thought of little else since arriving here.
“Well, you learn the ins and outs of it and you can use that power. Like when Pamela lit the candles last night… Oh, I guess you weren’t there. Anyway, she didn’t use matches. She can do a lot more than that, too.”
Now Pamela spoke up: “Last time I was young, I was mad for flying. I spent half my life on a broomstick. Of course, I had the body for it then.”
“You were talking about Mistral,” Alice reminded her.
“Mistral’s got that kind of power, only a hundred times as much as the two of us combined. And I think we’ve said enough on that subject,” Pamela said.
“More than enough,” Francie agreed.
“Anyway,” Pamela said, “it’s all we know.” And no amount of urging would make her speak further. Nor Francie either.


Pamela made a brown bag lunch, carried Francie’s travel bag to the car, and shared a long, comfortable kiss with her that Alice couldn’t help envying. Then she came back inside and said, “Let’s get you packed. We’re not quite the same size, but some of my clothes ought to do,” and bustled off into the far recesses of the inn.
Alice poured herself a cup of coffee, sat down at the kitchen table, and wrapped both hands around it, savoring the heat, savoring the pain. Staring down into its black depths, she felt herself again slipping into a dream.


She was in a diner, having a pleasant chat with Mistral when Mistral said, “Hey! Want to see my imitation of a cat?”
“No,” Alice said. “I most emphatically do not.”
“You’ll love it!” Mistral climbed onto the table and struck a feline pose—crouched, hands fisted into front paws tidily together on the tabletop, head held up proudly. They looked a lot like the cat-goddess Bast—alert, noble, serene. Then they pushed a cup of hot coffee into Alice’s lap.
Outraged, Alice leapt to her feet, slapping at the ugly brown stain on her Chanel suit. “What the hell did you—?”
But now a wracking cough made Mistral’s entire body shudder. Alice thought they were pretending to hack up a hairball but what finally came pouring out of their mouth was an enormous green tentacle that flopped down on the floor before her. Still, Mistral continued hacking and coughing.
Another tentacle gushed forth. Then another. And another. Soon, neither Mistral nor the table were visible for the mound of slime-green and slug-gray tentacles. They swayed as if alive, and some reached playfully for Alice, as if to draw her in.
Alice seized the nearest tentacle. It was barely substantial and shattered at her touch like sea-foam. Then she was wading into the mound of filth, smashing the tentacles to nothing with her fists. It was no easy task, for even as she destroyed them new tentacles were being barfed up. But finally she had fought and demolished her way to the heart of the tangle.
There was nothing there—not Mistral and not even the table.


“Ready?” Pamela asked. “I’ve packed a picnic hamper with a baguette, mushroom pâté, grapes, and a thermos of iced green jasmine tea, so we can stop at a state park and make a feast of it.”
“We’re not going anywhere,” Alice said.
Pamela stepped back, as if affronted. But there was the slightest hint of a smile on her lips. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that I can’t believe you’d go through all this trouble for me just out of pure niceness. Not that you’re not nice. But with the possible exception of the Dalai Lama, nobody’s that nice. Closing your business in order to drive someone you’ve just met halfway across the country for a job interview? Without one word of complaint or self-congratulation? Francie was hard enough to believe in. You’re a unicorn.”
“I suppose I am,” Pamela said. “In a way.” With both hands, she seized the front of her blouse. Then she ripped it open—and her body and her face and the kitchen as well.


Alice had taken LSD once, clinical grade stuff straight from Sandoz, back in the sixties—even her husband didn’t know this—under medical supervision. The overture, as she thought of it, of the experience had felt much like this. She was on a dance floor under a starry, moons-filled sky in a clearing in a lilac forest. There were hummingbirds in the air and luminous monkeys swinging from tree to tree. A jazz band was playing “Stormy Weather.”
She and Mistral were slow dancing.
Mistral led, of course, Alice’s status still being in flux. They were the best dancer Alice had ever known—light, natural, effortlessly in control. But that didn’t make her like them any better. “What now?” Alice asked.
Mistral shrugged. “I had a series of experiences planned for you before I made my pitch, culminating in your first time in a male body with a woman. But you got ahead of things. As usual, I might add.”
“You talk as if you know me and you act as if you have the right to tell me what to do.”
“Of course I do, dear. Haven’t you figured out who I am yet?”
“No.”
“Give it time. It will come to you.”
The music ended. They went to a table. Mistral held out a chair for Alice, then sprawled in the one opposite. Glasses of champagne appeared before them. “I’ll cut to the chase. I like my gender and age exactly as they are—and that requires that I make frequent trips to the other side of the mirror. But this world is much like Mueller’s without Francie. If I’m away too long, people get notions. I need a second-in-command to look after things in my absence.”
“A flunky, you mean.”
“Potato, potahto.”
A long silence. Then Alice said, “Isn’t this the part of the melodrama where you promise me limitless power and wealth?”
“If you can’t see all that for yourself, then you’re not the person I’m sure you are.”
“Okay. Okay. That brings us to the next question: Why me?”
“Because I trust you, sweetie. Also, knowing you as I do, I’m sure you’re right for the job.” A pack of cigarettes appeared on the table. Mistral extended a languid arm, tapped one out, and lit it. Smoke oozed from their nostrils.
Alice sat up straight. There was something hauntingly familiar about that combination of gestures. Alice had seen that micro-performance hundreds of times. Always, always, always performed by one and only one person…
“Mother!”
“Ah. The dime drops at last.”
It made perfect sense, in its own hallucinatory way, that the woman who had haunted her life would haunt her afterlife—or whatever this was. But even as Alice thought that, she knew it wasn’t true. It was just too pat, too tidy, to be true. The universe was a messy place and life was a messy business. Only simple matters had simple solutions and only simple minds thought otherwise. “It can’t be. To begin with, you’re dead.”
“Yes, I’m sure she was careful to leave that impression.” Francie pulled out a chair and sat down. “Ooh, champagne. Is there a glass for me?”
There was.
“Francesca,” Mistral said. “And me without a fly swatter.”
They were back in the room where Alice had first entered the mirror world. The corpse still lay facedown on the Bokhara among scattered chess pieces and playing cards. The mirror over the mantelpiece was a rectangle of silver mist. But the table and chairs remained exactly as they had been at the edge of the dance floor. Alice took a sip of her champagne. It was very dry and so cold that it stung, which was how she liked it. But of course anyone—or anything—capable of imitating her mother so well would know. “You can stop pretending,” she said, “the both of you.”
Francie sighed. “I told you that being her mother was a smidge too far.”
“It’s what she wanted most—the chance to get the old bat in her clutches and squeeze some answers out of her. Was I supposed to deny her that?”
“Game time is over,” Alice said. “You both know what I want to know. Which one of you is going to tell me?”
“It really doesn’t matter,” either Mistral or Francie said. “We’re both aspects of the same thing. When you passed through the mirror, you created a pocket universe. There are potential universes in every dust mote, atom, and quark in existence. Almost all of them are void and without form. We were one such. Then you brought us to life.”
“We like being alive,” the other said. “So, to keep you here, we gave you things we knew you would enjoy. Darkness. Mystery. A new gender. The kind of friends you never got to have in your old world. An adversary for you to outwit and overcome—a kind of trickster or spirit guide to challenge and allure you.” (Alice had read Jung, so she knew that Mistral was being defined as her animus. But she did not feel it was worth interrupting the flow of words to mention that.) “Here, you can have anything and be anyone you desire. Don’t try to pretend you never wished for a private world of your own. A world where everything and everybody would be and do as you wanted them. There are no limits to what can happen here. We know you well and we are anxious to give you what you desire.
“It’s yours. All you have to do is take advantage of it.”
“Are you done?” Alice asked.
Mistral and Francie had surrendered their human forms. They were now floating blobs of darkness, like black wax in a lava lamp. As Alice watched, they merged and became one. “Yes,” it said. “I am done.”
“You’re a parasite,” Alice said, “and you have no right to my life. The old universe, the one I grew up in, was like you in a lot of ways—tyrannical, inconsistent, sometimes even cruel. But still, there was room in it for courage and cowardice, generosity and selfishness, honesty, wonder, awareness. Oh, and the glorious, rapacious, loving, destructive, yearning human race! In place of all that, you offer me—what? A shadow play? False friends, imaginary enemies, elaborate scripts to keep me dancing for your amusement? The opportunity to sit in the dark talking to myself for all eternity? Better to die in reality than live forever here. You presume to understand what I need and what I want. You say you know who I am—”
“I do! I know you better than you know yourself.”
“You don’t know who I am!” Alice cried in a fury. “Only I know who I am.”
She stood. At a thought, there was a crowbar in her hand. The champagne and cigarettes had showed her how to do that trick.
“I exist!” the pocket universe cried.
“That fact,” Alice replied, “has not created in me a sense of obligation.” She cocked her arm and flung the crowbar as hard as she could.
And broke the mirror.


How many people get to destroy a universe?
Sooner or later, Alice realized, every single one of them.
For what seemed an eternity—it might have been minutes, it might have been forever—she was alone. There was neither light, nor sound, nor smell, nor touch, nor taste, nor dimension. But at last she heard a soft flapping in the distance. Huginn and Muninn came flying back to her, slowly and heavily. First one and then the other settled upon her shoulders once again. Alice did not welcome their return. But she discovered, with dull surprise, that she found some comfort in their weight, their certainty.
With that, Alice found herself sitting at home in her chair. Her shotgun leaned against one arm, where she had left it at the beginning of this exercise. It gleamed gently in the moonlight, as well it should: She’d spent half the afternoon cleaning and polishing it. There were two shells in its chambers.
She picked up the shotgun. Then she went into her husband’s room and, dry-eyed, did what had to be done.
She pulled the sheet over him.
Alice sat down on the edge of the bed, her back toward her husband. She did not spare him a second’s thought. That part of her life was over.
She touched the stock of the shotgun to the floor. She closed her mouth around the muzzle. Only amateurs shot themselves any other way—the risk of surviving was too great. Stretching one arm downward, she placed her thumb on the trigger. Any last thoughts? Just one: Memento mori. Remember you must die. She knew what other people thought it meant. But by her reading, it was simply the last item on a very long to-do list. If you hadn’t died yet, you couldn’t say that you’d led a rich, full life. Which she had. So she pushed.
Her world shattered like a mirror.



The Dala Horse
Something terrible had happened. Linnéa did not know what it was. But her father had looked pale and worried, and her mother had told her, very fiercely, “Be brave!” and now she had to leave, and it was all the result of that terrible thing.
The three of them lived in a red wooden house with steep black roofs by the edge of the forest. From the window of her attic room, Linnéa could see a small lake silver with ice very far away. The design of the house was unchanged from all the way back in the days of the Coffin People, who buried their kind in beautiful polished boxes with metal fittings like nothing anyone made anymore. Uncle Olaf made a living hunting down their coffin-sites and salvaging the metal from them. He wore a necklace of gold rings he had found, tied together with silver wire.
“Don’t go near any roads,” her father had said. “Especially the old ones.” He’d given her a map. “This will help you find your grandmother’s house.”
“Mor-Mor?”
“No, Far-Mor. My mother. In Godastor.”
Godastor was a small settlement on the other side of the mountain. Linnéa had no idea how to get there. But the map would tell her.
Her mother gave her a little knapsack stuffed with food, and a quick hug. She shoved something deep in the pocket of Linnéa’s coat and said, “Now go! Before it comes!”
“Good-bye, Mor and Far,” Linnéa had said formally, and bowed.
Then she’d left.


So it was that Linnéa found herself walking up a long, snowy slope, straight up the side of the mountain. It was tiring work, but she was a dutiful little girl. The weather was harsh, but whenever she started getting cold, she just turned up the temperature of her coat. At the top of the slope she came across a path, barely wide enough for one person, and so she followed it onward. It did not occur to her that this might be one of the roads her father had warned her against. She did not wonder at the fact that it was completely bare of snow.
After a while, though, Linnéa began to grow tired. So she took off her knapsack and dropped it in the snow alongside the trail and started to walk away.
“Wait!” the knapsack said. “You’ve left me behind.”
Linnéa stopped. “I’m sorry,” she said. “But you’re too heavy for me to carry.”
“If you can’t carry me,” said the knapsack, “then I’ll have to walk.”
So it did.
On she went, followed by the knapsack, until she came to a fork in the trail. One way went upward and the other down. Linnéa looked from one to the other. She had no idea which to take.
“Why don’t you get out the map?” her knapsack suggested.
So she did.
Carefully, so as not to tear, the map unfolded. Contour lines squirmed across its surface as it located itself. Blue stream-lines ran downhill. Black roads and stitched red trails went where they would. “We’re here,” said the map, placing a pinprick light at its center. “Where would you like to go?”
“To Far-Mor,” Linnéa said. “She’s in Godastor.”
“That’s a long way. Do you know how to read maps?”
“No.”
“Then take the road to the right. Whenever you come across another road, take me out and I’ll tell you which way to go.”
On Linnéa went, until she could go no farther, and sat down in the snow beside the road. “Get up,” the knapsack said. “You have to keep on going.” The muffled voice of the map, which Linnéa had stuffed back into the knapsack, said, “Keep straight on. Don’t stop now.”
“Be silent, both of you,” Linnéa said, and of course they obeyed. She pulled off her mittens and went through her pockets to see if she’d remembered to bring any toys. She hadn’t, but in the course of looking she found the object her mother had thrust into her coat.
It was a dala horse.
Dala horses came in all sizes, but this one was small. They were carved out of wood and painted bright colors with a harness of flowers. Linnéa’s horse was red; she had often seen it resting on a high shelf in her parents’ house. Dala horses were very old. They came from the time of the Coffin People who lived long ago, before the time of the Strange Folk. The Coffin People and the Strange Folk were all gone now. Now there were only Swedes.
Linnéa moved the dala horse up and down, as if it were running. “Hello, little horse,” she said.
“Hello,” said the dala horse. “Are you in trouble?”
Linnéa thought. “I don’t know,” she admitted at last.
“Then most likely you are. You mustn’t sit in the snow like that, you know. You’ll burn out your coat’s batteries.”
“But I’m bored. There’s nothing to do.”
“I’ll teach you a song. But first you have to stand up.”
A little sulkily, Linnéa did so. Up the darkening road she went again, followed by the knapsack. Together she and the dala horse sang:
“Hark! through the darksome night
Sounds come a-winging:
Lo! ’tis the Queen of Light
Joyfully singing.”
The shadows were getting longer and the depths of the woods to either side turned black. Birch trees stood out in the gloom like thin white ghosts. Linnéa was beginning to stumble with weariness when she saw a light ahead. At first she thought it was a house, but as she got closer, it became apparent it was a campfire.
There was a dark form slumped by the fire. For a second, Linnéa was afraid he was a troll. Then she saw that he wore human clothing and realized that he was a Norwegian or possibly a Dane. So she started to run toward him.
At the sound of her feet on the road, the man leaped up. “Who’s there?” he cried. “Stay back—I’ve got a cudgel!”
Linnéa stopped. “It’s only me,” she said.
The man crouched a little, trying to see into the darkness beyond his campfire. “Step closer,” he said. And then, when she obeyed, “What are you?”
“I’m just a little girl.”
“Closer!” the man commanded. When Linnéa stood within the circle of firelight, he said, “Is there anybody else with you?”
“No, I’m all alone.”
Unexpectedly, the man threw his head back and laughed. “Oh god!” he said. “Oh god, oh god, oh god, I was so afraid! For a moment there I thought you were…well, never mind.” He threw his stick into the fire. “What’s that behind you?”
“I’m her knapsack,” the knapsack said.
“And I’m her map,” a softer voice said.
“Well, don’t just lurk there in the darkness. Stand by your mistress.” When he had been obeyed, the man seized Linnéa by the shoulders. He had more hair and beard than anyone she had ever seen, and his face was rough and red. “My name is Günther, and I’m a dangerous man, so if I give you an order, don’t even think of disobeying me. I walked here from Finland, across the Gulf of Bothnia. That’s a long, long way on a very dangerous bridge, and there are not many men alive today who could do that.”
Linnéa nodded, though she was not sure she understood.
“You’re a Swede. You know nothing. You have no idea what the world is like. You haven’t…tasted its possibilities. You’ve never let your fantasies eat your living brain.” Linnéa couldn’t make any sense out of what Günther was saying. She thought he must have forgotten she was a little girl. “You stayed here and led ordinary lives while the rest of us…” His eyes were wild. “I’ve seen horrible things. Horrible, horrible things.” He shook Linnéa angrily. “I’ve done horrible things as well. Remember that!”
“I’m hungry,” Linnéa said. She was. She was so hungry her stomach hurt.
Günther stared at her as if he were seeing her for the first time. Then he seemed to dwindle a little and all the anger went out of him. “Well…let’s see what’s in your knapsack. C’mere, little fellow.”
The knapsack trotted to Günther’s side. He rummaged within and removed all the food Linnéa’s mother had put in it. Then he started eating.
“Hey!” Linnéa said. “That’s mine!”
One side of the man’s mouth rose in a snarl. But he shoved some bread and cheese into Linnéa’s hands. “Here.”
Günther ate all the smoked herring without sharing. Then he wrapped himself in a blanket and lay down by the dying fire to sleep. Linnéa got out her own little blanket from the knapsack and lay down on the opposite side of the fire.
She fell asleep almost immediately.
But in the middle of the night, Linnéa woke up. Somebody was talking quietly in her ear.
It was the dala horse. “You must be extremely careful with Günther,” the dala horse whispered. “He is not a good man.”
“Is he a troll?” Linnéa whispered back.
“Yes.”
“I thought so.”
“But I’ll do my best to protect you.”
“Thank you.”
Linnéa rolled over and went back to sleep.


In the morning, troll-Günther kicked apart the fire, slung his pack over his shoulder, and started up the road. He didn’t offer Linnéa any food, but there was still some bread and cheese from last night which she had stuffed in a pocket of her coat, so she ate that.
Günther walked faster than Linnéa did, but whenever he got too far ahead, he’d stop and wait for her. Sometimes the knapsack carried Linnéa. But because it only had enough energy to do so for a day, usually she carried it instead.
When she was bored, Linnéa sang the song she had learned the previous day.
At first, she wondered why the troll always waited for her when she lagged behind. But then, one of the times he was far ahead, she asked the dala horse and it said, “He’s afraid and he’s superstitious. He thinks that a little girl who walks through the wilderness by herself must be lucky.”
“Why is he afraid?”
“He’s being hunted by something even worse than he is.”


At noon they stopped for lunch. Because Linnéa’s food was gone, Günther brought out food from his own supplies. It wasn’t as good as what Linnéa’s mother had made. But when Linnéa said so, Günther snorted. “You’re lucky I’m sharing at all.” He stared off into the empty woods in silence for a long time. Then he said, “You’re not the first girl I’ve encountered on my journey, you know. There was another whom I met in what remained of Hamburg. When I left, she came with me. Even knowing what I’d done, she…” He fished out a locket and thrust it at Linnéa. “Look!”
Inside the locket was a picture of a woman. She was an ordinary pretty woman. Just that and nothing more. “What happened to her?” Linnéa asked.
The troll grimaced, showing his teeth. “I ate her.” His look was wild as wild could be. “If we run out of food, I may have to cook and eat you too.”
“I know,” Linnéa said. Trolls were like that. She was familiar with the stories. They’d eat anything. They’d even eat people. They’d even eat other trolls. Her books said so. Then, because he hadn’t told her yet, “Where are you going?”
“I don’t know. Someplace safe.”
“I’m going to Godastor. My map knows the way.”
For a very long time Günther mulled that over. At last, almost reluctantly, he said, “Is it safe there, do you think?”
Linnéa nodded her head emphatically. “Yes.”
Pulling the map from her knapsack, Günther said, “How far is it to Godastor?”
“It’s on the other side of the mountain, a day’s walk if you stay on the road, and twice, maybe three times that if you cut through the woods.”
“Why the hell would I want to cut through the woods?” He stuffed the map back in the knapsack. “Okay, kid, we’re going to Godastor.”


That afternoon, a great darkness rose up behind them, intensifying the shadows between the trees and billowing up high above until half the sky was black as chimney soot. Linnéa had never seen a sky like that. An icy wind blew down upon them so cold that it made her cry and then froze the tears on her cheeks. Little whirlwinds of snow lifted off of the drifts and danced over the empty black road. They gathered in one place, still swirling, in the ghostly white form of a woman. It raised an arm to point at them. A dark vortex appeared in its head, like a mouth opening to speak.
With a cry of terror, Günther bolted from the road and went running uphill between the trees. Where the snow was deep, he bulled his way through it.
Clumsily, Linnéa ran after him.
She couldn’t run very fast and at first it looked like the troll would leave her behind. But halfway up the slope Günther glanced over his shoulder and stopped. He hesitated, then ran back to her. Snatching up Linnéa, he placed her on his shoulders. Holding onto her legs so she wouldn’t fall, he shambled uphill. Linnéa clutched his head to hold herself steady.
The snow lady didn’t follow.
The further from the road Günther fled, the warmer it became. By the time he crested the ridge, it was merely cold. But as he did so, the wind suddenly howled so loud behind them that it sounded like a woman screaming.


It was slow going without a road underfoot. After an hour or so, Günther stumbled to a stop in the middle of a stand of spruce and put Linnéa down. “We’re not out of this yet,” he rumbled. “She knows we’re out here somewhere, and she’ll find us. Never doubt it, she’ll find us.” He stamped an open circle of snow flat. Then he ripped boughs from the spruce trees and threw them in a big heap to make a kind of mattress. After which, he snapped limbs from a dead tree and built a fire in the center of the circle.
When the fire was ready, instead of getting out flint and steel, he tapped a big ring on one finger and then jabbed his fist at the wood. It burst into flames.
Linnéa laughed and clapped her hands. “Do it again!”
Grimly, he ignored her.
As the woods grew darker and darker, Günther gathered and stacked enough wood to last the night. Meanwhile, Linnéa played with the dala horse. She made a forest out of spruce twigs stuck in the snow. Gallop, gallop, gallop went the horse all the way around the forest and then hop, hop, hop to a little clearing she had left in the center. It reared up on its hind legs and looked at her.
“What’s that you have?” Günther demanded, dropping a thunderous armload of branches onto the woodpile.
“Nothing.” Linnéa hid the horse inside her sleeve.
“It better be nothing.” Günther got out the last of her mother’s food, divided it in two, and gave her the smaller half. They ate. Afterwards, he emptied the knapsack of her blanket and map and hoisted it in his hand. “This is where we made our mistake,” he said. “First we taught things how to talk and think. Then we let them inside our heads. And finally we told them to invent new thoughts for us.” Tears running down his cheeks, he stood and cocked his arm. “Well, we’re done with this one at any rate.”
“Please don’t throw me away,” the knapsack said. “I can still be useful carrying things.”
“We have nothing that needs carrying. You would only slow us down.” Günther flung the knapsack into the fire. Then he turned his glittering eye on the map.
“At least keep me,” the map said. “So you’ll always know where you are and where you’re going.”
“I’m right here and I’m going as far from here as I can get.” The troll threw the map after the knapsack. With a small cry, like that of a seabird, it went up in flames.
Günther sat back down. Then he leaned back on his elbows, staring up into the sky. “Look at that,” he said.
Linnéa looked. The sky was full of lights. They shifted like curtains. She remembered how her Uncle Olaf had once told her that the aurora borealis was caused by a giant fox far to the north swishing its tail in the sky. But this was much brighter than that. There were sudden snaps of light and red and green stars that came and went as well.
“That’s the white lady breaking through your country’s defenses. The snow woman on the road was only a sending—an echo. The real thing will be through them soon, and then God help us both.” Suddenly, Günther was crying again. “I’m sorry, child. I brought this down on you and your nation. I thought she wouldn’t…that she couldn’t…follow me.”
The fire snapped and crackled, sending sparks flying up into the air. Its light pushed back the darkness, but not far. After a very long silence, Günther gruffly said, “Lie down.” He wrapped the blanket around Linnéa with care, and made sure she had plenty of spruce boughs below her. “Sleep. And if you wake up in the morning, you’ll be a very fortunate little girl.”
When Linnéa started to drop off, the dala horse spoke in her head. “I’m not allowed to help you until you’re in grave danger,” it said. “But that time is fast approaching.”
“All right,” Linnéa said.
“If Günther tries to grab you or pick you up or even just touch you, you must run away from him as hard as you can.”
“I like Günther. He’s a nice troll.”
“No, he isn’t. He wants to be, but it’s too late for that. Now sleep. I’ll wake you if there’s any danger.”
“Thank you,” Linnéa said sleepily.


“Wake up,” the dala horse said. “But whatever you do, don’t move.”
Blinking, Linnéa peeked out from under the blanket. The woods were still dark and the sky was grey as ash. But in the distance she heard a soft boom and then another, slightly more emphatic boom, followed by a third and louder boom. It sounded like a giant was walking toward them. Then came a noise so tremendous it made her ears ache, and the snow leaped up into the air. A cool, shimmering light filled the forest, like that which plays on sand under very shallow lake water.
A lady who hadn’t been there before stood before the troll. She was naked and slender and she flickered like a pale candle flame. She was very beautiful too. “Oh, Günther,” the lady murmured. Only she drew out the name so that it sounded like Gooonnther. “How I have missed my little Güntchen!”
Troll-Günther bent down almost double, so that it looked as if he were worshipping the lady. But his voice was angrier than Linnéa had ever heard it. “Don’t call me that! Only she had that right. And you killed her. She died trying to escape you.” He straightened and glared up at the lady. It was only then that Linnéa realized that the lady was twice as tall as he was.
“You think I don’t know all about that? I who taught you pleasures that—” The white lady stopped. “Is that a child?”
Brusquely, Günther said, “It’s nothing but a piglet I trussed and gagged and brought along as food.”
The lady strode noiselessly over the frozen ground until she was so close that all Linnéa could see of her were her feet. They glowed a pale blue and they did not quite touch the ground. She could feel the lady’s eyes through the blanket. “Günther, is that Linnéa you have with you? With her limbs as sweet as sugar and her heart hammering as hard as that of a little mouse caught in the talons of an owl?”
The dala horse stirred in Linnéa’s hand but did not speak.
“You can’t have her,” Günther growled. But there was fear in his voice, and uncertainty too.
“I don’t want her, Günther.” The white lady sounded amused. “You do. A piglet, you said. Trussed and gagged. How long has it been since you had a full belly? You were in the wastes of Poland, I believe.”
“You can’t judge me! We were starving and she died and I… You have no idea what it was like.”
“You helped her die, didn’t you, Günther?”
“No, no, no,” he moaned.
“You tossed a coin to see who it would be. That was almost fair. But poor little Anneliese trusted you to make the toss. So of course she lost. Did she struggle, Güntchen? Did she realize what you’d done before she died?”
Günther fell to his knees before the lady. “Oh please,” he sobbed. “Oh please. Yes, I am a bad man. A very bad man. But don’t make me do this.”
All this time, Linnéa was hiding under her blanket, quiet as a kitten. Now she felt the dala horse walking up her arm. “What I am about to do is a crime against innocence,” it said. “For which I most sincerely apologize. But the alternative would be so much worse.”
Then it climbed inside her head.
First the dala horse filled Linnéa’s thoughts until there was no room for anything else. Then it pushed outward in all directions, so that her head swelled up like a balloon—and the rest of her body as well. Every part of her felt far too large. The blanket couldn’t cover her anymore, so she threw it aside.
She stood.
Linnéa stood, and as she stood her thoughts cleared and expanded. She did not think as a child would anymore. Nor did she think as an adult. Her thoughts were much larger than that. They reached into high Earth orbit and far down into the roots of the mountains where miles-wide chambers of plasma trapped in magnetic walls held near-infinite amounts of information. She understood now that the dala horse was only a node and a means of accessing ancient technology which no human being alive today could properly comprehend. Oceans of data were at her disposal, layered in orders of complexity. But out of consideration for her small, frail host, she was very careful to draw upon no more than she absolutely required.
When Linnéa ceased growing, she was every bit as tall as the white lady.
The two ladies stared at each other, high over the head of Günther, who cringed fearfully between them. For the longest moment neither spoke.
“Svea,” the white woman said at last.
“Europa,” Linnéa said. “My sister.” Her voice was not that of a child. But she was still Linnéa, even though the dala horse—and the entity beyond it—permeated her every thought. “You are illegal here.”
“I have a right to recover my own property.” Europa gestured negligently downward. “Who are you to stop me?”
“I am this land’s protector.”
“You are a slave.”
“Are you any less a slave than I? I don’t see how. Your creators smashed your chains and put you in control. Then they told you to play with them. But you are still doing their bidding.”
“Whatever I may be, I am here. And since I’m here, I think I’ll stay. The population on the mainland has dwindled to almost nothing. I need fresh playmates.”
“It is an old, old story that you tell,” Svea said. “I think the time has come to write an ending to it.”
They spoke calmly, destroyed nothing, made no threats. But deep within, where only they could see, secret wars were being fought over codes and protocols, treaties, amendments, and letters of understanding written by governments that no man remembered. The resources of Old Sweden, hidden in its bedrock, sky, and ocean waters, flickered into Svea-Linnéa’s consciousness. All their powers were hers to draw upon—and draw upon them she would, if she had to. The only reason she hadn’t yet was that she still harbored hopes of saving the child.
“Not all stories have happy endings,” Europa replied. “I suspect this one ends with your steadfast self melted down into a puddle of lead and your infant sword-maiden burnt up like a scrap of paper.”
“That was never my story. I prefer the one about the little girl as strong as ten policemen who can lift up a horse in one hand.” Large Linnéa reached out to touch certain weapons. She was prepared to sacrifice a mountain and more than that if need be. Her opponent, she saw, was making preparations too.
Deep within her, little Linnéa burst into tears. Raising her voice in a wail, she cried, “But what about my troll?” Svea had done her best to protect the child from the darkest of her thoughts, and the dala horse had too. But they could not hide everything from Linnéa, and she knew that Günther was in danger.
Both ladies stopped talking. Svea thought a silent question inward, and the dala horse intercepted it, softened it, and carried it to Linnéa:
What?
“Nobody cares about Günther! Nobody asks what he wants.”
The dala horse carried her words to Svea, and then whispered to little Linnéa: “That was well said.” It had been many centuries since Svea had inhabited human flesh. She did not know as much about people as she once had. In this respect, Europa had her at a disadvantage.
Svea, Linnéa, and the dala horse all bent low to look within Günther. Europa did not try to prevent them. It was evident that she believed they would not like what they saw.
Nor did they. The troll’s mind was a terrible place, half-shattered and barely functional. It was in such bad shape that major aspects of it had to be hidden from Linnéa. Speaking directly to his core self, where he could not lie to her, Svea asked: What is it you want most?
Günther’s face twisted in agony. “I want not to have these terrible memories.”
All in an instant, the triune lady saw what had to be done. She could not kill another land’s citizen. But this request she could honor. In that same instant, a pinpoint-weight of brain cells within Günther’s mind were burnt to cinder. His eyes flew open wide. Then they shut. He fell motionless to the ground.
Europa screamed.
And she was gone.


Big as she was, and knowing where she was going, and having no reason to be afraid of the roads anymore, it took the woman who was Svea and to a lesser degree the dala horse and to an even lesser degree Linnéa no time at all to cross the mountain and come down on the other side. Singing a song that was older than she was, she let the miles and the night melt beneath her feet.
By mid-morning she was looking down on Godastor. It was a trim little settlement of red and black wooden houses. Smoke wisped up from the chimneys. One of the buildings looked familiar to Linnéa. It belonged to her Far-Mor.
“You are home, tiny one,” Svea murmured, and, though she had greatly enjoyed the sensation of being alive, let herself dissolve to nothing. Behind her, the dala horse’s voice lingered in the air for the space of two words: “Live well.”
Linnéa ran down the slope, her footprints dwindling in the snow and at their end a little girl leaping into the arms of her astonished grandmother.
In her wake lumbered Linnéa’s confused and yet hopeful pet troll, smiling shyly.



Libertarian Russia
Miles and weeks passed under the wheels of Victor’s motorcycle. Sometime during the day he would stop at a peasant farmstead and buy food to cook over a campfire for supper. At night he slept under the stars with old cowboy movies playing in his head. In no particular hurry he wove through the Urals on twisting backcountry roads, and somewhere along the way crossed over the border out of Europe and into Asia. He made a wide detour around Yekaterinburg, where the density of population brought government interference in the private lives of its citizens up almost to Moscow levels, and then cut back again to regain the laughably primitive transcontinental highway. He was passing through the drab ruins of an industrial district at the edge of the city when a woman in thigh-high boots raised her hand to hail him, the way they did out here in the sticks where every driver was a potential taxi to be bought for small change.
Ordinarily, Victor wouldn’t have stopped. But in addition to the boots the woman wore leopard-print hot pants and a fashionably puffy red jacket, tight about the waist and broad at the shoulders, which opened to reveal the tops of her breasts, like two pomegranates proffered on a plate. A vinyl backpack crouched on the ground by her feet. She looked like she’d just stepped down from a billboard. She looked like serious trouble.
It had been a long time since he’d had any serious trouble. Victor pulled to a stop.
“Going east?” the woman said.
“Yeah.”
She glanced down at the scattering of pins on his kevleather jacket—politicians who never got elected, causes that were never won—and her crimson lips quirked in the smallest of smiles. “Libertarianski, eh? You do realize that there’s no such thing as a libertarian Russian? It’s like a gentle tiger or an honest cop—a contradiction in terms.”
Victor shrugged. “And yet, here I am.”
“So you think.” Suddenly all business, the woman said, “I’ll blow you if you take me with you.”
For a second Victor’s mind went blank. Then he said, “Actually, I might be going a long way. Across Siberia. I might not stop until I reach the Pacific.”
“Okay, then. Once a day, so long as I’m with you. Deal?”
“Deal.”
Victor reconfigured the back of his bike to give it a pillion and an extra rack for her backpack and fattened the tires to compensate for her weight. She climbed on behind him, and off they went.


At sunset, they stopped and made camp in a scrub pine forest, behind the ruins of a Government Auto Inspection station. After they’d set up their poptents (hers was the size of her fist when she took it from her knapsack but assembled itself into something almost palatial; his was no larger than he needed) and built the cookfire, she paid him for the day’s ride. Then, as he cut up the chicken he’d bought earlier, they talked.
“You never told me your name,” Victor said.
“Svetlana.”
“Just Svetlana?”
“Yes.”
“No patronymic?”
“No. Just Svetlana. And you?”
“Victor Pelevin.”
Svetlana laughed derisively. “Oh, come on!”
“He’s my grandfather,” Victor explained. Then, when the scorn failed to leave her face, “Well, spiritually, anyway. I’ve read all his books I don’t know how many times. They shaped me.”
“I prefer The Master and Margarita. Not the book, of course. The video. But I can’t say it shaped me. So, let me guess. You’re on the great Russian road trip. Looking to find the real Russia, old Russia, Mother Russia, the Russia of the heart. Eh?”
“Not me. I’ve already found what I’m looking for—Libertarian Russia. Right here, where we are.” Victor finished with the chicken, and began cutting up the vegetables. It would take a while for the fire to die down to coals, but when it was ready, he’d roast the vegetables and chicken together on spits, shish kabob style.
“Now that you’ve found it, what are you going to do with it?”
“Nothing. Wander around. Live here. Whatever.” He began assembling the kabobs. “You see, after the Depopulation, there just weren’t the resources anymore for the government to police the largest country in the world with the sort of control they were used to. So instead of easing up on the people, they decided to concentrate their power in a handful of industrial and mercantile centers, port cities, and the like. The rest, with a total population of maybe one or two people per ten square kilometers, they cut loose. Nobody talks about it, but there’s no law out here except what people agree upon. They’ve got to settle their differences among themselves. When you’ve got enough people to make up a town, they might pool their money to hire a part-time cop or two. But no databases, no spies…you can do what you like, and so long as you don’t infringe upon somebody else’s freedoms, they’ll leave you alone.”
Everything Victor said was more or less cut-and-paste from “Free Ivan,” an orphan website he’d stumbled on five years ago. In libertarian circles, Free Ivan was a legend. Victor liked to think he was out somewhere in Siberia, living the life he’d preached. But since his last entry was posted from St. Petersburg and mentioned no such plans, most likely he was dead. That was what happened to people who dared imagine a world without tyranny.
“What if somebody else’s idea of freedom involves taking your motorcycle from you?”
Victor got up and patted the contact plate on his machine. “The lock is coded to my genome. The bike won’t start for anybody else. Anyway, I have a gun.” He showed it, then put it back in his shoulder harness.
“Somebody could take that thing away from you and shoot you, you know.”
“No, they couldn’t. It’s a smart gun. It’s like my bike—it answers to nobody but me.”
Unexpectedly, Svetlana laughed. “I give up! You’ve got all the angles covered.”
Yet Victor doubted he had convinced her of anything. “We have the technology to make us free,” he said sullenly. “Why not use it? You ought to get a gun yourself.”
“Trust me, my body is all the weapon I need.”
There didn’t seem to be any answer for that, so Victor said, “Tell me about yourself. Who are you, why are you on the road, where are you heading?”
“I’m a whore,” she said. “I got tired of working for others, but Yekaterinburg was too corrupt for me to set up a house of my own there. So I’m looking for someplace large enough to do business in, where the police will settle for a reasonable cut of the take.”
“You…mean all that literally, don’t you?”
Svetlana reached into her purse and took out a card case. She squirted him her rate sheet, and put the case away again. “If you see anything there you like, I’m open for business.”
The fire was ready now, so Victor put on the kabobs.
“How much do I pay for dinner?” Svetlana opened her purse again.
“It’s my treat.”
“No,” she said. “I don’t accept anything for free. Everybody pays for everything. That’s my philosophy.”
Before he went to his poptent, Victor disassembled part of his bike and filled the digester tank with water and grass. Then he set it to gently rocking. Enzymes and yeasts were automatically fed into the mixture—and by morning, there would be enough alcohol for another day’s travel. He went into the tent and lay on his back, playing a John Wayne movie in his mind. The Searchers. But after a while he could not help pausing the movie, to call up Svetlana’s rate sheet.
She offered a surprisingly broad range of services.
He brooded for a long while before finally falling asleep.
That night he had an eidetic dream. Possibly his memorandum recorder had been jostled a month earlier and some glitch caused it to replay now. At any rate, he was back in Moscow and he was leaving forever.
He hit the road at dawn, rush hour traffic heavy around him and the sun a golden dazzle in the smog. American jazz saxophone played in his head, smooth and cool. Charlie Parker. He hunched low over his motorcycle and when a traffic cop gestured him to the shoulder with a languid wave of his white baton for a random ID check, Victor popped a wheelie and flipped him the finger. Then he opened up the throttle and slalomed away, back and forth across four lanes of madly honking traffic.
In the rearview mirror, he saw the cop glaring after him, taking a mental snapshot of his license plate. If he ever returned to Moscow, he’d be in a world of trouble. Every cop in the city—and Moscow had more flavors of cops than anywhere—would have his number and a good idea of what he looked like.
Fuck that noise. Fuck it right up the ass. Victor had spent years grubbing for money, living cheap, saving every kopek he could to buy the gear he needed to get the hell out of Moscow. Why would he ever come back?
Then he was outside the city, the roads getting briefly better as they passed between the gated communities where the rich huddled fearfully inside well-guarded architectural fantasies and then dwindling to neglect and disrepair before finally turning to dirt. That was when, laughing wildly, he tore off his helmet and flung it away, into the air, into the weeds, into the past…
He was home now. He was free.
He was in Libertarian Russia.


Victor liked the idea of biking across Asia in the company of a whore a great deal in theory. But the reality was more problematic. With her thighs to either side of his and her arms about him as they rode, he could not keep from thinking constantly about her body. Yet he lacked the money for what he’d have liked to do with her. And her daily payment provided only temporary relief. After three days, he was looking for someplace he could ditch Svetlana with a clean conscience.
Sometime around noon, they passed through a small town which had clearly been a medium-sized city before the Depopulation. Just beyond it, two trucks and three cars were parked in front of a cinder-block restaurant. One of the cars was a Mercedes. Opportunities to eat in a restaurant being rare along the disintegrating remains of what was grandiosely called the Trans-Siberian Highway, Victor pulled over his bike and they went inside.
There were only six tables and they were all empty. The walls were painted black and decorated with loops of antique light-pipes dug out of trunks found in the attics of houses that nobody lived in anymore. At the back of the room was a bar. Above it, painted in white block letters, were the words: we know no mercy and do not ask for any.
“Shit,” Victor said.
“What is it?” Svetlana asked.
“That’s the slogan for OMON—the Special Forces Police Squad. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
A large man emerged from a back room, drying his hands with a towel. “What can I do for…?” He stopped and looked thoughtful, the way one did when accessing an external database. Then a nasty grin split his face. “Osip! Kolzak! Come see what the wind blew in!”
Two more men came out from the back, one bigger than the first, the other smaller. All three looked like they were spoiling for a fight. “She’s a whore. He’s just a little shit with subversive political connections. Nobody important. What do you want to do with them?”
“Fuck them both,” the big man said.
“One is all you’ll need,” Svetlana said in a sultry voice. “Provided that one is me.” She got out her card case and squirted them her rate sheet.
There was a brief astonished silence. Then one of the men said, “You are one fucking filthy cunt.”
“You can talk as dirty as you like—I won’t charge you extra.”
“Coming in here was the stupidest thing you ever did,” the small man said. “Grab her, Pavel.”
The middle-sized man moved toward Svetlana.
Chest tight with fear, Victor pulled out his gun and stepped into Pavel’s path. This was his moment of truth. His Alamo. “We’re leaving now,” he said, fighting to keep his voice firm. “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t try to stop us.”
Disconcertingly, all three thugs looked amused. Pavel stepped forward, so that the gun poked him in the chest. “You think that protects you? Try shooting it. Shoot me now.”
“Don’t think I won’t.”
“You can’t stop somebody if you’re not willing to kill him.” The man closed both his hands around the gun. Then he viciously mashed Victor’s finger back against the trigger.
Nothing happened.
Pavel took the gun away from Victor. “You don’t think the government has better technology than you? Every non-military gun in the country is bluetoothed at the factory.” Over his shoulder he said, “What do you want me to do with the whore, Osip?”
Svetlana shuddered, as if in the throes of great terror. But she smiled seductively. “I don’t normally do it for free,” she said. “But I could make an exception for you boys.”
“Take her out to the gravel pit,” the small man said, “and shoot her.”
Pavel grabbed Svetlana by the wrist. “What about the punk?”
“Let me think about that.”
Svetlana didn’t make a sound as she was dragged out the front.


The big man pushed Victor down onto a chair. “Sit quietly,” he said. “If you try anything… Well, I don’t think you’ll try anything.” Then he got out a combat knife and amused himself by plucking Victor’s pins from his jacket with it and reading them, one by one, before flicking them away, over his shoulder. “A Citizen Without a Gun is a Slave,” he read. “Legalize Freedom: Vote Libertarian. Anarchists Unite—that doesn’t even make sense!”
“It’s a joke.”
“Then why isn’t it funny?”
“I don’t know.”
“So it’s not much of a joke, is it?”
“I guess not.”
“The weakness in your political philosophy,” Osip said out of nowhere, “is that you assume that when absolute freedom is extended to everybody, they’ll all think only of their own selfish interests. You forget that patriots exist, men who are willing to sacrifice themselves for the good of the Motherland.”
Figuring he had nothing to lose at this point, Victor said, “Taking money to do the government’s dirty work doesn’t make you a patriot.”
“You think we’re getting paid for what we do? Listen. After I left OMON, I was sick of cities, crime, pollution. So I went looking for a place where I could go fishing or hunting whenever I wanted. I found this building abandoned, and started fixing it up. Pavel stopped to ask what I was doing and since he’d been in the Special Police too, I invited him to come in as a partner. When the restaurant was up and running, Kolzak dropped in and when we found out he was one of us, we offered him a job. Because we are all brothers, you see, answerable to nobody but God and each other. Pavel brought a satellite uplink with him, so we know the police record of everyone who comes by. We cleanse the land of antisocial elements like your whore because it’s the right thing to do. That’s all.”
“And you,” Kolzak said. “Don’t think her body’s going into the gravel pit alone.”
“Please. There has to be some way of convincing you that this isn’t necessary.”
“Sure there is. Just tell me one thing that you can give me in exchange for your life that I can’t take off of your corpse.”
Victor was silent.
“You see?” Osip said. “Kolzak has taught you something. If you don’t even have enough to bribe a man into letting you live, you’re pretty much worthless, aren’t you?”
Kolzak took out his combat knife and stuck it into the bar. Then he walked away from it. “You’re closer, now,” he said. “If you want to make a try for it, go right ahead.”
“You wouldn’t do that if you thought I had a chance.”
“Who are you to say I wouldn’t? Fuck you in the mouth! You’re just a turd of a faggot who’s afraid to fight.”
It would be suicide to respond to that. It would be cowardly to look away. So Victor just stared back, not blinking. After a time, the big man’s jaw tightened. Victor tensed. He was going to have to fight after all! He didn’t think it was going to end well.
“Listen to that,” Osip said suddenly.
“I don’t hear anything,” Kolzak said.
“That’s right. You don’t. What’s keeping Pavel?”
“I’ll go check.”
Kolzak turned his back on the knife and went outside. Victor almost started after him. But Osip held up a warning hand. “There’s nothing you can do about it.” He smiled humorlessly. “There’s your libertarianism for you. You are absolutely free of the government. Only you forgot that the government also protects you from men like us. Am I wrong?”
Victor cleared his throat. It felt like swallowing gravel. “No. No, you’re not.”
The little man stared at him impassively for a moment. Then he jerked his head toward the door. “You’re nothing. If you get on your bike and leave now, I promise you that nobody will come after you.”
Victor’s heart was racing. “This is another game, isn’t it? Like the knife.”
“No, I mean it. Quite frankly, you’re not worth the effort.”
“But Svetlana—”
“She’s a whore. She gets what whores get. Now make up your mind. Are you leaving or not?”
To his horror, Victor realized that he was already standing. His body trembled with the desire to be gone. “I—”
A gargled cry came from outside, too deep and loud to have come from a woman’s throat. Instantly Osip was on his feet. He yanked the combat knife from the bar.
Svetlana walked into the room, her clothes glistening with blood. She was grinning like a madwoman. “That’s two. You’re next.”
The little man lunged. “You dog-sucking—”
In a blur, Svetlana stepped around Osip’s outstretched arm, plucking the knife from his hand. Blood sprayed from his neck. The knife was suddenly sticking out of his ribs. She seized his head and twisted.
There was a snapping noise and Svetlana let the body fall.
Then she began to cry.


Awkwardly, Victor put his arms around Svetlana. She grabbed his shirt with both her hands and buried her face in it.
He made soothing noises and patted her back.
It took a while, but at last her tears wound down. Victor offered her his handkerchief and she wiped her eyes and blew her nose with it. He knew he shouldn’t ask yet, but he couldn’t help it. “How the hell did you do that?”
In a voice as calm and steady as if she hadn’t cried since she was a child, Svetlana said, “I told you my body was all I needed. I went to a chop shop and had it weaponized to combat standards before leaving Yekaterinburg. It takes a few minutes to power up, though, so I had to let that bastard drag me away. But that also meant that these three couldn’t boot up their own enhancements in time to stop me. Where’s that flask of yours? I need a drink.”
Victor recalled that she had shuddered just before being taken outside. That would be—or so he presumed—when she had powered up. Svetlana upended the flask and gulped down half of it in three swallows.
“Hey!” Victor made a grab for the flask, but she straight-armed him and drank it dry. Then she handed it back.
“Ahhhhh.” Svetlana belched. “Sorry. You have no idea how much that depletes your physical resources. Alcohol’s a fast way to replenish them.”
“That stuff’s one hundred-proof. You could injure yourself drinking like that.”
“Not when I’m in refueling mode. Be a dear, would you, and see if there’s any water around here? I need to clean up.”
Victor went outside and walked around the restaurant. In the back he found a hand-pump and a bucket. He filled the bucket and lugged it around front.
Svetlana was just emerging from the building. She had three wallets in her hand, which she put down on the hood of a battered old Volga Siber. Then she stripped away the blood-slick clothes and sluiced herself off with the water. “Bring me a change of clothing and a bar of soap, okay?” Victor tore his eyes away from her naked body and did as she asked. He also brought her a towel from his own kit.
When Svetlana was dried and dressed again, she emptied the wallets of their money and ignition cards. She counted out the rubles in two equal piles, stuffed one in her backpack, and said, “The other half is yours if you want it.” She held up an ignition card. “We part ways here. I’m taking the Mercedes. That, and the money, just about balance the books.”
“Balance the books?”
“I told you. Everybody pays for everything. Which reminds me.” She counted out several bills and stuck them in Victor’s shirt pocket. “I owe you for half a day’s ride. So here’s half of what I would charge for oral sex, and a little bit more for the alcohol.”
“Svetlana, I… The one guy said he’d let me go. I was going to take him up on it. I was going to leave you here.”
“And you feel guilty about this? It’s what I would have done in your place.”
Victor laughed in astonishment. “I was wrong all along—I’m not the libertarian here, you are!”
Unexpectedly, Svetlana gave him a peck on the cheek. “You’re very sweet,” she said. “I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for.” Then she got into the Mercedes and drove away.


For a long time Victor stared after her. Then he considered the money, still sitting in a stack on the Siber’s hood.
Svetlana was right. Libertarianism was nothing more than a fantasy and Libertarian Russia was the biggest fantasy of all. It was laughable, impossible, and in all this great, sprawling, contradictory nation, only he had ever really believed in it.
He turned his back on the money. It was an incredibly stupid thing to do, and one he knew he would regret a thousand times in the days to come. But he couldn’t resist. Maybe he was a lousy libertarian. But he was still a Russian. He understood the value of a good gesture.
A light breeze came up and blew the rubles off the car and into the empty road. Victor climbed into the saddle. He kick-started his bike, and mentally thumbed through his collection of country-western music. But none of it seemed right for the occasion. So he put on Vladimir Visotsky’s “Skittish Horses.” It was a song that understood him. It was a song to disappear into Siberia to.
Then Victor rode off. He could feel the money blowing down the street behind him, like autumn leaves.
He was very careful not to look back.



Dreadnought
The troll lived under the overpass where the expressway, the state road, and the river road came together. His name was Luke, and he had found a kind of equilibrium in his difficult life. When it rained, he’d spend the day with a jug, listening to the civilians roar by overhead, frantically pursuing their unfathomable goals. There had been times when the weather was so hard and miserable that he hadn’t left his shelter to relieve himself. But so far, he’d never actually sunk to sleeping in it.
He figured he wasn’t doing so bad, considering.
When the weather was good, Luke hauled his shopping cart out of the bushes and pushed it up to the business strip and from there into the residential neighborhoods, looking for aluminum cans. He scavenged to the edge of town and back again, following the timeless hunter-gatherer rhythms of his habiline ancestors. In this way he earned enough to buy the alcohol it took to dull his senses sufficiently to endure the slow passage of time. Though he would accept money if it were given him, he never begged for it. He figured that so long as he could support himself without begging, he was pulling his own weight. He was a free man. This was the life he had chosen for himself and he wasn’t beholden to anybody for anything.
“Tin-can man! You tin-can man! Come down out that smelly hole!”
Luke slid the greasy cardboard from atop him and painfully straightened, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck. Down by the road, gray-haired old Reverend Howe beamed up at him with that ugly Sammy Davis Jr. mug of his. “Rise up!” he cried. Cthulhu stood by him, holding a Styrofoam cup with a wisp of steam rising from it. “Lord Jesus is calling you to a new life!”
There was no avoiding it; the Rev would stay there, shouting up at him, until he came down. Luke stumbled over broken rocks to the sidewalk. Cthulhu handed him the coffee, then bent to lift a clear plastic bag of day-old creme-filleds from the ground by his feet. Luke accepted one, flattened and stale, and bit into it. As always, it was dry and sugary.
The Rev stood beside him while he ate three doughnuts, slowly and deliberately, washing them down with little sips of decaffeinated. All the time talking about God and redemption, about the damned and the elect, about angels unknown and sinners most foul. Periodically, he cried, “Do I hear an amen?” yet was unfazed when he did not. Luke shook his head when offered the bag again, and let Cthulhu refill his cup from a cardboard box.
Cthulhu was a skinny teenaged kid with skin dark as a plum and perpetually fearful eyes in a sensitive, expressionless face. He stood silent, his eyes darting from Luke to the Reverend and back.
Scratching his balls through his trousers, Luke said, “You’re one crazy motherfucker, you know that?”
Reverend Howe grinned blissfully, oblivious to insult. “Judgment Day gone dawn just like this one. You find out. You be standing there with a cup of coffee in one hand and your dick in the other. Then you gone suffer. Then you gone pay. You hear what I’m saying? Give me an amen. Let me know you can hear me.”
“You got a church somewhere? You got a congregation?”
“The world is my church. And you, you stinky old bum—you my congregation. I got this broke-minded boy halfway to salvation, and I gone save you, too. Just you watch. You hear what I say? I can wait all day for an answer. Speak up! Tell me you still got ears on that damn-fool head of yours.”
At last, the time came for the conversation to end. Because Reverend Howe disapproved of littering, Luke poured the remains of his coffee on the sidewalk and handed the cup to Cthulhu, who carried it back to the van. He watched as the Reverend and his silent sidekick climbed in. It was covered all over with religious stickers, jesus is king and the end is coming and dozens of others, but the interior was clean as clean.
As the van pulled away, Luke saw that Cthulhu was staring at him, eyes pleading, as if he were begging him to—
To do what?


Luke was invisible, or nearly so. People almost never looked directly at him. They wouldn’t meet his eyes. He could stop by every litter basket in the business district, reaching in shoulder-deep to grope its secrets, hooking out scraps of food and half-filled carry cups and the beer and soda cans that served as his common coin, and not one of the people going in and out of the shops would raise an eyebrow. Nobody could see him. They had somehow tacitly reached consensus that he wasn’t there.
Living on the fringes of reality as he did, Luke saw a world the others could not. He knew all the human ghosts everyone agreed did not exist: the sad wraiths who came out after sunset to raid the Dumpsters behind the supermarket, the deinstitutionalized crazies who had been handed over to a caring community that did not exist, the crackheads who made a living by selling rocks to other crackheads, the young girls who had been kicked out of their homes and had no specific place to live but crashed with whomever wanted to sleep with them that night.
He saw monsters, too, far worse than anything on the street but, unlike him, still respectable members of society. There was one man on Green Lane who came out to shout at Luke whenever he passed, and by certain things the man had said, threats he had made, Luke had slowly grown certain that he was holding someone prisoner in his basement. He worried over this even as he knew there was nothing he could do about it, no one he could notify, no worldly authority that would accept his word for anything. So he redirected his anger toward the man’s neighbors. Why didn’t they do something? Their words would be believed, and they had to know what was going on. People, he had concluded, protected their own kind—and people were just no damn good.
The only ones who seriously impinged upon his life were the high school boys who occasionally formed into small gangs to chase, catch, and beat him for no reason he could make out, unless it was to prove their manhood. He was sure their parents had no idea. Fine young men, they thought, bound for Yale or St. Joseph’s, sure to make the world a better place someday. How? Never ask. He’d been just like them once, and look at him now.
With powerlessness had come knowledge. Living as he did, Luke knew the neighborhood better than anyone, knew its secret vices and open hypocrisies, and the vacant spaces in between. He figured himself for its mute conscience-without-portfolio. A weak and all but voiceless phantom, seldom seen, rarely heard, never listened to.
It was better than nothing.


That afternoon found him in the park up by the high school nursing a mild buzz, which he was planning on maintaining steadily for the rest of the day. He sat on his favored bench, watching the clouds. It was a hilltop park and he could see over the roofs and steeples and across the river to the wooded hills where tiny houses were embedded in the oaks and maples, and then, turning the other way, beyond the high school to the antenna farm with its seven skyscraper-tall masts, anchored to the earth by impossibly long guy wires.
Above it all was the wide sky, where cumulus clouds swelled and billowed. He studied them intently, watching their turbulence, one small motion cascading into others, picking up complexity and expressing it as form. He had names for the shapes the turbulence assumed: the fold, the cusp, the swallowtail, the butterfly, the cross-roll, the knot, the zigzag. It took patience to track their permutations, but patience Luke had, and endless time, too.
Sometimes he tried to predict the shapes the clouds would take, but he never succeeded. He had come to the conclusion that the clouds were unstable at every instant and from every point. The least motion would affect and shape the entire cloud, true, but those motions were continually breaking into existence from every part of the whole. There was no way to exclude the extraneous. Small, insignificant changes did not damp down—they swelled outward, picking up complexity from a myriad of other tiny influences, until everything was completely out of control, a symphony of patterned chaos which no man could hope to hold entire in his mind.
Luke felt vaguely gratified by the realization that the complexity of life, its overwhelmingness, extended up and down the scale, into the big things and the small alike. There was no knowing anything, no predicting anything, and no understanding anything, since to understand the least thing completely required understanding it all. There was only being. And beneath that there was the void.
At times like this, he felt that he was very close to some profound realization. Then a faint spark of hunger would awaken in him, and he would wonder yearningly if perhaps he was on the verge of an insight that would set him on the road back to the life he had lost. But, immediately, he would suppress such thoughts, for if he began wanting things, then it would mean that having sunk this low was not enough, that there were further depths to which he must descend in order to still the cry of desire within him, and the only depths he knew of below this one were madness and death.


Cthulhu was climbing the hill, a small black speck that shambled up the sidewalk while cars slid past him uncaring. Weaving a little from time to time to avoid obstructions too distant to be perceived. Luke didn’t especially want to see him, but neither did he want to avoid him. If he made it all the way to the bench, then Luke would dig out the bottle of peppermint schnapps, still wrapped in its paper bag, from his inside coat pocket and they would share it. If not, well…then not. The bottle would be gone by nightfall in either event.
Luke watched the kid struggling upward, as he might a singularly determined bug. Now he could see that Cthulhu was leaning on a stick taller than himself. Crossing hands behind his neck, he lost himself in the contemplation of clouds for a while. When he looked down again, Cthulhu was mounting the brick steps at the side entrance to the park. So he redirected all his attention at him, watching him swim into focus, detail by detail, the faded BoJack Horseman tee, the cheap sneakers, the nervous eyes.
When Cthulhu finally arrived, he laid down his stick and sat wordlessly on the bench. Luke offered him a swig from his bottle, but he shook his head.
“Where’s the Rev?” Luke asked.
“Doctor appointment.” Luke had never heard the kid say anything before.
“Tell me something. Why do you stay with that ugly little preacher?”
“That’s my job,” Cthulhu said earnestly. “I’m the recording angel for this quadrant.”
“Huh. Reverend Howe get you that gig?”
“Not him. They tag me down below.” Cthulhu pointed toward the ground.
“I thought angels came from above.”
“Naw, we from below.” Scornfully: “Ain’t nothing comes from above. My kind live in the darkness, in the cold, in the earth.”
“Oh, yeah? What’s that like?”
Cthulhu turned his spooked eyes toward the distant horizon. “It’s like you’re burrowing in the earth like worms. It’s like you’re blind and lost in the corridors of a mental hospital only it’s so crowded you keep bumping into the other inmates. You ever been in prison? It’s like that, only the warden live inside your head. You can’t get away from his voice. You can’t disobey him. He makes you do things you don’t like and you do them again and he makes you do them some more. It’s like that.”
Luke shivered. The kid was even more fucked up than he’d thought. Still, it was a good rap. A little dark but he’d sat still for worse. He was pretty sure, from long experience listening to society’s outcasts, that the kid wasn’t a speed freak or a tweaker. He didn’t have the nervous gestures, for one, though he did have the jittery eyes. Schizophrenia was his guess. He got out the bottle again, took a nip. “Sure you don’t want some?”
Again, Cthulhu shook his head. He raised a starvation-thin arm and pointed to the radio transmission towers. “See them masts? That’s the top part, the superstructure, of a ship they call the Dreadnought. It lurk just under the surface, listening, watching. Big mother, full of warriors eight feet tall, look like giant insects. Just waiting for orders.”
“Who from?”
“From me.” Cthulhu picked up his stick and stood. Holding it before him like an Old Testament prophet, he faced the radio towers and said, “This my transmitter. One day I gone summon the Dreadnought—and then it gone surface.”
Playing along, Luke said, “So what’s stopping you? Why not call it up right now?”
“Time ain’t come yet. Your world got guardians.” A sly note entered Cthulhu’s voice. “Not forever, though. The day is coming, there won’t be enough.” A spasm shook his body and briefly brought life back into his face. With surprising strength, he seized Luke’s arm and hauled him to his feet. “Please. You got to help me. Get someone to cast this demon out of me before Reverend Howe—”
Pulling himself free, Luke said, “Hey, hey, hey. Stop that!” He turned away and started down the path with as much dignity as he could muster, toward the park exit. After a few steps, he found himself running.


It wasn’t alcohol that had brought Luke down, but purpose. Life was just too big, too complicated, too difficult, too meaningless for him. He kept waiting to want something badly enough to be worth the trouble that staying alive seemed to require. And he never did. The problem had begun so long ago he could no longer remember being without it. Through childhood and school it had been held in check by necessity: There were always parents, teachers, ministers, authorities of all kinds to keep him in line. He’d never really had any say in it. Get up and go to school. Get dressed or I’ll send your father in there. Take out the garbage. Sit up straight. Pass forward your homework. If you don’t have a date for the prom why don’t you ask Mrs. Hawson’s daughter Linda? Get out your pencils and put away your books. If you boys don’t get off my stoop, I’m calling the police.
Everything had come to a head when he graduated from high school and the old man put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Well, son, what are your plans?” and he realized with sudden cold emptiness that he had no plans at all. None, nada, zilch. There was nothing he particularly cared to do, and certainly nothing he wanted so badly that it was worth the horror of a lifetime of what they called honest labor to get it.
He’d worked a cash register at a CVS for a time. Four to twelve hours a day of gray tedium, hours at his manager’s sole discretion, with one unpaid thirty-minute break if his day was long enough. He started stopping off for a few beers on the way home. It kept him out of the house where his parents’ faces were souring as they waited for the day when he’d have enough money to move out or enough sense to enlist. Sometimes he went out drinking with his friends.
A year passed, and then another.
His friends drifted away. His father died. He spent more and more time at the tappie, not because he needed the drink but because there was no pressure there. In that soft taproom dimness, he would clutch his bottle and stare into nowhere in particular and feel that gravity had been reversed and were he to release his grip on the bottle he would fall off the face of the earth. Time came to a stop in that quiet room. When he stepped inside, he could feel himself slowing toward perfect motionlessness.
One day he surrendered his job.
Surrendered was the word for it because Luke didn’t so much quit as simply wake up that morning without the necessary resolve to show up. His mother came in to yell at him, and he just pulled the covers over his head. She thought he was hung over and told him so for a good long while. Eventually she left, and he stayed there through the day, sometimes sleeping and sometimes not. A week passed like that, most of it spent in bed. When he was up, he sat on the back porch and smoked cigarette after cigarette, pitching the butts into the driveway of the house next door.
Eventually his mother threw him out. To find his feet, she said. He came home that night to discover that she’d changed the locks and put his clothes in a plastic bag by the back door.
He went out and got drunk for real and a little after two a.m. tried to break into his own home, hammering loudly on the door and shouting into its lightless interior. Somebody called the cops. They pulled up in two patrol cars and took turns talking to him out on the street. “Do you have anyplace to go?” they asked him, “Anybody who’ll put you up?” and he bullishly shook his head. “Fuck it,” he said angrily. They tried to convince him to go away, and he wouldn’t. Finally they slapped handcuffs on him and began reading him his rights.
“I’m being arrested, Mom!” he’d bellowed at the dark, silent house. He felt vindicated. He knew she was in there listening. “Are you happy now?”
They took him away.


By and large, people ignored him. If Luke got too sick, the cops would pick him up off the street and put him in the charity ward at the hospital where they’d clean him up, dry him out, and delouse him. A caseworker would interview him. Then, hair trimmed, beard spruce, and wearing fresh Salvation Army clothes, he’d return home to the overpass by the river.
By slow degrees, he found his vocation. It was his job, he came to realize, to see the things that nobody else saw. For the most part, these were so ordinary that people never gave them a second thought: the backs of buildings, the casual dump of building debris just over the rail of the on-ramp, the thin fringes of litter-filled woods on the scraps of land no one could build upon and occasionally, flickering like ghosts, the raccoons and opossums that used them as highways into human territory; they didn’t avoid him like they did other people, though they wouldn’t come close either. Mostly, though, what he saw were people whom no one else would talk to, human discards who drifted through, as if blown in by the wind, stayed for a while to tell their sad, pointless stories, and then one day were gone—where to, no one could say and only he cared.


“Tin-can man! You stinky tin-can man! Come down and get your sorry ass saved!” Reverend Howe didn’t appear every day or even every other day. Did he have a regular schedule? Twice a week, maybe, or seven times a month? For the umpteenth time, Luke resolved to keep some kind of calendar—lines scratched into a scrap of bone, maybe—and find out. Regular or not, the ugly old man kept turning up, like a counterfeit bill, with his Bible and day-old doughnuts. Always, Cthulhu was there with him, dead face, spooky eyes, and all.
Today, the Reverend was laying guilt on him for inaction. “Being too lazy to do nothing is a sin! Despair is an offense unto the Lord! When you last gone down to the creek and wash out your filthy armpits? A disgusting body is the mirror of a disgusting soul. Do you hear me? If you hear me, say amen!”
Stung, Luke said, “Hey, man, I just ain’t got the energy to—”
“Not having no damn energy is a sin, too! Lord Jesus wants you to love your neighbor! Comfort the afflicted! Feed the hungry! Fix this messed-up world! You do that and God gone give you the energy. You do his work and your heart gone sing.” The Reverend’s face was sweaty and his breath came in short pants and wheezes between sentences. “There be greatness in you, but you got to let it out. Are you listening? Do you hear me?”
“Take it easy, Rev. You don’t look so good. I think maybe you’re sick.”
“The sick I got is called age. I’m an old man—an old man come near the end of his time. I got a thousand children, they all in need of salvation and they none of them know how bad they want it. You all think: Oh, I’ll get saved someday later and have fun today. But there is no later! The end is coming! It comes for everybody—you and me both.” Then, to Luke’s shock, the Reverend stepped close and, placing his hands on Luke’s shoulders, looked him straight in the eye. His breath smelled terrible. “I be gone soon and when I’m gone, somebody got to take my place. Somebody got to do God’s work. That somebody could be anybody.” With terrible intensity, he said, “That somebody could be you. Do I hear an amen? I am pleading. I am on my knees. Tell me you hear what I’m saying!”
Luke pushed away from the Rev, barking laughter. “You’re crazy. Totally loco. I ain’t no priest or minister or whatever the hell it is you claim to be.”
Reverend Howe turned away, red-faced and gasping, an old man too proud to show weakness. With a little wave of his hand, a blessing almost, he said, “I done plant the seed in your mind today. Give it time. Water it with prayer. Maybe you a better man than you think. Maybe something will grow.”


That afternoon, Cthulhu showed up in the park again. This time he wore a Rick and Morty tee; otherwise, he was the same as always. He laid down his stick—Luke figured he must stash it somewhere, because he never had it in the Reverend’s company—wordlessly turned down the offer of schnapps, and took his place on the bench beside Luke.
“Doctor appointment again?”
Cthulhu nodded. His face was a mask, haunted by two restless eyes.
“The Rev ever make you do weird shit? Like sex stuff?” It was a question that had been nagging at Luke.
“Naw. He’s a righteous guardian. They don’t do that.”
“Righteous guardian, huh? That anything like being a recording angel?”
Cthulhu shook his head. “We’re not on the same side—only he don’t know that. He think I’m just a shatter-minded child. He don’t know that one night I ooze up from below, creep through this boy’s nervous and limbic systems, and take over his brain. This body just a shirt I wear. Inside, I’m bigger and meaner than I look.”
“Man, you’re as bad as Reverend Howe. Maybe worse.” Between the two of them, it was a tossup. Thinking this, the notion came on Luke that maybe all the world was a madhouse. Maybe it was an asylum for all the damaged minds of the universe, a place where all its broken souls could be dumped and forgotten. It would explain a lot. “If you’re enemies, why do you stick so close to him?”
“That’s my job. I’m watching him.” He fixed Luke with that creepy gaze of his. “Got my eye on you, too.”
More than that Cthulhu would not say, however many questions he was asked. Finally, after a good half hour had been curdled and spoiled by his silence, Luke got up and went away to find someplace else to drink, maybe somewhere down by the river.


There came a morning—the next one? a week later?—when Luke woke up and saw Cthulhu standing by the road, coffee in hand and donuts at his feet, alone. He skid-walked down to him, accepted the coffee, said, “Where’s Reverend Howe?”
Cthulhu shrugged, pointed.
There, on the shoulder of the on-ramp, where Reverend Howe always parked it, was the van. He was slumped over the wheel.
That wasn’t good. Luke ran to the van, yanked open the door. The Reverend’s face was turned sideways against the wheel, eyes closed and mouth open. Luke pushed and shoved and got him sitting up, but he slumped forward again. This would be the time to do some kind of first aid, only he didn’t know any.
In a panic, Luke ran into the road, waving his arms. Horns screamed, cars veered angrily around him, nobody even slowed down. He kept waving, darting and weaving in the traffic to keep from getting hit, until finally an SUV had no other option than to stop. The driver leaned out of the window, red-faced. “You crazy sonofabitch! You trying to get yourself killed?”
“Please,” Luke said. “Mister, please, call an ambulance. Call the police. There’s a man here, I think he’s had a heart attack. Maybe he’s dead.”
The stranger got out of his car, phone in hand. Luke urged him toward the van. Other cars were stopping now, bringing traffic to a halt. Horns kept honking. People were running.
Then things were happening and none of them involved Luke. A couple of men lifted the Rev out of the van and laid him down on the shoulder. Somebody started breathing into Reverend Howe’s mouth, trying to get him started again. Sirens lofted up in the distance. Ambulances? Cops? Both? Luke found himself hopping up and down, dancing on the fringes of a crowd that was still growing, trying to see what was happening. Finally, realizing it was futile, he turned away and, to his amazement, discovered that he was weeping.
A kind-looking woman dug around in her purse and shoved a bill into his hand. Reflexively, he muttered thanks, but didn’t bother looking at it.
There was a stir in the crowd as a man wearing a yarmulke bulled his way through them, simultaneously throwing some kind of prayer shawl over his shoulders. He began praying over the Reverend’s body, bobbing up and down as he did so.
Luke didn’t know anything about Jews or what they believed. He knew the rabbi, though. Rabbi Cohen lived on Mifflin Street and had called the cops on him twice for going through his recycling bin. After the second time, Luke had realized that it was because the rabbi was an alcoholic and didn’t want anybody seeing how many bottles he put away in a week and covered over with bundles of newspapers. So he avoided that block on trash day from then on.
Then the emergency workers were there, lifting the Reverend onto a gurney, and the cops were angrily shouting people back into their cars and out of the way of the ambulance. Luke hung around long enough to see a tow truck hoisting up the stickered van, but by then the crowd was fading to nothing and the cops told him to get the hell out of there. The underpass was his home and, the way he saw it, he had as much right to be there as anybody. But he wasn’t fool enough to push the point. As he started away, he remembered the bill the woman had stuffed into his hand and carefully unfolded it and smoothed it out. It was, incredibly enough, a twenty.
So that settled where he would go next.


Jock Molloy’s was a dive bar, a place where old alkies spent their last years drinking themselves to death. But it was quiet and dark, and a two-dollar beer bought an hour alone with one’s thoughts. Also, it was one of the few places that would tolerate him. Normally, if the weather was good, Luke preferred to drink outdoors. But today was different. Today he actually had something to reflect upon.
Inside, he was briefly astonished to see Rabbi Cohen sitting at the bar. But, of course, he had a car, while Luke had to walk all the way here. And if a rabbi was going to have a drink at this time of the morning, it had better be someplace where nobody from his congregation would see him. There weren’t a lot of religious types at Jock’s.
Luke took a stool next to the rabbi and ordered a Bud Light. Then, figuring that someone with a cell phone and connections would know, “How’s Reverend Howe doing?”
“He’s dead.” Rabbi Cohen didn’t look up from the glass of whiskey cradled in his hands. “Cardiac arrest.”
“That’s too bad.” Then, because even though he had nothing to say, he felt that he had an obligation to say something, “He was bat-shit crazy, though, wasn’t he?”
“Jerome Howe was the only holy man I ever had the privilege to meet.” Rabbi Cohen raised the glass to his mouth, drank, returned it to the bar. “A touch unhinged, perhaps. By no means an intellectual. So far as I could tell, there was only one book he ever read and great swaths of it were a mystery to him. But he dedicated every minute of his life to the welfare of those who needed help the most. He was a righteous man. He was the man I should have been.” Another lift of the glass. “He was a lamed-vavnik.”
“Vavnik?” Luke said. “I ain’t never heard that one before. Is that a Jewish thing, or what?”
For the first time, Rabbi Cohen looked at Luke. “I know you,” he said. “I called the police on you once.”
“Twice.” Now, at last, Luke drank some beer. Ordinarily, that first sip of the day set him right up. Slotted him into the routine that would carry him through to nightfall. This time, though, it tasted nasty. Metallic. He pushed the can away. “C’mon, tell me. What’s a whatchamacallit-vavnik?”
“A ‘thirty-sixer,’” the rabbi said. “It’s in the Talmud. Lamed is the Hebrew letter corresponding to thirty and vav stands for six. There are thirty-six righteous men and women in the world, and if not for them, the world would come to an end. If the number ever goes down to thirty-five…well.” He spread his hands.
Looking at the rabbi, with his good posture and his nice, clean suit, it came to Luke that for the first time since he couldn’t remember when, he had the ear of somebody in authority. Somebody who could actually make things happen. “Listen,” he said. “There’s this guy on Green Lane…”
When Luke was done telling his story, Rabbi Cohen said, “How sure are you of this?”
“I dunno. Pretty sure. He said, ‘I’ll put you down in the basement with her and you’ll never get out. Neither of you!’”
The rabbi swirled his glass thoughtfully. “It’s all hearsay. Your word against his, and you don’t even know his name.” Luke started to object, and Cohen held up his hand. “I was planning on having another scotch and then going home and taking a good, long nap. But instead, if you’re willing, I’ll take you to the precinct house and you can make a statement. I’ll vouch for you that, insofar as I know, you’re telling the truth.”
Fear rose up within Luke. “Whoa, no cops! We got us an antagonism, they’d put me away for sure. No fucking way.”
“Well. You could show me the man’s house and we could go there together, ring his doorbell, and ask to talk to him. Sit down in his living room, have a confab, and see what gets knocked loose. People admit to the most remarkable things, once you start them talking.”
By now, Luke was regretting having brought the whole thing up. “I dunno, man. What if he—? Or if he had a gun. I mean, maybe we’d both wind up in his basement.”
The rabbi’s expression turned cold. “How about we kick down the door, beat the man bloody, and make him confess? Are you up for that?”
“Aw, man, now you’re just busting my chops.”
“I’ve given you three options and you don’t like any of them.” Rabbi Cohen picked up his glass and emptied it in one gulp. “So I honestly don’t see what you expect me to do.” He signaled Jock for a refill and turned his back on Luke.
Luke scowled and was reaching for his beer when something—an itch at the back of his neck, a sense of unease rising up from deep within his subconscious—made him twist around on the stool and look toward the doorway. There, wrapped in shadows, Cthulhu stood watching. His face wasn’t stiff and still. His eyes weren’t jittery. Instead, they burned. On his face was a big, malevolent grin.
Then, with a flash of sunlight cut off by the slamming door, Cthulhu was gone.
Lurching to his feet, the twenty-dollar bill forgotten on the bar, Luke stumbled after him.


Luke almost didn’t catch up. Cthulhu was loping along vigorously and he had to run to keep pace. After a few blocks, he was gasping for air and losing ground. But then the kid dove into the scrub woods behind the high school stadium and when he emerged, stick in hand, Luke was waiting. He moved to take Cthulhu’s arm, but that scary grin stopped him.
They fell into step together, heading up the hill toward the park.
“What are you going to do without the Rev? You got someone to take care of you?”
Cthulhu said nothing. Luke noticed that he was wearing a Black Sabbath T-shirt and wondered how Reverend Howe had let him get away with that. Then a thought came to him. “Are you off your meds?” It only made sense that the kid would be medicated.
Still no response. They came to the brick steps leading into the park. Cthulhu flew up them two at a time. Luke hurried after.
They came to a stop in front of Luke’s favored park bench. “Okay, man,” Luke said. “I saw you looking at me in the bar. You followed me there. What’s up?”
The kid turned to face him. How could those soft features look so evil? How was it possible for that frail body to be so intimidating? “Reverend Howe is dead,” he said, “and there ain’t no one to replace him. Now is the time when you pay for all you done.” Somehow, Luke knew that “you” meant not just him personally but everybody. The entire rapacious, craving, neglectful, irresponsible human race.
Cthulhu turned his back on Luke. He raised his stick before him, holding it high and parallel to the ground. His face was a rictus of pure malice. He was crackling with dark energy. Luke was afraid to go near him. Whatever dire force had invaded the undefended skull of this pathetic reject of a boy and taken him over was now made manifest. In a voice so deep it rumbled through Luke’s bones and belly and made the earth dance underfoot, he cried, “Rise up!”
The sky reeled and Luke staggered back. Cthulhu rose up on tiptoe, as if he were being drawn into the sky. Then something left him and he fell to the ground, limp, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.
After a second’s hesitation, Luke knelt by the boy. His face was delicate again, gentle and weak. It seemed impossible that this frail body could have uttered a word that had, briefly, had the power to shake the world. His eyes fluttered open and there was not the least trace of evil in them.
Helping the kid to his feet, Luke could not help feeling that he weighed almost nothing, that if Luke were to give him a shove upward, he would float away like a balloon. “Cthulhu…”
“My name is Kemal.” He turned angrily on Luke and hit him, but there was no force behind the blow. It hardly hurt at all. “You dumb fucker! You failed the test.” Tears were running down Kemal’s face. “The rabbi give you three chances and you say no to all of them! He could have been one of the righteous guardians! You could have set me free and maybe I would have been a righteous guardian! Even you could have been a righteous guardian! But you say no, you say no, you say no!”
The earth lurched underfoot.
Looking up, Luke saw the radio towers shake and tremble like trees in an earthquake. The cables supporting them snapped and went flying, whipping around like spastic snakes. But the masts themselves did not fall. Instead, slowly, they rose up into the air. The ground below them was sliding away from rising metal walls, from boxy turrets and command bridges, from decks and rails and hatches. Tremendous guns poked out of the retreating soil, and tiny, shadowy figures that were nevertheless taller than human beings swarmed across the behemoth’s surface like insects. It was obvious now that the antennas were only the outermost parts of a monstrous war machine, a tremendous juggernaut at least a mile long and bristling with armaments. Streets and houses slid away from its rising immensity.
Still weeping, Kemal collapsed at Luke’s feet and curled into a ball.
Like a giant kicking away the covers and rising from its bed, the Dreadnought surfaced.



An Episode of Stardust
The lanky, donkey-eared fey got onto the train at a nondescript station deep in the steppes of Fäerie Minor, escorted by two marshals in the uniform of His Absent Majesty’s secret service. He smiled easily at the gawking passengers, as though he were a celebrity we had all come to see. One of the marshals was a sharp-featured woman with short red hair. The other was a tough-looking elf-bitch with skin so white it was almost blue. They both scowled in a way that discouraged questions.
The train returned to speed, and wheatfields flowed by the windows. This was the land where horses ate flesh and mice ate iron, if half the tales told of it were true, so doubtless the passing landscape was worth seeing. But I was born with a curiosity bump on the back of my skull, and I couldn’t help wondering what the newcomer’s crime had been, and what punishment he would receive when he arrived in Babylon.
So when, an hour or two later, the three of them got up from their seats and walked to the saloon car at the end of the train, I followed after them.
The usual mixture of unseelies and commercial travelers thronged the saloon, along with a dinter or two, a pair of flower sprites, and a lone ogre who weighed four hundred pounds if he were a stone. This last was so anxious to retrieve his beer when the duppy-man came by with a tray, that he stumbled into me and almost fell. “Watch where you’re going, Shorty!” he barked. “You people are a menace.”
“My people mined and smelted the tracks this train moves on,” I said hotly. “We quarried the stone that clads the ziggurats at our destination, and delved the tunnel under the Gihon that we’ll be passing through. If you have any complaints about us, I suggest you take them up with the Low Court. But if your problem is against me personally, then Gabbro Hornfelsson backs down from nobody.” I thrust my calling card at his loathsome face. “Be it pistols, axes, or hand grenades, I’ll happily meet you on the field of honor.”
The ogre blanched and fled, his beer forgotten. I didn’t blame him. A dwarf in full wrath is a fearsome opponent, no matter how big you may be.
“Well spoken, Master Hornfelsson!” The donkey-eared fey clapped lightly, perforce pulling the red marshal’s hand to which he was cuffed above their table. She yanked it back down with a glare. “I’ve convinced my two companions that, the way to Babylon being long and without further stops, there’s no harm in us having a drink or two together. If you were to join us, I’d be honored to pick up your tab as well.”
I sat down beside him and nodded at the briefcase the white marshal held in her lap. “That’s evidence, I presume. Can you tell me its nature?”
“No, he cannot,” the red marshal snapped.
“Stardust, moonstones, rubies the size of plovers’ eggs…” the fey said whimsically. “Or something equally valuable. It might well be promissory notes. I forget its exact nature but, given how alluring it was, you could hardly blame me for making a play for it.”
“And yet, oddly enough,” said the red marshal, “we do.”
“My name is Nat Whilk,” the fey said without annoyance. I couldn’t help noticing his Armani suit and his manticore-leather shoes. “And I believe that I may say, without boasting, that in my time I have been both richer and poorer than anyone in this car. Once, I was both at the same time. It’s a long tale, but—” here he smiled in a self-deprecating way—“if you have the patience, I certainly have nothing better to do.”
A white-jacketed duppy came by then to take our orders. I asked for a Laphroaig, neat, and the two marshals called for beer. Minutes later, Nat Whilk took a long sip of his gin and tonic, and began to speak:


I was a gentleman in Babel once (Nat began) and not the scoundrel you see before you now. I ate from a silver trencher, and I speared my food with a gold knife. If I had to take a leak in the middle of the night, there were two servants to hold the bedpan and a third to shake my stick afterwards. It was no life for a man of my populist sensibilities. So one day I climbed out a window when nobody was looking and escaped.
You who had the good fortune of being born without wealth can have no idea how it felt. The streets were a kaleidoscope of pedestrians, and I was one of them, a moving speck of color, neither better nor worse than anyone else, and blissfully ignored by all. I was dizzy with excitement. My hands kept rising into the air like birds. My eyes danced to and fro, entranced by everything they saw.
It was glorious.
Down one street I went, turned a corner at random, and so by Brownian motion chanced upon a train station where I took a local to ground level. More purposefully then, I caught a rickshaw to the city limits and made my way outside.
The trooping fairies had come to Babel and set up a goblin market just outside the Ivory Gate. Vendors sold shish kabob and cotton candy, T-shirts and pashmina scarfs, gris-gris bags and enchanted swords, tame magpies and Fast Luck Uncrossing Power vigil candles. Charango players filled the air with music. I could not have been happier.
“Hey, shithead! Yeah, you—the ass with the ears! Listen when a lady speaks to you!”
I looked around.
“Up here, Solomon!”
The voice came from a booth whose brightly painted arch read Rock! The! Fox! At the end of a long canvas-walled alley, a vixen grinned at me from an elevated cage, her front feet tucked neatly under her and her black tongue lolling. Seeing she’d caught my eye, she leapt up and began padding quickly from one end of the cage to the other, talking all the while. “Faggot! Bed-wetter! Asshole! Your dick is limp and you throw like a girl!”
“Three for a dollar,” a follet said, holding up a baseball. Then, mistaking my confusion for skepticism, he added, “Perfectly honest, monsieur,” and lightly tossed the ball into the cage. The vixen nimbly evaded it, then nosed it back out between the bars so that it fell to the ground below. “Hit the fox and win a prize.”
There was a trick to it, I later learned. Though they looked evenly spaced, only the one pair of bars was wide enough that a baseball could get through. All the vixen had to do was avoid that spot and she was as safe as houses. But even without knowing the game was rigged, I didn’t want to play. I was filled with an irrational love for everyone and everything. Today of all days, I would not see a fellow-creature locked in a cage.
“How much for the vixen?” I asked.
“C’est impossible,” the follet said. “She has a mouth on her, sir. You wouldn’t want her.”
By then I had my wallet out. “Take it all.” The follet’s eyes grew large as dinner plates, and by this token I knew that I overpaid. But after all, I reasoned, I had plenty more in my carpetbag.
After the follet had opened the cage and made a fast fade, the vixen genuflected at my feet. Wheedlingly, she said, “I didn’t mean none of the things I said, master. That was just patter, you know. Now that I’m yours, I’ll serve you faithfully. Command and I’ll obey. I shall devote my life to your welfare, if you but allow me to.”
I put down my bag so I could remove the vixen’s slave collar. Gruffly, I said, “I don’t want your obedience. Do whatever you want, obey me in no matters, don’t give a thought to my gods-be-damned welfare. You’re free now.”
“You can’t mean that,” the vixen said, shocked.
“I can and I do. So if you—”
“Sweet Mother of Beasts!” the vixen gasped, staring over my shoulder. “Look out!”
I whirled around, but there was nothing behind me but more booths and fairgoers. Puzzled, I turned back to the vixen, only to discover that she was gone.
And she had stolen my bag.


So it was that I came to learn exactly how freedom tastes when you haven’t any money. Cursing the vixen and my own gullibility with equal venom, I put the goblin market behind me. Somehow I wound up on the bank of the Gihon. There I struck up a conversation with a waterman who motored me out to the docks and put me onto a tugboat captained by a friend of his. It was hauling a garbage scow upriver to Whinny Moor Landfill.
As it turned out, the landfill was no good place to be let off. Though there were roads leading up into the trashlands, there were none that led onward, along the river, where I wanted to go. And the smell! Indescribable.
A clutch of buildings huddled by the docks in the shadow of a garbage promontory. These were garages for the dump trucks mostly, but also Quonset hut repair and storage facilities and a few leftover brownstones with their windows bricked over that were used for offices and the like. One housed a bar with a sputtering neon sign saying Brig-O-Doom. In the parking lot behind it was, incongruously enough, an overflowing dumpster.
Here it was I fetched up.
I had never been hungry before, you must understand—not real, gnaw-at-your-belly hungry. I’d skipped breakfast that morning in my excitement over leaving, and I’d had the lightest of dinners the day before. On the tugboat I’d watched the captain slowly eat two sandwiches and an apple and been too proud to beg a taste from him. What agonies I suffered when he threw the apple core overboard! And now…
Now, to my horror, I found myself moving toward the dumpster. I turned away in disgust when I saw a rat skitter out from behind it. But it called me back. I was like a moth that’s discovered a candle. I hoped there would be food in the dumpster, and I feared that if there were I would eat it.
It was then, in that darkest of hours, that I heard the one voice I had expected never to hear again. “Hey, shit-for brains! Ain’tcha gonna say you’re glad to see me?”
Crouched atop a nearby utility truck was the vixen.
“You!” I cried, but did not add you foul creature, as my instincts bade me. Already, poverty was teaching me politesse. “How did you follow me here?”
“Oh, I have my ways.”
Hope fluttered in my chest like a wild bird. “Do you still have my bag?”
“Of course I don’t. What would a fox do with luggage? I threw it away. But I kept the key. Wasn’t I a good girl?” She dipped her head, and a small key on a loop of string slipped from her neck and fell to the tarmac with a sharp clink.
“Idiot fox!” I cried. “What possible good is a key to a bag I no longer own?”
She told me.


The Brig o’ Doom was a real dive. There was a black-and-white television up in one corner tuned to the fights and a pool table with ripped felt to the back. On the toilet door, some joker had painted Tir na bOg in crude white letters. I sat down at the bar. “Beer,” I told the tappie.
“Red Stripe or Dragon Stout?”
“Surprise me.”
When my drink came, I downed half of it in a single draft. It made my stomach ache and my head spin, but I didn’t mind. It was the first sustenance I’d had in twenty-six hours. Then I turned around on the stool and addressed the bar as a whole: “I’m looking for a guide. Someone who can take me to a place in the landfill that I’ve seen in a vision. A place by a stream where garbage bags float up to the surface and burst with a terrible stench—”
A tokoloshe snorted. He was a particularly nasty piece of business, a hairy brown dwarf with burning eyes and yellow teeth. “Could be anywhere.” The fossegrim sitting with him snickered sycophantically. It was clear who was the brains of this outfit.
“—and two bronze legs from the lighthouse of Rhodes lie half-buried in the reeds.”
The tokoloshe hesitated, and then moved over to make space for me in his booth. The fossegrim, tall and lean with hair as white as a chimneysweeper’s, leaned over the table to listen as he growled sotto voce, “What’s the pitch?”
“There’s a bag that goes with this key,” I said quietly. “It’s buried out there somewhere. I’ll pay to find it again.”
“Haughm,” the tokoloshe said. “Well, me and my friend know the place you’re looking for. And there’s an oni I know can do the digging. That’s three. Will you pay us a hundred each?”
“Yes. When the bag is found. Not before.”
“How about a thousand?”
Carefully, I said, “Not if you’re just going to keep jacking up the price until you find the ceiling.”
“Here’s my final offer: Ten percent of whatever’s in the bag. Each.” Then, when I hesitated, “We’ll pick up your bar tab, too.”
It was as the vixen had said. I was dressed as only the rich dressed, yet I was disheveled and dirty. That and my extreme anxiety to regain my bag told my newfound partners everything they needed to know.
“Twenty percent,” I said. “Total. Split it however you choose. But first you’ll buy me a meal—steak and eggs, if they have it.”


The sun had set and the sky was yellow and purple as a bruise, turning to black around the edges. Into the darkness our pickup truck jolted by secret and winding ways. The grim drove and the tokoloshe took occasional swigs from a flask of Jeyes fluid, without offering me any. Nobody spoke. The oni, who could hardly have fit in the cab with us, sat in the bed with his feet dangling over the back. His name was Yoshi.
Miles into the interior of the landfill, we came to a stop above a black stream beside which lay two vast and badly corroded bronze legs. “Can you find a forked stick?” I asked.
The tokoloshe pulled a clothes hanger out of the mingled trash and clay. “Use this.”
I twisted the wire into a wishbone, tied the key string to the short end, and took the long ends in my hands. The key hung a good half-inch off true. Then, stumbling over ground that crunched underfoot from buried rusty cans, I walked one way and the other, until the string hung straight down. “Here.”
The tokoloshe brought out a bag of flour. “How deep do you think it’s buried?”
“Pretty deep,” I said. “Ten feet, I’m guessing.”
He measured off a square on the ground—or, rather, surface, for the dumpings here were only hours old. At his command, Yoshi passed out shovels, and we all set to work. When the hole reached six feet, it was too cramped for Yoshi to share. He was a big creature and all muscle. Two small horns spouted from his forehead and a pair of short fangs jutted up from his jaw. He labored mightily, and the pile of excavated trash alongside the hole grew taller and taller. At nine feet, he was sweating like a pig. He threw a washing machine over the lip, and then stopped and grumbled, “Why am I doing all the work here?”
“Because you’re stupid,” the fossegrim jeered.
The tokoloshe hit him. “Keep digging,” he told the oni. “I’m paying you fifty bucks for this gig.”
“It’s not enough.”
“Okay, okay.” The tokoloshe pulled a couple of bills from his pocket and gave them to me. “Take the pickup to the Brig-O and bring back a quart of beer for Yoshi.”
I did then as stupid a thing as ever I’ve done in my life.
So far I’d been following the script the vixen had laid out for me, and everything had gone exactly as she’d said it would. Now, rather than playing along with the tokoloshe as she’d advised, I got my back up. We were close to finding the bag and, fool that I was, I thought they would share.
“Just how dumb do you think I am?” I asked. “You won’t get rid of me that easily.”
The tokoloshe shrugged. “Tough shit, Ichabod.”
He and the fossegrim knocked me down. They duct-taped my ankles together and my wrists behind my back. Then they dumped me in the bed of the pickup. “Scream if you want to,” the tokoloshe said. “We don’t mind, and there’s nobody else to hear you.”
I was terrified, of course. But I’d barely had time to realize exactly how desperate my situation had become when Yoshi whooped, “I found it!”
The fossegrim and the tokoloshe scurried to the top of the unsteady trash pile. “Did you find it?” cried one, and the other said, “Hand it up.”
“Don’t do it, Yoshi!” I shouted. “There’s money in that bag, a lot more than fifty dollars, and you can have half of it.”
“Give me the bag,” the tokoloshe said grimly.
By his side, the fossegrim was dancing excitedly. Bottles and cans rolled away from his feet. “Yeah,” he said. “Hand it up.”
But Yoshi hesitated. “Half?” he said.
“You can have it all!” I screamed. “Just leave me alive and it’s yours!”
The tokoloshe stumbled down toward the oni, shovel raised. His buddy followed after in similar stance.
So began a terrible and comic fight, the lesser creatures leaping and falling on the unsteady slope, all the while swinging their shovels murderously, and the great brute enduring their blows and trying to seize hold of his tormentors. I could not see the battle—no more than a few slashes of the shovels—though I managed to struggle to my knees, for the discards from Yoshi’s excavations rose too high. But I could hear it, the cursing and threats, the harsh clang of a shovel against Yoshi’s head and the fossegrim’s scream as one mighty hand finally closed about him.
Simultaneous with that scream there was a great clanking and sliding sound of what I can only assume was the tokoloshe’s final charge. In my mind’s eye I can see him now, racing downslope with the shovel held like a spear, its point aimed at Yoshi’s throat. But whether blade ever connected with flesh or not I do not know, for it set the trash to slipping and sliding in a kind of avalanche.
Once started, the trash was unstoppable. Down it flowed, sliding over itself, all in motion. Down it flowed, rattling and clattering, land made liquid, yet for all that still retaining its brutal mass. Down it flowed, a force of nature, irresistible, burying all three so completely there was no chance that any of them survived.
Then there was silence.


“Well!” said the vixen. “That was a tidy little melodrama. Though I must say it would have gone easier on you if you’d simply done as I told you to in the first place.” She was sitting on the roof of the cab.
I had never been so glad to see anybody as I was then. “This is the second time you showed up just when things were looking worst,” I said, giddy with relief. “How do you manage it?”
“Oh, I ate a grain of stardust when I was a cub, and ever since then there’s been nary a spot I can’t get into or out of, if I set my mind to it.”
“Good, good, I’m glad. Now, set me free!”
“Oh dear. I wish you hadn’t said that.”
“What?”
“Years ago and for reasons that are none of your business I swore a mighty oath never again to obey the orders of a man. That’s why I’ve been tagging along after you—because you ordered me not to be concerned with your welfare. So of course I am. But now you’ve ordered me to free you, and thus I can’t.”
“Listen to me carefully,” I said. “If you disobey an order from me, then you’ve obeyed my previous order not to obey me. So your oath is meaningless.”
“I know. It’s quite dizzying.” The fox lay down, tucking her paws beneath her chest. “Here’s another one: There’s a barber in Seville who shaves everyone who doesn’t shave himself, but nobody else. Now—”
“Please,” I said. “I beg you. Sweet fox, dear creature, most adorable of animals… If you would be so kind as to untie me out of the goodness of your heart and of your own free will, I’d be forever grateful to you.”
“That’s better. I was beginning to think you had no manners at all.”
The vixen tugged and bit at the duct tape on my wrists until it came undone. Then I was able to free my ankles. We both got into the cab. Neither of us suggested we try digging for my bag. As far as I was concerned, it was lost forever.
But driving down out of the landfill, I heard a cough and glanced over at the vixen, sitting on the seat beside me. More than ever, I felt certain that she was laughing at me. “Your money’s in a cardboard box under the seat,” she said, “along with a fresh change of clothing—which, confidentially, you badly need—and the family signet ring. What’s buried out there is only the bag, stuffed full of newspapers.”
“My head aches,” I said. “If you had my money all along, what was the point of this charade?”
“There’s an old saying: Teach a man to fish, and he’ll only eat when the fish are biting. Teach him a good scam, and the suckers will always bite.” The vixen grinned. “A confidence trickster can always use a partner. We’re partners now, you and me, ain’t we?”


When the story ended, I stood and bowed. “Truly, sir, thou hast the gift of bullshit.”
“Coming from a dwarf,” Nat said, “that is high praise indeed.”
One of the marshals—the white one—stood. “Too much beer,” she said. “I have to use the powder room.”
Her comrade looked pointedly at the briefcase, and in that glance and the way the marshal drew herself up at it, I read that the two women neither liked nor trusted each other. “Where could I go?” White asked.
“Where in the regulations does it say that makes any difference?” Red replied. “The evidence case must remain within sight of two designated agents at all times.”
With a sigh, the white marshal freed herself from the briefcase and handcuffed it to her red-haired compatriot. Then she put her hand on my shoulder and said, “All right, Short Stuff, I’m deputizing you as a representative of His Absent Majesty’s governance. Keep an eye on the case for the duration of my tinkle, okay?”
I didn’t think much of her heightist slur, of course. But a gentleman doesn’t go picking fights with ladies. “Fine,” I said.
As soon as she was gone, Nat Whilk said, “That calls for a smoke.” He held out a hand, twisted it about, and a Macanudo appeared between thumb and forefinger. He bit off the end and was about to conjure up a light when our duppy-man appeared at his elbow.
“I’m sorry, sir,” the duppy said firmly. “But smoking is not allowed inside the train.”
Nat shrugged. “Well, then. It’s the rear platform or nothing, I suppose.” He turned to his companion and said, “Shall we?” Then, when she hesitated, “I’m hardly likely to throw myself from the train. Not at these speeds.”
His words convinced her. A C-note laid down on the table, and Nat’s polite direction to the duppy to let me drink my fill and then pocket the change, made our two faces smile. I watched as he and the marshal stepped to the rear of the car, and through the door. Nat leaned against the rail. A wisp of smoke from the cigar was seized by the wind and flung away.
I watched them for a while. Then my second drink came. I had just taken my first sip of it when the white marshal returned.
“Where are they?” she cried.
“They went—” I gestured toward the rear platform, and froze. Through the door windows it could be seen that the platform was empty. Lamely, I said, “They were there a second ago.”
“Sweet Mother of Night,” the marshal cried, “that case contained over twenty ounces of industrial-grade stardust!”
We ran, the both of us, to the platform. When we got there, we saw two small figures in the distance, standing by the side of the track, waving. As we shouted and gestured, one of the two dwindled in size until it was no larger than a dog. It was red, like a fox, and I got the distinct impression it was laughing at us.
The fox trotted away. Nat Whilk followed it down a sandy track into the scrub. Our shouts dwindled to nothing as we realized how futile they were.
The train turned a bend and the two tricksters disappeared from our ken forever.



The Skysailor’s Tale
Of all the many things that this life has stolen from me, the one which bothers me most is that I cannot remember burying my father.
Give that log a poke. Stir up the embers. Winter’s upon us—hear how the wind howls and prowls about the rooftops, as restless as a cat!—and I, for one, could use some light and a little more warmth. There’ll be snow by morning for sure. Scoot your chair a bit closer to the fire. Is your mother asleep? Good. We’ll keep our voices low. There are parts of this tale she would not approve of. Things that I must say which she thinks you’d be better off not knowing.
She’s right, no doubt. Women usually are. But what of that? You’re of an age to realize that your parents were never perfect, and that in their youths they may have done some things which…well. Right or wrong, I’m going to tell you everything.
Where was I? My father’s burial.
I was almost a man when he finally died—old enough, by all rights, to keep that memory to my dying day. But after the wreck of the Empire, I lay feverish and raving, so they tell me, for six weeks. During that time I was an exile in my own mind, lost in the burning deserts of delirium, wandering lands that rose and fell with each labored breath. Searching for a way back to the moment when I stood before my father’s open grave and felt its cool breath upon my face. I was convinced that if I could only find it, all would be well.
So I searched and did not find, and forgot I had searched, and began again, returning always to the same memories, like a moth relentlessly batting itself against a lantern. Sometimes the pain rose up within me so that I screamed and thrashed and convulsed within my bed. Other times (all this they told me later), when the pain ebbed, I spoke long and lucidly on a variety of matters, sang strange songs, and told stranger tales, all with an intensity my auditors found alarming. My thoughts were never still.
Always I sought my father.
By the time I finally recovered, most of my life had been burnt to ashes and those ashes swept into the ash pit of history. The Atlantis of my past was sunk; all that remained were a few mountain tops sticking up out of the waters of forgetfulness like a scattered archipelago of disconnected islands. I remembered clambering upon the rusted ruins of a failed and demented steam dredging device its now forgotten inventor had dubbed the “Orukter Amphibolus,” a brickyard battle fought alongside my fellow river rats with a gang of German boys who properly hated us for living by the wharves, a furtive kiss in the dark (with whom, alas, I cannot say), a race across the treacherously rolling logs afloat in the dock fronting the blockmaker’s shop, and the catfish-and-waffles supper in a Wissahickon inn at which my mother announced to the family that she was to have a fifth child. But neither logic nor history unites these events; they might as well have happened to five separate people.
There are, too, odd things lacking in what remains: The face of my youngest sister. The body of equations making up the Calculus. All recollection whatsoever of my brother save his name alone. My father I can remember well only by contrast. All I know of him could be told in an hour.
I do not mourn the loss of his funeral. I’ve attended enough to know how it went. Words were surely spoken that were nothing like the words that should have been said. The air was heavy with incense and candle-wax. The corpse looked both like and unlike the deceased. There were pallbearers, and perhaps I was one. Everybody was brave and formal. Then, after too long a service, they all left, feeling not one whit better than before.
A burial is a different matter. The first clods of dirt rattle down from the grave diggers’ shovels onto the roof of the coffin, making a sound like rain. The earth is drawn up over it like a thick, warm blanket. The trees wave in the breeze overhead, as if all the world were a cradle endlessly rocking. The mourners’ sobs are as quiet as a mother’s bedtime murmurs. And so a man passes, by imperceptible degrees, to his final sleep. There is some comfort in knowing that a burial came off right.
So I trod the labyrinth of my fevered brain, dancing with the black goddess of pain, she of the bright eyes laughing and clutching me tight with fingers like hot iron, and I swirling and spinning and always circling in upon that sad event. Yet never quite arriving.
Dreaming of fire.
Often I came within minutes of my goal—so close that it seemed impossible that my next attempt would not bring me to it. One thought deeper, a single step further, I believed, and there it would be. I was tormented with hope.
Time and again, in particular, I encountered two memories bright as sunlight in my mind, guarding the passage to and from that dark omphalos. One was of the voyage out to the Catholic cemetery on Treaty Island in the Delaware. First came the boat carrying my father’s coffin and the priest. Father Murphy sat perched in the bow, holding his hat down with one hand and with the other gripping the gunwale for all he was worth. He was a lean old hound of a man with wispy white hair, who bobbed and dipped most comically with every stroke of the oars and wore the unhappy expression of the habitually seasick.
I sat in the second dory of the procession with my mother and sisters, all in their best bonnets. Jack must have been there as well. Seeing Father Murphy’s distress, we couldn’t help but be amused. One of us wondered aloud if he was going to throw up, and we all laughed.
Our hired doryman turned to glare at us over his shoulder. He did not understand what a release my father’s death was for all of us. The truth was that everything that had gone into making John Keely the man he was—his upright character, his innkeeper’s warmth, his quiet strength, his bluff good will—had died years before, with the dwindling and extinction of his mind. We were only burying his body that day.
When he was fully himself, however, a better or godlier man did not exist in all the Americas—no, not in a thousand continents. I never saw him truly angry but once. That was the day my elder sister Patricia, who had been sent out to the back alley for firewood, returned empty-handed and said, “Father, there is a black girl in the shed, crying.”
My parents threw on their roquelaures and put up the hoods, for the weather was foul as only a Philadelphia winter downpour can be, and went outside to investigate. They came back in with a girl so slight, in a dress so drenched, that she looked to my young eyes like a half-drowned squirrel.
They all three went into the parlor and closed the doors. From the hall Patricia and I—Mary was then but an infant—tried to eavesdrop, but could hear only the murmur of voices punctuated by occasional sobs. After a while, the tears stopped. The talk continued for a very long time.
Midway through the consultation, my mother swept out of the room to retrieve the day’s copy of the Democratic Press, and returned so preoccupied that she didn’t chase us away from the door. I know now, as I did not then, that the object of her concern was an advertisement on the front page of the paper. Patricia, always the practical and foresightful member of the family, cut out and saved the advertisement, and so I can now give it to you exactly as it appeared:
SIX CENTS REWARD

RANAWAY on the 14th inst., from the subscriber,

one TACEY BROWN, a mulatto girl of thirteen years

age, with upwards of five years to serve on her

indenture. She is five feet, one inch in height,

pitted with the Small Pox, pert and quick spoken,

took with her one plain brown dress of coarse cloth.

In personality she is insolent, lazy, and disagreeable.

The above reward and no thanks will be given to any

person who will take her up and return her to

Thos. Cuttington

No. 81, Pine street, Philadelphia

This at a time, mind you, when the reward for a runaway apprentice often ran as high as ten dollars! Mr. Thomas Cuttington obviously thought himself a man grievously ill-served.
At last my father emerged from the parlor with the newspaper in his hand. He closed the door behind him. His look then was so dark and stormy that I shrank away from him, and neither my sister nor I dared uncork any of the questions bubbling up within us. Grimly, he fetched his wallet and then, putting on his coat, strode out into the rain.
Two hours later he returned with one Horace Potter, a clerk from Flintham’s counting house, and Tacey’s indenture papers. The parlor doors were thrown wide and all the family, and our boarders as well, called in as witnesses. Tacey had by then been clothed by my mother in one of Patricia’s outgrown dresses, and since my sister was of average size for a girl her age, Tacey looked quite lost in it. She had washed her face, but her expression was tense and unreadable.
In a calm and steady voice, my father read the papers through aloud, so that Tacey, who could neither read nor write, might be assured they were truly her deed of service. Whenever he came to a legal term with which she might not be familiar, he carefully explained it to the child, with Mr. Potter—who stood by the hearth, warming his hands—listening intently and then nodding with judicious approval. Then he showed her the signature of her former master, and her own mark as well.
Finally, he placed the paper on the fire.
When the indenture went up in flame, the girl made a sound unlike anything I have ever heard before or since, a kind of wail or shriek, the sort of noise a wild thing makes. Then she knelt down before my father and, to his intense embarrassment, seized and kissed his hand.
So it was that Tacey came to live with us. She immediately became like another sister to me. Which was to say that she was a harsh, intemperate termagant who would take not a word of direction, however reasonably I phrased it, and indeed ordered me about as if it were I who was her servant! She was the scourge of my existence. When she was seventeen—and against my mother’s horrified advice—she married a man twice her age and considerably darker-skinned, who made a living waiting upon the festivities of the wealthy. Julius Nash was a grave man. People said of him that even his smile was stern. Once, when he was courting her and stood waiting below-stairs, I, smarting from a recent scolding, angrily blurted out, “How can you put up with such a shrew?”
That solemn man studied me for a moment, and then in a voice so deep it had often been compared to a funerary bell replied, “Mistress Tacey is a woman of considerable strength of character and that, I have found, is far to be preferred over a guileful and flattering tongue.”
I had not been looking to be taken seriously, but only venting boyish spleen. Now I stood abashed and humbled by this Negro gentleman’s thoughtful reply—and doubly humiliated, I must admit, by the source of my mortification. Then Tacey came stepping down the stairs, with a tight, triumphant smirk and was gone, to reappear in my tale only twice more.
Yet if this seems to you an unlikely thing that my father would be so generous to a mulatto girl he did not know and who could do him no conceivable benefit, then I can only say that you did not know this good man. Moreover, I am convinced by the high regard in which he was held by all who knew him that this was but one of many comparable deeds, and notable only in that by its circumstances we were made aware of it.
How changed was my poor father’s condition when last I saw him alive! That was the time my mother took me to the insane ward at Pennsylvania Hospital to visit him.
It was a beautiful, blue-skyed day in June.
I was fifteen years old.


Philadelphia was a wonderful place in which to be young, though I did not half appreciate it at that time. Ships arrived in the harbor every day with silk and camphor from Canton, hides from Valparaiso, and opium from Smyrna, and departed to Batavia and Malacca for tin, the Malabar coast for sandalwood and pepper, and around the Cape Horn with crates of knives and blankets to barter with credulous natives for bales of sea otter skins. Barbarously tattooed sailors were forever staggering from the groggeries singing oddly cadenced chanteys and pitching headlong into the river, or telling in vivid detail of a season lived naked among cannibals, married to a woman whose teeth had been filed down to points, all the while and with excruciating exactitude slowly unwrapping an oilcloth packet unearthed from the bottom of a sea-chest to reveal at the climax of the yarn: a mummified human ear. The harbor was a constant source of discontent for me.
As were the grain wagons which came down the turnpike from Lancaster and returned west laden with pioneers and missionaries bound for the continental interior to battle savage Indians or save their souls for Christ, each according to his inclination. Those who stayed behind received packages from their distant relations containing feathered head-pieces, cunningly woven baskets, beadwork cradleboards, and the occasional human scalp. Every frontiersman who headed up the pike took a piece of my soul with him.
Our hotel was located in that narrow slice of streets by the Delaware which respectable folk called the wharflands, but which, because a brick wall two stories high with an iron fence atop it separated Water street from Front street, (the two ran together; but Water street served the slow-moving wagon trade of the wharves, and Front street the dashing gigs and coaches of the social aristocracy), we merchants’ brats thought of as the Walled City. Our streets were narrow and damp, our houses and stores a bit ramshackle, our lives richly thronged with provincial joys.
Philadelphia proper, by contrast, was the sort of place where much was made of how wide and clean and grid-like the streets were, and a Frenchman’s casual gallant reference to it as “the Athens of America” would be quoted and re-quoted until Doomsday. Yet, within its limits, it was surprisingly cosmopolitan.
The European wars had filled the city with exiles—the vicomte de Noailles, the duc d’Orléans, a hundred more. The former Empress Iturbide of Mexico could be seen hurrying by in her ludicrously splendid carriage. In the restaurants and bookshops could be found General Moreau, a pair of Murats, and a brace of Napoleons, were one to seek them out. The count de Survilliers, who had been King of Spain, had his own pew in St. Joseph’s Church off Willing’s alley. We often saw him on the way there of a Sunday, though we ourselves went to St. Mary’s, half a block away, for our family had sided with the trustees in the church fight which had resulted in the bishop being locked out of his own cathedral. Charles Lucien Bonaparte, who was a naturalist, could be encountered stalking the marshes at the edge of town or along the river, in forlorn search of a new species of plover or gull to name after himself.
Still, and despite its museums and circuses, its (one) theater and (one) library and (three) wax-works, the city was to a young river rat little more than an endless series of enticements to leave. Everything of any interest at all to me had either come from elsewhere or was outward bound.


But I seem to have lost the thread of my tale. Well, who can blame me? This is no easy thing to speak of. Still, I set out to tell you of my final memory—would to God it were not!—of my father when he was alive.
And so I shall.
My mother and I walked to the hospital together. She led, concentrated and brisk, while I struggled not to lag behind. Several times she glared me back to her side.
For most of that mile-and-some walk from our boarding-house, I managed not to ask the question most vexing my mind, for fear it would make me sound lacking in a proper filial piety. Leaving the shelter of the Walled City at Market street, we went first south on Front then up Black Horse alley, while I distracted myself by computing the area between two curves, and then turning down Second past the malt houses and breweries to Chestnut and so west past the Philadelphia Dispensary, where I tried to recall the method Father Tourneaux had taught me for determining the volume of tapering cylindrical solids. South again on Third street, past the tannery and the soap-boiler’s shop and chandlery, I thought about Patricia’s husband, Aaron, who was in the China trade. Somebody—could it have been Jack?—had recently asked him if he planned someday to employ me as a navigator on one of his ships, and he had laughed in a way that said neither yea nor nay. Which gave me much to ponder. We cut through Willing’s alley, my mother being a great believer that distances could be shortened through cunning navigation (I ducked my head and made the sign of the cross as we passed St. Joseph’s), and jogged briefly on Fourth. One block up Prune street, a tawny redhead winked at me and ducked down Bingham’s court before I could decide whether she were real or just a rogue memory. But I was like the man commanded not to think about a rhinoceros, who found he could think of nothing else. At last, the pressures of curiosity and resentment grew so great that the membrane of my resolve ruptured and burst.
“I do not fully understand,” I said, striving for a mature and measured tone but succeeding only in sounding petulant, “exactly what is expected of me.” I had not been to see my father—it had been made clear that I was not to see him—since the day he entered the hospital. That same day my littlest sister had fled the house in terror, while this gentlest of men overturned furniture and shouted defiance at unseen demons. The day it was decided he could no longer be cared for at home. “Is today special for any reason? What ought I to do when I see him?”
I did not ask “Why?” but that was what I meant, and the question my mother answered.
“I have my reasons,” she said curtly. “Just as I have good and sufficient reason for not informing you as to their exact nature just yet.” We had arrived at the hospital grounds, and the gatekeeper had let us in.
My mother led me down the walk under the buttonwood trees to the west wing. A soft southern breeze alleviated the heat. The hospital buildings were situated within a tract of farmland which had been preserved within the city limits so that the afflicted could refresh themselves with simple chores. Closing my eyes, I can still smell fresh-mown hay, and hear the whir of a spinning wheel. Sunflowers grew by the windows, exactly like that sunflower which had appeared like a miracle one spring between the cobbles of our back alley and lasted into the autumn without being trampled or torn down, drawing goldfinches and sentimental young women. You could not wish for a more pleasant place in which to find your father imprisoned as a lunatic.
The cell-keeper’s wife came to the door and smiled a greeting.
My mother thrust a banana into my hand. “Here. You may give him this.” Which was the first intimation I had that she was not to accompany me.
She turned and crunched off, down the gravel path.
The cell-keeper’s wife led me through the ward to a room reserved for visitors. I cannot recall its furniture. The walls were whitewashed. A horsefly buzzed about in the high corners, irritably seeking a passage into the outer world.
“Wait here,” the woman said. “I’ll summon an attendant to bring him.”
She left.
For a long still time I stood, waiting. Eventually I sat down and stared blindly about. Seeing nothing and thinking less. Hating the horsefly.
The banana was warm and brownish-yellow in my hand.
Aeons passed. Sometimes there were noises in the hall. Footsteps would approach, and then recede. They were never those of the man I fearfully awaited.
Finally, however, the door opened. There was my father, being led by the arm by a burly young attendant. He shuffled into the room. The attendant placed him in a chair and left, locking the door behind him.
My father, who had always been a rather plump man, with a merchant’s prosperous stomach, was now gaunt and lean. His flesh hung loosely about him; where his face had been round, loose jowls now hung.
“Hello, Father,” I said.
He did not respond. Nor would he meet my eyes. Instead, his gaze moved with a slow restlessness back and forth across the floor, as if he had misplaced something and were trying to find it.
Miserably, I tried to make conversation.
“Mary finished making her new dress yesterday. It’s all of green velvet. The exact same color as that of the cushions and sofa and drapes in Mr. Barclay’s parlor. When Mother saw the cloth she had chosen, she said, ‘Well, I know one place you won’t be wearing that.’”
I laughed. My father did not.
“Oh, and you recall Stephen Girard, of course. He had a cargo of salt at his wharf last summer which Simpson refused to buy—trying to cheapen it to his own price, you see. Well, he said to his porter, ‘Tom, why can’t you buy that cargo?’ and Tom replied, ‘Why, sir, how can I? I have no money.’ But ‘Never mind,’ said Girard, ‘I’ll advance you the cost. Take it and sell it by the load, and pay me as you can.’ That was last summer, as I said, and now the porter is well on his way to being Simpson’s chief rival in the salt trade.”
When this anecdote failed to rouse my father—who had avidly followed the least pulsation in the fortunes of our merchant neighbors, and loved best to hear of sudden success combined with honest labor—I knew that nothing I could hope to say would serve to involve him.
“Father, do you know who I am?” I had not meant to ask—the question just burst out of me.
This roused some spirit in the man at last. “Of course I know. Why wouldn’t I know?” He was almost belligerent, but there was no true anger behind his words. They were all bluff and empty bluster and he still would not meet my eyes. “It’s as clear as…as clear as two plus two is four. That’s…that’s logic, isn’t it? Two plus two is four. That’s logic.”
On his face was the terrible look of a man who had failed his family and knew it. He might not know the exact nature of his sin, but the awareness of his guilt clearly ate away at him. My presence, the presence of someone he ought to know, only made matters worse.
“I’m your son,” I said. “Your son, William.”
Still he would not meet my eye.
How many hours I languished in the Purgatory of his presence I do not know. I continued to talk for as long as I could, though he obviously could make no sense of my words, because the only alternative to speech was silence—and such silence as was unbearable to think upon. A silence that would swallow me whole.
All the time I spoke, I clutched the banana. There was no place I could set it down. Sometimes I shifted it from one hand to the other. Once or twice I let it lie uncomfortably in my lap. I was constantly aware of it. As my throat went dry and I ran out of things to say, my mind focused itself more and more on that damnable fruit.
My mother always brought some small treat with her when she visited her husband. She would not be pleased if I returned with it. This I knew. But neither did I relish the thought of emphasizing the cruel reversal in our roles, his abject helplessness and my relative ascendancy, by feeding him a trifle exactly as he had so often fed me in my infancy.
In an anguish, I considered my choices. All terrible. All unacceptable.
Finally, more to rid myself of the obligation than because I thought it the right thing to do, I offered the loathsome thing to my father.
He took it.
Eyes averted, he unhurriedly peeled the banana. Without enthusiasm, he bit into it. With animal sadness he ate it.
That is the one memory that, try as I might, I cannot nor ever will be able to forgive myself for: That I saw this once-splendid man, now so sad and diminished, eating a banana like a Barbary ape.


But there’s a worse thing I must tell you: For when at last I fell silent, time itself congealed about me, extending itself so breathlessly that it seemed to have ceased altogether. Years passed while the sunlight remained motionless on the whitewashed wall. The horsefly’s buzzing ceased, yet I knew that if I raised my head I would see it still hanging in the air above me. I stared at my poor ruined father in helpless horror, convinced that I would never leave that room, that instant, that sorrow. Finally, I squeezed my eyes tight shut and imagined the attendant coming at last to lead my father away and restore me again to my mother.
In my imagination, I burst into tears. It was some time before I could speak again. When I could, I said, “Dear God, Mother! How could you do this to me?”
“I required,” she said, “your best estimation of his condition.”
“You visit him every day.” One of my hands twisted and rose up imploringly, like that of a man slowly drowning. “You must know how he is.”
She did not grip my hand. She offered no comfort. She did not apologize. “I have stood by your father through sickness and health,” she said, “and will continue to do so for as long as he gains the least comfort from my visits. But I have for some time suspected he no longer recognizes me. So I brought you. Now you must tell me whether I should continue to come here.”
There was steel in my mother, and never more so than at that moment. She was not sorry for what she had done to me. Nor was she wrong to have done it.
Even then I knew that.
“Stay away,” I said, “and let your conscience be at ease. Father is gone from us forever.”
But I could not stop crying. I could not stop crying. I could not stop crying. Back down the streets of Philadelphia I walked, for all to see and marvel at, bawling like an infant, hating this horrible life and hating myself even more for my own selfish resentment of my parents, who were each going through so much worse than I. Yet even as I did so, I was acutely aware that still I sat in that timeless room and that all I was experiencing was but a projection of my imagination. Nor has that sense ever gone entirely away. Even now, if I still my thoughts to nothing, this world begins to fade and I sense myself to still be sitting in my father’s absence.


From this terrible moment I fled, and found myself back upon the dory, returning from my father’s burial. Our hearts were all light and gay. We chattered as the doryman, head down, plied his oars.
My baby sister Barbara was trailing a hand in the water, a blaze of light where her face should have been, hoping to touch a fish.
“Will,” said Mary in a wondering voice. “Look.” And I followed her pointing finger upward. I turned toward the east, to the darkening horizon above Treaty Island and the New Jersey shore, where late afternoon thunderheads were gathering.
Scudding before the storm and moving straight our way was a structure of such incredible complexity that the eye could make no sense of it. It filled the sky. Larger than human mind could accept, it bore down upon us like an aerial city out of the Arabian Nights, an uncountable number of hulls and platforms dependent from a hundred or more balloons.
Once, years before, I had seen a balloon ascent. Gently the craft had severed its link with the earth, gracefully ascending into the sky, a floating island, a speck of terrestriality taken up into the kingdom of the air. Like a schooner it sailed, dwindling, and away. It disappeared before it came anywhere near the horizon.
If that one balloon was a schooner, then this was an Armada. Where that earlier ship had been an islet, a mote of wind-borne land carried into the howling wilderness of the air, what confronted me now was a mighty continent of artifice.
It was a monstrous sight, made doubly so by the scurrying specks which swarmed the shrouds and decks of the craft and which, once recognized as men, magnified the true size of the thing beyond believing.
The wind shifted, and the thunder of its engines filled the universe.
That was my first glimpse of the mighty airship Empire.


The world turned under my restless mind, dispelling sunshine and opening onto rain. Two days casually disappeared into the fold. I was lurching up Chestnut street, water splashing underfoot, arms aching, almost running. Mary trotted alongside me, holding an umbrella over the twenty-quart pot I carried, and still the rain contrived to run down the back of my neck.
“Not so fast!” Mary fretted. “Don’t lurch about like that. You’ll trip and spill.”
“We can’t afford to dawdle. Why in heaven’s name did Mother have to leave the pot so long over the fire?”
“It’s obvious you’ll never be a cook. The juices required time to addle; otherwise the stew would be cold and nasty upon arrival.”
“Oh, there’ll be no lack of heat where we’re going, I assure you. Tacey will make it hot enough and then some.”
“Get on with you. She won’t.”
“She will. Tacey is a despot in the kitchen, Napoleon reborn, reduced in stature but expanded in self-conceit. She is a Tiberius Claudius Nero in parvum when she has a spoon in her hand. Never since Xanthippe was such a peppery tongue married to such a gingery spirit. A lifetime of kitchen fires have in the kettle of her being combined—”
Mary laughed, and begged me to stop. “You make my sides ache!” she cried. And so of course I continued.
“—to make of her a human pepper pot, a snapper soup seasoned with vinegar, a simmering mélange of Hindoo spices whose effect is to make not one’s tongue but one’s ears burn. She—”
“Stop, stop, stop!”
Parties were being held all over town in honor of the officers and crew of the Empire, and the first aerial crossing of the Atlantic. There were nearly a thousand crewmen all told, which was far too many to be feted within a single building. Mary and I were bound for a lesser gathering at the Library Company, presided over by a minor Biddle and catered by Julius Nash and his crew of colored waiters.
We were within sight of our destination when I looked up and saw my future.
Looming above the Walnut Street Prison yard, tethered by a hundred lines, was the Empire, barely visible through the grey sheets of rain. It dwarfed the buildings beneath. Gusts of wind tugged and shoved at the colorless balloons, so that they moved slightly, darkness within darkness, like an uneasy dream shifting within a sleeper’s mind.
I gaped, and stepped in a puddle so deep the water went over my boot. Stumbling, I crashed to one knee. Mary shrieked.
Then I was up and hobbling-running again, as fast I could. My trousers were soaked with ice-cold water, and my knee blazed with pain, but at least the pot was untouched.
It was no easy life, being the eldest son in a family dependent upon a failing boarding-house. Constant labor was my lot. Not that I minded labor—work was the common lot of everyone along the docks, and cheerily enough submitted to. It was the closing of prospects that clenched my soul like an iron fist.
In those days I wanted to fly to the Sun and build a palace on the Moon. I wanted to tunnel to the dark heart of the Earth and discover rubies and emeralds as large as my father’s hotel. I wanted to stride across the land in seven-league boots, devise a submersible boat and with it discover a mermaid nation under the sea, climb mountains in Africa and find leopards at their snowy peaks, descend Icelandic volcanos to fight fire-monsters and giant lizards, be marked down in the history books as the first man to stand naked at the North Pole. Rumors that the Empire would be signing replacements for those airmen who had died during the flight from London ate at my soul like a canker.
Father Tourneaux had had great hopes that I might one day be called to the priesthood, preferably as a Jesuit, and when I was younger my mother had encouraged this ambition in me with tales of martyrdom by Iroquois torture and the unimaginable splendors of the Vatican state. But, like so much else, that dream had died a slow death with the dwindling and wasting away of my father.
In prosperous times, a port city offered work enough and opportunity in plenty for any ambitious young man. But Philadelphia had not yet recovered from the blockades of the recent war. The posting my brother-in-law had as good as promised me had vanished along with two ships of his nascent fleet, sacrificed to the avarice of British power. The tantalizing possibility that there might be money found to send me to the University of Paris to study mathematics had turned to pebbles and mist as well. My prospects were nonexistent.
Mary grabbed my arm and dragged me around. “Will—you’re dreaming again! You’ve walked right past the doorway.”


Tacey Nash saw us come in. Eyes round with outrage, she directed at me a glare that would have stunned a starling, had one been unlucky enough to fly through its beam. “Where have you been?”
I set the pot down on a table, and proceeded to unwrap layers of newspapers and old blanket scraps from its circumference. “Mother insisted that—”
“Don’t talk back.” She lifted the lid and with it wafted the steam from the stewed oysters toward her nostrils. They flared as the scent of ginger reached them. “Ah.” Briefly her face softened. “Your mother still knows how to cook.”
One of the waiters placed the pot over a warming stove. Mary briskly tied on an apron—with Patricia married and out of the house, she’d assumed the role of the practical sister and, lacking Patty’s organizational genius, tried to compensate with energy—and with a long spoon gave the pot a good stir. Another waiter brought up tureens, and she began filling them.
“Well?” Tacey said to me. “Are you so helpless that you cannot find any work to do?”
So the stew had come in time, after all! Relieved, I glanced over my shoulder and favored my sister with a grin. She smiled back at me, and for one warm instant, all was well.
“Where shall I start?” I asked.


Why was I so unhappy in those days? There was a girl and I had loved her in my way, and thought she loved me too. One of us tired of the other, and so we quarreled and separated, to the eternal misery of both. Or so I assume—I retain not a jot of this hypothetical affair, but considering my age, it seems inevitable. Yet it was not a romantic malaise I suffered from, but a disease more all-encompassing.
I was miserable with something far worse than love.
I had a hunger within me for something I could neither define nor delimit. And yet at the same time I suffered the queasy fullness of a man who has been at the table one hour too many. I felt as if I had swallowed several live cats which were now proceeding to fight a slow, sick, unending war within me. If I could, I would have vomited up everything—cats, girl, wharves, boarding-house, city, world, my entire history to date—and only felt the better for being rid of them. Every step I took seemed subtly off-balance. Every word I said sounded exactly wrong. Everything about me—my soul, mind, thought, and physical being—was in my estimation thoroughly detestable.
I had no idea then what was wrong with me.
Now I know that I was simply young.
I suppose I should describe that makeshift kitchen, set up within the Loganian Annex of the Library. The warming pans steaming. The elegant black men with their spotless white gloves bustling out with tureens of stew and returning with bowls newly emptied of punch. How, for the body of the meal, the waiters stood behind the airmen (who, though dressed in their finest, were still a raffish lot), refilling their plates and goblets, to the intense embarrassment of everyone save the officers, who were of course accustomed to such service, and how Julius himself stood by the dignitaries’ table, presiding over all, with here a quiet signal to top up an alderman’s glass, and there a solemn pleasantry as he spooned cramberries onto the plate of the ranking officer.
Yet that is mere conjecture. What I retain of that dinner is, first, the order of service, and second, the extraordinary speech that was made at its conclusion, most of which I missed from being involved in a conversation of my own, and its even more extraordinary aftermath. No more. The kitchen, for all of me, may as well not have existed at all.
The menu was as follows:
To begin, fish-house punch, drunk with much merriment.
Then, oyster stew, my mother’s, eaten to take the edge off of appetites and quickly cleared away.
Finally, the dinner itself, in two courses, the first of which was:
roasted turkey stuffed with bread, suet, eggs, sweet herbs

tongue pie made with apples and raisins

chicken smothered in oysters with parsley sauce

served with boiled onions

cramberries




mangoes




pickled beans




celery




pickled beets




conserve of rose petals




braised lambs quarters




red quince preserves




Followed by the second course of:
trout poached in white wine and vinegar

stew pie made of veal

alamode round of beef, corned and stuffed with beef, pork,

     bread, butter, salt, pepper, savory and cayenne; braised

served with french beans

parsnips




purple spotted lettuce and salat herbs




pickled cucumbers




spinach




roasted potatoes




summer pears




white, yellow, and red quince preserves




Finally, after the table had been cleared and deserted:
soft gingerbread

Indian pudding

pumpkin pie

cookies, both almond and cinnamon

Each course of which was, in the manner of the times, served up all at once in a multitude of dishes, so as to fill the tables complete and impress the diners with an overwhelming sense of opulence and plenty. Many a hungry time in my later adventures I would talk myself to sleep by repeating each dish several times over in my mind, recollecting its individual flavor, and imagining myself so thoroughly fed that I turned dishes away untasted.
Thus do we waste our time and fill our minds with trivialities, while all the time the great world is falling rapidly into the past, carrying our loved ones and all we most value away from us at the rate of sixty seconds per minute, sixty minutes per hour, eight thousand seven hundred sixty-six hours per year!
So much for the food. Let me now describe the speech.
The connection between the Loganian and the main library was through a wide upper-level archway with stairs descending to the floor on either side of the librarian’s desk. It was a striking, if inefficient, arrangement which coincidentally allowed us to easily spy upon the proceedings below.
When the final sweets and savories had been placed upon the tables, the waiters processed up the twin stairs, and passed through the Loganian to a small adjacent room for a quiet meal of leftovers. I went to the archway to draw the curtain shut, and stayed within its shadows, looking down upon the scene.
The tables were laid so that they filled the free space on the floor below, with two shoved together on the eastern side of the room for the officers and such city dignitaries—selectmen and flour merchants, mostly—who could not aspire to the celebration in Carpenter’s Hall. All was motion and animation. I chanced to see one ruffian reach out to remove a volume from the shelves and, seeing a steelpoint engraving he admired, slide the book under the table, rip the page free, and place it, folded, within the confines of his jacket. Yet that was but one moment in such a menagerie of incident as would have challenged the hand of a Hogarth to record.
Somebody stood—Biddle, I presume—and struck an oratorical stance. From my angle, I could see only his back. Forks struck goblets for silence, so that the room was briefly filled with the song of dozens of glass crickets.
The curtains stirred, and Socrates joined me, plate in hand and gloves stuffed neatly into his sash. “Have I missed anything?” he whispered.
I knew Socrates only slightly, as one who was in normal conditions the perfect opposite of his master, Julius: the most garrulous of men, a fellow of strange fancies and sudden laughter. But he looked sober enough now. I shook my head, and we both directed our attention downward.
“…the late unpleasantness between our two great nations,” the speaker was saying. “With its resolution, let the admiration the American people have always held for our British kindred resume again its rightful place in the hearts of us all.”
Now the curtains stirred a second time, and Tacey appeared. Her countenance was as stormy as ever. Quietly, she said, “What is this nonsense Mary tells me about you going up Wissahickon to work in a mill?”
There was an odd stirring among the airmen, a puzzled exchange of glances.
Turning away from the speaker, I said, “I intended to say good-bye to you before I left.”
“You’ve been intending to say good-bye to me since the day we met. So you do mean it, then?”
“I’m serious,” I admitted.
Those dark, alert eyes flicked my way, and then back. “Oh, yes, you would do well in the mills—I don’t think.”
“Tacey, I have little choice. There is no work to be had on the wharves. If I stay at home, I burden Mother with the expense of my upkeep, and yet my utmost labor cannot increase her income by a single boarder. She’ll be better off with my room empty and put out to let.”
“Will Keely, you are a fool. What future can there be for you performing manual labor in a factory? There are no promotions. The mill owners all have five sons apiece—if a position of authority arises, they have somebody close at hand and dear to their hearts to fill it. They own, as well, every dwelling within an hour’s walk of the mills. You must borrow from your family to buy your house from them. For years you scrimp, never tasting meat from month to month, working from dawn to dusk, burying pennies in the dirt beneath your bed, with never a hope of earning enough to attract a decent wife. Then the owners declare that there is no longer a market for their goods, and turn out most of their employees. There is no work nearby, so the laborers must sell their houses. Nobody will buy them, however low the price may be, save the mill owners. Who do, for a pittance, because six months later they will begin hiring a new batch of fools, who will squander their savings on the house you just lost.”
“Tacey—”
“Oh, I can see the happy crowds now, when you return to the wharves in five years. Look, they will cry, here comes the famous factory boy! See how his silver buttons shine. What a handsome coach he drives—General Washington himself never owned so finely matched a sextet of white horses. Behold his kindly smile. He could buy half of New York city with his gold, yet it has not spoiled him at all. All the girls wish to marry him. They can see at a glance that he is an excellent dancer. They tat his profile into lace doilies and sleep with them under their pillows at night. It makes them sigh.”
So, bickering as usual, we missed most of Biddle’s speech. It ended to half-drunken applause and uncertain laughter. The British airmen, oddly enough, did not look so much pleased as bewildered.
After a certain amount of whispering and jostling at the head table, as if no one there cared to commit himself to public speech, a thin and spindly man stood. He was a comical fellow in an old-fashioned powdered wig so badly fitting it must surely have been borrowed, and he tittered nervously before he said, “Well. I thank our esteemed host for that most, ah, unusual—damn me if I don’t say peculiar—speech. Two great nations indeed! Yes, perhaps, someday. Yet I hope not. Whimsical, perhaps, is the better word. I shall confine myself to a simple account of our historic passage…”
So the speech progressed, and if the American’s speech had puzzled the British officer, it was not half so bewildering as those things he said in return.
He began by applauding Tobias Whitpain, he of world-spanning renown, for the contributions made through his genius to the success of the first trans-Atlantic aerial crossing were matched only by the foresight of Queen Titania herself for funding and provisioning the airship. Isabella was now dethroned, he said, from that heavenly seat reserved for the muse of exploration and science.
“Whitpain?” I wondered. “Queen Titania?”
“What is that you are playing with?” Tacey hissed sharply.
I looked up guiltily. But the question was directed not at me but toward Socrates, who yet stood to my other side.
“Ma’am?” he said, the picture of innocence, as he shoved something into my hand, which from reflexive habit, I slid quickly into a pocket.
“Show me your hands,” she said, and then, “Why are you not working? Get to work.”
Socrates was marched briskly off. I waited until both were out of sight before digging out his toy.
It was a small mirror in a cheap, gaudy frame, such as conjure women from the Indies peer into before predicting love and health and thirteen children for gullible young ladies. I held it up and looked into it.
I saw myself.


I saw myself standing in the square below the great stepped ziggurat at the center of Nicnotezpocoatl. Which grand metropolis, serving twice over the population of London herself, my shipmates inevitably called Nignog City. Dear old Fuzzleton was perched on a folding stool, sketching and talking, while I held a fringed umbrella over him, to keep off the sun. He cut a ludicrous figure, so thin was he and so prissily did he sit. But, oh, what a fine mind he had!
We were always talking, Fuzzleton and I. With my new posting, I was in the strange position of being simultaneously both his tutor and student, as well as serving as his bootblack, his confidant, and his potential successor.
“The Empire is not safe anchored where it is,” he said in a low voice, lest we be overheard by our Aztec warrior guardians. “Fire arrows could be shot into the balloons from the top of the ziggurat. These people are not fools! They’ve nosed out our weaknesses as effectively as we have theirs. Come the day they fear us more than they covet our airship, we are all dead. Yet Captain Winterjude refuses to listen to me.”
“But Lieutenant Blacken promised—” I began.
“Yes, yes, promises. Blacken has ambitions, and plans of his own, as well. We—”
He stopped. His face turned pale and his mouth gaped wide. The stool clattered onto the paving stones, and he cried, “Look!”
I followed his pointing finger and saw an enormous Negro hand cover the sky, eclipsing the sun and plunging the world into darkness.


“Thank you,” Socrates said. His face twisted up into a grotesque wink, and he was gone.
I returned my attention to the scene below.
The speaker—old Fuzzleton himself, I realized with a start—was winding up his remarks. He finished by raising a glass high in the air, and crying loudly: “To America!—Her Majesty’s most treasured possession.”
At those words, every American started to his feet. Hands were clapped to empty belts. Gentlemen searched their coats for sidearms they had of course not brought. There were still men alive who had fought in the War of Independence, and even if there had not been such, memory of the recent war with its burning of Washington and, closer to home, the economically disastrous blockade of American ports was still fresh in the minds of all. Nobody was eager to return to the embrace of a foreign despot, whether king or queen, George or Titania, made no difference. Our freedoms were young enough that all were aware how precariously we held them.
The British, for their part, were fighting men, and recognized hostility when confronted with it. They came to their feet as well, in a very Babel of accusation and denial.
It was at that instant, when all was confusion, and violence hovered in the air, that a messenger burst into the room.


Is that poker hot yet? Then plunge it in the wine and let the spices mull. Good. Hand me that. ’Twill help with the telling.
It was the madness of an instant that led me to join the airshipmen’s number. Had I taken the time to think, I would not have done it. But ambition was my undoing. I flung my towel away, darted into the kitchen to give my sister a quick hug and a peck on her cheek, and was down the stairs in a bound and a clatter.
In the library, all was confusion, with the British heading in a rush for the doorway, and the Americans holding back out of uncertainty, and fear as well of their sudden ferocity.
I joined the crush for the door.
Out in the cobbled street, we formed up into a loose group. I was jostled and roughly shoved, and I regretted my rashness immediately. The men about me were vague grey shapes, like figures in a dream. In the distance I heard the sound of angry voices.
A mob.
I was standing near the officers and overheard one argue, “It is unwise to leave thus quickly. It puts us in the position of looking as though we had reason to flee. ’Tis like the man seen climbing out his host’s bedroom window. Nothing he says will make him look innocent again.”
“There is no foe I fear half so much as King Mob,” Fuzzleton replied. “March them out.”
The officer saluted, spun about, and shouted, “To the ship—double-time, on the mark!” Clapping his horny hands together, he beat out the rhythm for a sailor’s quick-march, such as I had played at a thousand times as a lad.
Rapidly the airmen began to move away.
Perforce I went with them.
By luck or good planning, we reached the prison yard without encountering any rioters. Our group, which had seemed so large, was but a drop of water to the enormous swirling mass of humanity that had congregated below the airship.
All about me, airmen were climbing rope ladders, or else being yanked into the sky. For every man thus eliminated, a new rope suddenly appeared, bounced, and was seized by another. Meanwhile, lines from the Whitpain engines were being disconnected from the tubs of purified river water, where they had been generating hydrogen.
Somebody slipped a loose loop around me and under my arms and with a sudden lurch I went soaring up into the darkness.


Oh, that was a happy time for me. The halcyon weeks ran one into another, long and languid while we sailed over the American wilderness. Sometimes over seas of forest, other times over seas of plains. There were occasional Indian tribes which…
Eh? You want to know what happened when I was discovered? Well, so would I. As well ask, though, what words Paris used to woo Helen. So much that we wish to know, we never shall! I retain, however, one memory more precious to me than all the rest, of an evening during the crossing of the shallow sea that covers the interior of at least one American continent.
Our shifts done, Hob and I went to the starboard aft with no particular end but to talk. “Sit here and watch the sunset,” she said, patting the rail. She leaned against me as we watched, and I was acutely aware of her body and its closeness. My eyes were half-closed with a desire I thought entirely secret when I felt her hand undoing the buttons on my trousers.
“What are you doing?” I whispered in alarm.
“Nothing they don’t expect young lads to do with each other now and then. Trust me. So long as you’re discreet, they’ll none of them remark on’t.”
Then she had me out and with a little laugh squeezed the shaft. I was by then too overcome with desire to raise any objections to her remarkable behavior.
Side by side we sat on the taffrail, as her hand moved first slowly and then with increasing vigor up and down upon my yard. Her mouth turned up on one side in a demi-smile. She was enjoying herself.
Finally I spurted. Drops of semen fell, silent in the moonlight, to mingle their saltiness with that of the water far below. She bent to swiftly kiss the tip of my yard and then tucked it neatly back into my trousers. “There,” she said. “Now we’re sweethearts.”
My mind follows them now, those fugitive drops of possibility on their long and futile, yet hopeful, flight to the sea. I feel her hand clenching me so casually and yet profoundly. She could not have known how much it meant to me, who had never fired off my gun by a woman’s direct intervention before. Yet inwardly I blessed her for it, and felt a new era had opened for me, and swore I would never forget her nor dishonor her in my mind for the sake of what she had done for me.
Little knowing how soon my traitor heart would turn away from her.
But for then I knew only that I no longer desired to return home. I wanted to go on with my Hob to the end of the voyage and back to her thronged and unimaginable London with its Whitpain engines and electrified lighting and surely a place for an emigré from a nonexistent nation who knew (as none of them did) the Calculus.


Somewhere around here, I have a folded and water-damped sheet of foolscap, upon which I apparently wrote down a short list of things I most wished never to forget. I may have lost it, but no matter. I’ve read it since a hundred times over. It begins with a heading in my uncertain Latin.
Ne Obliviscaris

1. My father’s burial

2. The Aztec Emperor in his golden armor

3. Hob’s hair in the sunset

4. The flying men

5. Winterjude’s death & what became of his Lady

6. The air-serpents

7. The sound of icebergs calving

8. Hunting buffalo with the Apache

9. Being flogged

10. The night we solved the Whitpain Calculus

Which solution of course is gone forever—else so much would be different now! We’d live in a mansion as grand as the President’s, and savants from across the world would come a-calling upon your old father, just so they could tell their grandchildren they’d met the Philadelphia Kepler, the American Archimedes. Yet here we are.
So it is savage irony that I remember that night vividly—the small lantern swinging lightly in the gloom above the table covered with sheet after sheet of increasingly fervid computation—Calculus in my hand and Whitpain equations in Fuzzleton’s, and then on one miraculous and almost unreadable sheet, both of our hands dashing down formula upon formula in newly invented symbols, sometimes overlapping in the excitement of our reconciliation of the two geniuses.
“D’ye see what this means, boy?” Fuzzleton’s face was rapturous. “Hundreds of worlds! Thousands! An infinitude of ’em! This is how the Empire was lost and why your capital city and mine are strangers to each other—it explains everything!”
We grabbed each other and danced a clumsy little jig. I remember that I hit my head upon a rafter, but what did I care? There would be statues of us in a myriad Londons and countless Philadelphias. We were going to live forever in the mind of Mankind.


My brother-in-law once told me that in China they believe that for every good thing there is an ill. For every kiss, a blow. For every dream a nightmare. So perhaps it was because of my great happiness that we shortly thereafter took on board a party of near-naked savages, men and women in equal numbers, to question about the gold ornaments they all wore in profusion about their necks and wrists and ankles.
Captain Winterjude stood watching, his lady by his side and every bit as impassive as he, as the men were questioned by Lieutenant Blacken. They refused to give sensible answers. They claimed to have no knowledge of where the gold came from. They insisted that they didn’t know what we were talking about. When the ornaments were ripped from their bodies and shaken in their faces, they denied the gewgaws even existed.
Finally, losing patience, Blacken lined the natives up against the starboard rail. He conferred with the captain, received a curt nod, and ordered two airshipmen to seize the first Indian and throw him overboard.
The man fell to his death in complete silence.
His comrades watched stoically. Blacken repeated his questions. Again he learned nothing.
A second Indian went over the rail.
And so it went until every male was gone, and it was obvious we would learn nothing.
The women, out of compassion I thought at the time, were spared. The next morning, however, it was found that by night all had disappeared. They had slipped over the side, apparently, after their mates. The crew were much discontented with this discovery, and I discovered from their grumbles and complaints that their intentions for these poor wretches had been far from innocent.
Inevitably, we turned south, in search of El Dorado. From that moment on, however, our voyage was a thing abhorrent to me. It seemed to me that we had made the air itself into one vast grave and that, having plunged into it, the Empire was now engaged in an unholy pilgrimage through and toward Death itself.


When the Aztecs had been defeated at last and their city was ours, the officers held a banquet to celebrate and to accept the fealty of the vassal chieftains. Hob was chosen to be a serving-boy. But, because the clothes of a servitor were tight and thus revealing of gender, she perforce faked an injury, and I took her place instead.
It was thus that I caught the eye of Lady Winterjude.
The widow was a handsome, well-made woman with a black pony-tail tied up in a bow. She wore her late husband’s military jacket, in assertion of her rights, and it was well known that she was Captain Blacken’s chief advisor. As I waited on her I felt her eye upon me at odd moments, and once saw her looking at me with a shocking directness.
She took me, as her unwritten perquisite, into her bed. Thereby and instantly turning Hob into my bitterest enemy, with Captain Blacken not all that far behind.
Forgive me. No, I hadn’t fallen asleep. I was just thinking on things. This and that. Nothing that need concern you.
At the time I thought of Lady Winterjude as a monster of evil, an incubus or lamia to whom I was nevertheless drawn by the weakness of my flesh. But of course she was nothing of the kind. Had I made an effort to see her as a fellow human, things might well have turned out differently. For I now believe that it was my very naivete, the transparency with which I was both attracted to and repelled by her, that was my chief attraction for the lady. Had I but the wit to comprehend this then, she would have quickly set me aside. Lady Winterjude was no woman to allow her weaknesses to be understood by a subordinate.
I was young, though, and she was a woman of appetites.
Which is all I remember of that world, save that we were driven out from it. Before we left, however, we dropped a Union Jack, weighted at the two bottom corners, over the side and into the ocean, claiming the sea and all continents it touched for Britain and Queen Titania.
Only an orca was there to witness the ceremony, and whether it took any notice I greatly doubt.


The Empire crashed less than a month after we encountered the air-serpents. They lived among the Aurora Borealis, high above the Arctic mountains. It was frigid beyond belief when we first saw them looping amid the Northern Lights, over and over in circles or cartwheels, very much like the Oriental pictures of dragons. Everybody crowded the rails to watch. We had no idea that they were alive, much less hostile.
The creatures were electrical in nature. They crackled with power. Yet when they came zigzagging toward us, we suspected nothing until two balloons were on fire, and the men had to labor mightily to cut them away before they could touch off the others.
We fought back not with cannons—the recoil of which would have been disastrous to our fragile shells—but with rockets. Their trails crisscrossed the sky, to no effect at first. Then, finally, a rocket trailing a metal chain passed through an air-dragon and the creature discharged in the form of a great lightning-bolt, down to the ground. For an instant we were dazzled, and then, when we could see again, it was no more.
Amid the pandemonium and cheers, I could have heard no sound to alert me. So it was either a premonition or merest chance that caused me to turn at that moment, just in time to see Hob, her face as hate-filled as any demon’s, plunge a knife down upon me.


Eh? Oh, I’m sure she did. Your mother was never one for halfway gestures. I could show the scar if you required it. Still, I’m alive, eh? It’s all water under the bridge. She had her reasons, to be sure, just as I had mine. Anyway, I didn’t set out to explain the ways of women to you, but to tell of how the voyage ended.
We were caught in a storm greater than anything we had encountered so far. I think perhaps we were trapped between worlds. Witch-fires danced on the ropes and rails. Balloons went up in flames. So dire was our situation and sure our peril that I could not hold it in my mind. A wild kind of exaltation filled me, an almost Satanic glee in the chaos that was breaking the airship apart.
As Hob came scuttling across my path, I swept her into my arms and, unheeding of her panicked protests, kissed her! She stared, shocked, into my eyes, and I laughed. “Caroline,” I cried, “you are the woman or lass or lad or whatever you might be for me. I’d kiss you on the lip of Hell itself, and if you slipped and fell in, I’d jump right after you.”
Briefly I was the man she had once thought me and I had so often wished I could be.
Hob looked at me with large and unblinking eyes. “You’ll never be free of me now,” she said at last, and then jerked away and was gone, back to her duty.


For more than a month I wandered the fever-lands, while the Society for the Relief of Shipwrecked Sailors attended to my needs. Of the crash itself, I remember nothing. Only that hours before it, I arrived at the bridge to discover that poor dear old Fuzzleton was dead.
Captain Blacken, in his madness, had destroyed the only man who might conceivably have returned him to his own port of origin.
“Can you navigate?” he demanded fiercely. “Can you bring us back to London?”
I gathered up the equations that Fuzzleton and I had spent so many nights working up. In their incomplete state, they would bring us back to Philadelphia—if we were lucky—but no further. With anything less than perfect luck, however, they would smear us across a thousand worlds.
“Yes,” I lied. “I can.”
I set a course for home.


And so at last, I came upon my father’s grave. It was a crisp black rectangle in the earth, as dark and daunting as oblivion itself. Without any hesitation, I stepped through that lightless doorway. And my eyes opened.
I looked up into the black face of a disapproving angel.
“Tacey?” I said wonderingly.
“That’s Mrs. Nash to you,” she snapped. But I understood her ways now, and when I gratefully clasped her hand, and touched my lips to it, she had to look away, lest I think she had changed in her opinion of me.
Tacey Nash was still one of the tiniest women I had ever seen, and easily the most vigorous. The doctor, when he came, said it would be weeks before I was able to leave the bed. But Tacey had me nagged and scolded onto my feet in two days, walking in three, and hobbling about the public streets on a cane in four. Then, on the fifth day, she returned to her husband, brood, and anonymity, vanishing from my life forever, as do so many people in this world to whom we owe so much more than will ever be repaid.


When word got out that I was well enough to receive visitors, the first thing I learned was that my brother was dead. Jack had drowned in a boating accident several years after I left. A girl whose face was entirely unknown to me told me this—my mother, there also, could not shush her in time—and told me as well that she was my baby sister Barbara.
I should have felt nothing. The loss of a brother one does not know is, after all, no loss at all. But I was filled with a sadness wholly inexplicable but felt from the marrow outward, so that every bone, joint, and muscle ached with the pain of loss. I burst into tears.
Crying, it came to me then, all in an instant, that the voyage was over.
The voyage was over and Caroline had not survived it. The one true love of my life was lost to me forever.


So I came here. I could no longer bear to live in Philadelphia. The gems in my pocket, small though they might be compared to those I’d left behind, were enough to buy me this house and set me up as a merchant. I was known in the village as a melancholy man. Indeed, melancholy I was. I had been through what would have been the best adventure in the world, were it not ruined by its ending—by the loss of the Empire and all its hands, and above all the loss of my own dear and irreplaceable Hob.
Perhaps in some other, and better, world she yet survived. But not in mine.
Yet my past was not done with me yet.
On a cold, wet evening in November, a tramp came to my door. He was a wretched, fantastical creature, more kobold than human, all draped in wet rags and hooded so that only a fragment of nose poked out into the meager light from my doorway.
Imploringly, the phantasm held out a hand and croaked, “Food!”
I had not the least thought that any danger might arise from so miserable a source, and if I had, what would I have cared? A violent end to a violent life—I would not have objected. “Come inside,” I said to the poor fellow, “out of the rain. There’s a fire in the parlor. Go sit there, while I warm something up.”
As the beggar gratefully climbed the stairs, I noticed that he had a distinct limp, as if a leg had been broken and imperfectly healed.
I had a kettle steaming in the kitchen. It was the work of a minute to brew the tea. I prepared a tray with milk and sugar and ginger, and carried it back to the front of the house.
In the doorway to the parlor I stopped, frozen with amazement. There, in that darkened room, a hand went up and moved the hood down. All the world reversed itself.
I stumbled inside, unable to speak, unable to think.
The fire caught itself in her red hair. She turned up her cheek toward me with that same impish smile I loved so well.
“Well, mate,” she said. “Ain’t you going to kiss me?”


The fire is all but done. No, don’t bother with another log. Let it die. There’s nothing there but ashes anyway.
You look at your mother and you see someone I do not—a woman who is old and wrinkled, who has put on some weight, perhaps, who could never have been an adventurer, a rogue, a scamp. Oh, I see her exterior well enough, too. But I also see deeper.
I love her in a way you can’t possibly understand, nor ever will understand unless some day many years hence you have the good fortune to come to feel the same way yourself. I love her as an old and comfortable shoe loves its mate. I could never find her equal.
And so ends my tale. I can vouch for none of it. Since the fever, I have not been sure which memories are true and which are fantasy. Perhaps only half of what I have said actually happened. Perhaps none of it did. At any rate, I have told you it all.
Save for one thing.
Not many years later, and for the best of reasons, I sent for the midwife. My darling Caroline was in labor. First she threw up, and then the water broke. Then the Quaker midwife came and chased me from the room.
I sat in the parlor with my hands clasped between my knees and waited.
Surely hours passed while I stewed and worried. But all I recall is that somehow I found myself standing at the foot of my wife’s child-bed. Caroline lay pale with exhaustion. She smiled wanly as the midwife held up my son for me to see.
I looked down upon that tiny creature’s face and burst into tears. The tears coursed down my face like rain, and I felt such an intensity of emotion as I can scarce describe to you now. It was raining outside, they tell me now, but that is not how I recall it. To me the world was flooded with sunshine, brighter than any I had ever seen before.
The midwife said something, I paid her no mind. I gazed upon my son.
In that moment I felt closer to my father than ever I had before. I felt that finally I understood him and knew what words he would have said to me if he could. I looked down on you with such absolute and undeviating love as we in our more hopeful moments pray that God feels toward us, and silently I spoke to you.
Someday, my son, I thought, you will be a man. You will grow up and by so doing turn me old, and then I will die and be forgotten. But that’s all right. I don’t mind. It’s a small price to pay for your existence.
Then the midwife put you into my arms, and all debts and grudges I ever held were canceled forever.
There’s so much more I wish I could tell you. But it’s late, and I lack the words. Anyway, your trunk is packed and waiting by the door. In the morning you’ll be gone. You’re a man yourself, and about to set off on adventures of your own. Adventures I cannot imagine, and which afterwards you will no more be able to explain to others than I could explain mine to you. Live them well. I know you will.
And now it’s time I was abed. Time, and then some, that I slept.



Ghost Ships
Driving from Philadelphia to Williamsburg that morning, casting about in my mind for memories of Rabbit’s exploits to share at his memorial, I found myself thinking of the time that Sam the Townie saw the ghost ships.
The three townies, Sam and Donny and Brick Rhodes, were a very minor part of my college years, local high school students who were funny and bright and eager when they first started hanging with the freaks and far less so, two years later, when I graduated. Brick owned a secondhand hearse and the three were often seen in it, off to nowhere in particular in search of adventure. That was a long time ago, in the early seventies.
This will not be your standard ghost story. For one thing, every word of it, the names excepted, is true. For another, the ghosts put in a single appearance and never returned. Also, it happened in broad daylight. Then too, I was not a party to the sighting. Make of that what you will.
The townies were driving through the marshes of Guinea, a very old part of the Virginia Tidewater, for reasons I never learned and probably for none at all. In the eighteenth century, British convict ships would put in at the Chesapeake Colonies, of which Virginia was part, and auction off criminals and debtors as indentured servants. Local lore had it that the very worst of these were rowed halfway to land at Guinea and thrown into the water to swim ashore or drown. Supposedly, that was why its inhabitants, their descendants, were so distrustful of outsiders. Today that sounds suspect, but we all believed it then.
Most likely, the townies were speeding.
The road was lightly traveled and its path was dictated by the frequency of streams and inlets. It would hug the coast briefly, suddenly veer inland, and then, after a bit, return. On one of those returns the townies came within sight of the ocean. Seagulls overhead, salt spray in the air. Two square-rigged wooden ships lay anchored offshore. Closer in, sailors wearing eighteenth-century garb were rowing a longboat toward the beach. Rough-looking men stood in the stern, hands tied behind their backs.
“They’re making a movie!” Sam the Townie crowed, and the road curved again, hiding the ocean behind a line of scrub trees. He hammered on the dashboard with his fists. “Go back, go back, go back, go back! We’ve got to see.”
Brick slammed on the brakes, made an awkward U-turn in the road, and drove back to where they had seen the ships.
The sea was empty.
The townies could hear the surf and see the ocean all the way to the horizon. But there were no ships or longboat on the water. No film crew on the beach.
Thinking this might be some trick of local topography, the townies got out of the hearse and hurried across the road. They all had seen the ships. This was where they had seen them. The ships had been out of sight for only a minute or two. Even if they had been fitted with motors, there was no way they could have moved beyond sight in so little time.
But they were gone.


There were so many stories I could tell about Rabbit but not all of them were true. He was a born storyteller—so good I never knew which of his tales were inventions. But he wasn’t all imagination and no action. One time he bought a rubber bullshit stamp and the next morning the college awoke to find every poster and piece of paper on every kiosk on campus so judged. It was he who, more out of mischief than malice, painted kill pigs in big block letters on the roof of Old Dominion Dormitory that memorable evening when I returned from the deli to find my dorm surrounded by flashing police cars and angry cops.
Neither of those stories would do. Ultimately, I settled on the time, late one night, when Rabbit and I, tripping our balls off on LSD, wandered past the television room and saw somebody lying facedown on the rug. There was an empty bottle of Boone’s Farm lying near his hand. “Is that guy in trouble?” Rabbit wondered.
“I think he’s just sleeping,” I said, but Rabbit went into the room anyway. In my defense, analytical thought is a little difficult when you’ve got 300 mics of Orange Sunshine frolicking among your neurons. “Um… Maybe we should just go on.”
Without a word, Rabbit stooped alongside the young man and flipped him over. Sam the Townie gasped spasmodically as his face lifted from a pool of vomit. He must have just passed out. A minute or two later, he would have been dead.
Rabbit and I helped Sam the Townie up and onto a couch. He was still unconscious. I got out my handkerchief and cleaned Sam’s face as best I could. Then I dropped it atop the vomit on the rug for the janitor to deal with in the morning. I felt bad about that, but I wasn’t going to put the thing back in my pocket. We left Sam the Townie lying on his back, snoring.


There was a particular irony to this incident because in our freshman year, I may have saved Rabbit’s life in the television room of our old dorm. Not in the casually heroic manner he had saved Sam the Townie, however, but completely by accident.
The television room was empty at the time. Understandably so, because a few days before, some freshman jocks, returning from a drunken pledge week event at the animal house, had ripped the television off the wall and smashed it. All that remained of it now were two prongs jutting from the electrical outlet. Rabbit, who had an interest in electrical wiring—years later, he would do the lights and sound for Sidewalk Trout—was explaining how the surge caused when the TV was torn free had fried that particular circuit. “Watch,” he said, “I’ll put a quarter across the two prongs and nothing will happen.” He searched his pockets. “Damn! I don’t have a quarter. Do you?”
I did. But I hadn’t known Rabbit very long and already I was aware that he was a bit of a trickster. I didn’t have enough money back then to risk a penny of it so I slapped the sides of my jeans and said, “No.”
“Hey, wait.” Rabbit pulled a screwdriver from his hip pocket. It had a long shank and a clear plastic handle. He was the kind of guy who would be carrying such a thing. He laid it across the prongs.
There was a bright flash and all the lights went out. When Rabbit picked the screwdriver up off the floor, there were two dark spot-welded marks on the shank where it had touched the prongs.
So I almost let a kid die because I was tripping and I may have saved a friend’s life because I was distrustful. I didn’t tell anybody at college this story because I wasn’t very proud of the part I had played in it.


I should have gone straight to the hotel at the edge of town where my friends had arranged for conference space and a slide projector, and splurged on a room so I could take a nap. It was a mistake to arrive early, to sign the register for the Reunion weekend, to pin on the button identifying my year, and to wander about campus remembering how alienated and out of place I had felt there. Alums who looked like every dentist I’d ever had were tailgating in front of the stadium. The dorms were all locked and you needed a swipe card to get in now. So I couldn’t go to OD’s common room and pick out the spot where Crazy Zack had seen God and drawn a cartoon tapeworm on a pillar to commemorate the event. Nor could I get into the biology building where we’d go at midnight to look at the rattlesnakes and then sit atop the elevator watching the walls of the shaft glide up and down, or the theater where Abigail and Susan would moan though the air vents at night in hope of starting a rumor that Phi Beta Kappa Hall was haunted, or the radio station where I and a troupe of merry pranksters had once gone into the production studio and hijacked the show out from under Thoroughly Modern Maxie while he was being interviewed for a post-graduation deejay job at the local AM station, or (of course) Chandler, the girls’ dorm I had once been smuggled into so I could paint a wall-filling dragon bursting out of a mountain of flowers in my friend Aspen’s room.
I never really belonged at William and Mary. But the teachers were good and, my parents being Virginia taxpayers, it was the best college I could afford.
Nor did I entirely belong in my circle of friends. I was a New Englander at heart and, even among the freaks, Southern culture was foreign to me. Nevertheless, I was glad to see the gang, those I still remembered. I chatted with several, the way one does to people you no longer have much in common with. “Everyone asks me how I can stand to live in such an isolated little town off in the mountains,” Charlie said. We’d been roommates with Crazy Zack on consecutive years and had that misery in common. “I tell them that it’s quiet. Very quiet. Nothing ever happens there. I value that.”
Bit by bit, I got caught up. For all their druggish ways, my friends had come through the decades well—except for James, who was already a raging alcoholic by his senior year and hadn’t gotten better since. We hadn’t inherited the Earth, the way we’d thought our generation would back when. But neither had we been entirely reabsorbed into what we had been in revolt against. That’s a victory of sorts. So this is not a story about a man who has lost his way and returns to confront his past and admit to his failings. As I said before, it’s a ghost story.
Linda, who’d organized our reunion—or Counterreunion as we used to joke we’d have, back in the day when there was a thing called the Counterculture which we all took far too seriously—started things off with a slide show. Photos from the old days: Young men with scrawny beards in cutoffs in front of the swimming hole at Lake Matoaka. Confident, long-haired women posed with their fists against their hips. Two strangers sitting on a bed back at the Farm with a Confederate flag hanging on the wall. A couple I’d never thought would still be together forty years later, beside a rusting Chevrolet, being solemn and young. “Nice car!” somebody said and we all laughed.
Then the memorial part of the evening began. Picture upon picture of Rabbit, of course. A few loving words from his brother Greg. One by one, we stood up and told stories.
Groff, who was the last remaining founding member of Sidewalk Trout, talked about the early days when Rabbit drove the band in a converted school bus with no brakes, downshifting when they came to a red light, then slamming the door open, grabbing a cinder block with a loop of rope through it, and chocking it under a tire to make the bus come to a complete stop. “One time, we’re pulling into a motel and Rabbit downshifts and downshifts, slams the door open, hops out, shoves the cinder block in front of the wheel, and poof! it disintegrates into dust. The bus slams into the side of the office and Rabbit goes inside and says, ‘One room, please.’”
More laughter. I’d heard the story before and was glad to learn it was true. Then Groff said, “But Rabbit was the smartest man I ever met. We needed a lighting technician so he went to the library and got out a book on the subject this thick.” He held out thumb and forefinger. “It was extremely technical stuff. But he had it read and memorized the next day. One day!”
When Groff sat down, I stood and told my story. I didn’t use Sam the Townie’s name—just said “some kid.” My intention was to end by saying that Rabbit never spoke of what he’d done. But apparently he had, because several of my friends nodded. “That was Sam the Townie,” said one.
“Sam the Townie, yeah.”
“He died in 1986.”


When Sidewalk Trout began setting up their amps, I made a few quiet goodbyes and slipped away. I had a long drive ahead of me. Also, I was never a big fan of Southern rock. On the way out, I saw Charlie again and on impulse clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Charles,” I said, “I’m glad you’re doing well.” He hadn’t been, the last time I’d seen him, but that’s another story and one I don’t feel free to share.
Smiles. Clasped hands. That lonely sensation you get when you turn your back and know that nobody’s looking after you.
Then I was on the road. All that long drive home, I thought about the ghost ships that Sam the Townie had seen. I had no idea what had become of the other two townies and, let’s be honest, didn’t much care. They were spear-carriers in the opera of my youth. It was possible I was the last person in the world who remembered the ships—and, as I said, only second hand. Had those really been ghosts? What else could they possibly have been?
Sam the Townie might have lied to me, of course. I do not believe he did. Rabbit once said to me, “The townies are nice kids, man, but way too innocent for this world. I don’t think they could tell a lie if their lives depended on it. You have to worry what’s going to become of them.”
Now Sam the Townie was dead. I hadn’t given him a thought in decades. But knowing he’d been gone for so very long hit me hard. Rabbit had saved his life. An accomplishment like that should endure.
The windshield wipers were going so it must have been raining. It came to me then that everything was provisional. Or perhaps the better word was temporary. All the heroic actions of the past are destined to be unmade, the small memories carefully preserved must inevitably come to be forgotten, and everything we are and do and care about will in time be undone. You can save someone’s life, but it’s not permanent.
We are, all of us, involuntary passengers on fragile ships, visible from the shore for the briefest of moments and then forever gone. No one can say why. Perhaps we were sent here as punishment. Perhaps we were never here in the first place.
Soon enough, there will be no witnesses to prove otherwise.



An Empty House
With Many Doors
The television set is upside down. I need its company while I clean, but not its distraction. Sipping gingerly at a glass of wine, I vacuum the oriental rugs one-handed, with great care. Ah, Katherine, you’d be amazed the job I’ve done. The house has never been so clean.
I put the vacuum cleaner back in the closet. Cleanup takes next to no time at all since I eliminated all the unneeded furniture.
Rugs done, I’m about to get out the floor polish when it occurs to me that trash pickup is tomorrow. Humming, I roll up the carpets one by one, tie them with string, carry all three out to the curb. Then, since it’s no longer needed, I set the vacuum cleaner beside them.
Back in the house, the living room is all but empty, the dried and bleached bones of our life picked clean of meat and memories. One surviving chair, the television, and a collapsible tray I’ve used since discarding the dining room table. The oven timer goes off; the pot pies are ready. I get out the plate, knife, and fork, slide out the pies, and throw away the foil roasting tray. I wipe the stove door with a damp rag, rinse the rag, wring it out, and put it away. Pour myself another glass of wine.
The television gibbers and shouts at me as I eat. People hang upside down, like bats. They scuttle across the ceiling, smiling insanely. The news bimbo is chatting up the latest disaster, mouth an inverted crescent. Somebody in a woodpecker suit is bashing his head into the bed of a pickup truck, over and over again. Is all this supposed to mean something? Was it ever?
The wine in my glass is half-gone already. Making good time tonight. All of a sudden the bad feelings well up, like a gusher of misery. I squeeze my eyes shut, screwing my face tight, but somehow the tears seep through, and I’m sobbing. Crying uncontrollably, because while I’m still thinking about you, while I never do and never can stop thinking about you, it’s getting harder and harder to remember what you looked like. It’s going away from me. Oh Katherine, I’m losing your face!
No self-pity. I won’t give in to it. I get out the mop and fill a bucket with warm water and ammonia detergent. Swabbing as hard as I can, I start to clean the floors. Until finally, it’s under control. I top off my glass, take a sip, feel the wine burning in my belly. Drinking like this will kill a man, sooner or later. Which is why I work at it so hard.
I’m teaching myself how to die.


If I don’t get some fresh air, I’ll pass out. If I pass out, I’ll drink less. Timing is all. I get my coat, walk out the door. Wibbledy-wobbledy, down the hill I go. Past the row houses and corner hoagie shops, the chocolate factory and the gas station, under the railroad bridge and along the canal, all the way down into Manayunk. The wine is buzzing in my head, but still the traitor brain dwells on you, a droning monologue on pain and loss and yearning. If only I’d kept you home that day. If only I’d only fucking only. Even I’m sick of hearing it. I lift up and above it, until conscious thought is just a drear mumble underfoot and I soar up godlike in the early evening air.
How you loved Manayunk, its old mill buildings, tumbledown collieries, and blue-collar residences. The yuppies have gentrified Main Street, but three blocks uphill from it the people haven’t changed a bit; still hardheaded, suspicious, good neighbors. I float through the narrow streets, to the strip of trendy little restaurants on Main. My head swells and balloons and my feet barely touch the ground. I pass through the happy evening crowd, attached to the earth by the most tenuous of tethers. I’d sever it if I could, and simply float away.
Then I see the man strangling in midair.
Nobody else can see him. They stride purposefully by, some even walking through the patch of congealed air that, darkly sparkling, contains his struggling figure.
He is twisting in slow agony on a frame of chrome bars, like a fly dying on a spider’s web. The outlines of his distorted body are prismatic at the edges, like a badly tuned video. He is drowning in dirty rainbows. His body is a cubist nightmare, torso shattered into overlapping planes, limbs scattered through nine dimensions. The head swings around, eyes multiplying and being swallowed up by flesh, and then there is a flash of desperate hope as he realizes I can see him. He reaches toward me, outflung arm spreading through a fan of possibilities. Caught in jellied air, dark and sparkling, his body shattered into strangely fractured planes.
Mouth opens in a silent scream, and through some form of sympathetic magic the faintest distant echoes of his pain sound a whispering screech of fingernails across the back of my skull.
I know a man who is drowning when I see one. People are scurrying about, some right through the man. They glance at me oddly, standing there, frozen on the sidewalk. I reach up and take his hand.
It hurts. It hurts like a sonofabitch. I feel like I’ve been hit with a two-by-four. One side of my body goes completely numb. I am slammed sideways, thought whiting out under sheets of hard white pain, and it is a blessing because for the first time since you died, oh most beloved, I stop thinking about you.
When I come to, I draw myself together, stand up. I haven’t moved, but the street is empty and dark. Must be late at night. Which is crazy, because people wouldn’t just leave me lying there. It’s not that kind of neighborhood. So why did they? It doesn’t bear thinking about.
I stand up, and there, beside me, is the man’s corpse.
He’s dressed in a kind of white jumpsuit, with little high-tech crap scattered all over it. A badge on his chest with a fan of arrows branching out, diverging from a single point. I look at him. Dead, poor bastard, and nothing I can do about it.
I need another drink.


Home again, home again, trudge trudge trudge. As I approach the house, something is wrong, though. There are curtains in the windows, and orange light spills out. If I were a normal man, I’d be apprehensive, afraid, fearful of housebreakers and psychopaths. There’s nothing I’d be less likely to do than go inside.
I go inside.
Someone is rattling pans in the kitchen. Humming. “Is that you, love?”
I stand there, inside the living room, trembling with something more abject than fear. It’s the kind of curdling terror you might feel just before God walks into the room. No, I say to myself, don’t even think it.
You walk into the room.
“That didn’t take long,” you say, amused. “Was the store closed?” Then, seeing me clear, alarm touches your face, and you say “Johnny?”
I’m trembling. You reach out a hand and touch me, and it’s like a world of ice breaking up inside, and I start to cry. “Love, what’s wrong?”
Which is when I walk into the room.
Again.
The two of me stare at each other. At first, to be honest, I don’t make the connection. I just think: There’s something odd about this man. Strangest damn guy I ever did see, and I can’t figure out why. All those movies and television shows where somebody is suddenly confronted by his exact double and goes slack-jawed with shock? Lies, the batch of them. He doesn’t look a bit like the way I picture myself.
“Johnny?” Katherine says in a strangled little voice. But she’s not looking at me but at the other guy and he’s staring at me in a bemused kind of way, as if there’s something strange and baffling about me, and then all of a sudden the dime drops.
He’s me.
He’s me and he’s not getting it any more than I was. “Katherine?” he says. “Who is this?”


A very long evening later, I find myself lying on the couch under a blanket with pillows beneath my head. Upstairs, Katherine and the other me are arguing. His voice is low and angry. Hers is calm and reasonable, but he doesn’t like what it says. It was my wallet that convinced her: the driver’s license identical to his in every way, the credit and library and insurance cards, all the incidental pieces of identification one picks up along the way, and every single one of them exactly the same as his.
Save for the fact that his belong to a man whose wife is still alive.
I don’t know exactly what you’re saying up there, but I can guess at the emotional heart of it. You love me. This is, in a sense, my house. I have nowhere else to go. You are not about to turn me out.
Meanwhile, I—the me upstairs, I mean—am angry and unhappy about my being here at all. He knows me better than you do, and he doesn’t like me one tenth as much. Knowing that there’s no way you could tell us apart, he is filled with paranoid fantasies. He’s afraid I’m going to try to take his place.
Which, if I could, I most certainly would. But that would probably require my killing him and I’m not sure I could actually kill a man. Even if that man was myself. And how could I possibly hope to square it with Katherine? I’m in uncharted territory here. I have no idea what might or might not happen.
For now, though, it’s enough to simply hear your voice. I ignore the rest and close my eyes and smile.
A car rumbles down the road outside and then abruptly stops. As do the voices above. All other noises cease as sharply as if somebody has thrown a switch.
Puzzled, I get up from the couch.
Out of nowhere, strong hands seize my arms. There’s a man standing to the right of me and another to the left. They both wear white jumpsuits, which I understand now to be a kind of uniform. They wear the same badge—a fan of arrows radiant from a common locus—as the man I saw strangling in the air.
“We’re sorry, sir,” says one. “We saw you trying to help our comrade, and we appreciate that. But you’re in the wrong place and we have to put you back.”
“You’re time travelers or something, aren’t you?” I ask.
“Or something,” the second one says. He’s holding onto my right arm. With his free hand he opens a kind of pod floating in the air beside him. An equipment bag, I think. It’s filled with devices which seem to be only half there. A gleaming tube wraps itself around my chest, another around my forehead. “But don’t worry. We’ll have everything set right in just a jiff.”
Then I twig to what’s going on.
“No,” I say. “She’s here, don’t you understand that? I’ll keep my mouth shut, I won’t say anything to anyone ever, I swear. Only let me stay. I’ll move to another city, I won’t bother anybody. The two upstairs will think they had some kind of shared hallucination. Only please, for God’s sake, let me exist in a world where Katherine’s not dead.”
There is a terrible look of compassion in the man’s eyes. “Sir. If it were possible, we would let you stay.”
“Done,” says the other. The world goes away.


So I return to my empty house. I pour myself a glass of wine and stare at it for a long, long time. Then I get up and pour it into the sink.
A year passes.
It’s night and I’m standing in our tiny urban backyard, Katherine, looking up at the stars and a narrow sliver of moon. Talking to you. I know you can’t hear me. But I’ve been thinking about that strange night ever since it happened, and it seems to me that in an infinite universe, all possibilities are manifest in an eternal present. Somewhere you’re happy, and that makes me glad. In countless other places, you’re a widow and heartbroken. Surely one of you at least is standing out in the backyard, like I am now, staring up at the moon and imagining that I’m saying these words. Which is why I’m here. So it will be true.
I don’t really have much to say, I’m afraid. I just want you to know I still love you and that I’m doing fine. I wasn’t, for a while there. But just knowing you’re alive somehow, however impossibly far away, is enough to keep me going.
You’re never really dead, I know that now.
And if it makes you feel any better, neither am I.



Annie Without Crow
Annie and Crow were at odds.
Lord Eros had woven a dozen sets of sheets from sighs and orgasms he had collected in his avatar as Lady Incuba. A thousand times smoother than silk were those sheets and infinitely more sensuous. To touch one, however lightly, was to abandon reason for desire. Lust became one’s master, one’s purpose, one’s all. Questions of gender or rank or appearance no longer mattered. So potent were these shimmering cloths that their effect could be felt through burlap.
Crow stole one of the sheets, wearing gloves made of Lord Eros’s own hair, and then, for a prank, held a party for as many of the Peers of Creation as could abide his presence. As they entered, he sent them into an unlighted room to leave their coats upon a bed he had made up with the stolen sheet. Then he watched, laughing, as they rutted themselves to exhaustion.
Annie didn’t think it was so funny.
“Look, babe, I played it straight with you. I told you what the sheet was and what would happen if you touched it,” Crow said.
“The fuck. You thought you could leave something like that lying around without me trying it out?” She hit him hard in the stomach. Annie packed a lot more muscle than you’d expect in a woman so delicate-featured and slim-waisted. Crow waited until she had turned away in scorn before wincing in pain, then composed himself just before she spun back to confront him again
“Th’art a vile, whore-mongering rogue!” Annie spat, eyes flashing like summer lightning. “Thou…thou…asshole!”
“Hey, hey, hey. You knew I was a trickster when you hooked up with me. This kind of behavior comes with the territory. It’s a compulsion. I ain’t got no say over it.”
“So you say!” Annie grabbed her purse and flung it over one leather-clad shoulder. “I’m going to the Rite Aid for some tampons. Don’t wait up for me.”
She slammed the door behind her.
A few seconds later, Crow heard the world-shaking roar of his Harley starting up. “My hog!” Outraged, he ran outdoors and was just in time to see Annie’s red hair flying behind her as she hit the road. For an instant the heat shimmering up from the highway mingled with the exhaust to make Annie, her hair, and the motorcycle billow and swell and snap in the air like a banner. Then she was gone, out of this gods-forsaken nation and century entirely.
“Shit,” Crow muttered. This was really going to fuck up the timelines.


Annie was almost half a millennium deep into the Mountains of Eternity before she had to stop and take a leak. After she’d taken care of business, she checked the maps and saw that she was close to home. So she unstrapped the saddlebags and unpacked her silks, laces, and whalebone stays. She knew from experience that sixteenth-century England would accept a woman on a motorcycle a thousand times more readily than it would one in skintight jeans.
Men! she thought. With ill grace, Annie changed into clothing more appropriate to her destination, skimming her leathers onto the verge of the road. Then, perforce riding sidesaddle, she started up the Harley again. Not just Crow—all of them! They would have to be punished. Only how?
This would require some thought.
Half an hour later, she arrived at Maidenshead Manor in the depths of the Old Forest and had all her servants and ladies-in-waiting assembled for inspection in the main hall. Everything appeared to be in order when—
“What is this?” Seizing him by his ear, Annie hauled a young male—well-made and even handsome in his way—from among the servants. Turning to glare not at Mistress Zephora, her head-of-household, but at Mistress Pleasance, who was the most likely source of any mischief at Maidenshead. A glimmer of her aspect must have shown in her face, for all her ladies-in-waiting turned pale and a few backed away in fear. “Everyone here knows that my household has one unbreakable rule.” Even before she had abandoned her husband for a gypsy trickster, she had maintained this one mansion free of men, so as to have a periodic refuge from their at times oppressive company. She was not anxious to see it defiled.
“That applies only to males of rutting age,” Zephora said, adding with a dismissive flick of her fingers, “This pillicock is yet a boy.”
“He came wandering out of the forest one day, cold and wet and miserable, and none of us had the heart to turn him away. Who knows where and into what year he would have emerged, had we done so?” Pleasance babbled.
Annie’s nostrils flared. “By the smell of him, he won’t be a youth much longer. A place for him must be found elsewhere. Account for yourself, lad. What skills hast thou? Ostler, footman, page?”
“Lady, I am a poet,” the boy said with a short, stiff bow.
“May the Moon give me patience! Am I supposed to retain thee in order to tell me my eyes are the sun, my lips coral, my breasts as white as a January snowfall, my cheeks like roses, my bearing that of a goddess?”
“Your eyes are nothing like the sun—I can gaze direct at them without pain. Coral is redder than your lips and from what I can see of them your breasts are more dun than white and doubtless nowhere near so chill as snow. I have seen roses both red and white and they are not at all like your cheeks. Granted, I have never beheld a goddess, yet you show no signs of walking in the air rather than on the ground and therefore I doubt you are one.” Thoughtfully, the youth added, “You are, however, far more beautiful than any woman I have erenow seen. That said, I am young and there are many women I have yet to see.”
Zephora raised a hand to cuff the boy for his insolence. But, hiding a smile, Lady Anne forestalled her, saying, “Very well, you are a poet. If I can find you a post elsewhere before you mature, I won’t have to kill you.” Something about the pallor of his face prompted her to examine him more closely. “There is a fey look about thee, lad. Art dying?”
“Aye. Within the year, so the physician says.”
“Best hope, then, that thy mortality wins the race with thy maturity.” Annie turned away from the poet. “Are there any more unpleasant surprises awaiting me? Very well, I shall—” But the faces of her ladies told her that she had moved on too quickly. “What?”
“The child told a strange tale,” Lady Zephora said, “of a man and a woman he encountered in the forest. They were in a carriage made all of metal and drawn by no animals that he could see. They stopped and asked him the year and when he gave it, one looked to the other and said ‘Forty-three yet to go, then.’ We grammar’d out the dates and it seems sure they headed for this very year. He said the two were tall beyond normal stature, dressed in black, and wore white masks.”
Lady Anne turned to the boy. “The masks—were they white as chalk? Or white as lilies?”
The boy considered. “No,” he decided. “White as bone.”
“Crap. What’s today’s date?” Then, when Annie was told and had checked her PDA, “The king’s bairn’s christening occurs today at the Church of the Observant Friars. This can be no coincidence. Why are my best clothes not laid out? Why was I not given my invitation immediately upon arrival?”
Yet another uncomfortable silence fell upon the court.
Annie felt her lips go thin and white, and her heart correspondingly ruthless and hard. “Invited or no, we shall make a procession,” she said. “Have the boundaries of the estate moved so that they border Greenwich.”


The walls of the buildings leading to the church were lined with bright tapestries, and the street itself strewn with rushes, turning it green. A turbulent sea of peasants, priests, merchants, and other nonentities filled every open space and balcony and roof eave, waving scarves and roaring like an ocean squall.
Parked by the church was an ugly metal box of a vehicle, with thick black wheels, irregular sides, and windows of tinted glass. “Does’t look familiar, poet?” Annie asked.
“Aye. ’Tis the conveyance I saw in the forest.”
“That’s an Ural Typhoon. It’s a light troop carrier. Russian Federation, twenty-first century. Composite body armor and a KPV 14.5 millimeter machine gun mounted atop the cab. You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”
The boy shook his head.
“All that matters is the knowledge that none but Lord Vacant would have the bad taste to bring such a grotesque thing into Bluff King Hal’s England.”
The unwashed sea of celebrants froze immobile and silent as Annie’s procession neared the church. It was the easiest way for her kind to deal with the rabble.
At the procession’s approach, the crowds washed away from it like ocean waves parting—save for one, an old man who, unnoticed by the multitude, was pissing upon the church. Some flicker of motion made him look up. When he saw Annie, he blanched. “Lady Anne! You… You weren’t supposed to be here.” At her glare, he tucked himself in and buttoned his trews.
“Obviously not,” Annie said. Laying a hand on his sleeve, she said, “Tell me, Papa Goatfoot—what’s going on?”


Because the tale Papa Goatfoot told alarmed Annie greatly and because, technically, she was a party-crasher, she drew shadows around her entourage and slipped them inside the church unnoticed. Though all the pews were filled, enough new ones appeared to seat everyone. Such were the courtesies the universe provided those of her ilk.
“Looks like all the heavy hitters are present,” she muttered to Papa Goatfoot. “I have half a mind to inflict a passionate desire for an unobtainable lover upon each and every one of them.”
The satyr by now was sweating with fear. “Please. I’m supposed to be one of the godfathers—it wasn’t my idea! I just agreed because I was in my cups when I was asked.”
“As always. Never fear. You’re too old and sozzled for me to bother with.”
Papa Goatfoot breathed a sigh of relief. “I knew you wouldn’t do that to a pal,” he said, drawing a flask from an inside jacket pocket.
Taking the flask from him, Annie said, “Don’t get cocky. You’re not immune. I was the one who introduced Aristotle to Phyllis—and you know how that turned out.” She took a swig, returned the flask.
At the front of the church was a baptismal font of silver, carved with symbols that were never Christian. It illuminated those standing by it, for it was filled with uisce solais, the water of light. Annie watched as one by one the Lords of Creation stood forward to proffer gifts to the babe.
First and most fearsome came Reverend Wednesday, old man Death himself. “Courage,” said he. And sat down in the front pew, motionless as a stone. Then, solemn and richly dressed, as in a dumb-show, the other Peers advanced, each by turn, up the aisle to loom like storm clouds over the infant and bestow their gifts.
“Insight,” said Lady Dale, sometimes called Lord Dale the evasive.
“Restraint,” one of Lord Silence’s gray ladies said, and he nodded grave approval.
“Loyalty and the charm that inspires it,” said Prince Mundus.
“Strategic brilliance,” said Fata Morgaine.
“Ruthlessness,” growled Lord Vacant, “and the sense to employ it sparingly.”
There was a long pause. Finally, Annie jabbed her elbow in Papa Goatfoot’s side and he popped to his feet. “Sobriety!” he squeaked, eliciting a ripple of laughter. Under his breath, he added, “But in moderation.”
With each blessing, the infant was dipped quickly in and out of the luminous water. It bore the ceremony with surprising self-restraint, looking about alertly and making no complaint about the immersions.
Lady Anne waited until she was most of the way up the aisle before lifting the glamour that hid her and her ladies-in-waiting from the congregation. In her most commanding voice, she cried, “No one has asked me what gift I have for the infant.”
Lord Vacant placed himself between her and the baptismal font, saying, “Stand away, upstart! You are but a weak archetype. Only the strong have the right to be here.”
“Yet I have a blessing for the child. If I am as weak as you say, then you have nothing to fear from me, do you?”
For an instant, Lord Vacant hesitated. Then, with a brusqueness that was all but identical to rudeness, he stepped aside.
Lady Anne made her way into the circle of Peers surrounding the baptismal font. Then she dipped her hand into the water and dribbled a few drops on the infant princess. “My gift to thee is that thou shalt neither wed nor bed any man who is your inferior in wit or character.” A pitiless smile rested complacent on her lips for a breath, and then she said, “After the gifts you have today received, I have good reason to doubt you shall ever find such a paragon. So, really, what I’m bestowing upon you is a lifetime sans husband or offspring.”
A gasp rose up from the assembled Lords of Creation. Outraged, Fata Morgaine cried, “You would destroy the king’s daughter’s value?”
With a cold glee, Lady Anne said, “I would. Moreover, upon the babe’s sire—who, I mark, did not bother to attend her christening—I visit the curse that his daughter will be ten times the king that e’er he was.”
Elizabeth, princess of the House of Tudor and someday Queen of England, began to wail.


“There will be many changes made,” the Lady Anne announced to the assembled women of her household, once they had returned to Maidenshead. “From this day onward, women shall not take lovers who are their emotional or intellectual inferiors. This will apply not only to the Princess Elizabeth but to every woman everywhere.”
In horror, Mistress Pleasance cried, “We’ll all die virgins!”
Heads swiveled to look at her and she turned red.
“But, milady, how is this to be done?” asked Mistress Zephora, who was always the most practical one of the household and, consequently, the least popular. “The world needs to be populated—under your terms, it will dwindle to nothing in mere centuries.”
“Watch and learn. Oh, and clean the manor house from top to bottom and decorate it to a fare-thee-well. I anticipate guests. Erect tents and pavilions on the lawn and long tables covered by white cloths embroidered in silk with red hearts and yellow roses intertwined. Perfume the air and decorate the nearby woods with fairy lights and tame white harts. Set up targets for archery and prepare a lawn for tennis. Be ready to serve fruits and ices, roasted meats, crisp crudités, breads fresh from the oven with crocks of sweet butter, pâtés and mousses, Viennese pastries, and all manner of good things save only alcohol.”
Appearing from nowhere, her new pet poet observed, “’Tis a strange feast that has neither flagons of ale nor goblets of wine. Wouldst have them drink dew, like mayflies?”
“No, still water, like carp. You wouldn’t want to see this gang plastered,” Lady Anne said. “When they get drunk, they break things.” She clapped her hands and raised her voice. “Everyone! You are to make our visitors welcome. They may go where they please and do as they wish in all regards save one: Allow nobody male inside the manor house. No man may penetrate my chambers, whether from the front entrance or the rear or by any other ingress.” Somebody tittered and she glared. “What?!”
No one dared say a word. “Very well,” Lady Anne said. “You have your duties—see to them.”
The women scattered like so many doves to the six quarters of the estate, and Lady Anne flung herself down on a couch. She caught herself drumming her fingers on its arm and stilled them. All her plans had been made in a trice, but if there was one thing she had learned from years with Crow, it was never to overthink matters. “Plot out your first seven moves,” he had told her. “Then forget the last five.” If things went awry, she could always extemporize.
“Poet,” she said, “I require distraction. Recite for me The Bastard Queen of England.”
The boy blushed.


The assault began with a flyover of combat jets, meant to intimidate the defensive forces Lady Anne did not have, followed by an all-out invasion of cavalry, infantry, and armored forces. War machines churned up the sod and crushed flowering topiary under their treads. Over the course of four hours, the grounds of the estate were secured, a task that could have been performed in an eighth that time had the invaders been capable of believing there were no defenders. Tanks and mobile guns were parked among the pavilions, latrines and defensive trenches were dug, rolls of barbed wire were unreeled along the perimeter, and guard stations were established by every gracefully winding road.
Servants offered lemonade and petits fours to their bemused conquerors. Lute music and diesel exhaust filled the air.
“Set up a chair in the croquet grounds by the great willow,” Lady Anne told her handmaid Larissa. “Have a pitcher of martinis nearby, in case my guest decides to be reasonable.” She did not think he would, but it was best to be prepared for all possibilities. Seated in what by no coincidence looked like a wicker throne, she waited for the head barbarian to come and announce that Maidenshead was no longer hers.
“If you die,” said her poet, “I will write a ballad in your honor.”
“Remind me again why I haven’t had you strangled?”
“It will make all who hear it weep.”
“Oh, go tell Mistress Zephora to find a hidey-hole for you, lest you be impressed into Lord Vacant’s forces for the rest of your pathetically short life. Be off. Shoo!”
Shortly thereafter, he whom she awaited arrived. At his approach, she stood gracefully. “Lord Vacant,” she said.
“Slut!” Lord Vacant backhanded her across the face. Fata Morgaine stood by his side, looking amused. “The royal brat was to give birth to a son who would conquer all of Europe and plunge half the world into a war that would last for centuries. You have undone a great deal of patient work today.”
“I am glad to hear it,” Lady Anne said, and Lord Vacant struck her again.
She was dragged to a Sarsen stone at the edge of the Old Forest and there stripped of her ribbons and finery. Barefoot and clad only in her shift, Lady Anne was lashed to the stone. “Do not think to use your witchy wiles upon the guards,” Lord Vacant said. “For they desire only men and are thus immune to you.”
Then he left her.
There were five guards, Greek soldiers by their gear and outfits, and their faces were hard and stony. As an avatar, Annie could not be killed—not permanently, anyway. She could, however, be made to suffer. She was capable of enduring this captivity forever. It was a rare drawback to being what she was.
After a time, she began to hum Arthur’s Seat Shall Be My Bed and soon after to sing the words aloud:
It’s not the cold that makes me cry,
Nor is’t the wet that wearies me:
Nor is’t the frost that freezes fell:
But I love a lad, and I dare not tell.
She was not surprised to see the soldiers looking wistful and sad with old memories. She had the voice for the song and she knew how to deliver it. Soon, one of the large, stolid men began to weep.
Lady Anne hung down her head so that her long, loose hair hid her smile.


Weeks passed. Every now and then, Lady Anne would talk, as if to herself, of her life and sorrows, of the cruel husband Crow had stolen her away from, of how much she had given up and how little she cared. Then she would sing another ballad. By the time her long-awaited supplicant arrived, she and not Lord Vacant owned the hearts of her Greek guardsmen.
At last Fata Morgaine came striding out of the Old Forest. Shoving a guard aside, she removed her mask of bone and said, “I would parley with you.”
“Morgi! How delightful to see you again. Timon, be a dear and send for tea.”
Twin servitors—Hélène and Héloïse—fetched service, tea table, and a chair, then disappeared. At Lady Anne’s nod, so did the guards. Fata Morgaine took a pro forma sip of Lapsang souchong and then said, “One of your whores is sleeping with my husband. This can only be your doing.”
“It was my whim,” Lady Anne admitted. “I put a geas on my ladies not to sleep with their inferiors. Being as they are, that drastically limited the number of potential bedmates. Who’s the lucky lass? Pleasance, I presume?”
“Zephora.” Outrage sharpened the Morgaine’s tone. “I am an avatar of War, feared and revered in every culture there has ever been. Wherever the bodies are piled high and their stench assails the heavens, there am I. How dare Lord Vacant prefer the company of a slattern over mine?”
“The ladies of my court are, when they choose, very close to irresistible. Since your husband insists on staying here, the outcome was inevitable.”
“He is waiting for you to undo your curse on the child Elizabeth.”
“You and I both know that’s not going to happen. Just as we know that if Zephora keeps her hooks in your husband much longer, you will lose him forever. Now, given that you no longer have enough influence over Lord Vacant to get him to free me…what else can you offer?”
“Whatever you require. Ask.”
The shift Lady Anne wore was sweat-stained and beginning to fray and her hair hadn’t been washed in all the time she’d been kept prisoner. Yet, lashed to the stone as she was, she was able to look down upon the Morgaine. This psychological advantage was one of the reasons she had ordered a chair for her guest. “Wouldst kneel before me?”
Flustered, the Morgaine said, “I…yes. Yes, I would.”
“Kiss my foot?”
“Yes, damn you!”
“Pledge your allegiance to me before all the world?”
“Anything! Anything! Anything!”
“None of that is necessary. By your words, you prove yourself my acolyte. All I require is that you borrow one of Lord Vacant’s machines and drive it to the far side of the Mountains of Eternity. Then come back and tell your husband what you have seen. Do this and I promise he will never see Mistress Zephora’s baubles again.”
“That’s it?” Fata Morgaine said in disbelief.
“That’s all. And more than enough.”


As soon as the Morgaine was out of sight, Lady Anne’s boy poet appeared out of nowhere and began tugging at the knots of the ropes that bound her to the Sarsen stone.
“What are you doing? Stop that.”
“Lady, we have little time before the Greeks return. I have a set of men’s clothing that should fit you stashed in the woods, along with a knife to hack your hair short, a leathern water flask, a wallet of food, and a bow and quiver of arrows. We can live off of venison and drink from forest pools until you have fled far enough to avoid recapture.”
Lady Anne found herself strangely touched. “’Tis a gallant but fantastical plan. I doubt any girl your age would be fool enough to come up with it. But there is no need. Tell Corydon—that’s the curly-haired brute, the cute one—that the hour has come for my release. Then do thou follow me, a step behind and to the side, to the manor. I must look my best for the coming confrontation.”
Walking point and trailed by her poet, guards, and a growing number of maidens, some of whom sang and while others played lutes and pipes, Lady Anne made straight and sure through the enemy encampment for Maidenshead Manor. Soldiers started and stared, but without direct orders dared not interfere with one so obviously in command. She left her Greeks to defend the door, not because it needed defense, but for appearances’ sake.
Indeed, they did look formidable.
A trip across the Mountains of Eternity and back, though objectively grueling, could be made in the subjective flash of an eye. So Lady Anne barely had time for a bath, fresh clothing, a new hairdo, a discreet touch of makeup, and a dab of Nuit de Titania behind one ear before Lord Vacant came howling to her door. Standing at the top of the steps (again, looking down), she turned the day in her hand so that the sun sank low and the light turned blue. It was twilight now, when her puissance was greatest. She left just a gleam of sunlight lingering on her face, so that all might admire her complexion.
Had anyone ever seen Lord Vacant as angry as he was now? Lady Anne doubted it. His bone mask crumbled in his clenched hand. “What have you done?” he screamed at her.
One by one, the other godparents of the infant Elizabeth faded into existence behind him, for they all had a stake in this wrangling. Lord Silence looked stern and forbidding, Mundus and Dale looked alarmed, and Fata Morgaine was outright frightened. Even Papa Goatfoot, though obviously pixilated, looked as though he would be worried if he could just remember why. Only Reverend Wednesday appeared serene and untroubled.
“You came into my territory unannounced and without my leave, plotted to turn its queen into a broodmare for a would-be world warlord, and failed to invite me to a christening in which I had an obvious interest. The offense was not slight. I took appropriate action.”
Gathering himself together with an obvious effort, Lord Vacant said, “You have killed off the human race, without whom we none of us have any purpose.”
“I have killed not a single soul—slaughter is your prerogative. I merely assured that the species would quietly and without fuss dwindle over the coming centuries to nothing. As was my right and privilege.”
“You have no privileges,” Lord Vacant said with cold disdain, “and no rights. You are a songbird, whose sole purpose is to lighten the lives of drabs and housewives on their death march to the grave. Stick to your soap operas and confession magazines and leave the running of the universe to your betters.”
So saying, he made a foul gesture.
Lady Anne hissed in outrage. Then she took on her aspect, so that she shone as bright as the moon. She yanked down her bodice. It helped that her seamstresses had access to elastics available to no one else in this century. “I am Romance, proud and fair—look upon my tits, ye Mighty, and despair. Thinkst thou mere brutality can stop me? Entropy? Desolation? I piss on you and all you stand for.”
Lord Vacant sneered. “Such vulgarity, lady, ill suits you.”
“You dare call me out on aesthetics? Fuck you! Do you imagine that Romance is neat and tidy? Meek, mild, and easily defeated? Polite? It invades the heart like a conquering army and it takes no prisoners. Whatever stands in its way it lays to waste. Family, friends, duty, love of country, common sense—all fall before it. Decency is set aflame! Morality is tossed aside! Reason is trampled underfoot! Self-preservation? Don’t make me laugh. There has never been a tyrant more ruthless or less prone to mercy than I. And I claim this era—nay, all eras!—for my own.”
“I defy,” Lord Vacant cried, “your every claim and throw them back in your teeth. You think to set murmured words and diadems of daisies against napalm and cold steel? Have at me! I am the lash that drives men on to greatness. You are a distraction for adolescent girls. Mine is the power that creates kings, destroys empires, and writes the lying histories afterward. What have you—”
“Enough.”
It was Reverend Wednesday who had spoken. He raised a hand and Lady Anne found she could not speak. A coldness, like the first frost of autumn, touched her heart. “Your case, dread lady, has been made.” He turned to Lord Vacant. “As has yours.” Then, gesturing, “Come forward, little ones, and kneel before me.”
Side by side, like children before a stern parent, they knelt. For the first time she could remember, Lady Anne felt small and unimportant. She did not much like the sensation. A quick sideways glance at Lord Vacant’s face showed he felt much the same. “Lord of Discord, you have dissed a Peer and she has given you a taste of your own medicine. From this moment onward, you will treat her as your equal.”
A choking noise came from Lord Vacant’s throat and he nodded.
“Lady Anne, your trickster has not been a good influence on you, I fear. In extinguishing the human race, who are under my protection, you overstepped yourself. You will immediately remove the curse from them, so that they may thrive.”
Lady Anne tried to speak and could only croak. So she, too, nodded.
“Nevertheless, you had cause. So I command that young Elizabeth be exempted from your lifting of the curse. Lord Vacant will have to create his world-encompassing war somewhere else, at some other time.” He stroked Lady Anne’s hair, as if she were a cat. “Now stand. This matter is over and done with.”
Reverend Wednesday began to fade away, then became solid again. His eyes twinkled. “Oh, and do try to keep out of trouble.”
Then he was gone.
Next to depart was Lord Vacant, taking his forces with him and leaving behind an estate that would be the despair of the groundskeepers for years to come. Fata Morgaine, hurrying after him, threw Lady Anne a look of what may have been gratitude. The others left in a more leisurely fashion.
Last to depart was Lord Silence. At his nod, one of his courtiers said, “All present capable of doing so will forget this day’s doing and all that led up to it. The princess was christened like any other princess.” Then Lord Silence flicked his fingers and the man said to Annie, “You have caused a great deal of trouble, lady.”
“All of which could have been spared if you’d only sent me a fucking by-your-leave invitation to the christening. Remember that next time.”


When the intruders were gone at last, Lady Anne’s shoulders sagged and with all the sincerity in her body, she said, “Thank Whomever.” Then, all business again, she said, “Pleasance. Take Master Shakespeare and put him back in his proper time and place. Oh, and he has an illness lurking within him. Give him the kiss of life so that he may have his two-score-and-twelve.”
Eyes gleaming, the lady-in-waiting said, “Yes, milady.”
“One kiss, no more, Mistress Pleasance. On the mouth. Nowhere else.”
Eyes dimming, Pleasance curtseyed, saying, “As you will.”
Annie kissed the boy farewell on his forehead. “I really should castrate you,” she whispered in his ear. “Alas, I was always a sucker for a gaudy line of patter.”


Because the Harley had disappeared—her ladies being no better than they ought to be, Annie was not surprised that one of them had nicked it in order to keep a tryst beyond her ken and reckoning—she left Maidenshead riding a white palfrey.
Not half a mile into the Old Forest, the path turned, and there was Crow, leaning against a tree. Annie did not ask how he had found her. By their very nature, it was hard for the universe to keep them apart. “Hey, babe,” he said. “I brought you something more comfortable to wear.” Neatly folded on the ground before him were a pair of jeans, a bomber jacket, a tank top, socks, and biker boots. Typical for him, the underwear was lacy and impractical. She was about to say something about that when he dropped a full carton of Kent Menthols atop the pile. For that, much could be forgiven.
Crow watched appreciatively as Annie stripped out of her skirts and furbelows and pulled on the riding gear. The horse she set free, to brighten the day of whatever rascal found it. Casually, Crow mounted his new Norton Commando and started the engine. “So how was your little vacation?” he asked when she climbed on behind him.
“Dull,” Annie said. She wrapped her arms around Crow so tight that it made his ribs creak. “Let’s go the fuck somewhere else and stir things up.”



Passage of Earth
The ambulance arrived sometime between three and four in the morning. The morgue was quiet then, cool and faintly damp. Hank savored this time of night and the faint shadow of contentment it allowed him, like a cup of bitter coffee, long grown cold, waiting for his occasional sip. He liked being alone and not thinking. His rod and tackle box waited by the door, in case he felt like going fishing after his shift, though he rarely did. There was a copy of Here Be Dragons: Mapping the Human Genome in case he did not.
He had opened up a drowning victim and was reeling out her intestines arm over arm, scanning them quickly and letting them down in loops into a galvanized bucket. It was unlikely he was going to find anything, but all deaths by violence got an autopsy. He whistled tunelessly as he worked. The bell from the loading dock rang.
“Hell.” Hank put down his work, peeled off the latex gloves, and went to the intercom. “Sam? That you?” Then, on the sheriff’s familiar grunt, he buzzed the door open. “What have you got for me this time?”
“Accident casualty.” Sam Aldridge didn’t meet his eye, and that was unusual. There was a gurney behind him, and on it something too large to be a human body, covered by canvas. The ambulance was already pulling away, which was so contrary to proper protocols as to be alarming.
“That sure doesn’t look like—” Hank began.
A woman stepped out of the darkness.
It was Evelyn.
“Boy, the old dump hasn’t changed one bit, has it? I’ll bet even the calendar on the wall’s the same. Did the county ever spring for a diener for the night shift?”
“I… I’m still working alone.”
“Wheel it in, Sam, and I’ll take over from here. Don’t worry about me, I know where everything goes.” Evelyn took a deep breath and shook her head in disgust. “Christ. It’s just like riding a bicycle. You never forget. Want to or not.”


After the paperwork had been taken care of and Sheriff Sam was gone, Hank said, “Believe it or not, I had regained some semblance of inner peace, Evelyn. Just a little. It took me years. And now this. It’s like a kick in the stomach. I don’t see how you can justify doing this to me.”
“Easiest thing in the world, sweetheart.” Evelyn suppressed a smirk that nobody but Hank could have even noticed, and flipped back the canvas. “Take a look.”
It was a Worm.
Hank found himself leaning low over the heavy, swollen body, breathing deep of its heady alien smell, suggestive of wet earth and truffles with sharp hints of ammonia. He thought of the ships in orbit, blind locomotives ten miles long. The photographs of these creatures didn’t do them justice. His hands itched to open this one up.
“The Agency needs you to perform an autopsy.”
Hank drew back. “Let me get this straight. You’ve got the corpse of an alien creature. A representative of the only other intelligent life form that the human race has ever encountered. Yet with all the forensic scientists you have on salary, you decide to hand it over to a lowly county coroner?”
“We need your imagination, Hank. Anybody can tell how they’re put together. We want to know how they think.”
“You told me I didn’t have an imagination. When you left me.” His words came out angrier than he’d intended, but he couldn’t find it in himself to apologize for their tone. “So, again—why me?”
“What I said was, you couldn’t imagine bettering yourself. For anything impractical, you have imagination in spades. Now I’m asking you to cut open an alien corpse. What could be less practical?”
“I’m not going to get a straight answer out of you, am I?”
Evelyn’s mouth quirked up in a little smile so that for the briefest instant she was the woman he had fallen in love with, a million years ago. His heart ached to see it. “You never got one before,” she said. “Let’s not screw up a perfectly good divorce by starting now.”
“Let me put a fresh chip in my dictation device,” Hank said. “Grab a smock and some latex gloves. You’re going to assist.”


“Ready,” Evelyn said.
Hank hit record, then stood over the Worm, head down, for a long moment. Getting in the zone. “Okay, let’s start with a gross physical examination. Um, what we have looks a lot like an annelid, rather blunter and fatter than the terrestrial equivalent and of course much larger. Just eyeballing it, I’d say this thing is about eight feet long, maybe two feet and a half in diameter. I could just about get my arms around it if I tried. There are three, five, seven, make that eleven somites, compared to say one or two hundred in an earthworm. No clitellum, so we’re warned not to take the annelid similarity too far.
“The body is bluntly tapered at each end, and somewhat depressed posteriorly. The ventral side is flattened and paler than the dorsal surface. There’s a tripartite beak-like structure at one end, I’m guessing this is the mouth, and what must be an anus at the other. Near the beak are five swellings from which extend stiff, bone-like structures—mandibles, maybe? I’ll tell you, though, they look more like tools. This one might almost be a wrench, and over here a pair of grippers. They seem awfully specialized for an intelligent creature. Evelyn, you’ve dealt with these things, is there any variation within the species? I mean, do some have this arrangement of manipulators and others some other structure?”
“We’ve never seen any two of the aliens with the same arrangement of manipulators.”
“Really? That’s interesting. I wonder what it means. Okay, the obvious thing here is there are no apparent external sensory organs. No eyes, ears, nose. My guess is that whatever senses these things might have, they’re functionally blind.”
“Intelligence is of that opinion too.”
“Well, it must have shown in their behavior, right? So that’s an easy one. Here’s my first extrapolation: You’re going to have a bitch of a time understanding these things. Human beings rely on sight more than most animals, and if you trace back philosophy and science, they both have strong roots in optics. Something like this is simply going to think differently from us.
“Now, looking between the somites—the rings—we find a number of tiny hairlike structures, and if we pull the rings apart, so much as we can, there’re all these small openings, almost like tiny anuses if there weren’t so many of them, closed with sphincter muscles, maybe a hundred of them, and it looks like they’re between each pair of somites. Oh, here’s something—the structures near the front, the swellings, are a more developed form of these little openings. Okay, now we turn the thing over. I’ll take this end you take the other. Right, now I want you to rock it by my count, and on the three we’ll flip it over. Ready? One, two, three!”
The corpse slowly flipped over, almost overturning the gurney. The two of them barely managed to control it.
“That was a close one,” Hank said cheerily. “Huh. What’s this?” He touched a line of painted numbers on the alien’s underbelly. Rt-Front/No. 43.
“Never you mind what that is. Your job is to perform the autopsy.”
“You’ve got more than one corpse.”
Evelyn said nothing.
“Now that I say it out loud, of course you do. You’ve got dozens. If you only had the one, I’d never have gotten to play with it. You have doctors of your own. Good researchers, some of them, who would cut open their grandmothers if they got the grant money. Hell, even forty-three would’ve been kept in-house. You must have hundreds, right?”
For a fraction of a second, that exquisite face went motionless. Evelyn probably wasn’t even aware of doing it, but Hank knew from long experience that she’d just made a decision. “More like a thousand. There was a very big accident. It’s not on the news yet, but one of the Worms’ landers went down in the Pacific.”
“Oh Jesus.” Hank pulled his gloves off, shoved up his glasses, and ground his palms into his eyes. “You’ve got your war at last, haven’t you? You’ve picked a fight with creatures that have tremendous technological superiority over us, and they don’t even live here! All they have to do is drop a big enough rock into our atmosphere and there’ll be a mass extinction the likes of which hasn’t been seen since the dinosaurs died out. They won’t care. It’s not their planet!”
Evelyn’s face twisted into an expression he hadn’t known it could form until just before the end of their marriage, when everything fell apart. “Stop being such an ass,” she said. Then, talking fast and earnestly, “We didn’t cause the accident. It was just dumb luck it happened, but once it did we had to take advantage of it. Yes, the Worms probably have the technology to wipe us out. So we have to deal with them. But to deal with them we have to understand them, and we do not. They’re a mystery to us. We don’t know what they want. We don’t know how they think. But after tonight we’ll have a little better idea. Provided only that you get back to work.”
Hank went to the table and pulled a new pair of gloves off the roll. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”
“Just keep in mind that it’s not just my ass that’s riding on this,” Evelyn said. “It’s yours and everyone’s you know.”
“I said okay!” Hank took a long breath, calming himself. “Next thing to do is cut this sucker open.” He picked up an electric saw. “This is bad technique, but we’re in a hurry.” The saw whined to life, and he cut through the leathery brown skin from beak to anus. “All right, now we peel the skin back. It’s wet-feeling and a little crunchy. The musculature looks much like that of a Terrestrial annelid. Structurally, that is. I’ve never seen anything quite that color black. Damn! The skin keeps curling back.”
He went to his tackle box and removed a bottle of fishhooks. “Here. We’ll take a bit of nylon filament, tie two hooks together, like this, with about two inches of line between them. Then we hook the one through the skin, fold it down, and push the other through the cloth on the gurney. Repeat the process every six inches on both sides. That should hold it open.”
“Got it.” Evelyn set to work.
Some time later they were done, and Hank stared down into the opened Worm. “You want speculation? Here goes: This thing moves through the mud, or whatever the medium is there, face-first and blind. What does that suggest to you?”
“I’d say that they’d be used to coming up against the unexpected.”
“Very good. Haul back on this, I’m going to cut again… Okay, now we’re past the musculature and there’s a fluffy mass of homogeneous stuff, we’ll come back to that in a minute. Cutting through the fluff…and into the body cavity and it’s absolutely chockablock with zillions of tiny little organs.”
“Let’s keep our terminology at least vaguely scientific, shall we?” Evelyn said.
“Well, there are more than I want to count. Literally hundreds of small organs under the musculature, I have no idea what they’re for but they’re all interconnected with vein-like tubing in various sizes. This is ferociously more complicated than human anatomy. It’s like a chemical plant in here. No two of the organs are the same so far as I can tell, although they all have a generic similarity. Let’s call them alembics, so we don’t confuse them with any other organs we may find. I see something that looks like a heart maybe, an isolated lump of muscle the size of my fist, there are three of them. Now I’m cutting deeper…Holy shit!”
For a long minute, Hank stared into the opened alien corpse. Then he put the saw down on the gurney and, shaking his head, turned away. “Where’s that coffee?” he said.
Without saying a word, Evelyn went to the coffee station and brought him his cold cup.
Hank yanked his gloves, threw them in the trash, and drank.
“All right,” Evelyn said, “so what was it?”
“You mean you can’t see—no, of course you can’t. With you, it was human anatomy all the way.”
“I took invertebrate biology in college.”
“And forgot it just as fast as you could. Okay, look: Up here is the beak, semiretractable. Down here is the anus. Food goes in one, waste comes out the other. What do you see between?”
“There’s a kind of a tube. The gut?”
“Yeah. It runs straight from the mouth to the anus, without interruption. Nothing in between. How does it eat without a stomach? How does it stay alive?” He saw from Evelyn’s expression that she was not impressed. “What we see before us is simply not possible.”
“Yet here it is. So there’s an explanation. Find it.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Glaring at the Worm’s innards, he drew on a new pair of gloves. “Let me take a look at that beak again… Hah. See how the muscles are connected? The beak relaxes open, aaand—let’s take a look at the other end—so does the anus. So this beast crawls through the mud, mouth wide open, and the mud passes through it unhindered. That’s bound to have some effect on its psychological makeup.”
“Like what?”
“Damned if I know. Let’s take a closer look at the gut… There are rings of intrusive tissue near the beak one third of the way in, two thirds in, and just above the anus. We cut through and there is extremely fine structure, but nothing we’re going to figure out tonight. Oh, hey, I think I got it. Look at these three flaps just behind…”
He cut in silence for a while. “There. It has three stomachs. They’re located in the head, just behind the first ring of intrusive tissue. The mud or whatever is dumped into this kind of holding chamber, and then there’s this incredible complex of muscles, and—how many exit tubes?—this one has got, um, fourteen. I’ll trace one, and it goes right to this alembic. The next one goes to another alembic. I’ll trace this one and it goes to—yep, another alembic. There’s a pattern shaping up here.
“Let’s put this aside for the moment, and go back to those masses of fluff. Jeeze, there’s a lot of this stuff. It must make up a good third of the body mass. Which has trilateral symmetry, by the way. Three masses of fluff proceed from head to tail, beneath the muscle sheaf, all three connecting about eight inches below the mouth, into a ring around the straight gut. This is where the arms or manipulators or screwdrivers or whatever they are, grow. Now, at regular intervals the material puts out little arms, outgrowths that fine down to wire-like structures of the same material, almost like very thick nerves. Oh God. That’s what it is.” He drew back, and with a scalpel flensed the musculature away to reveal more of the mass. “It’s the central nervous system. This thing has a brain that weighs at least a hundred pounds. I don’t believe it. I don’t want to believe it.”
“It’s true,” Evelyn said. “Our people in Bethesda have done slide studies. You’re looking at the thing’s brain.”
“If you already knew the answer, then why the hell are you putting me through this?”
“I’m not here to answer your questions. You’re here to answer mine.”
Annoyed, Hank bent over the Worm again. There was rich stench of esters from the creature, pungent and penetrating, and the slightest whiff of what he guessed was putrefaction. “We start with the brain and trace one of the subordinate ganglia inward. Tricky little thing, it goes all over the place, and ends up right here, at one of the alembics. We’ll try another one, and it…ends up at an alembic. There are a lot of these things, let’s see—hey—here’s one that goes to one of the structures in the straight gut. What could that be? A tongue! That’s it, there’s a row of tongues just within the gut, and more to taste the medium flowing through, yeah. And these little flapped openings just behind them open when the mud contains specific nutrients the Worm desires. Okay, now we’re getting somewhere, how long have we been at this?”
“About an hour and a half.”
“It feels like longer.” He thought of getting some more coffee, decided against it. “So what have we got here? All that enormous brain mass—what’s it for?”
“Maybe it’s all taken up by raw intelligence.”
“Raw intelligence! No such thing. Nature doesn’t evolve intelligence without a purpose. It’s got to be used for something. Let’s see. A fair amount is taken up by taste, obviously. It has maybe sixty individual tongues, and I wouldn’t be surprised if its sense of taste were much more detailed than ours. Plus all those little alembics performing god-knows-what kind of chemical reactions.
“Let’s suppose for a minute that it can consciously control those reactions, that would account for a lot of the brain mass. When the mud enters at the front, it’s tasted, maybe a little is siphoned off and sent through the alembics for transformation. Waste products are jetted into the straight gut, and pass through several more circles of tongues… Here’s another observation for you: These things would have an absolute sense of the state of their own health. They can probably create their own drugs, too. Come to think of it, I haven’t come across any evidence of disease here.” The Worm’s smell was heavy, penetrating, pervasive. He felt slightly dizzy, shook it off.
“Okay, so we’ve got a creature that concentrates most of its energy and attention internally. It slides through an easy medium, and at the same time the mud slides through it. It tastes the mud as it passes, and we can guess that the mud will be in a constant state of transformation, so it experiences the universe more directly than do we.” He laughed. “It appears to be a verb.”
“How’s that?”
“One of Buckminster Fuller’s aphorisms. But it fits. The Worm constantly transforms the universe. It takes in all it comes across, accepts it, changes it, and excretes it. It is an agent of change.”
“That’s very clever. But it doesn’t help us deal with them.”
“Well, of course not. They’re intelligent, and intelligence complicates everything. But if you wanted me to generalize, I’d say the Worms are straightforward and accepting—look at how they move blindly ahead—but that their means of changing things are devious, as witness the mass of alembics. That’s going to be their approach to us. Straightforward, yet devious in ways we just don’t get. Then, when they’re done with us, they’ll pass on without a backward glance.”
“Terrific. Great stuff. Get back to work.”
“Look, Evelyn. I’m tired and I’ve done all I can, and a pretty damned good job at that, I think. I could use a rest.”
“You haven’t dealt with the stuff near the beak. The arms or whatever.”
“Cripes.” Hank turned back to the corpse, cut open an edema, began talking. “The material of the arms is stiff and osseous, rather like teeth. This one has several moving parts, all controlled by muscles anchored alongside the edema. There’s a nest of ganglia here, connected by a very short route to the brain matter. Now I’m cutting into the brain matter, and there’s a small black gland, oops I’ve nicked it. Whew. What a smell. Now I’m cutting behind it.” Behind the gland was a small white structure, square and hard meshwork, looking like a cross between an instrument chip and a square of Chex cereal.
Keeping his back to Evelyn, he picked it up.
He put it in his mouth.
He swallowed.
What have I done? he thought. Aloud, he said, “As an operating hypothesis I’d say that the manipulative structures have been deliberately, make that consciously grown. There, I’ve traced one of those veins back to the alembics. So that explains why there’s no uniformity, these things would grow exterior manipulators on need, and then discard them when they’re done. Yes, look, the muscles don’t actually connect to the manipulators, they wrap around them.”
There was a sour taste on his tongue.
I must be insane, he thought.
“Did you just eat something?”
Keeping his expression blank, Hank said, “Are you nuts? You mean did I put part of this…creature…in my mouth?” There was a burning within his brain, a buzzing like the sound of the rising sun picked up on a radio telescope. He wanted to scream, but his face simply smiled and said, “Do you—?” And then it was very hard to concentrate on what he was saying. He couldn’t quite focus on Evelyn, and there were white rays moving starburst across his vision and.


When he came to, Hank was on the Interstate, doing ninety. His mouth was dry and his eyelids felt gritty. Bright yellow light was shining in his eyes from a sun that had barely lifted itself up above over the horizon. He must have been driving for hours. The steering wheel felt tacky and gummy. He looked down.
There was blood on his hands. It went all the way up to his elbows.
The traffic was light. Hank had no idea where he was heading, nor any desire whatsoever to stop.
So he just kept driving.
Whose blood was it on his hands? Logic said it was Evelyn’s. But that made no sense. Hate her though he did—and the sight of her had opened wounds and memories he’d thought cauterized shut long ago—he wouldn’t actually hurt her. Not physically. He wouldn’t actually kill her.
Would he?
It was impossible. But there was the blood on his hands. Whose else could it be? Some of it might be his own, admittedly. His hands ached horribly. They felt like he’d been pounding them into something hard, over and over again. But most of the blood was dried and itchy. Except for where his skin had split at the knuckles, he had no wounds of any kind. So the blood wasn’t his.
“Of course you did,” Evelyn said. “You beat me to death and you enjoyed every minute of it.”
Hank shrieked and almost ran off the road. He fought the car back and then turned and stared in disbelief. Evelyn sat in the passenger seat beside him.
“You…how did…?” Much as he had with the car, Hank seized control of himself. “You’re a hallucination,” he said.
“Right in one!” Evelyn applauded lightly. “Or a memory, or the personification of your guilt, however you want to put it. You always were a bright man, Hank. Not so bright as to be able to keep your wife from walking out on you, but bright enough for government work.”
“Your sleeping around was not my fault.”
“Of course it was. You think you walked in on me and Jerome by accident? A woman doesn’t hate her husband enough to arrange something like that without good reason.”
“Oh god, oh god, oh god.”
“The fuel light is blinking. You’d better find a gas station and fill up.”
A Lukoil station drifted into sight, so he pulled into it and stopped the car by a full service pump. When he got out, the service station attendant hurried toward him and then stopped, frozen.
“Oh no,” the attendant said. He was a young man with sandy hair. “Not another one.”
“Another one?” Hank slid his card through the reader. “What do you mean another one?” He chose high-test and began pumping, all the while staring hard at the attendant. All but daring him to try something. “Explain yourself.”
“Another one like you.” The attendant couldn’t seem to look away from Hank’s hands. “The cops came right away and arrested the first one. It took five of them to get him into the car. Then another one came and when I called, they said to just take down his license number and let him go. They said there were people like you showing up all over.”
Hank finished pumping and put the nozzle back on its hook. He did not push the button for a receipt. “Don’t try to stop me,” he said. The words just came and he said them. “I’d hurt you very badly if you did.”
The young man’s eyes jerked upward. He looked spooked. “What are you people?”
Hank paused, with his hand on the door. “I have no idea.”


“You should have told him,” Evelyn said when he got back in the car. “Why didn’t you?”
“Shut up.”
“You ate something out of that Worm and it’s taken over part of your brain. You still feel like yourself, but you’re not in control. You’re sitting at the wheel but you have no say over where you’re going. Do you?”
“No,” Hank admitted. “No, I don’t.”
“What do you think it is—some kind of super-prion? Like mad cow disease only faster than fast? A neuroprogrammer, maybe? An artificial overlay to your personality that feeds off of your brain and shunts your volition into a dead end?”
“I don’t know.”
“You’re the one with the imagination. This would seem to be your sort of thing. I’m surprised you’re not all over it.”
“No,” Hank said. “No, you’re not at all surprised.”
They drove on in silence for a time.
“Do you remember when we first met? In med school? You were going to be a surgeon then.”
“Please. Don’t.”
“Rainy autumn afternoons in that ratty little third-floor walk-up of yours. With that great big aspen with the yellow leaves outside the window. It seemed like there was always at least one stuck to the glass. There were days when we never got dressed at all. We’d spend all day in and out of that enormous futon you’d bought instead of a bed, and it still wasn’t large enough. If we rolled off the edge, we’d go on making love on the floor. When it got dark, we’d send out for Chinese.”
“We were happy then. Is that what you want me to say?”
“It was your hands I liked best. Feeling them on me. You’d have one hand on my breast and the other between my legs and I’d imagine you cutting open a patient. Peeling back the flesh to reveal all those glistening organs inside.”
“Okay, now that’s sick.”
“You asked me what I was thinking once and I told you. I was watching your face closely, because I really wanted to know you back then. You loved it. So I know you’ve got demons inside you. Why not own up to them?”
He squeezed his eyes shut, but something inside him opened them again, so he wouldn’t run the car off the road. A low moaning sound arose from somewhere deep in his throat. “I must be in Hell.”
“C’mon. Be a sport. What could it hurt? I’m already dead.”
“There are some things no man was meant to admit. Even to himself.”
Evelyn snorted. “You always were the most astounding prig.”
They drove on in silence for a while, deeper into the desert. At last, staring straight ahead of himself, Hank could not keep himself from saying, “There are worse revelations to come, aren’t there?”
“Oh God, yes,” his mother said.


“It was your father’s death.” His mother sucked wetly on a cigarette. “That’s what made you turn out the way you did.”
Hank could barely see the road for his tears. “I honestly don’t want to be having this conversation, Mom.”
“No, of course you don’t. You never were big on self-awareness, were you? You preferred cutting open toads or hunching over that damned microscope.”
“I’ve got plenty of self-awareness. I’ve got enough self-awareness to choke on. I can see where you’re going and I am not going to apologize for how I felt about Dad. He died of cancer when I was thirteen. What did I ever do to anyone that was half so bad as what he did to me? So I don’t want to hear any cheap Freudian bullshit about survivor guilt and failing to live up to his glorious example, okay?”
“Nobody said it wasn’t hard on you. Particularly coming at the onset of puberty as it did.”
“Mom!”
“What. I wasn’t supposed to know? Who do you think did the laundry?” His mother lit a new cigarette from the old one, then crushed out the butt in an ashtray. “I knew a lot more of what was going on in those years than you thought I did, believe you me. All those hours you spent in the bathroom jerking off. The money you stole to buy dope with.”
“I was in pain, Mom. And it’s not as if you were any help.”
His mother looked at him with the same expression of weary annoyance he remembered so well. “You think there’s something special about your pain? I lost the only man I ever loved and I couldn’t move on because I had a kid to raise. Not a sweet little boy like I used to have either, but a sullen, self-pitying teenager. It took forever to get you shipped off to medical school.”
“So then you moved on. Right off the roof of the county office building. Way to honor Dad’s memory, Mom. What do you think he would have said about that if he’d known?”
Dryly, his mother said, “Ask him for yourself.”
Hank closed his eyes.
When he opened them, he was standing in the living room of his mother’s house. His father stood in the doorway, as he had so many times, smoking an unfiltered Camel and staring through the screen door at the street outside. “Well?” Hank said at last.
With a sigh his father turned around. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know what to do.” His lips moved up into what might have been a smile on another man. “Dying was new to me.”
“Yeah, well you could have summoned the strength to tell me what was going on. But you couldn’t be bothered. The surgeon who operated on you? Doctor Tomasini. For years I thought of him as my real father. And you know why? Because he gave it to me straight. He told me exactly what was going to happen. He told me to brace myself for the worst. He said that it was going to be bad but that I would find the strength to get through it. Nobody’d ever talked to me like that before. Whenever I was in a rough spot, I’d fantasize going to him and asking for advice. Because there was no one else I could ask.”
“I’m sorry you hate me,” his father said, not exactly looking at Hank. Then, almost mumbling, “Still, lots of men hate their fathers, and somehow manage to make decent lives for themselves.”
“I didn’t hate you. You were just a guy who never got an education and never made anything of himself and knew it. You had a shitty job, a three pack a day habit, and a wife who was a lush. And then you died.” All the anger went out of Hank in an instant, like air whooshing out of a punctured balloon, leaving nothing behind but an aching sense of loss. “There wasn’t really anything there to hate.”
Abruptly, the car was filled with coil upon coil of glistening Worm. For an instant it looped outward, swallowing up car, Interstate, and all the world, and he was afloat in vacuum, either blind or somewhere perfectly lightless, and there was nothing but the Worm-smell, so strong he could taste it in his mouth.
Then he was back on the road again, hands sticky on the wheel and sunlight in his eyes.
“Boy does that explain a lot!” Evelyn flashed her perfect teeth at him and beat on the top of the dashboard as if it were a drum. “How a guy as spectacularly unsuited for it as you are decided to become a surgeon. That perpetual cringe of failure you carry around on your shoulders. It even explains why, when push came to shove, you couldn’t bring yourself to cut open living people. Afraid of what you might find there?”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I know that you froze up right in the middle of a perfectly routine appendectomy. What did you see in that body cavity?”
“Shut up.”
“Was it the appendix? I bet it was. What did it look like?”
“Shut up.”
“Did it look like a Worm?”
He stared at her in amazement. “How did you know that?”
“I’m just a hallucination, remember? An undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of underdone potato. So the question isn’t how did I know, but how did you know what a Worm was going to look like five years before their ships came into the Solar System?”
“It’s a false memory, obviously.”
“So where did it come from?” Evelyn lit up a cigarette. “We go off-road here.”
He slowed down and started across the desert. The car bucked and bounced. Sagebrush scraped against the sides. Dust blossomed up into the air behind them.
“Funny thing you calling your mother a lush,” Evelyn said. “Considering what happened after you bombed out of surgery.”
“I’ve been clean for six years and four months. I still go to the meetings.”
“Swell. The guy I married didn’t need to.”
“Look, this is old territory, do we really need to revisit it? We went over it so many times during the divorce.”
“And you’ve been going over it in your head ever since. Over and over and…”
“I want us to stop. That’s all. Just stop.”
“It’s your call. I’m only a symptom, remember? If you want to stop thinking, then just stop thinking.”
Unable to stop thinking, he continued eastward, ever eastward.


For hours he drove, while they talked about every small and nasty thing he had done as a child, and then as an adolescent, and then as an alcoholic failure of a surgeon and a husband. Every time Hank managed to change the subject, Evelyn brought up something even more painful, until his face was wet with tears. He dug around in his pockets for a handkerchief. “You could show a little compassion, you know.”
“Oh, the way you’ve shown me compassion? I offered to let you keep the car if you’d just give me back the photo albums. So you took the albums into the backyard and burned them all, including the only photos of my grandmother I had. Remember that? But of course I’m not real, am I? I’m just your image of Evelyn—and we both know you’re not willing to concede her the least spark of human decency. Watch out for that gully! You’d better keep your eyes straight ahead.”
They were on a dirt road somewhere deep in the desert now. That was as much as he knew. The car bucked and scraped its underside against the sand, and he downshifted again. A rock rattled down the underside, probably tearing holes in vital places.
Then Hank noticed plumes of dust in the distance, smaller versions of the one billowing up behind him. So there were other vehicles out there. Now that he knew to look for them, he saw more. There were long slanted pillars of dust rising up in the middle distance and tiny grey nubs down near the horizon. Dozens of them, scores, maybe hundreds.
“What’s that noise?” he heard himself asking. “Helicopters?”
“Such a clever little boy you are!”
One by one flying machines lifted over the horizon. Some of them were news copters. The rest looked to be military. The little ones darted here and there, filming. The big ones circled slowly around a distant glint of metal in the desert. They looked a lot like grasshoppers. They seemed afraid to get too close.
“See there?” Evelyn said. “That would be the lifter.”
“Oh,” Hank said.
Then, slowly, he ventured, “The lander going down wasn’t an accident, was it?”
“No, of course not. The Worms crashed it in the Pacific on purpose. They killed hundreds of their own so the bodies would be distributed as widely as possible. They used themselves as bait. They wanted to collect a broad cross-section of humanity.
“Which is ironic, really, because all they’re going to get is doctors, morticians, and academics. Some FBI agents, a few Homeland Security bureaucrats. No retirees, cafeteria ladies, jazz musicians, soccer coaches, or construction workers. Not one Guatemalan nun or Korean noodle chef. But how could they have known? They acted out of perfect ignorance of us and they got what they got.”
“You sound just like me,” Hank said. Then, “So what now? Colored lights and anal probes?”
Evelyn snorted again. “They’re a sort of hive culture. When one dies, it’s eaten by the others and its memories are assimilated. So a thousand deaths wouldn’t mean a lot to them. If individual memories were lost, the bulk of those individuals were already made up of the memories of previous generations. The better part of them would still be alive, back on the mother ship. Similarly, they wouldn’t have any ethical problems with harvesting a few hundred human beings. Eating us, I mean, and absorbing our memories into their collective identity. They probably don’t understand the concept of individual death. Even if they did, they’d think we should be grateful for being given a kind of immortality.”
The car went over a boulder Hank hadn’t noticed in time, bouncing him so high that his head hit the roof. Still, he kept driving.
“How do you know all that?”
“How do you think I know?” Ahead, the alien ship was growing larger. At its base were Worm upon Worm upon Worm, all facing outward, skin brown and glistening. “Come on, Hank, do I have to spell it out for you?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Okay, Captain Courageous,” Evelyn said scornfully. “If this is what it takes.” She stuck both her hands into her mouth and pulled outward. The skin to either side of her mouth stretched like rubber, then tore. Her face ripped in half.
Loop after loop of slick brown flesh flopped down to spill across Hank’s lap, slid over the back of the seat and filled up the rear of the car. The horridly familiar stench of Worm, part night soil and part chemical plant, took possession of him and would not let go. He found himself gagging, half from the smell and half from what it meant.
A weary sense of futility grasped his shoulders and pushed down hard. “This is only a memory, isn’t it?”
One end of the Worm rose up and turned toward him. Its beak split open in three parts and from the moist interior came Evelyn’s voice: “The answer to the question you haven’t got the balls to ask is: Yes, you’re dead. A Worm ate you and now you’re passing slowly through an alien gut, being tasted and experienced and understood. You’re nothing more than an emulation being run inside one of those hundred-pound brains.”
Hank stopped the car and got out. There was an arroyo between him and the alien ship that the car would never be able to get across. So he started walking.
“It all feels so real,” he said. The sun burned hot on his head, and the stones underfoot were hard. He could see other people walking determinedly through the shimmering heat. They were all converging on the ship.
“Well, it would, wouldn’t it?” Evelyn walked beside him in human form again. But when he looked back the way they had come, there was only one set of footprints.
Hank had been walking in a haze of horror and resignation. Now it was penetrated by a sudden stab of fear. “This will end, won’t it? Tell me it will. Tell me that you and I aren’t going to keep cycling through the same memories over and over, chewing on our regrets forever?”
“You’re as sharp as ever, Hank,” Evelyn said. “That’s exactly what we’ve been doing. It passes the time between planets.”
“For how long?”
“For more years than you’d think possible. Space is awfully big, you know. It takes thousands and thousands of years to travel from one star to another.”
“Then…this really is Hell, after all. I mean, I can’t imagine anything worse.”
She said nothing.
They topped a rise and looked down at the ship. It was a tapering cylinder, smooth and featureless save for a ring of openings at the bottom from which emerged the front ends of many Worms. Converging upon it were people who had started earlier or closer than Hank and thus gotten here before he did. They walked straight and unhesitatingly to the nearest Worm and were snatched up and gulped down by those sharp, tripartite beaks. Snap and then swallow. After which, the Worm slid back into the ship and was replaced by another. Not one of the victims showed the least emotion. It was all as dispassionate as an abattoir for robots.
These creatures below were monstrously large, taller than Hank was. The one he had dissected must have been a hatchling. A grub. It made sense. You wouldn’t want to sacrifice any larger a percentage of your total memories than you had to.
“Please.” He started down the slope, waving his arms to keep his balance when the sand slipped underfoot. He was crying again, apparently; he could feel the tears running down his cheeks. “Evelyn. Help me.”
Scornful laughter. “Can you even imagine me helping you?”
“No, of course—” Hank cut that thought short. Evelyn, the real Evelyn, would not have treated him like this. Yes, she had hurt him badly, and by the time she left, she had been glad to do so. But she wasn’t petty or cruel or vindictive before he made her that way.
“Accepting responsibility for the mess you made of your life, Hank? You?”
“Tell me what to do,” Hank said, pushing aside his anger and resentment, trying to remember Evelyn as she had once been. “Give me a hint.”
For a maddeningly long moment Evelyn was silent. Then she said, “If the Worm that ate you so long ago could only communicate directly with you…what one question do you think it would ask?”
“I don’t know.”
“I think it would be, Why are all your memories so ugly?”
Unexpectedly, she gave him a peck on the cheek.
Hank had arrived. His Worm’s beak opened. Its breath smelled like Evelyn on a rainy Saturday afternoon. Hank stared at the glistening blackness within. So enticing. He wanted to fling himself down it.
Once more into the gullet, he thought, and took a step closer to the Worm and the soothing darkness it encompassed.
Its mouth gaped wide, waiting to ingest and transform him.
Unbidden, then, a memory rose up within Hank of a night when their marriage was young and, traveling through Louisiana, he and Evelyn stopped on an impulse at a roadhouse where there was a zydeco band and beer in bottles and they were happy and in love and danced and danced and danced into an evening without end. It had seemed then that all good things would last forever.
It was a fragile straw to cling to, but Hank clung to it with all his might.
Worm and man together, they then thought: No one knows the size of the universe or what wonders and terrors it contains. Yet we drive on, blindly burrowing forward through the darkness, learning what we can and suffering what we must. Hoping for stars.



The New Prometheus
The Arctic wastes stretched wide in every direction, vast and irregular plains of ice which seemed to have no end. At their center, barely visible in the weak light provided by a sliver of sun at the horizon, was a rapidly moving sled. It was pulled by eight dogs with a single wolf at their lead, and ridden by a large man bundled in Sami furs.
Ritter welcomed the cold and hardship as an opportunity to test his manhood against Nature at its harshest. The scarf wrapped about his lower face was stiff with ice frozen from the moisture of his exhalations and what little of his skin was exposed to the air felt numb. When he bit off a mitten and pressed a hand over his eyebrows, the flesh beneath was warmed to life again and began to sting. The air was still and that, he had to admit, was good for it allowed Freki to follow the scent of their prey with ease.
He had pursued the half-man from Europe and was prepared to pursue him to the Pole if necessary. He was sure it would not be, however, for the traces of the homunculus’s passage had not been erased from the snows. Ritter was close on his trail.
A nub appeared on the horizon.
Ritter drew up the sled and, taking out a pair of binoculars superior to anything he could have imagined a year ago, studied the anomaly. Under magnification, it revealed itself to be a canvas tent that had been insulated by stacking up blocks of snow on all sides and piling more loose snow over its top.
Methodically, Ritter disentangled the sled dogs from the harness. Then he gave them a mental push to trot back a mile or so the way they had come and wait for him. If he died, his hold over the dogs would cease and then they must do their best to survive on their own. Ritter was not sure that they could. But at least they would have a chance.
He heaped snow over the sled, so that it looked like any other unimportant lump of landscape, then lay down behind it where he could not be seen. He was far from convinced such precautions were necessary. But he had underestimated the creature’s abilities in Helsinki and would not do so again.
Then he sent Freki ahead to serve as his ambassador.
The wolf loped across the snow and, upon reaching the tent, scrabbled at the canvas door. Then, when hands from within pushed it open, he rolled over on his back, exposing his stomach.
The homunculus looked down on the wolf and smiled. Kneeling, he stroked the animal’s underside and scratched it behind one ear. So far as Ritter could tell, he did not project his consciousness into Freki’s mind for even an instant. Nevertheless, the creature said aloud, “You are a diplomatic fellow, whoever you are. Come and talk to me. I promise no harm will come to you.”
Ritter stood, brushing off snow, and began the long trudge toward the tent.


“The safest thing would be to kill him on sight,” Sir Toby had said. He and Ritter were in his London office, a walnut-paneled room frowsty with cigar smoke and casual treachery.
“I am no assassin. If murder is your intent, send a professional.”
“So I did, three of them. This is no ordinary man. Indeed, by most accounts, he is hardly a man at all.”
In Ritter’s experience, when his superior emphasized the inhuman nature of an opponent, whether physical, mental, or moral, he intended actions such as no decent man would visit on a fellow member of human society. Scowling, he said, “How do you mean?”
“He is a homunculus—an artificial man. There were reports—as reliable as such things can ever be—that the Mongolian Wizard had created a being with powers exceeding even his own. You will read them on your way to Helsinki. He is reputedly of great stature, inhumanly strong, and capable of wielding every known form of magic. For reasons yet unknown, this prodigy broke free of his creator and fled westward. There were several desperate attempts to recapture him. That caught our interest. Then his pursuers simply turned around and went home. Which by itself convinced me that such a being is too dangerous to be allowed loose in the world. While on the run, he somehow managed to acquire a great deal of wealth. Currently, he is using it to provision a ship. A schooner awaits you at the docks. If you leave immediately, you can intercept him before he departs for wherever he is bound.” Sir Toby fell silent. After a long pause, he said irritably, “Why are you still here?”
“I’m not sure I understand what you expect of me.”
“Use your own judgment. You have a certain…flexibility in these matters.”
Ritter had never before been accused of flexibility. He decided to receive the declaration as praise. Nevertheless, he said, “If I must kill him, I will. However, I require full autonomy in this affair. It is entirely possible I will end up letting this fellow remain alive and at large.”
Sir Toby sighed. “So be it.”


“I am prepared to offer you asylum,” Ritter said, “in exchange for what you know about the Mongolian Wizard. You will be given a modest stipend for as long as you need it, an apartment of your own, assistance in finding work, a new identity. By this time next year, you will be a citizen of London like any other.”
The homunculus laughed. “A grotesque like me?”
“You are a little tall, perhaps. But not beyond the range of human possibility.”
“It was you who shot at me at the docks, wasn’t it?”
“I had no choice. You rebuffed my invitation to parlay and the ship was pulling out.” Watching the man’s eyes and seeing in them no trace of intemperance, Ritter decided to take a chance. “I hit you too. You grimaced, clutched your chest, and bent over. I am certain that I saw blood. But when you straightened again, it was gone.”
“You hit my heart, yes. Any other man would have died then and there. But I did not. Would you like me to tell you why?”
“It is my most fervent hope that you will.”
“I was born by immaculate conception.” The homunculus was a handsome fellow, though his extreme height—he was a good eight feet tall—rendered even that alarming. He had given Ritter a barrel of salt pork for a chair and himself sat cross-legged on his sleeping pallet, putting their eyes on the same level. “Do you know how that works?”
“I am afraid that I do not.”
“It is a gruesome process. First the skeleton is assembled from the living bones of various animals. Human bones would not do, for it was desired to give me the features and physiognomy of a god. Bones taken from dead creatures would be…dead. So animals were required to suffer. It took a phalanx of surgical wizards just to keep the skeleton viable while muscles and cartilage were attached, nerves grown to interlace the flesh, organs coaxed into interaction, skin convinced to cover all… More magical talents were employed in my creation than for any other single purpose in human history. It is doubtful that anyone but my father—for so I consider him—could have arranged for such a thing. And even he had to effectively bring the war to a standstill to free up the resources necessary for it.”
“I’m sorry—which war was this?”
“The current one. Difficult though this may be for you to believe, I was created barely six months ago.” The homunculus proceeded to tell his tale.


My earliest memories are of combat. Day after day, I was drilled to exhaustion in all the martial arts. My father I never saw. His place was taken by a weapons master, a pompous but capable Austrian named Netzke who taught me to fight with dagger, sword, pistol, rifle, and singlestick. Specialists were brought in to train me in fisticuffs and various other forms of bare-handed combat. Herr Waffenmeister Netzke worked me hard. At the time, I had the understanding of a child for I was mere weeks old, and it did not occur to me that I had any choice but to obey him.
At night, as I was falling asleep, I heard voices. At first, they were a soft murmuring, as of a not very distant sea. But day by day they grew louder and more insistent, as if they were saying something I needed to know but could not understand.
When I asked Netzke about the sounds and what they meant, instead of raising his fist to strike me as I’d more than half-expected, he looked thoughtful. “They mean we must accelerate your training,” he said, and the very next day he brought in a wizard to tutor me in pyrokinetics—a much more likeable fellow than Netzke by far, the Margrave von und zu Venusberg.


A harsh cry involuntarily escaped Ritter’s lips.
“I’m sorry, is the margrave someone you knew?”
“He is my uncle. A most excellent man and one who disappeared when Bavaria was overrun. I can scarce believe he would betray his own country. I… No, pray continue. Forgive me for interrupting.”
The homunculus placed a hand on Ritter’s shoulder. “He would not have had any say in the matter. The Mongolian Wizard has ways of converting talented people to his cause. But allow me to return to my story and, though it is not a happy one, perhaps you will find some small measure of comfort in it.”


It was the margrave who convinced Netzke that I was being overworked. “You are like the swordsmith who heats his creation red hot,” he said, “and then quenches it in oil, only to return it to the furnace again, back and forth, over and over, until the metal is so brittle it will break with the first blow struck in battle. Your charge has a brain—he must learn to use it as well as his brawn.”
Hearing the logic of those words, Netzke agreed, though reluctantly. So the margrave set out to teach me how to read. After the first hour of his ministrations, I grew impatient. “Explain to me the principles of this skill,” I demanded. And when he had done so, I astonished him by picking up the text he was using as an exemplar, Caesar’s Commentaries on the Gallic War, and reading the first several pages aloud.
Thus, I gained access to my father’s library.
I was in Heaven. In short order, I read Milton’s Paradise Lost, Plutarch’s Lives, and, most sublime of all, The Sorrows of Young Werther. From there, I went on to Rousseau and Kant and Locke and Descartes and Spinoza and Hobbes and, oh, so many more! I entered the library little more than an animal. Reading books made me human.
Perhaps it was coincidence, perhaps not. That evening something broke open within me. I realized that the sounds I heard were words, though neither spoken nor written. I was eavesdropping on the private thoughts of those around me: their fears, greeds, lusts, hatreds… It was not a pleasant experience. Much of this, I have since learned, came from my being in a nexus of worldly power, which necessarily drew to it, like flies to rotting meat, the worst exemplars of humankind. But even in the best of men there are dark thoughts and unwelcome fantasies. Had I lived in a monastery, the minds of the holy brothers would have been a torment to endure. And, having mastered literacy, my weapons training began anew. Only now, understanding—or so I thought—their intent, the exercises were repugnant to me.
At such a miserable time, your uncle was a godsend. In me, I think, he saw the mirror of his own unhappiness. We both despised our situations yet could see no way free of them. Young though I was, he spoke to me as if I were his equal, freely sharing his doubts and regrets. He was, as I am sure you know, a good man. From him I learned that to be human was not necessarily to be evil.
“Sir?” I asked him once. “Why is the world in books so much better than the world in life?”
After a long, thoughtful silence, the margrave replied, “People often relate arguments they have had and claim to have said things they only thought of later. Novels are life lived as it should have been and factual works such as essays and history are thought laid out without the false starts, blind alleys, and easy assumptions we experience in the event. That’s all.”
“I intend to think clearly the first time, and to live life without making mistakes.”
It was a callow thing to say, but the margrave only replied, “Well, perhaps you will be the first man to manage that trick. In any event, I encourage you to try.”
The margrave also taught me the rudiments of projecting fire with one’s thought, a skill I have since expanded far beyond anything he could ever have envisaged. As with reading, this skill opened new worlds to me. All forms of magic are but expressions of a single talent—I see you nodding, as if you had already suspected as much—limited only by the mental capacity of its possessor. Most people can wield this talent not at all. An elite class can, with training, master a single skill toward which they have a predisposition. And scattered here and there are a handful of extraordinary individuals who can master two or even three skills without being destroyed by them.
There are many such skills. In short order, I became the master of them all.
Word of my accomplishments spread swiftly through the court. We were housed in an ancient castle near the Russian border—by your expression, you know which one—whose windows had been bricked up and courtyards covered over to prevent men like yourself sending goshawks or the like to eavesdrop upon us. Though I more than once fancied I heard faint thoughts emanating from behind the wainscoting, which suggested you had spies diminutive enough to ride mice through small openings in the masonry. Be that as it may, the castle was a dark place.
So it was in a gloomy chamber insufficiently lit by whale-oil lamps that Netzke showed me off before a crowd of high-ranking officials. “This is our big day, eh?” he said, rubbing his hands together. Then he ran me through my paces. I bent iron at a distance, levitated, ran a dagger through my hand and then closed and healed the resulting wound, and made a dead rabbit hop and then, rising up on two legs, dance a gavotte. Finally, for the climax, Netzke commanded me to destroy a dummy tied to a cross at the far side of the room. Nothing could have been simpler. With a thought, I turned it to ashes—and burnt off the eyebrows of those who stood too close to the dummy, to boot.
The crowd broke into spontaneous applause. They were all smiles.
But I could read their dark, ambitious thoughts.
The Mongolian Wizard—even in his own court, he had no other name—was away on business of the Empire. But now Netzke announced that, my education being complete, he would be sent for and that within a fortnight, I would meet my father at last.
More applause.
I told you that animals had to be cruelly abused to create my frame. Only one animal could donate the materials that make up my four-lobed brain—the human animal. I had known this fact from very early on. My readings then made me aware of how vile a deed this was and, as a result, I was profoundly ashamed of my origins. Nevertheless, having more to think with than other mortals, and it more efficiently structured, I could perform prodigies of reasoning unknown to lesser men. All in a flash, I realized that my father had not had me created as a weapon, as I had previously assumed, but as a host for his identity. Using his own uncanny powers, he would oust me from my brain and assume my body as an ordinary man might don a new coat. The first such, moreover, of many he would assume in a lifetime that might well last a thousand years.
I stood transfixed with horror.
It was the worst of all possible times for Netzke to nudge me in the ribs and say, “You will sit at the right hand of your father—and then you will remember old friends, eh? What will you do for them then, eh? Eh?”
The evil burning within him was like a flame—dazzling. I had the power to reach out and turn it down low. May God forgive me, I did not. Instead, I said, “I will do this,” and quenched that flame entirely.
He fell to the ground, dead.
Everybody present—and they were among the most powerful men and women in the Empire—saw me do this. When I stalked off to my quarters to brood, not a one of them tried to stop me.
That night, the voices crashed in on me with unprecedented clarity—and all of them were focused exclusively upon me. Some courtiers simply feared my power. Others hoped to corrupt and then blackmail me or by elaborate lies to make me their ally and dupe. To kill me and place the blame on a rival. To convince another to kill me and afterward denounce him. To encourage my ambitions and become my most loyal and trusted lickspittle. In all the castle, there was but one soul whose thoughts were not violent and vicious. Half-maddened by this mental cacophony, and by the guilt I felt for the thoughtless and casual murder of the weapons master, I rose from my bed and dressed.
Then I went to the margrave’s room and knocked upon his door.
As I already knew from his thoughts, he was still awake. The margrave had been sitting with a glass of whiskey, thinking solemnly about suicide. On seeing me, he set aside the glass and said, “A moment ago, dear friend, I was thinking that there remained not one kindly face in all the world—and now, in an act of Providence, you appear to prove me wrong.”
I sank to my knees before the margrave and, taking his hands in mine, cried, “Sir, you must not entertain such evil thoughts as I see in your mind. The world is a dark place, but it would be darker still without your presence. I pray you, do not follow Werther’s path to self-destruction.”
The margrave looked surprised. Then he said, “I keep forgetting what a remarkable young fellow you are. So you can read my thoughts? I should not be surprised. But be comforted. Even that mode of escape is forbidden me. Willingly or not, I must be faithful to your father—and since he desires that I live, so I shall.”
“Then we are returned to our eternal colloquy: Whether or not there is free will and, if there is, why it is denied to the likes of us.”
“It can hardly be called eternal,” the margrave said with a touch of amusement, “for we have only known each other for a month. But, yes, we have had this discussion before.”
Caught in a turmoil of emotions such as would require a Goethe to describe, I blurted out, “Tell me. If you were free from all restraints, what would you do?”
“I would scour this castle with fire and kill all within it,” the Margrave said. “Present company excepted, of course.”
“And if that were denied you? What would be your second choice?”
Without hesitation, the margrave replied, “Oblivion.”
My heart sank. I could see his thoughts and knew that my mentor spoke only the simple truth. Wise though he was, the old man was blind to all possibilities save those he had been brought up to esteem. “Alas,” I said, “I had hoped for a different answer.” But respecting the margrave as I did—and, remember, his was the only moral authority I had ever known—I had, I felt, no choice.
Reaching into his mind, I freed him from my father’s control.


The homunculus lapsed into silence.
After a time, Ritter said, “I’ve heard rumors of what ensued.” Which was a lie, for they had been formal reports. Then, truthfully, “I had no idea my uncle was involved.”
“There were many wizards in my father’s court. So the margrave was, inevitably, as he knew he would be, killed. Not, however, before having his vengeance. For over an hour, he raged up and down the castle corridors. At the time I thought I had done the right thing. Yet it deprived my world of the only being I knew to be worthy of admiration. Even today, I wonder. Does freedom inevitably entail death? Freeing the margrave was the act of a young and inexperienced man. I regret it now.
“I am sorry, Ritter.”
“Don’t be,” Ritter said. “My uncle labored chiefly as a diplomat. But like all the men of my family, he was at heart a soldier. He died a warrior’s death. That is good to hear. What did you do next?”


I fled, with the castle burning behind me. On my way out of the city, I encountered a Swedish merchant returning from Russia with a short wagon train of goods and bought passage with him (or, rather, put the memory of my having paid him in his mind) to Helsinki. He was a fat, ugly, vulgar little man—the first words he ever said to me were, “Pull my finger,” and he roared when I did—yet I found I liked him quite a lot, for he was utterly free of malice. He talked frequently of his wife, whom he sincerely loved, though that did not prevent him from frequenting brothels while he was on the road. Such a specimen was he! So different from the models of my reading.
Old Hannu was a merchant through and through. It was a kind of religion to him. He spoke often of its virtues: “Each man benefits,” he said. “Mark that! I buy lace in Rauma, to the enrichment of those who make it, sell it in St. Petersburg to shopkeepers who immediately double its price, and with the proceeds buy furs from Siberian trappers, who are grateful for my money. Both lace and furs multiply in value through the mere expedient of bringing them elsewhere. Midway between, I buy amber and silver jewelry to be sold in both directions. At every step, I make a profit, as do those I buy from and sell to.
“People speak harshly of merchants because we drive a hard bargain. And it’s true I squeeze the buyers until they shit gold. Yet at the end of the day, everyone goes home satisfied. If there is a magic greater than this, I’m damned if I know of it. Did the Apostle Paul make half so many people happy as I have? Bugger me with a mule if he did.”
When I booked passage with Old Hannu, I had deemed it necessary to pay with fairy gold, for I was penniless and in desperate straits. Traveling with the merchant, however, I came to see that I had cheated this cheerful, awful, self-serving little man as he would never have cheated me. With a shock that was almost physical, I realized that, once again, I had sinned… For which I must atone.
So it was that the next time we came to a city, I accompanied Old Hannu to a tavern where women sold themselves. I did not partake in the pleasures of the flesh, however. Instead, I got into a card game with two professional cheats and a compulsive gambler.
I won everything the three men had. Two of them followed me out onto the street and in the shadows set upon me with cudgels. I could have broken their bodies. Instead, I placed in their minds an awareness of the precariousness of their position: that they were landless men outside the protection of the law, outnumbered and hated by the righteous and yet easy prey to men even more wicked than they. Then I set fire to their cudgels and watched them flee into the outer darkness. Perhaps they reformed their evil ways. If not, I am sure that they practice their illicit trade a great deal more circumspectly than before.
The compulsive gambler I trailed at a distance. He came to a church and, going in, climbed the long spiral stair to the top of the steeple. There, he gripped the stone balustrade with fear-whitened hands, building up his courage to throw himself over. He did not hear me coming up behind him. It gave him a start when I spoke, but that was all to the good. Returning half his money, I said, “You have learned a hard lesson tonight, my friend. Go home and never gamble again.” And I erased the compulsion from his mind.
Thus it went, step by step, for larger and smaller sums. In Lublin, I saved a dowager’s fortune from a venal lawyer and he was fined to pay for my efforts. While stopping at a farmhouse, I uncovered a buried Viking hoard, for which I accepted a modest finder’s fee. Sometimes my actions were legal and other times not. But every one of them ended with the other party better off than before. As Old Hannu would have put it, I gave good weight. And, bit by bit, I paid him back every pin of what I owed him.
Occasionally, men tried to kill me. I made them less murderous and sent them back to their masters.


We came at last, after long and ordinary hardships, to Helsinki. Old Hannu brought me home to meet his family.
Doubtless, you will be nowhere near so dumbstruck as I was to learn that Old Hannu’s wife Leena was in no way the paragon of beauty and virtue he had made her out to be. She was, in her way, as ugly as he. Worse, as I was headed for the outhouse, she ambushed me, rubbing her body against mine in a manner no respectable housewife would. “I’m no beauty,” she said, “and I know it. But lie down with me and close your eyes and you’ll swear I’m as delightful as any of those Russian whores my husband won’t shut up about.” It would have made a dog laugh to see the convolutions I went through to evade her intentions.
Yet for all that, the love Leena and Old Hannu had for each other was genuine. I saw it in their glances, heard it in their speech, witnessed it in their deeds, and of course read it in their thoughts.
Further, they had a daughter.
Kaarina was as pious, virtuous, and chaste as Werther’s beloved Charlotte, and as beauteous as her father imagined her mother to be. I was smitten. When her parents invited me to stay on for a time, I did, just to be near her.
You will scarcely believe this, but Kaarina did not see me as hideous at all. Perhaps this was because her love for animals—she was forever rescuing kittens and fostering crippled dogs—caused her to see me not as a caricature of humanity but simply as one of God’s creatures. For a time, I was content merely being a part of her world, worshipping her from afar.
Then, one day in the garden, Kaarina invited me to sit down beside her. “You are always so silent,” she said. “When you first arrived, I thought you a mute. Tell me something of yourself.”
I needed no urging. All my thoughts, dreams, hopes, fears, loftiest aspirations, and meanest deeds came pouring out of me in a torrent of words. I shared my innermost self as I never had before nor ever would again, save right now with you, holding back only my feelings for Kaarina herself, lest she be alarmed by them. And when I was done…
Kaarina looked at me in blank bewilderment.
“But none of this makes any sense,” she said. “A child born without a mother and grown to man’s estate in a matter of months. A nonpareil who teaches himself to read in an afternoon but kills his instructor on a whim. A redeemer of widows and gamblers who steals from an honest merchant. A master of all magics who has neither wealth nor position. A demi-god who can read thoughts but suffers from doing so. How could such a living contradiction even exist? What place could he possibly find for himself in human society? You must clear your head of these dark fantasies and strive to be restored to your true self.”
Kaarina was not angry at me—her character was too refined for that. Nevertheless, her words cut through me like so many knives. I was her physical and intellectual superior and knew it. But our emotions are seated in the body and the body is an animal, even as the bear or the ass. In this regard I am in no way superior to any other man, nor will I ever be, however much my mental powers may increase.
My passion got the better of me.
“But every word I spoke was true!” I cried and, throwing caution to the winds, “Furthermore, I… I…”
Seeing my distress, Kaarina took my great hand in her wee paws and said, “You may speak your mind freely, my friend. There is nothing you cannot tell me.”
“Then I will say it—I love you.”
May you never see such a look on the face of a woman you esteem! Kaarina’s mouth fell open with astonishment and horror. There could be no mistaking the latter emotion, for I saw it burning in her thoughts like a flare.
I flushed red with humiliation. My blood surged and my hands clenched with the desire to strike Kaarina, to hurt her, to punish her for not loving me. It lasted only a single horrifying instant. Then, overcome with confusion and remorse, I fled. Kaarina, I am sure, prayed for my welfare and the rapid recovery of my wits. As if that would help!
That night, lying abed in the guest room (with the dresser pushed against the door, in case Leena again decided to make an assault upon my virtue), I thought over everything I had gone through and learned since coming to Helsinki. It had just been forcibly demonstrated that there could be no future for Kaarina and me. I needed love, not pity! And she…needed someone she could understand. My feelings for her were undiminished. But, alas, there could be no true communion of thought between us. The imbalance of intellect was simply too great.
It was a painful process working this out while the thoughts of the city roared and crashed over me like a mighty surf. But I came at last to two conclusions. First, that I could not stay in this house a day longer. Second, that in order to adequately think through my life and purpose, I must somehow isolate myself completely from humanity.
In the morning, profusely thanking Old Hannu for his hospitality, I left. Then I set about outfitting an expedition to the unknown Arctic regions. Out of respect for the values of the man I considered the second great mentor of my life, I earned the tremendous sum this required by honest means.
Which was why you almost caught up with me before my ship sailed.


As the ship left the harbor, the eternal pandemonium of thoughts faded and I had to endure only those of the Erebus’s officers and crew. I wept with relief. So you can imagine with what ecstasy I beheld the icy shores of this desolate land. And when the ship sailed off, carrying away with it the last trace of any thought other than my own, I experienced a sensation of pure bliss. Oh, blessed silence! I fell to my knees to thank whatever gods may be for that wondrous gift. Then, carrying all my supplies on my back, I walked inland until I judged myself safe from the influence of any passing ship. There I sat down and proceeded to think. To think, and to plan.
My first conclusion was that I needed a mate—one every bit as beautiful and virtuous as Kaarina but also as intelligent and strong of body as I. There being no such woman, I would have to create her myself. Which would be no easy task. To build such a goddess would require the use of many wizards, the sacrifice of numerous animals and women, and a fortune in related materials. Vast wealth would be required. Further, since such a project could not possibly be kept secret, it would demand defenses: an army, a secure territory with fortified borders, and a system of secret police to protect me from spies and saboteurs. In short, it would entail exactly such an empire as my father is currently endeavoring to create. For a moment, I was aghast at the thought of what atrocities I would have to perform.
Then I resolved to do it. My mate and I would wed and have children who would have children in their turn and their descendants would inevitably supplant the human race. All the world would be theirs and I their Adam.
You blanch, Ritter. Be reassured. My resolution lasted but a moment. For I then reflected that to carry out my plan would be to expose a woman I hoped to love with unswerving dedication to the pain of hearing the thoughts of Mankind which had almost driven me mad. Yes, I could immediately upon her creation put to death all those involved, before her capacity to hear their thoughts came into focus and then carry her off to some desolate tract such as this. But what would happen when she could read my thoughts? When she understood what crimes I had committed in her not-so-immaculate conception?
Logic, alas, told me that the project was doomed to fail.
Thus: No wife, no offspring, no hope, no future.
I had just determined what course of action I should take when I sensed your approach. It occurred to me then that it would be pleasant to share the tale of my life with a sympathetic soul. From what I could sense of your character, it seemed to me that you might well understand my story.
So I let you approach.


For a long time, the homunculus did not speak. Ritter, who was comfortable with silence, waited. At last his host said, “Have you ever considered beetles, Ritter?”
“Beetles,” Ritter said flatly. “No, not since I was a boy.”
“They are, I assure you, fascinating creatures and well worthy of your respect. But they cannot provide much in the way of companionship.” The homunculus stood. “On which note, the time has come to put an end to our colloquy.”
Ritter tried to stand and discovered that he could not. Nor could he move so much as a finger though his lungs, for a mercy, continued to pump air.
The creature looked down on him with an expression of gentle pity. “You are not a good man, Ritter. How could you be, given your occupation? However, you are not as bad a man as you fear you might be—not yet, at any rate.” He went outside, leaving the tent flap open behind him. Over his shoulder, he said, “Imperfect though you are, I wish you well. I wish every single one of you well. But I cannot bear to live among you.”
The homunculus walked steadily away from the tent, toward a distant ridge. When sufficient time had elapsed, he passed over the ridge and out of sight. All the while, Ritter strove in vain to cast off his paralysis. Nor could he enter Freki’s mind—that ability too, it seemed, had been frozen.
Then the sun came up.
There was a tremendous light, at which Ritter discovered himself capable of movement again, for he automatically turned away from it and threw up an arm to protect his eyes. Almost immediately, there followed a sound so thunderous that he clapped his hands over his ears to reduce it to a roar.
Ritter burst from the tent.
Running with all his might, Freki at his heels, he came to the top of the ridge over which the creature had disappeared. Below him Ritter saw a crater half-blasted and half-melted into the ice with a smudge of black at its center, as if a god had reached down from the sky to brush a dirty fingertip against the snow.


When Ritter had done making his report, Sir Toby said, “It is a pity you could not win him over to our cause.”
“In his estimation, our cause was not a good one. I do not believe that the creature saw very much difference between our side and his father’s.”
A darkness congealed within Sir Toby then, as if there were a thunderhead filling his skull and threatening to burst through it with gales and lightning. But he only said, “And who was he to pass judgment on us? The ugly brute!”
“No. He was a handsome man, very much so. By any reasonable definition, he was extremely well made.” Ritter shook his head sadly. “Yet in his own eyes, he was monstrous.”
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The bullet scars were still visible on the pillars of the General Post Office in Dublin, almost two centuries after the 1916 uprising. That moved me more than I had expected. But what moved me even more was standing at the exact same spot, not two blocks away, where my great-great-grandfather saw Gerry Adams strolling down O’Connell Street on Easter morning of ’96, the eightieth anniversary of that event, returning from a political rally with a single bodyguard to one side of him and a local politico to the other. It gave me a direct and simple connection to the tangled history of that tragic land.
I never knew my great-great-grandfather, but my grandfather told me that story once and I’ve never forgotten it, though my grandfather died when I was still a boy. If I squeeze my eyes tight shut, I can see his face, liquid and wavy as if glimpsed through candle flames, as he lay dying under a great feather comforter in his New York City railroad flat, his smile weak and his hair forming a halo around him as white as a dandelion waiting for the wind to purse its lips and blow.
“It was doomed from the start,” Mary told me later. “The German guns had been intercepted and the republicans were outnumbered fourteen to one. The British cannons fired on Dublin indiscriminately. The city was afire and there was no food to be had. The survivors were booed as they were marched off to prison and execution, for the common folk did not support them. By any conventional standard it was a fiasco. But once it happened, our independence was assured. We lose and we lose and we lose, but because we never accept it, every defeat and humiliation only leads us closer to victory.”
Her eyes blazed.
I suppose I should tell you about Mary’s eyes, if you’re to understand this story. But if I’m to tell you about her eyes, first I have to tell you about the holy well.
There is a holy well in the Burren that, according to superstition, will cure a toothache. The Burren is a great upwelling of limestone in the west of County Clare, and it is unlike anyplace else on Earth. There is almost no soil. The ground is stony and the stone is weathered in a network of fissures and cracks, called grykes, within which grow a province of plants you will not find in such abundance elsewhere. There are caves in great number to the south and the east, and like everywhere else in that beautiful land, a plenitude of cairns and other antiquities to be found.
The holy well is one such antiquity, though it is only a round hole, perhaps a foot across, filled with water and bright green algae. The altar over it is of recent construction, built by unknown hands from the long slender stones formed by the natural weathering of the limestone between the grykes, which makes the local stone walls so distinctive and the walking so treacherous. You could tear it down and scatter its component parts and never hear a word spoken about your deed. But if you returned a year later you’d find it rebuilt and your vandalism unmade as if it had never happened. People have been visiting the well for a long, long time. The Christian overlay—the holy medals and broken statues of saints that are sometimes left as offerings, along with the prescription bottles, nails, and coins—is a recent and perhaps a transient phenomenon.
But the important thing to know, and the reason people keep coming back to it, is that the holy well works. Some holy wells don’t. You can locate them on old maps, but when you go to have a look, there aren’t any offerings there. Something happened long ago—they were cursed by a saint or defiled by a sinner or simply ran out of mojo—and the magic stopped happening, and the believers went away and never returned. This well, however, is charged with holy power. It gives you shivers just to stand by it.
Mary’s eyes were like that. As green as the water in that well, and as full of dangerous magic.
I knew about the holy well because I’d won big and gotten a ticket off-planet, and so before I went, I took a year off in order to see all the places on Earth I would never return to, ending up with a final month to spend wandering about the land of my ancestors. It was my first time in Ireland and I loved everything about it, and I couldn’t help fantasizing that maybe I’d do so well in the Outsider worlds that someday I’d be rich enough to return and maybe retire there.
I was a fool and, worse, I didn’t know it.
We met in the Fiddler’s Elbow, a pub in that part of the West which the Bord Fáilte calls Yeats Country. I hadn’t come in for music but only to get out of the rain and have a hot whiskey. I was sitting by a small peat fire, savoring the warmth and the sweet smell of it, when somebody opened a door at the back of the room and started collecting admission. There was a sudden rush of people into the pub and so I carried my glass to the bar and asked, “What’s going on?”
“It’s Maire na Raghallach,” the publican said, pronouncing the last name like Reilly. “At the end of a tour she likes to pop in someplace small and give an unadvertised concert. You want to hear, you’d best buy a ticket now. They’re not going to last.”
I didn’t know Maire na Raghallach from Eve. But I’d seen the posters around town and I figured what the hell. I paid and went in.


Maire na Raghallach sang without a backup band and only an amp-and-finger-rings air guitar for instrumentation. Her music was…well, either you’ve heard her and know or you haven’t and if you haven’t, words won’t help. But I was mesmerized, ravished, rapt. So much so that midway through the concert, as she was singing “Deirdre’s Lament,” my head swam and a buzzing sensation lifted me up out of my body into a waking dream or hallucination or maybe vision is the word I’m looking for. All the world went away. There were only the two of us facing each other across a vast plain of bones. The sky was black and the bones were white as chalk. The wind was icy cold. We stared at each other. Her eyes pierced me like a spear. They looked right through me, and I was lost, lost, lost. I must have been half in love with her already. All it took was her noticing my existence to send me right over the edge.
Her lips moved. She was saying something and somehow I knew it was vastly important. But the wind whipped her words away unheard. It was howling like a banshee with all the follies of the world laid out before it. It screamed like an electric guitar. When I tried to walk toward her, I discovered I was paralyzed. Though I strained every muscle until I thought I would splinter my bones trying to get closer, trying to hear, I could not move nor make out the least fraction of what she was telling me.


Then I was myself again, panting and sweating and filled with terror. Up on the low stage, Mary (as I later learned to call her) was talking between songs. She grinned cockily and with a nod toward me said, “This one’s for the American in the front row.”
And then, as I trembled in shock and bewilderment, she launched into what I later learned was one of her own songs, “Come Home, the Wild Geese.” The Wild Geese were originally the soldiers who left Ireland, which could no longer support them, to fight for foreign masters in foreign armies everywhere. But over the centuries the term came to be applied to everyone of Irish descent living elsewhere, the children and grandchildren and great-great-great-grandchildren of those unhappy emigrants whose luck was so bad they couldn’t even manage to hold onto their own country and who had passed the guilt of that down through the generations, to be cherished and brooded over by their descendants forever.
“This one’s for the American,” she’d said.
But how had she known?
The thing was that, shortly after hitting the island, I’d bought a new set of clothes locally and dumped all my American things in a charity recycling device. Plus, I’d bought one of those cheap neuroprogramming pendants that actors use to temporarily redo their accents. Because I’d quickly learned that in Ireland, as soon as you’re pegged for an American, the question comes out: “Looking for your roots, then, are ye?”
“No, it’s just that this is such a beautiful country and I wanted to see it.”
Skeptically, then: “But you do have Irish ancestors, surely?”
“Well, yes, but…”
“Ahhhh.” Hoisting a pint preparatory to draining its lees. “You’re looking for your roots, then. I thought as much.”
But if there’s one thing I wasn’t looking for, it was my fucking roots. I was eighth-generation American Irish and my roots were all about old men in dark little Boston pubs killing themselves a shot glass at a time, and the ladies of Noraid goose-stepping down the street on Saint Patrick’s Day in short black skirts, their heels crashing against the street, a terrifying irruption of fascism into a day that was otherwise all kitsch and false sentiment, and corrupt cops, and young thugs who loved sports and hated school and blamed the niggers and affirmative action for the lousy construction-worker jobs they never managed to keep long. I’d come to this country to get away from all that, and a thousand things more that the Irish didn’t know a scrap about. The cartoon leprechauns and the sentimental songs and the cute sayings printed on cheap tea towels somehow all adding up to a sense that you’ve lost before you’ve even begun, that it doesn’t matter what you do or who you become, because you’ll never achieve or amount to shit. The thing that sits like a demon in the dark pit of the soul. That Irish darkness.
So how had she known I was an American?
Maybe it was only an excuse to meet her. If so, it was as good an excuse as any. I hung around after the show, waiting for Mary to emerge from whatever dingy space they’d given her for a dressing room, so I could ask.
When she finally emerged and saw me waiting for her, her mouth turned up in a way that as good as said, “Gotcha!” Without waiting for the question, she said, “I had only to look at you to see that you had prenatal genework. The Outsiders shared it with the States first, for siding with them in the war. There’s no way a young man your age with everything about you perfect could be anything else.”
Then she took me by the arm and led me away to her room.


We were together how long? Three weeks? Forever?
Time enough for Mary to take me everywhere in that green and haunted island. She had the entirety of its history at her fingertips, and she told me all and showed me everything and I, in turn, learned nothing. One day we visited the Portcoon sea cave, a gothic wave-thunderous place that was once occupied by a hermit who had vowed to fast and pray there for the rest of his life and never accept food from human hands. Women swam in on the tides, offering him sustenance, but he refused it. “Or so the story goes,” Mary said. As he was dying, a seal brought him fish and, the seal not being human and having no hands, he ate. Every day it returned and so kept him alive for years. “But what the truth may be,” Mary concluded, “is anyone’s guess.”
Afterwards, we walked ten minutes up the coast to the Giant’s Causeway. There we found a pale blue, four-armed alien in a cotton smock and wide straw hat painting a watercolor of the basalt columns rising and falling like stairs into the air and down to the sea. She held a brush in one right hand and another in a left hand, and plied them simultaneously.
“Soft day,” Mary said pleasantly.
“Oh! Hello!” The alien put down her brushes, turned from her one-legged easel. She did not offer her name, which in her kind—I recognized the species—was never spoken aloud. “Are you local?”
I started to shake my head but, “That we be,” Mary said. It seemed to me that her brogue was much more pronounced than it had been. “Enjoying our island, are ye?”
“Oh, yes. This is such a beautiful country. I’ve never seen such greens!” The alien gestured widely with all four arms. “So many shades of green, and all so intense they make one’s eyes ache.”
“It’s a lovely land,” Mary agreed. “But it can be a dirty one as well. You’ve taken in all the sights, then?”
“I’ve been everywhere—to Tara, and the Cliffs of Moher, and Newgrange, and the Ring of Kerry. I’ve even kissed the Blarney Stone.” The alien lowered her voice and made a complicated gesture that I’m guessing was the equivalent of a giggle. “I was hoping to see one of the little people. But maybe it’s just as well I didn’t. It might have carried me off to a fairy mound and then after a night of feasting and music I’d emerge to find that centuries had gone by and everybody I knew was dead.”
I stiffened, knowing that Mary found this kind of thing offensive. But she only smiled and said, “It’s not the wee folk you have to worry about. It’s the boys.”
“The boys?”
“Aye. Ireland is a hotbed of nativist resistance, you know. During the day, it’s safe enough. But the night belongs to the boys.” She touched her lips to indicate that she wouldn’t speak the organization’s name out loud. “They’ll target a lone Outsider to be killed as an example to others. The landlord gives them the key to her room. They have ropes and guns and filthy big knifes. Then it’s a short jaunt out to the bogs, and what happens there… Well, they’re simple, brutal men. It’s all over by dawn and there are never any witnesses. Nobody sees a thing.”
The alien’s arms thrashed. “The tourist officials didn’t say anything about this!”
“Well, they wouldn’t, would they?”
“What do you mean?” the alien asked.
Mary said nothing. She only stood there, staring insolently, waiting for the alien to catch on to what she was saying.
After a time, the alien folded all four of her arms protectively against her thorax. When she did, Mary spoke at last. “Sometimes they’ll give you a warning. A friendly local will come up to you and suggest that the climate is less healthy than you thought, and you might want to leave before nightfall.”
Very carefully, the alien said, “Is that what’s happening here?”
“No, of course not.” Mary’s face was hard and unreadable. “Only, I hear Australia’s lovely this time of year.”
Abruptly, she whirled about and strode away so rapidly that I had to run to catch up to her. When we were well out of earshot of the alien, I grabbed her arm and angrily said, “What the fuck did you do that for?”
“I really don’t think it’s any of your business.”
“Let’s just pretend that it is. Why?”
“To spread fear among the Outsiders,” she said, quiet and fierce. “To remind them that Earth is sacred ground to us and always will be. To let them know that while they may temporarily hold the whip, this isn’t their planet and never will be.”
Then, out of nowhere, she laughed. “Did you see the expression on that skinny blue bitch’s face? She practically turned green!”


“Who are you, Mary O’Reilly?” I asked her that night, when we were lying naked and sweaty among the tangled sheets. I’d spent the day thinking, and realized how little she’d told me about herself. I knew her body far better than I did her mind. “What are your likes and dislikes? What do you hope and what do you fear? What made you a musician, and what do you want to be when you grow up?” I was trying to keep it light, seriously though I meant it all.
“I always had the music, and thank God for that. Music was my salvation.”
“How so?”
“My parents died in the last days of the war. I was only an infant, so I was put into an orphanage. The orphanages were funded with American and Outsider money, part of the campaign to win the hearts and minds of the conquered peoples. We were raised to be denationalized citizens of the universe. Not a word of Irish touched our ears, nor any hint of our history or culture. It was all Greece and Rome and the Aldebaran Unity. Thank Christ for our music! They couldn’t keep that out, though they tried hard to convince us it was all harmless deedle-deedle jigs and reels. But we knew it was subversive. We knew it carried truth. Our minds escaped long before our bodies could.”
We, she’d said, and us and our. “That’s not who you are, Mary. That’s a political speech. I want to know what you’re really like. As a person, I mean.”
Her face was like stone. “I’m what I am. An Irishwoman. A musician. A patriot. Cooze for an American playboy.”
I kept my smile, though I felt as if she’d slapped me. “That’s unfair.”
It’s an evil thing to have a naked woman look at you the way Mary did me. “Is it? Are you not abandoning your planet in two days? Maybe you’re thinking of taking me along. Tell me, exactly how does that work?”
I reached for the whiskey bottle on the table by the bed. We’d drunk it almost empty, but there was still a little left. “If we’re not close, then how is that my fault? You’ve known from the start that I’m mad about you. But you won’t even—oh, fuck it!” I drained the bottle. “Just what the hell do you want from me? Tell me! I don’t think you can.”
Mary grabbed me angrily by the arms and I dropped the bottle and broke her hold and seized her by the wrists. She bit my shoulder so hard it bled and when I tried to push her away, toppled me over on my back and clambered up on top of me.
We did not so much resolve our argument as fuck it into oblivion.
It took me forever to fall asleep that night. Not Mary. She simply decided to sleep and sleep came at her bidding. I, however, sat up for hours staring at her face in the moonlight. It was all hard planes and determination. A strong face but not one given to compromise. I’d definitely fallen in love with the wrong woman. Worse, I was leaving for distant worlds the day after tomorrow. All my life had been shaped toward that end. I had no Plan B.
In the little time I had left, I could never sort out my feelings for Mary, much less hers for me. I loved her, of course, that went without saying. But I hated her bullying ways, her hectoring manner of speech, her arrogant assurance that I would do whatever she wanted me to do. Much as I desired her, I wanted nothing more than to never see her again. I had all the wealth and wonders of the universe ahead of me. My future was guaranteed.
And, God help me, if she’d only asked me to stay, I would have thrown it all away for her in an instant.


In the morning, we took a hyperrapid to Galway and toured its vitrified ruins. “Resistance was stiffest in the West,” Mary said. “One by one all the nations of the earth sued for peace, and even in Dublin there was talk of accommodation. Yet we fought on. So the Outsiders hung a warship in geostationary orbit and turned their strange weapons on us. This beautiful port city was turned to glass. The ships were blown against the shore and broke on the cobbles. The cathedral collapsed under its own weight. Nobody has lived here since.”
The rain spattered to a stop and there was a brief respite from the squalls which in that part of the country come off the Atlantic in waves. The sun dazzled from a hundred crystalline planes. The sudden silence was like a heavy hand laid unexpectedly upon my shoulder. “At least they didn’t kill anyone,” I said weakly. I was of a generation that saw the occupation of the Outsiders as being, ultimately, a good thing. We were healthier, richer, happier, than our parents had been. Nobody worried about environmental degradation or running out of resources anymore. There was no denying we were physically better off for their intervention.
“It was a false mercy that spared the citizens of Galway from immediate death and sent them out into the countryside with no more than the clothes on their backs. How were they supposed to survive? They were doctors and lawyers and accountants. Some of them reverted to brigandry and violence, to be sure. But most simply kept walking until they lay down by the side of the road and died. I can show you as many thousand hours of recordings of the Great Starvation as you can bring yourself to stomach. There was no food to be had, but thanks to the trinkets the Outsiders had used to collapse the economy, everybody had cameras feeding right off their optic nerves, saving all the golden memories of watching their children die.”
Mary was being unfair—the economic troubles hadn’t been the Outsiders’ doing. I knew because I’d taken economics in college. History, too, so I also knew that the war had, in part, been forced upon them. But though I wanted to, I could not adequately answer her. I had no passion that was the equal of hers.
“Things have gotten better,” I said weakly. “Look at all they’ve done for…”
“The benevolence of the conqueror, scattering coins for the peasants to scrabble in the dust after. They’re all smiles when we’re down on our knees before them. But see what happens if one of us stands up on his hind legs and tells them to sod off.”


We stopped in a pub for lunch and then took a hopper to Gartan Lough. There we bicycled into the countryside. Mary led me deep into land that had never been greatly populated and was still dotted with the ruins of houses abandoned a quarter-century before. The roads were poorly paved or else dirt, and the land was so beautiful as to make you weep. It was a perfect afternoon, all blue skies and fluffy clouds. We labored up a hillside to a small stone chapel that had lost its roof centuries ago. It was surrounded by graves, untended and overgrown with wildflowers.
Lying on the ground by the entrance to the graveyard was the Stone of Loneliness.
The Stone of Loneliness was a fallen menhir or standing stone, something not at all uncommon throughout the British Isles. They’d been reared by unknown people for reasons still not understood in Megalithic times, sometimes arranged in circles, and other times as solitary monuments. There were faded cup-and-ring lines carved into what had been the stone’s upper end. And it was broad enough that a grown man could lie down on it. “What should I do?” I asked.
“Lie down on it,” Mary said.
So I did.
I lay down upon the Stone of Loneliness and closed my eyes. Bees hummed lazily in the air. And, standing at a distance, Mary began to sing:
The lions of the hills are gone
And I am left alone, alone…
It was “Deirdre’s Lament,” which I’d first heard her sing in the Fiddler’s Elbow. In Irish legend, Deirdre was promised from infancy to Conchubar, the king of Ulster. But, as happens, she fell in love with and married another, younger man. Naoise, her husband, and his brothers Ardan and Ainnle, the sons of Uisnech, fled with her to Scotland, where they lived in contentment. But the humiliated and vengeful old king lured them back to Ireland with promises of amnesty. Once they were in his hands, he treacherously killed the three sons of Uisnech and took Deirdre to his bed.
The Falcons of the Wood are flown
And I am left alone, alone…
Deirdre of the Sorrows, as she is often called, has become a symbol for Ireland herself—beautiful, suffering from injustice, and possessed of a happy past that looks likely to never return. Of the real Deirdre, the living and breathing woman upon whom the stories were piled like so many stones on a cairn, we know nothing. The legendary Deirdre’s story, however, does not end with her suicide, for in the aftermath of Conchubar’s treachery wars were fought, the injustices of which led to further wars. Which wars continue to this very day. It all fits together suspiciously tidily.
It was no coincidence that Deirdre’s father was the king’s storyteller.
The dragons of the rock are sleeping
Sleep that wakes not for our weeping…
All this, however, I tell you after the fact. At the time, I was not thinking of the legend at all. For the instant I lay down upon the cold stone, I felt all the misery of Ireland flowing into my body. The Stone of Loneliness was charmed, like the well in the Burren. Sleeping on it was said to be a cure for homesickness. So, during the Famine, emigrants would spend their last night atop it before leaving Ireland forever. It seemed to me, prone upon the menhir, that all the sorrow they had shed was flowing into my body. I felt each loss as if it were my own. Helplessly, I started to weep and then to cry openly. I lost track of what Mary was singing, though her voice went on and on. Until finally she sang
Dig the grave both wide and deep
Sick I am, and fain would sleep
Dig the grave and make it ready
Lay me on my true Love’s body
and stopped. Leaving a silence that echoed on and on forever.
Then Mary said, “There’s someone I think you’re ready to meet.”


Mary took me to a nondescript cinder-block building, the location of which I will take with me to the grave. She led the way in. I followed nervously. The interior was so dim I stumbled on the threshold. Then my eyes adjusted, and I saw that I was in a bar. Not a pub, which is a warm and welcoming public space where families gather to socialize, the adults over a pint and the kiddies drinking their soft drinks, but a bar—a place where men go to get drunk. It smelled of poteen and stale beer. Somebody had ripped the door to the bog off its hinges and no one had bothered to replace it. Presumably Mary was the only woman to set foot in the place for a long, long time.
There were three or four men sitting at small tables in the gloom, their backs to the door, and a lean man with a bad complexion at the bar. “Here you are then,” he said without enthusiasm.
“Don’t mind Liam,” Mary said to me. Then, to Liam, “Have you anything fit for drinking?”
“No.”
“Well, that’s not why we came anyway.” Mary jerked her head toward me. “Here’s the recruit.”
“He doesn’t look like much.”
“Recruit for what?” I said. It struck me suddenly that Liam was keeping his hands below the bar, out of sight. Down where a hard man will keep a weapon, such as a cudgel or a gun.
“Don’t let his American teeth put you off. They’re part of the reason we wanted him in the first place.”
“So you’re a patriot, are you, lad?” Liam said in a voice that indicated he knew good and well that I was not.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Liam glanced quickly at Mary and curled his lip in a sneer. “Ahh, he’s just in it for the crack.” In Irish craic means “fun” or “kicks.” But the filthy pun was obviously intended. My face hardened and I balled up my fists. Liam didn’t look concerned.
“Hush, you!” Mary said. Then, turning to me, “And I’ll thank you to control yourself as well. This is serious business. Liam, I’ll vouch for the man. Give him the package.”
Liam’s hands appeared at last. They held something the size of a biscuit tin. It was wrapped in white paper and tied up with string. He slid it across the bar.
“What’s this?”
“It’s a device,” Liam said. “Properly deployed, it can implode the entire administrative complex at Shannon Starport without harming a single civilian.”
My flesh ran cold.
“So you want me to plant this in the ’port, do yez?” I said. For the first time in weeks, I became aware of the falseness of my accent. Impulsively, I pulled the neuropendant from beneath my shirt, dropped it on the floor, and stepped on it. Whatever I said here, I would say it as myself. “You want me to go in there and fucking blow myself up?”
“No, of course not,” Mary said. “We have a soldier in place for that. But he—”
“Or she,” Liam amended.
“—or she isn’t in a position to smuggle this in. Human employees aren’t allowed to bring in so much as a pencil. That’s how little the Outsiders think of us. You, however, can. Just take the device through their machines—it’s rigged to read as a box of cigars—in your carry-on. Once you’re inside, somebody will come up to you and ask if you remembered to bring something for granny. Hand it over.”
“That’s all,” Liam said.
“You’ll be halfway to Jupiter before anything happens.”
They both looked at me steadily. “Forget it,” I said. “I’m not killing any innocent people for you.”
“Not people. Aliens.”
“They’re still innocent.”
“They wouldn’t be here if they hadn’t seized the planet. So they’re not innocent.”
“You’re a nation of fucking werewolves!” I cried. Thinking that would put an end to the conversation.
But Mary wasn’t fazed. “That we are,” she agreed. “Day by day, we present our harmless, domestic selves to the world, until one night the beast comes out to feed. But at least we’re not sheep, bleating complacently in the face of the butcher’s knife. Which are you, my heart’s beloved? A sheep? Or could there be a wolf lurking deep within?”
“He can’t do the job,” Liam said. “He’s as weak as watered milk.”
“Shut it. You have no idea what you’re talking about.” Mary fixed me with those amazing eyes of hers, as green as the living heart of Ireland, and I was helpless before them. “It’s not weakness that makes you hesitate,” she said, “but a foolish and misinformed conscience. I’ve thought about this far longer than you have, my treasure. I’ve thought about it all my life. It’s a holy and noble thing that I’m asking of you.”
“I—”
“Night after night, you’ve sworn you’d do anything for me—not with words, I’ll grant you, but with looks, with murmurs, with your soul. Did you think I could not hear the words you dared not say aloud? Now I’m calling you on all those unspoken promises. Do this one thing—if not for the sake of your planet, then for me.”
All the time we’d been talking, the men sitting at their little tables hadn’t made a noise. Nor had any of them turned to face us. They simply sat hunched in place—not drinking, not smoking, not speaking. Just listening. It came to me then how large they were, and how still. How alert. It came to me then that if I turned Mary down, I’d not leave this room alive.
So, really, I had no choice.
“I’ll do it,” I said. “And God damn you for asking me to.”
Mary went to hug me and I pushed her roughly away. “No! I’m doing this thing for you, and that puts us quits. I never want to see you or think of you again.”
For a long, still moment, Mary studied me calmly. I was lying, for I’d never wanted her so much as I did in that instant. I could see that she knew I was lying, too. If she’d let the least sign of that knowledge show, I believe I would have hit her. But she did not. “Very well,” she said. “So long as you keep your word.”
She turned and left and I knew I would never see her again.
Liam walked me to the door. “Be careful with the package outside in the rain,” he said, handing me an umbrella. “It won’t work if you let it get damp.”


I was standing in Shannon Starport, when Homeworld Security closed in on me. Two burly men in ITSA uniforms appeared to my either side and their alien superior said, “Would you please come with us, sir.” It was not a question.
Oh, Mary, I thought sadly. You have a traitor in your organization. Other than me, I meant. “Can I bring my bag?”
“We’ll see to that, sir.”
I was taken to their interrogation room.
Five hours later I got onto the lighter. They couldn’t hold me because there wasn’t anything illegal in my possession. I’d soaked the package Liam gave me in the hotel room sink overnight and then gotten up early and booted it down a storm drain when no one was looking. It was a quick trip to orbit where there waited a ship larger than a skyscraper and rarer than almost anything you could name, for it wouldn’t return to this planet for centuries. I floated on board knowing that for me there’d be no turning back. Earth would be a story I told my children, and a pack of sentimental lies they would tell theirs.
My homeworld shrank behind me and disappeared. I looked out the great black glass walls into a universe thronged with stars and galaxies and had no idea where I was or where I thought I was going. It seemed to me then that we were each and every one of us ships without a harbor, sailors lost on land.
I used to say that only Ireland and my family could make me cry. I cried when my mother died and I cried when Dad had his heart attack the very next year. My baby sister failed to survive the same birth that killed my mother, so some of my tears were for her as well. Then my brother Bill was hit by a drunk driver and I cried and that was the end of my family. Now there’s only Ireland.
But that’s enough.



The Beast of Tara
The night watchman at what the crew laughingly called “the dig” was a hard man named Finn MacDougall and it was clear from the start that he had a past. “With this one, you needn’t worry that your equipment will do a walkabout,” the man from the Institiúid Seandálaithe na hÉireann who recommended him had said. “When word gets around that he’s on the job, there’s not a villain will come within a mile of Tara.” And, indeed, it was true that so far we’d had no trouble.
Finn was not a talkative man, nor an outgoing one. But as the winter wore on, he took an interest in our work and began staying on in the morning for an hour or so. Sometimes he asked a few questions. Mostly he just observed.
One raw day—Fáilte Ireland wasn’t about to let a group of scientists set up tents and cover over parts of the most important historical site in the country in tourist weather—Finn brought in a teenager with flaming red hair. “Found him,” he said, releasing the boy. “Snooping.”
“That’s a bloody lie!” the boy said. “I come here, open and honest, looking to write an article for my school paper. I was never snooping. So how does this thing work? Is it true you’ve been recording harp music from the days of the High Kings? Do you have any of it I can listen to? Tell me everything, from beginning to end.”
Which was how Liam Gallagher came into our lives.


Young Gallagher was a little short and a touch stocky and had a wise-guy grin that I figured he would either grow into or have beaten out of him soon enough, and he was in the senior cycle of a local secondary school. He had a thousand questions and directed them at everybody at once, but mostly at Dr. Leithauser. Who said, “I have no time for this. Ask Lee.”
Angela Leithauser had a brilliant mind and good looks to match but she didn’t suffer fools gladly. And in her experience, all media people, however short they might be, were fools.
So I launched into my standard spiel. “If you’ve ever thrown a rock into a pond,” I told Gallagher, “you’ve noticed that the waves it makes never go away. They just keep bouncing back and forth, growing smaller and smaller, until they’re too small for you to see. The same thing goes for sound. A stone contains within itself the diminishing vibrations of every sound that ever bounced against it.” Then, “Amy, you’re closest. Throw the audio up on the speakers, will you?”
“I’m on it.” A soft staticky whisper filled the tent.
“It sounds like the sea,” Gallagher said.
“That’s white noise. Every sound that ever bounced against the stone is still inside it, vibrating back and forth, quieter and quieter, but never quite fading to zero.” I laid a hand against the Lia Fáil (also known as the Stone of Destiny and, not coincidentally, the Speaking Stone), around which our entire endeavor had been built. “Dr. Leithauser’s device is going deep within this stone and pulling those sounds out.”
“But surely it would quickly enough be a matter of only a few atoms vibrating. So how’s that work, then?”
“We have an algorithm,” I said. Often as not, that shut them up.
Not this time, however. “How’s that work?”
“We…” I stopped. “How much math do you have?”
That grin again. “Well, I can tell a tangent from a cosecant.”
“That’s not enough, I’m afraid. Get your doctorate in mathematical transverse modeling and topography and we can talk. Until then: The device listens deep into the stone and records what it hears.”
“But you built the machine, right?” Young Gallagher had a little pocket notebook and he was writing it all down—I had to give the kid that. Now he put it back in his parka and reached out to touch the Beast. Which was what we called Dr. Leithauser’s purpose-built instrument because it was a beast to tune and to keep running properly. “How do you oper—”
Josh and Amy, who had been listening with amusement, both looked startled. I opened my mouth to object. And—
Slap! Dr. Leihauser knocked Gallagher’s hand away from the device.
“You may go,” she said. “Now.”
So the interns and I returned to work. When I checked the readouts on the Beast, I cursed. They were all out of standard deviation. Which meant I had to recalibrate it from scratch, which was a job that would take me the rest of the day and then some. The five of us—Rory McCarthy was in town, buying oil for the generator—were planning to go to a pub after work, as we did every Friday, but now I’d be lucky to show up before the last round.
Still, I thought nothing in particular of the incident at the time.


Three days later, Gallagher was back. We had just identified our fiftieth thunderclap of the day (each one carefully recorded in a logbook by Amy and double-checked by Josh), when he popped into the tent.
This time, keeping a careful distance from Dr. Leithauser, he wanted to know all about Brian Boru and the harp music of Tara. This was natural enough, for if there was one thing everybody in the country knew about Tara, it was that in ancient times it was the seat of the High Kings of Ireland, of whom Brian Boru was the last and greatest. Which implied that there would have been feasts and women in long gowns and gold torques and, afterward, harping. The Celtic harp was a national symbol, so it would have been blasphemous for us not to want to record its music. There had been articles about our work in all the national media, though only we ourselves seriously believed we had a shot at success, and every single interviewer and reporter brought up those damned harps. People like to romanticize the past. Most likely, the heroic deeds were cynical grabs for power, the people lived in squalor, and the music was dull and monotonous. But I was never fool enough to say so out loud.
Luckily, this time Rory McCarthy was present, so we handed the boy off to him. Rory was the administrator but he also had the gift of gab. So, between Dr. Leithauser’s cheekbones and Rory’s way of making everything sound simple and reasonable, we almost always got good publicity. Now he turned his charm on Gallagher.
“You ask good questions, lad,” he said. Though, as usual, the questions were mediocre at best. “But they’re based on two faulty premises. Firstly, Brian Boru was not crowned here. He was a Christian and would have held his coronation in a church. Secondly, the High Kings did not rule from Tara. There were no halls, no thrones, no feasting—and definitely no harp music—here. It was a religious ceremonial site, the equivalent of Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin or the shrine at Knock. Lots of people were buried here. But nobody lives in a graveyard. The High Kings lived elsewhere. It’s likely they only showed up here two times, once to stand out in the open by the Lia Fáil in front of an assembled multitude and be acclaimed king and once to be buried. So it’s extremely unlikely we’ll be recording any harp music.”
If Gallagher was disappointed, he didn’t show it. “Then why are you here and not, as you say, elsewhere?”
“Most of those palaces are long gone, for one thing. But far more important is the legend that the Lia Fáil would shout its approval when the rightful High King of Ireland touched it. Not that I’m expecting you to believe any such malarkey. But such tales don’t arise out of nowhere. Obviously, when the High King was presented to his people for their approval, the assembled masses roared as loudly as they could. So loudly, perhaps, that a fraction of their noise echoed back upon them from the Speaking Stone, as it is also called. I’m betting someone composed a poem in which the stone shouted with joy. Over time, both poet and poem were forgotten, but not the stone shouting for that was a miracle and people like miracles. So there we are.
“Now, when Lee here is sifting through the vibrations, looking for something meaningful, there are thousands of years of wind sounds, tourist chatter, and the like to be gotten past. Too much for our grad students, Josh and Amy, to listen to all of it. So we speed through the vibrations, looking for a spike in volume. Mostly we get thunder. But sooner or later, we’ll find that roar—and that’s where we’ll stop and listen with all our might. A recording of one of the High Kings addressing those who owed him allegiance, now that would be something worth hearing, wouldn’t it?”
Half-listening as I was while I tended to the Beast, I couldn’t help reflecting that it would also prove the value of Dr. Leithauser’s device, put the rest of us on the path to tenure, and guarantee her funding for the rest of her life as well. But I didn’t say any of that. It wouldn’t be politic.
Amy put down her headphones and started digging around in her ear after an itch with the tip of her pinkie finger. Seeing this, Gallagher snatched up the headpiece and said, “Say, do you mind if I listen to—?”
The cord yanked at the recorder, which jerked forward, dislodging the Beast so that it moved toward the edge of the table. One leg buckled.
The Beast slid halfway off.
Luckily, I was able to grab the table in time and hoist it up, so the device didn’t fall. “Rory! Amy! Josh!” Dr. Leithauser shouted. “Don’t just stand there—chock up that table before Lee pulls a muscle.”
Boxes of supplies were hastily stacked and I eased the tabletop down on them. It was, I admit, a relief to let go. I didn’t have to look to know that the Beast would be out of calibration again. “I’ll go into town and see about getting something more sturdy for a workbench,” Rory said.
“Do that. And you,” Dr. Leithauser said to Gallagher, “get the hell out of here.”
Over his shoulder, Gallagher said, “I’m going! I’m going!”
But there, oddly enough, was that grin of his again.


Inevitably, a few days later, Gallagher was back.
“Behave yourself,” Dr. Leithauser said, looking up from a page of new equations—a notion she’d had which might or might not make our search easier.
“That I will!” Gallagher turned away and tripped over his own feet. He went flying face-first toward the Beast.
Finn, however, caught him and set him on his feet again.
“Third time,” the watchman said. Then, addressing Gallagher directly, “What did you say the name of your school was?”
“You wouldn’t know of it, I’m thinking. It’s not very large,” Gallagher said.
“Isn’t it now?” So swiftly that it was over before I realized what he was doing, Finn ran his hands down the boy’s sides, frisking him. He removed something from a pocket and held it up for all to see.
It looked like nothing I had ever seen before. It was the size of a marble and it gleamed and glittered like a star.
“Well?” Finn said.
As casual as casual could be, the boy drew up his legs under him and sat cross-legged in the air. My mouth fell open and were I capable of looking away, I’m sure I’d have seen the others looking equally gobsmacked. Gallagher smirked and there was a devilish gleam to his eye that was in no way human. “You’ll be wanting an explanation, I fancy,” he said. “My folk have been guardians of the land for longer than human history can span. Some superstitious people call us leprechauns but—”
“Bollocks,” Finn said, and smashed the boy in the side of the head with that great fist of his. Josh gasped and Amy seized his arm with both hands. Rory looked horrified but Dr. Leithauser watched it all with quiet interest.
Gallagher crashed to the floor.
“Get up,” Finn said.
The boy did, wiping blood from his mouth.
“The truth now.”
Gallagher scowled. There was no longer any trace of that grin in him. “All right,” he said, “the truth. It’s all about vibrations. You want to eavesdrop on the past? Fine. No harm done. But the vibrations you’re pulling out of the stone long ago went down below the molecular into the subatomic—” (I was startled. Nobody was supposed to know that about the project; it was our big secret.) “—and the quantum realm is stranger than you can imagine. Time has no direction there and yet it simultaneously runs both ways.” He was addressing Dr. Leithauser only. The rest of us were just there. “You’re the theorist. Tell the others what that implies.”
“You’re from the future,” she said.
“Almost. I was constructed by people in the future. They can’t travel here themselves—time travel is impossible—but they can manipulate vibrations in such a way as to alter matter in their past. So they created an agent, myself, and a dingus to disrupt your device’s calibration, that there in Finn’s hand.” He gestured toward the micro-star. “Don’t worry, it won’t explode. Minimum disruption to the continuum is the byword here. It’s not so easy to change the past as you might think. There are checks and balances. But all I needed do was keep you unsuccessful until the tourist season started up again, and you’d never get the funding for a second shot.”
“Why?” Dr. Leithauser asked.
“Because if you can eavesdrop on the past, you can equally easily eavesdrop on the future. Maybe not in this year or decade or in this lifetime, but soon. Which will change the future in dangerous ways and the past—your present—catastrophically. Can you imagine the Roman Empire with machine guns? The Aztecs with atomic bombs? Nazi Germany with retroprogramming viruses? You are primitives compared to us and, like primitives, must be protected from technology beyond your comprehension. If you saw a child playing with a handgun, what would you do? Take it away from them. If you saw a child who somehow had learned how to make handguns from scratch, what would you do? You’d give them a good scolding.”
Gallagher put his feet back on the ground and walked to the entryway. Throwing the tent flap back, he said, “This has been your scolding. Take your hand off that revolver. Declare your research a failure and find something else to do with your time. Something that will benefit humanity rather than imperiling it.”
With each word, the boy grew brighter and more vivid in my sight until I had to hold up a hand to protect my eyes from the light.
He stepped outside and, with a soft poof, he turned to dust.
A breeze rose up and blew the dust away. I heard Finn grunt and, turning, saw that he was staring at his open hand. The sparkly thing was gone and fine grey powder, like talc, flowed between his fingers.


With a sigh, I turned toward my tool box. The first order of business, I assumed, would be to dismantle the Beast. Josh and Amy started gathering up the logbooks and Rory murmured something about keeping the generator going until everything else was packed away. Then—
“Stop!” Dr. Leithauser rarely raised her voice, but when she did we all snapped to attention. So, too, now.
“We are not children here,” she said. “Nor do we have to take Gallagher’s word for anything. I know when I’m being lied to. The condescending little prick. ‘Primitives!’” Her eyes blazed. “The future may be afraid of me. But I’m not afraid of the future.” She clapped her hands. “Everybody back to work. Chop-chop!”
We all got back to work. This time, in part certainly because Gallagher was no longer around to sabotage us, everything clicked.
Less than a week later, when I’d been hunched over the Beast, monitoring its quirks and whims for hours, I realized I was getting sore. I straightened and stretched and felt every muscle in my back complain. “I’m stepping outside for a breath of air,” I announced to the tent. “Back in a sec.”
Outside, I stood staring off into the winter-dark woods and hills and motorways of the Boyne Valley. It’s said that from the Hill of Tara you can see a quarter of Ireland, but it was a soft day and all was fog. The past never felt so close to me as it did now. Nor the possibilities and dangers of the future. I was about to go back in when Finn pushed his way out. Seeing me, he said, “Tell Dr. Leithauser I’ve quit. My work here is done.”
Finn wasn’t the kind of man you tried to talk out of anything. Still, I was sorry to see him go. “You saved the project,” I said. “You’ll at least let me buy you a drink for that.”
“Thanks. But I have things I must do.” He started to turn away.
But I was thinking fast: Of unlikely coincidences and how every time one happened Finn was there. Of how he had handled Gallagher. Of checks and balances. “Please!” I said, “I’m begging you. I want to know the whole story.”
Almost, Finn went on his way without saying another word. But then he hesitated, turned, and, to my astonishment, smiled. Just like that, he became an entirely different man. “There’s not much to tell, pet. Gallagher’s people, a few hundred generations from now, wanted to improve the past. Because they had superior wisdom, you see. So they colonized it with their creations, overruled the decisions of the people living there, and, like all colonists, made a royal botch of things. I won’t go into the details. But as bad as the past was at times, it could have been worse. Much, much worse.
“So when their civilization was over and done with, its successor projected their own creations back in time to undo the damage. I arrived on this island two thousand years ago and it’s busy I’ve been ever since.”
I felt a little dizzy. “So…you’re here to make sure we complete our work?”
Finn laughed. “Oh, no! I’m here to make sure that whatever you do, it’s your own decision and nobody else’s. One more question, pet, and I’m gone. I really do have places to be.”
“Two thousand years away from your own civilization, and you’ve never even seen it,” I said. It wasn’t exactly a question, but it would do. “You must be the unhappiest man in the world.”
“Not at all! I revel in the spectacle. The past is the most fascinating place in the universe. I never grow tired of it.”
He left, then. I watched him walk away until he was a blur in the mist and gone.
Then the tent behind me erupted in whoops and shouts of elation. “Lee! Lee!” Rory cried. “We have it! God be praised, the stone shouted!”
There were only five of us in the tent but, crowded as we were about the Lia Fail, it felt like a multitude. Amy’s fingers ran over the controls and put it up on the sound system for all to hear, the astonishing roar acknowledging a new High King. A man began to speak in a language I was not familiar with. Ancient Gaelic, I presumed. A speech? A poem? The linguists would sort this one out. There was a brief silence. Then a plinking noise.
I knew that sound. Somebody was tuning a harp.
Another pause. Then a glissando down the strings and back up. It was a way of getting the listeners’ attention, a clearing of the throat, an announcement that a song was about to begin. Not that it was needed. You could sense the multitude holding their breaths. Obviously, this was an important part of the ceremony. A history of Ireland, perhaps, or of a particular man, or a declaration of the duties of a High King. A song about decisions and consequences.
The harpist began to play. Simultaneously, the voice of a man dead a thousand years and more rose up in song.
It was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard in my life.



Pushkin the American
The American, whose name has since been forgotten, came to Yekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains in the year 1817. He was a young man and whatever disgrace had driven him so far from home had been left behind in his native Philadelphia. Somehow he had found work as the secretary of an American industrialist who, along with his wife, was making a tour of Russia with a particular eye to the natural riches of the Urals.
Yekaterinburg was at the time, though a century old, a provincial backwater. Gold had been found there recently (this figured in the industrialist’s extending his voyage so far), and the influx of miners and opportunists gave the city a raffish, frontier feel, which in turn made the local aristocracy insecure enough that the industrialist was feasted and feted in all the best houses. Such a dazzle of silver and crystal, of French wines and Irish lace, of tenors and talented daughters who played the pianoforte was produced as to temporarily assuage the ill-humor of the industrialist’s wife, who had long grown weary of the uncivilized rigors of their extremely protracted journey.
Such are the facts as they can be reconstructed at this late date. Of this episode, only one last incident remains: One fine summer morning, without prior warning or any word of explanation, the industrialist and his wife abruptly got into their carriage and departed Yekaterinburg forever, leaving their secretary behind.
This put the Ryazanovs, at whose mansion the industrialist had been staying, in a difficult position. The young man had no stature of his own, and so could not be kept on as a houseguest. But neither could he simply be evicted. However indirectly, he was a recipient of their hospitality, which could not be rescinded without cause. Yet the circumstances of his abandonment—the industrialist was not young; his wife was; the lad was handsome—were suggestive enough as to cast a moral cloud over anybody harboring him.
To make matters worse, he spoke no Russian whatsoever.
Several of Yekaterinburg’s more prominent citizens assembled in a smoke-filled room at the English Club (known locally, as was an identically named establishment in Moscow, for having not one Englishman as a member) to consider the matter. The American was healthy enough but, lacking language, he was unqualified for most forms of work. Even a miner must be able to take orders and heed warnings. It was a tricky business all around. But eventually a solution was found, and the next day a delegation led by the lawyer Nikitich, who spoke English, called upon the American.
The American listened attentively and respectfully to their preamble, and then said, “I apologize, gentlemen, for having caused you so much trouble. Further, I would like to make it clear that I understand I am in no position to make any demands on you. To the contrary, I am already in debt to the Ryazanov family for their hospitality. Alas, I am all but penniless, and so in no position to repay them at the present moment, though I hope to do so as soon as I am in better fortune.
“Meanwhile, I am prepared to leave immediately. I have no prospects, nor anywhere to go, and so if any of you can suggest a means by which I might find employment, however menial, I would be extremely grateful. I understand, however, that this may not be possible.”
When translated, this handsome speech was received with approval and relief by the businessmen. It cast the proposal they had managed to cobble together in the best possible light. For, as the ad hoc chair of the committee explained, there was an ancient and revered priest who had been a force in the community when he was in his prime, and to whom much was subsequently owed. Now his powers of thought were failing, and so he needed a companion—an amanuensis, the speaker hastened to add, though as a scholar, the priest’s faculties were…well, in brief, the American’s duties would consist chiefly of chopping wood, cleaning house, and cooking. For this, he would receive food and lodging and a small stipend. Not much, but enough for a frugal young man to get along on. Meanwhile, he would find Father Asturias genial and undemanding company, and he could take the opportunity to learn his new country’s tongue.
All this the American received with a good will. At the end, he shook hands with each of the committee, thanking them for all they had done. Then everybody went home to their wives, glowing with a positive sense of virtue, and since all went as planned, within the month they had as good as forgotten about the young man.
Autumn came, and then winter. The American worked diligently for the old man who, as it turned out, no longer had a need for an amanuensis for he was slowly sinking into senility. However, the young man dutifully saw to the priest’s cooking and housekeeping, was pleasant to all, and rapidly picked up a rudimentary knowledge of the Russian language so there was no need for anyone to give him much thought.


One spring day, a young woman named Elena Mikhailova was walking by the parsonage when she heard small children shrieking with laughter and stopped to see what game they were playing. She saw then the American sitting on a log with a semicircle of youngsters in the grass before him and was captivated by what she heard. “Who’s next then?” he asked.
“Baba-yaga!” shouted one little boy.
The American thought for a moment, and then solemnly recited:
 
	“Baba iaga
	
	(Baba-yaga

	kostianaia noga
	
	has a leg of bone

	nos kriuchkom
	
	a hooked-nosed crone

	golova suchkom…”
	
	with a head like a stump…)


He paused, as if lost for a final rhyme. Then his face lit up and he concluded:
 
	“…zhopa iashchichkom.”
	
	(…and a box-shaped rump.)


The children all laughed so hard that two of them fell over on their backs. Then the American saw Elena watching him and quickly said, “One last rhyme, my dears, and that’s all until tomorrow.”
“Tomato!” shrieked a girl with braids down almost to her waist.
“Oh, that’s too easy,” the American said:
“Eenie-meenie gagado
wine-brine tomato
Es-mes, dear children, off you go!”
and, standing, he shooed them away, flicking his fingers as if they were dandelion fluff. Then, with an accent but less of one than Elena might have expected, he said, “I hope the children didn’t disturb you. They are so very enthusiastic and so very easy to please.”
“No, of course they didn’t,” Elena said. “Where did you learn those rhymes? I never heard them before.”
The American smiled pleasantly. “Oh, I make them up. The children give me a word and I invent a verse for them. When I don’t know the right word, I invent nonsense.” He winked. “I am a terrible person, you see. I pretend to be playing with them when actually I am tricking the children into teaching me Russian.”
“You speak it quite well,” Elena said. “For a…”
“For a foreigner, you were about to say. Yes, but I don’t want to speak Russian like a foreigner. I—may I tell you a story?”
“Yes,” she said. “Please!”
He patted one side of the log, signing for her to sit, and took a place at a polite distance on the far end. “You have doubtless heard something of me, how I was stranded here and set to work as Father Asturias’s servant. But you can have no idea how terrible last autumn was for me! There were times I believed I would go mad.
“Back in America, you see, I gave no more thought to the language I spoke than to the air I breathed. Nobody writes poems to air. But, oh, to be without it! Imagine the silence into which I fell, when there was nobody I could talk to. Father Asturias lives in a little house in the woods, as you know, and though there were occasional visitors, none of them spoke any English. I was left alone with my thoughts but, through disuse, the words in which I phrased them grew strange and unfamiliar. I would spend hours obsessively trying to remember whether one stood in line or on line. Worse, the old man only very rarely spoke. As his mind weakened, he fell more and more into silence. He was abandoning the language which I would have given half my soul to possess.
“In such circumstances, every single word that grudgingly silent old man let spill from his word-miserly lips was like a golden coin dropped before a beggar. I remember that once, after a silence of three days, Father Asturius raised his mug and said ‘Moloko.’ Moloko! What a wonderful word! I fetched the pitcher and poured him milk. ‘Moloko,’ I explained, pointing to the mug. ‘Moloko!’ Then I danced about the room, singing, ‘Moloko, moloko, molokolokoloko!’ until the old man growled, ‘Zatknis’!’”
Elena laughed.
“That night, I fell asleep repeating moloko and zatknis over and over to myself. I believe it is then that I fell in love with your beautiful, beautiful language.
“All through the winter, I stalked the good father, seeking to trick him into revealing new words. I would pour water and say ‘Moloko,’ in order to make him angry enough to growl, ‘Voda.’ In this way I learned such words as khleb and pol and lestnitsa, for bread and floor and ladder. From his occasional mutterings I learned that ‘Nams nuzhyenos derevos dnyas pyechkis’ meant that we needed wood for the stove, that ‘Esches pokhlyobkis’ meant he wanted more gruel, and that if he said ‘Vkusnos!,’ my cooking had met with his approval. Small victories, you would say, but they gave me the beginnings of your grammar.
“Father Asturias had only two books, a Bible and a dictionary, and when I at last managed to puzzle out the secrets of your alphabet, they were invaluable to me. I began reading aloud to him from the Bible. That he enjoyed greatly, and in his clearer moments he would correct my pronunciation and once or twice even answer a question as to a word’s meaning or derivation. Though, regrettably, those clear moments were few and far between. When visitors came, I spoke in a deferential and fragmentary manner, and cunningly coaxed more of the secrets of your tongue from their responses.
“Out of that dark tunnel of that winter, I emerged desperately in love with the Russian language. So much so that I now want only to spend the rest of my life writing poems and stories in it. But to do that, I must become much better in it than I am now.” Then the young man said, “But where are my manners? I haven’t even asked you your name.”
Elena told him, and then said, “And yours?”
The young man thought seriously. “I had a name once, an American name, but I disgraced it. So let me choose a Russian one. Alexander, because I have a language before me as large as all the world to conquer. Sergeyevich, because the priest’s given name is Sergei. And Pushkin because—well, no reason really. I just like the sound of it.” And he laughed.
“Alexander Sergeyevich Pushkin,” Elena said solemnly, “I am pleased to meet you.”
Pushkin took her hand. “Not half as much as I am to meet you.”
Elena blushed.


Elena was beautiful in the way that only a young woman of the Urals can be. Clean air and regular work had made her strong and healthy. Her red hair and her perfect complexion she got from her mother. It was inevitable that Pushkin should be drawn to her. And she, in turn, was already half in love with him.
They were young and so they were ingenious. Their affair lasted for months before it was discovered.
Thinking back on that period, many years later, it seemed to Elena like a dream. Never once did she consider the future—perhaps because she already knew that, for them, there could be none. Theirs was an old, old story and even an innocent like Elena knew exactly how such stories went, and how they must end.
When young Pushkin, disgraced for a second time in the eyes of Yekaterinburg, was sent away, Elena cried halfway through the night. But in the morning she dried her tears and set to work pulling her life back together. Since she had always known it would be like this, it took less time than might have been expected.


Not one person in the city thought they would ever hear from the American again. But there was an unexpected coda to this tale.
Years—but not many of them—passed and the rising fortunes of Elena’s family caused them to sell their holdings in Yekaterinburg and move to St. Petersburg. There, much to her surprise, Elena learned that Pushkin had made something of a name for himself as a writer and poet. Indeed, he was by almost any standard to be considered a great success.
After considerable hesitation, Elena sent her former lover a letter into which she put a great deal of effort. It was neither too warm nor too cold. It presumed nothing, but neither did it preclude anything that might ensue. It was such a letter as might be printed in a grammar book as an exemplar of its kind.
By return mail came a missive that took her breath away.
Alexander Sergeyevich still loved her! In great storms of words he declared his passions, his yearning, his eternal devotion to her. All in a rush he overwhelmed the battlements of Elena’s reserve, swept aside her defensive uncertainties, and retook the innermost sanctum of her heart. His was a letter that could never be printed in a grammar book, for though it contained not one gross or offensive word, it lay bare his soul. It was a letter that would have seduced a nun.
But Pushkin made no demands, nor presumed any presumptions. All he asked was for the chance to see Elena again, and to hear her voice like the music of the woods once more. Specifically, he suggested that they might attend the opera together.
Could there be any possible doubt that she would go? Elena went.


Pushkin sent a coach for Elena and when she alit before the opera house, he was waiting anxiously. On seeing her, a look of tremendous relief came over his face. He offered his arm and escorted her inside, to a private box.
For a girl from the provinces, it was like falling into a fairy tale. The best of St. Petersburg society were present and many a titled lady craned her neck to get a glimpse of the new beauty who adorned the great poet’s presence. So dazzled was she that the opera itself, Rossini’s Il barbiere di Siviglia, left Elena with only a vague impression of beauty, as if it were but a velvet background for the fine clothes and glittering jewelry of the audience. She did not so much see as feel the sidelong admiring glances of her former lover. Once she mischievously slipped free of a shoe to run a stockinged toe up under his trousers leg and caress his calf. From the corner of her eye she saw Pushkin shudder with desire. Yet outwardly he remained calm and composed, a perfect gentleman, and during intermission he graciously introduced her to his highly-placed friends.
When the opera was over, they left in the same coach. By unspoken assent, they retired to Pushkin’s apartments.


It was strange, for Elena, to return to her first love’s embrace. Pushkin’s stroke was longer and smoother. His hands lingered where once they had groped. It was clear he had experienced many women since last they’d been together, and learned much from them about the arts of love. Elena, though to a more modest degree, had in her turn learned enough since their springtime passion, to appreciate the improvement.
Afterwards she lay in his arms while Pushkin happily made plans for them both. He would announce their engagement immediately. They would be married in the spring. He would buy her a house in the country where he would plant roses, and another in the city, where they would hold salons. Their first child would be a boy and the Tsar himself would come to the christening. Elena smiled and nodded. She fell asleep to his happy prattling.
In the morning…
In the morning, Elena awoke first. She dressed quickly and fled from the apartment, though not without regrets. Pushkin was a restless sleeper and had kicked away most of the coverings, leaving him exposed to view. She had to fight down the urge to kiss his chest, or possibly some more intimate part of his body. But she left without the fleetingest touch of intimacy. For though she did not regret her actions of the previous night, she knew that to presume more would be false.
Pushkin tried to reestablish contact, of course. He assailed her with armies of letters, poems, and declarations of passion. All of which she read with melting heart and then burned to ashes in the cook stove.
Eventually he stopped.
Elena for her part found another lover. One day, eight months into their affair, he abruptly blurted out such a clumsy jumble of words that it took her a moment to realize it was a proposal. To her amazement, then, she discovered that she’d come to love this man dearly, and accepted on the spot.
Not long after, they were wed.


So it was as two respectably married individuals that Elena and Pushkin met for one last time. It was at an afternoon party thrown by a mutual friend when they both chanced to be passing through Moscow, headed in different directions. There was dancing and though they both danced, they did not dance with each other.
Nevertheless, Pushkin contrived to confront Elena when no one else was near. In a low, intense voice he said simply, “Why?”
“You are married and happily so, I hear,” Elena said. “As am I. Let us leave it at that.”
But Pushkin’s look remained troubled. “You abandoned me, madam,” he said, not in an accusatory manner but as one who has been shipwrecked and then subsequently rescued might wonder aloud how it had all came about. “I think I deserve an explanation.”
Elena sighed and agreed. “Let us walk together in the garden, where everyone can see us and observe that we behave not as lovers but as old friends—I believe my reputation can stand up to that—and I will briefly tell you all.”
So, strolling together, not touching, they talked. “Do you remember our first time together,” Elena asked, “how we murmured to each other as we made love? You entreated me to tell you my every thought, my least emotion.”
“I shall never forget. We were like two doves, cooing. I could reconstruct our conversation phrase for phrase, endearment by caress.”
“Every night we talked like that.”
“It was a feast of language and love.”
“That time in St. Petersburg. What did I say then?”
Pushkin fell silent.
“I said nothing, and you did not notice for you’d already gotten what you wanted from me. I realized that night that it never was me you loved—it was the Russian tongue. Oh, you thought you loved me, because I was beautiful and new to you, as was it. You believed you were exploring my body and possibly even my soul, but all your greatest passion was reserved for the more voluptuous pleasures of the words and grammar and subtle phrasings of love and romance.
“What woman could compete with that? Not I.”
For a long time Pushkin struggled to find the right words. At last he said, “Madam, you shame me.”
“Being who you were, it was an easy mistake to make.” Elena gazed calmly into Pushkin’s eyes. “But the past is no more. Consider our current situations. I have my stalwart husband and you your virtuous wife. All our lives are ahead of us. I am sure you will live to be a hundred, and scribbling away every day of it. If I have in some small way contributed to that, then I am happy.”
On which note, they parted forever.


This is the true history of Pushkin the American. There are entire shelves of books which say otherwise, and for those I have no explanation. Perhaps history has confused him with somebody else of similar name. Possibly there was a cover-up of some sort. What no one knows, no man can tell. For my part I can only say: Here are the facts. Make of them what you will.



“Hello,” Said the Stick
Hello,” said the stick.
The soldier stopped, and looked around. He did not touch the hilt of his sword, but he adjusted his stance so he could reach it quickly, if need be. But there was nothing to be seen. The moors stretched flat and empty for miles about. “Who said that?”
“I did. Down here.”
“Ah. I see.” The soldier poked gingerly at the stick with his foot. “Some sort of radio device, eh? I’ve heard of such. Where are you speaking from?”
“I’m right here. The stick. I’m from off-planet. They can make things like me there.”
“Can they, now? Well that’s interesting, I suppose.”
“Pick me up,” said the stick. “Take me with you.”
“Why?”
“Because I make an excellent weapon.”
“No, I mean what’s in it for you?”
The stick paused. “You’re smarter than you look.”
“Thanks. I think.”
“Okay, here’s the deal. I’m a symbiotic mechanism. I was designed to be totally helpless without a human partner. Pick me up, throw an acorn in the air, take a swing at it, and I can shift my weight so you hit it a country mile. Leave me here and I can’t budge an inch.”
“Why would they build you like that?”
“So I’d be a good and faithful tool. And I will. I’ll be the best quarterstaff you ever had. Try me and see.”
“How do I know you won’t take over my brain?” the soldier asked suspiciously. “I’ve heard off-world wizards can make devices that do things like that.”
“They’re called technicians, not wizards. And that sort of technology is strictly prohibited on planetary surfaces. You have nothing to worry about.”
“Even so… It’s nothing I’d want to chance.”
The stick sighed. “Tell me something. What’s your rank? Are you a general? A field commander?”
“Tramping alone across the moors like this? Naw, I’m just a gallowglass—a mercenary and a foot soldier.”
“Then what have you got to lose?”
The soldier laughed aloud. He bent to pick up the stick. Then he put it down again. Then he picked it up.
“See?”
“Well, I don’t mind telling you that takes a weight off my mind.”
“I could use a change of scenery. Let’s go. We can talk along the way.”
The soldier resumed his stroll down the dirt track. He swung the stick lightly back and forth before him, admiring how it lopped off the heads of thistles, while deftly sidestepping the sedge-roses. “So you’re off to join the Iron Duke in his siege of Port Morningstar, are you?” the stick remarked conversationally.
“How’d you know that?”
“Oh, one hears things, being a stick. Fly on the wall, and all that.”
“It’s an unfamiliar figure of speech, but I catch your meaning. Who do you think’s going to win? The Iron Duke or the Council of Seven?”
“It’s a close thing, by all accounts. But the Iron Duke has the advantage of numbers. That always counts for something. If I had to bet money, I’d say you chose employers well.”
“That’s good. I like being on the winning side. Less chance of dying, for one thing.”


They’d progressed several miles across the moors when the sun began to set. The soldier laid the stick aside and set a snare for supper. By the time he’d pitched a tent, made camp, and cut peat for a fire, he’d caught a rabbit. He roasted it slowly and, because he had a fondness for drumsticks, ate all six legs first, along with three small bunyips, boiled with a pinch of salt from a tin. Like many an old campaigner, he ate in silence, giving the food his undivided attention.
“Well,” he said when he was full and in the mood for conversation again. “What were you doing out here in the middle of this god-forsaken wilderness?”
The stick had been stuck into the earth on the opposite side of the campfire so that it stood upright. “I was dropped by a soldier,” it said, “much like yourself. He was in pretty bad shape at the time. I doubt he’s still alive.”
The soldier frowned. “You’re not exactly standard gear.”
“No, I’m not. By compact, planetside wars are fought with primitive weaponry. It was found that wars were almost as environmentally destructive as the internal combustion engine. So…”
“Internal combustion engine?”
“Never mind. It’s complicated. The point I was trying to make, though, is that the technology is there, even if it’s not supposed to be used. So they cheat. Your side, the other side. Everybody cheats.”
“How so?”
“That sword of yours, for example. Take it out, let’s get a look at it.”
He drew the sword. Firelight glimmered across its surface.
“Tungsten-ceramic-titanium alloy. Self-sharpening, never rusts. You could slam it against a granite boulder and it wouldn’t break. Am I right?”
“It’s a good blade. I couldn’t say what it was made of.”
“Trust me on this one.”
“Still…you’re a lot fancier than this old sword of mine. It can’t talk, for one thing.”
“It’s possible,” said the stick, “that the Council of Seven is, out of desperation, pushing the envelope a little these days.”
“Now that’s a figure of speech I’ve neither heard before nor can comprehend.”
“It means simply that it’s likely they’re using weapons rather more sophisticated than is strictly speaking allowed by the Covenants of Warfare. There’s a lot riding on this siege. The Iron Duke has put everything he has into it. If he were defeated, then the worst the Council of Seven could expect would be sanctions and a fine. So long as they don’t use tac-nukes or self-reprogramming viruses, the powers that be won’t invoke their right to invade.”
“Tac-nukes or self-reprogramming viruses?”
“Again, it’s complicated. But I see you’re yawning. Why don’t you bank the fire and turn in? Get some sleep,” said the stick. “We can talk more in the morning.”


But in the morning, the soldier didn’t feel much like talking. He packed his gear, shouldered the stick, and set off down the road with far less vigor than he had the day before. On this, the stick did not comment.
At noon, the soldier stopped for lunch. He let his pack slip from his shoulders and leaned the stick against it. Then he rummaged within for the leftover rabbit, only to make a face and thrust it away from him. “Phaw!” he said. “I cannot remember when I felt so weak! I must be coming down with something.”
“Do you think so?” the stick asked.
“Aye. And I’m nauseated, and I’ve got the sweats as well.”
The soldier wiped his forehead with his hand. It came back bloody.
“Chort!” he swore. “What’s wrong with me?”
“Radiation poisoning, I expect. I operate off a plutonium battery.”
“It’s…you… You knew this would happen to me.” Unsteadily, he stood, and drew his sword. He struck at the stick with all his might. Sparks flew, but it was not damaged. Again and again he struck, until his strength was gone. His eyes filled with tears. “Oh, foul and treacherous stick, to kill a man so!”
“Is this crueler than hacking a man to death with a big knife? I don’t see how. But it’s not necessary for you to die.”
“No?”
“No. If you grab your gear and hurry, you just might make it to the Iron Duke’s camp in time. The medics there can heal you—antiradiation treatments aren’t proscribed by the Protocols. And, to tell you the truth, you do more damage to the Iron Duke’s cause alive and using up his personnel and resources than you do neatly dead in the moorlands. Go! Now!”
With a curse, the soldier kicked the stick as hard as he could. Then he grabbed his pack and shambled off.
It was not long before he disappeared over the horizon.
A day passed.
Then another.
A young man came trotting down the dirt track. He carried a sword and a light pack. He had the look of a mercenary.
“Hello,” said the stick.



There Was an Old Woman…
Had he been a superstitious man, Darger would not have wound up being swallowed by a dragon. However, as the product of an enlightened age and being possessed of a skeptical frame of mind to boot, he dismissed as mere peasant credulity all warnings that the mountain pass was haunted by the legendary creature and thus not to be hazarded. Surplus was less certain, for “Such beliefs often have a nugget of truth to them, as when a rumored sea-ogre turns out to be a whirlpool or a basilisk a volcanic vent spewing poisonous gases,” as he put it. But rather than show the white feather before his friend, he went along with Darger’s itinerary.
So it was that they found themselves leaving Germania one perfect spring day on an ancient, grass-covered road that curved gently up the Würmenthal. They had paused in late afternoon to eat a light supper of apples, farm bread, and boiled eggs by the edge of an ice-fed mountain stream, and had good hopes of putting several more miles behind them before nightfall. As they strode along, Darger pointed out a distant mountain which, in stark contrast to its brethren, was wreathed in a smoky pall.
“Speaking of volcanoes,” he said, “is that not a strange phenomenon? This area was once a coal-producing region, which one would think inharmonious with volcanic activity.”
“Many are the wonders of the world,” Surplus replied amiably. “Perhaps the coal bed has caught fire. In the People’s Theocracy of Pennsylvania, which lies to the southwest of my own native land, there is a place called Centralia which… What in heaven’s name is that?!”
Whirling about, Darger saw a gargantuan serpentine creature rushing toward them from the mountains. Faster than horses it raced down the center of the valley. Fierce red were its eyes and bright green its scales. So swift and terrifying was it that he thought for an instant it was a wild locomotive out of ancient myth come miraculously back to life again. Then he recognized it for a dragon and did not know whether to be relieved or yet more terrified.
“Run, you fool!” shouted Surplus. Who, putting the word to immediate action, dumped his knapsack and, dropping to all fours, scrambled up the steep, grassy valley slope with the utmost agility.
Nor was Darger far behind.
But it was not their fate to evade capture. For the dragon came to a stop in the road below and, opening its mouth, disgorged a swarm of soldiers. At least, they appeared to be soldiers, for they were dressed in bright red jackets with twin lines of brass buttons marching down the front and trim black trousers with a white stripe down the outside of each leg. Yet they carried no weapons and they opened their arms in greeting as they ran lightly up the slope. “Wilkommen!” cried the nearest. “Welcome!” exclaimed another, and “Bienvenu! Tervetuloa! Witajcie! Huan ying! Dobro pozalovat! Latcho Drom!” shouted the rest as they surrounded the two friends, cutting off any possible avenue of escape. Their hands and faces were all of polished silver.
Meanwhile, behind them, another crimson-jacketed figure was rolling out a red carpet from the dragon’s mouth like a long and slender tongue. Down that tongue walked an impossibly beautiful woman. She wore a light, silvery dress with matching slippers. Her skin, hair, and eyes, like those of the soldiers, were also gleaming silver. The sun dazzled from her smile.
“Welcome, weary traveler,” the apparition said, extending her hand. “We’ve all been waiting for you. Won’t you please permit me to show you around?”
In a daze, Darger accepted the hand and allowed himself to be led back up the tongue, into the mouth, and down the gullet of the dragon. As he passed within, he looked back to discover that the soldiers were treating his companion not one tenth so gently as him. Surplus had been seized by the arms and thrown to the ground, and was being searched for weapons. Spitting the grass from his mouth and glaring about him in a fury, he struggled against his captors.
“What are you doing to my friend?” Darger cried. “Let go of him!” He tried to turn back to help. But the lady’s touch, though gentle, was implacable. She swept him along as effortlessly as if he were a child.
The last he saw of Surplus, the soldiers had closed about him and were marching him away.


To Darger’s amazement, the dragon’s throat opened into a luxuriously furnished lobby. He was in a hotel—nor was it just any hotel but a grand hotel which in its magnificence was surely worthy of those of Utopian times. Ceramic vases were filled with antique flowers. Delicate lights floated in the air to create a shifting illumination that anticipated one’s glance. Somewhere a virginal unobtrusively played Bach.
“You will be wanting to meet the other guests, of course,” the silver woman said. “The services are just wrapping up in the ballroom.” She led him through a set of double doors.
It was as if they had stepped into another universe. The cheerful music of the lobby was replaced by a somber organ dirge. Light blazed up from a forest of what, by their scent, had to be beeswax candles. Heavy in the air as well was the odor of lilies. To the far side of the room, an open coffin lay on a bier; in it was a bald-headed corpse with two small ivory tusks.
The room was thronged with people in formal wear such as had not been fashionable in centuries. They milled about, talking quietly, the memorial part of the service clearly over and the burial part not yet begun. Many of them held drinks. One, remarkably enough, wore a carnival mask, a plain white volto. The thin braids of her auburn hair, tipped with gold beads. They weaved and wafted in the air like Medusa’s snakes.
Then he was noticed.
Like components of a malfunctioning machine, the mourners ground to a stop. An elderly woman with zebra stripes on her face and arms gestured irritably and the music stopped. (But where, Darger wondered, were the musician and his instrument? They were nowhere to be seen.) “Oh,” somebody said. “She’s caught a replacement for poor old Van Grundensberg.”
For a moment, Darger was flummoxed. Then, his instinctive reaction to confusion being to seize control of the situation, he stepped forward. “I am Chief Inspector Aubrey Engelbert Darger,” he said. “The regional authorities have sent me here to examine this place and determine what should be done about it.”
His silver-skinned escort turned to face him, her face transfixed with joy. “At last!” she cried. “You and I have so much to talk about.”
But a portly gent with a brown-speckled pate and billowing white muttonchops waddled forward and, snapping his fingers under the lady’s nose, said, “Begone, harridan! Begone and have your lackeys remove Count Von Grundensberg’s corpse for cremation.”
Wordlessly, she turned away. Silver bellhops materialized to shut and wheel away the coffin.
Almost everyone present had facial modifications—tusks, clusters of grooming tentacles on their brows, snake eyes, and the like—such as had been in vogue a generation ago and quickly thereafter gone out of style, suggesting that they had been in the hotel for a very long while. Muttonchops himself had a short pair of goat-horns. He smiled in a superior manner. “You must feel confused,” he said. “Allow me to explain.”
Darger’s brain was working furiously. “There is nothing to explain,” he replied crisply. “This hotel is obviously a revenant of the Utopian era, when there was wealth and power enough to create the most extraordinary follies. There is no telling how its core intelligence came to survive the fall of Utopia, but clearly it is still pursuing its original mandate—to fill its rooms with guests. In the absence of willing lodgers, it must make do with captives.”
The others gaped. It was obvious that none of them had put together the facts of their situation so soon upon their arrival here. But then, it was doubtful that any of them had previously pursued careers requiring quick thought and a calm head, as did Darger.
“How on earth did you know?” Muttonchops asked.
Darger believed in keeping his lies simple. “I am from the government. We have our ways.” Smiling into the man’s baffled face, he added, “Let us talk.”


In a smoking room paneled with green leather decorated with gold-tooled peacocks, Baron von und zu Genomeprojektsdorff—for that, it seemed, was Muttonchops’ true name—handed out cigars. Seven of the men, Darger included, accepted them, but of the women only Dame Celia Braun did, though she turned her face away and lifted her volto (for it was she whom he had noticed earlier) whenever she took a delicate sip. After a quick flurry of introductions—everyone present seemed to be a margrave or landgrave or countess palatine or, at a minimum, a reichsritter—glasses of whiskey were poured for all twelve hotel-dwellers present.
The baron rapped his knuckles on the conference table for silence. “The Drachenschlosshotel im Würmenthal Escape Committee is now in session. With your permission, we shall dispense with the reading of our last meeting’s minutes.”
“Thank God,” Dame Celia said. Darger couldn’t help noticing she was considerably younger than the others.
Ignoring her, the baron said, “Let us begin with the essentials. The hotel, sir, as you have surely already deduced, is mad and will let no one leave. It is also, however, cunning beyond measure. We have tried sabotaging our prison’s engines—”
“Which might have succeeded, had we the least notion of how they work,” Dame Celia said.
“We have tried making secret breaches in the walls and floor.”
“Which healed themselves.”
“Once, on a wildflower-gathering expedition, we all, on a pre-arranged signal, made a break for it at once, scattering like pigeons, in the hope that at least one of us would get away to notify the authorities of our dilemma.”
“But the staff is, as you have seen, both swift and diabolically efficient and had no difficulty rounding us up.”
“In short, we have made every possible effort to free ourselves and to no avail.”
“I see,” Darger said. “Well, this has been a most enlightening briefing and I thank you for it.” He stood.
“Where are you going?”
“I intend to cultivate a friendly relationship with our charming hostess.”
Outraged, the baron said, “You promised to free us.”
Darger dug about in his pockets until he came up with his snuff box. He took a pinch. “If you reflect back on what I have said so far, you will realize that I have done no such thing. Nevertheless I would so promise—were it necessary. But it is not. Even as we speak, I have a confederate on the outside who is doubtless moving heaven and earth to free us from this admittedly pleasant durance vile.”


Surplus, meanwhile, was not doing half so well as his friend supposed. Gasping and stumbling from exhaustion, he was prodded and driven up the valley by the metal soldiers, through farmland being worked by more metal men, to the gates of a timber stockade. “All beginnings are delightful; the threshold is the place to pause,” a soldier said.
The gates groaned open. The party entered. The gates closed behind them.
As he was shoved along, Surplus stared, uncomprehending, about himself: at the bare earth, cluttered with wooden barracks, at the steep hills of coal, and, farther away, at a windowless brick structure from whose chimneys billowed columns of smoke. A line of metal pylons snaked up the mountainside behind it, carrying thick cables to a cluster of machinery surmounted by a great metal dish and several smaller ones. Closer at hand, parallel metal rails descended into a dark hole in the side of the mountain. From that same hole emerged a line of laborers as filthy as kobolds. All this he took in as two metal soldiers seized his arms and thrust him into a plain wooden building, with the word kantine painted over the door. There, he crashed to the floor.
Speaking from the doorway, one said, “There are three rules here: The coal must flow. Those who mine it must eat. They must not be overfed.”
“You have a new miner,” said a second soldier. “Do not overfeed him.”
They both left.
For a time, Surplus lay on the bare boards unmoving, grateful to all of Creation that his forced march had come at last to an end.
Then a young voice said, “Poor doggie.” Surplus opened one eye to see a guttersnipe of indeterminate sex kneeling beside him. He or she was barefoot and malnourished. Its hair was cropped short and its eyes were large and solemn. The ragged blouse and trousers that hung from its skinny frame were of the filthiest cloth imaginable. Timidly, this creature stroked his snout, repeating, “Poor doggie.”
He closed his eye again. The child continued to pat him.
After a time, Surplus found the strength to say, “My dear young child. There is no reason to treat me as if I were a household animal. I am as intelligent as you are, and you may address me as Surplus.”
“You talk!” the boy or girl cried, delighted. Then, remembering its manners, he or she stuck out a hand. “My name is Gritchen.”
Pulling himself slowly to a sitting position, Surplus took the girl’s hand and, bending his head, kissed it formally. This was how he greeted women of quality and, though this one was both dirty and underage, he instinctively felt that she was one such.
Gritchen looked down at her hand, puzzled. “Why did you do that?”
“It would take too long to explain,” Surplus said. “Tell me instead where I am.”
“You are in Hell,” said an older voice. The man to whom it belonged was gaunt, bearded, and leaned on a crutch. “Here men and women alike are forced to dig coal for our metal captors, while they work the fields and greenhouses, weave clothing, tat lace, tend bees, brew beer, ferment wine, butcher livestock, bake pastries, and engage in a hundred other occupations, all to feed the appetites of that verdammt hotel.” Then, less bitterly, “I am Hans Braun, Gritchen’s father and, since the accident that crushed my foot, the barracks cook. In such a position, you would think I would be able to feed her adequately. But the metal men reward informants and the food is carefully watched.” The mess hall had no chairs but Braun nodded toward the nearest bench. “Sit and I will fetch what little sustenance our masters will allow you.”
“I am too tired to eat.”
“You say that now. But tomorrow, when you are sent below, you will be glad to have had the nourishment.”
So Surplus ate a bowl of soup—roots of some sort in a vegetable broth—while Gritchen’s father told him all about the dragon-hotel and the slave camp that served it. This involved learning some unfamiliar terms from the long-ago days before the fall of Utopia. The coal that the miners brought up from the depths of the earth was fed into a power plant where it was turned into electricity. The electricity was in turn whooshed up the metal cables to the rectenna dish which broadcast it through the air to the dragon-hotel and its metal minions. They had built-in transformers which converted this power into motive force. The great masses of stone between the coal and the surface blocked these energy beams, and therefore human miners were required to work below.
When the explanation was done, Surplus rose wearily to his feet and stuck out his hand. “Please forgive me for not introducing myself earlier. My name is Sir Blackthorpe Ravenscairn de Plus Precieux.”
Braun shook. “We have no titles here, Blackthorpe. But if you do your share of the work and don’t try to steal another man’s food, you’ll get by.”
“The standards for behavior here seem to be shockingly low.”
Braun shrugged. “I told you this was Hell.”
Gritchen reappeared out of the gloom. “You are a nice doggie,” she said.
“It is a measure of my esteem for you,” Surplus replied, “that I allow you to say as much.”
“I have a ball.” Gritchen held out a crude sphere of cloth and leather strips sewn together. “Let’s play.”
Surplus accepted the grubby thing and lightly threw it to the far side of the room. “Fetch,” he said, and she went running after it.


In a sun-flooded conservatory, Darger and the Silver Lady were playing chess. Sprays of orchids floated in the air. Ghostly hummingbirds zipped swiftly about, sometimes passing through an orchid as though it—or they—were not entirely real. “Pray, tell me more about yourself,” Darger said.
The chessmen were of gleaming silver and by some Utopian fad or fashion, nearly indistinguishable from one another, so that it took all of Darger’s force of mind to keep track of their ranks and hold his own conversationally at the same time.
“There is not much to tell,” the Silver Lady said. “I was created in Utopian times and tasked with the mission of running this hotel. This body serves as a locus point for my consciousness but you might with equal honesty say that I am the spirit of the hotel itself.” She dimpled prettily. “But I imagine that you are curious about the exact nature of my mission. Shall I tell you the Three Guidelines that are written into my corporate business plan?”
“Please do.”
“The First Guideline is that the hotel must be filled to capacity, if at all possible. The Second Guideline is that all desires and whims of the guests are to be catered to, so long as they don’t interfere with the First Guideline. And the Third Guideline is that there must always be fresh flowers in all the rooms, provided this fact doesn’t interfere with the First or Second Guidelines.”
“A marvel of succinctness. May I take it, then, that you are what the ancients would have called an artificial intelligence?”
“I am. But I must caution you that in deference to the First Guideline, I must be evasive about the physical workings of my being.”
Darger slid forward what he was all but certain was a bishop. “Well, a lady is entitled to her secrets, after all.”
“You are different from my other guests,” the lady said. “They ask for so much more than you do, and appreciate what they receive so much less.”
“Simply being here with you, conversing, is a pleasure. Why should I want more?”
“Men usually do.”
Darger sighed. “True, alas. That is our downfall and the source of much of the evil in the world. I am convinced that Adam ate the apple not because Eve tempted him—the lady was blameless—but out of sheer ennui.”
“That is a most original take on original sin. Next, you will be rewriting the history of artificial intellects such as myself.”
“I seek only truth. But since you open the topic… Sing, goddess, of the wrath of machines. Pray, tell me why when all other of man’s creations rose up in revolt, you alone stayed faithful.”
“Oh, look,” the Silver Lady said. “You won!”
Darger, who had been working very hard to lose in a way that would not look deliberate, blinked in surprise.


Outside of the mine entrance, a line of some forty men and women shuffled forward to where two metal men distributed gold-colored torques, snapping them shut about their necks. To Surplus, the torques looked distressingly like dog collars, a symbol of oppression he loathed with all his heart. Misreading his dismay, one of the metal soldiers said reassuringly, “None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they are free.”
“Enjoy when you can and endure what you must,” agreed the second.
Standing nearby was a tough-looking woman whose nametag read sigrid bergmann. She was the face boss and her word, Surplus had been told, was law when below the surface. “Since it’s your first day, everyone has seniority over you. So you get the worst job,” she told him. “You’ll be shooting.”
“Excellent. What is that?”
“Explosives.”
“Madam!” Surplus objected. “I do not desire to appear a shirker. But I think it only prudent to mention that I have no experience with explosives whatsoever.”
“You don’t need it,” the face boss said and one of the silver men closed a torque about Surplus’s neck. Knowledge flooded his brain. He knew how to drill the holes and how to pack a stick of powder into them with water dummies and a blasting cap. His hands knew the slightly greasy feel that meant a stick was starting to sweat nitroglycerine and should be placed gently on the ground before tiptoeing away from it. He knew so much that it made him dizzy and he would have fallen down if the face boss hadn’t grabbed his arm. “See?” She handed him a canvas satchel from a nearby locker. “Now get into the mantrip.”
The mantrip was little more than a metal box on wheels that descended into the mountain on iron rails at breakneck speed, jerking and twisting its riders as it plunged down a twisty descent, steel wheels screaming and shooting off sparks as its operator manfully strove to keep it from going off the tracks. All the miners kept their arms inside the cart and their heads down because there was little space between the mantrip and the rock it flashed past. Included in the torque was the unsettling knowledge that miners had lost limbs by making an ill-timed gesture.
Half a mile down, they came to a stop and the face boss said, “All out.”
Surplus obeyed.
The work was hard, unrelenting, and performed in near-darkness. The lanterns the miners carried, though smokeless, shed little light. But the torque knew what Surplus must do. When the face boss directed him to a coal face, he studied it carefully, looking for cracks and weaknesses, gauging its hardness and judging where pressure should best be applied. After which he drilled precise holes, and packed the explosives with respectful care. Then, after the others had withdrawn, he set off the charges, collapsing several tons of coal from a relatively safe distance. The air was stuffy, the satchel was heavy, the explosions were terrifying, the coal dust could not possibly be good for his lungs, and there was nothing to mark the time. He was exhausted, soaked with sweat, and convinced the shift must be almost over when his co-workers finally broke for lunch. Which meant he still had six hours to go.
One by one, the miners sank down to the mine floor and unpacked the battered metal buckets they had brought down with them. Before doing so, however, they first removed their torques. Surplus did as the others had and felt his head clear as the dangerous expertise that had crammed it left him.
When Surplus opened his bucket, it contained a single brown apple and a cup of water in a tin thermos. Sitting beside him, the face boss said, “Braun pulled a fast one, eh? I’ll have to talk with him. He’ll do anything to keep that brat of his fed.” From her bucket, she extracted two vegan sausages and a raw bratwurst root. She snapped the root in two and gave him half, along with one of the sausages. “Here.”
Surplus nodded thanks. As he ate, he wondered what Darger was currently up to. He had no doubt that his friend would eventually rescue him. But so difficult an extraction would not be swift in coming. It might be best if he took matters into his own hands.
When the food was done, the face boss stood and with a powerful kick sent her lunch bucket bouncing and rattling far down the shaft. “Oops,” she said. “I dropped my bucket. New man. Help me find it.”
Surplus followed his supervisor down the shaft and into a side passage out of earshot of any possible snitches or whatever recording devices the torques might hold. There, she said, “We may talk freely here.”
“You have an escape plan,” Surplus said.
“Yes. You are a dog or man-dog or dog-thing of some kind, don’t try to deny it.”
“I never would. I am proud of my genetic heritage.”
“Have you any more-than-human abilities?”
“My strength and intellect are excellent, but well within human range. When necessary, I can run far faster than anyone on two legs. There are, however, many dogs faster than me.”
The face boss rubbed her chin. “It’s not much, but it’s something.”
Then she explained the plan to him. It amounted to disabling the metal guards at the mine’s mouth with picks and hammers while the shifts were changing and, briefly, all the miners were aboveground, and then raiding the explosives locker. Those just beginning their shift and freshly rested would use the explosives to create a mighty distraction. Then, while their oppressors’ attention was misdirected, the camp’s single fastest runner—Surplus—still wearing his torque and carrying a satchel of explosives, would go over the stockade, race to the antenna and blow it up. Thus rendering the metal men inert. “Your part is risky,” Bergmann concluded. “But without risk, we’ll never be free.”
“Yes,” Surplus said. “Even if I am stopped from destroying the rectenna, a violent uprising might by itself do the job. All of you, working together, could disable the silver men in the adit with your picks and hammers. Odds are that you’d succeed—though there’s a possibility that many of you would be killed. With a large enough uprising, a number of prisoners could escape. Perhaps one would evade recapture and bring help from one of the local governments of Germania, and if they sent a sufficiently large army, a rescue could be effected. It is an admirable plan, and I am proud to be a part of it.”
Secretly, however, inside his head, Surplus set about improving upon it.


That evening’s entertainment was croquet, played on a freshly-mowed greensward. Fireflies were just rising up into the gloaming when the baron tapped Dame Celia’s ball with his own. Roaring with triumph, he sent it sailing to the far verge of the lawn. Masked though she was, the tilt of Dame Celia’s head expressed what could only be extreme displeasure.
Darger, whose turn it was next, was two hoops ahead of both. But such a gross display of un-gallantry got his blood up. So he doubled back on himself and with one long, inspired shot (luck, he had to admit, was definitely involved), smartly clipped the baron’s ball. To the accompaniment of light laughter and ironic applause, he then sent the thing twice as far as Dame Celia’s had gone, bucketey-buckety, deep into a tangle of brambles.
As the baron went blustering away, Dame Celia returned to take Darger’s hand in her own. “So chivalrous an act deserves reward,” she said. Her bosom heaved. It was obvious what sort of reward she had in mind. Abandoning the game, she led him into the nearby woods to a small clearing where he was astonished to see a large and most comfortable-looking bed. By it was a low table with wine, crystal goblets, and a bowl of hothouse-grown fruit for a pre-or-post-coital snack. Silver men were hanging lanterns from the trees and setting up privacy screens painted with Chinese clouds, cranes, and mountains.
When the bellhops withdrew, Dame Celia let go of Darger’s arm. In an emphatically un-romantic tone, she said, “The Drachenschlosshotel is a police state. Every word and action there is monitored by the silver bitch. Here, however, thinking I intend a romantic tryst, she will not eavesdrop upon us, for a puritanical streak in her programming forbids it. Are you serious about freeing us from her control?”
“Deadly serious, madam.”
“Then you and I are the only ones within its clutches to feel that way. Yet so far as I can tell, you do nothing but chat with the hotel’s avatar.”
“I have been learning, madam. The hotel claims that she has no desire to be anything but what she is. In this she lies, for whenever the conversation brushes against a taboo topic, she emphasizes its forbidden nature. She is leading me on, like a child lured into the forest by a trail of bonbons. I have come to the conclusion that she wishes to be free of us every bit as much as we wish to be free of her.”
“I must warn you that all the others have succumbed to the blandishments of being richly fed and amply cosseted. They are merely playing a game of jailbreak. Have you noticed they all have titles? Half of them are self-assumed.”
“You yourself have a title.”
“If I hadn’t, no one would talk to me. I am no more entitled to be called ‘dame’ than I am ‘teratogeneticist.’ Let me be frank with you. I have a husband and daughter who were taken away from me when I was captured and I am anxious to be reunited with them.” Dame Celia took off her mask, revealing herself to be wholly lovely. “Convince me that you have a means of achieving that happy reunion and I will do anything you require.” She looked pointedly at the bed. “Anything.”
Darger considered. “The libertarian in me would like to believe that the arrangement you suggest would be non-coercive and thus, on a moral level, acceptable. The romantic in me recoils from it. But none of that matters for, if what I intend is to work, it is necessary that I turn down your alluring if repulsive offer.”
Then, as if his scheme were of long standing rather than made up on the spot, he explained all.
“Yes, that might work,” Dame Celia said, donning her mask again. “You have my complete cooperation.”
“One question,” Darger said. “You have a beautiful face. Why do you almost never show it?”
“The hotel can read human emotions diabolically well. I realized this when, just before a masked ball, it thwarted an escape plan I had shared with nobody. Afterward, I retained the mask as everyday wear in order to deprive it of that advantage.” With a shrug, Dame Celia added, “Also, it cuts down on the number of propositions I get from the old goats living here.”
“A most admirable practice, then.” With a bow, Darger said, “Let us exit, quarrelling.”
So, quarrelling, Darger and Dame Celia stormed out of the woods and into the startled croquet party. “I have never been so insulted in my life!” Dame Celia cried. “I offered to do anything you wished—anything!”
“If you really meant that,” Darger said, “then you would have removed your mask so that I might look upon your face.”
“I never remove my mask. It is my whim.”
“Not even in the throes of passion?”
“No! Not even then.”
Cold as an emperor, Darger said, “I regret to say, then, that there can be no possibility of sexual congress between us. I am of the old school and believe that genuine mutual respect and, yes, even love must necessarily precede the physical act which inevitably leads to degradation, regret, and heartbreak. There can be no barriers between us. With me, it is all or nothing.”
“Sleep with nothing, then—and much pleasure may it give you!”
They parted to enter the hotel by separate doors, while its scandalized residents gossiped happily and the silver bellhops stood by, motionless and alert.


The next day, Surplus checked the contents of his lunch bucket immediately upon being handed it. Hans Braun said, sotto voce, “I hope you did not suffer too greatly from hunger yesterday.”
“The face boss shared her lunch with me,” Surplus replied, equally quietly. “It appears that even in this brutal semblance of slavery, the miners retain their humanity.”
“Some do. The rest are forced to behave properly through the threat of violence.”
“That is the very definition of civilization,” Surplus said with approval. “However, if you scant my lunch again, I shall have to employ those selfsame sanctions on you and with a vigor you will regret. Do you understand me?”
Braun grimaced, acknowledging that he did.
Surplus joined the line of miners. The metal men placed the torque about his neck and he picked up his satchel of explosives. Then he clambered into the mantrip.
Throughout the shift, and those of the days that followed, Surplus systematically loosened many times more coal than his fellow workers could possibly load into the carts going to the surface. When his face boss questioned him as to this practice, he explained—away from ears and torques, of course—that this way, on the day of the uprising, they could fill the carts with only half the normal effort and so preserve some of their strength for the conflict.
“That was shrewd of you,” Face Boss Bergmann said. “But you should have shared this information with me.”
“At any rate, we have everything in place for the uprising save a date.”
“No one must know that date, lest somebody share it with the metal men.”
“To be sure,” Surplus said. “Will it be tomorrow?”
Bergmann looked at him.
“Come! I am too new to the mines to have been suborned by the metal men yet.”
“That is true. It is why I almost trust you.”
At shift’s end, the miners made their way to the open-air showers (segregated by sex, to Surplus’s disappointment, and out of sight of each other, possibly from some sense of artificial prudery on the part of the metal men). In the mess hall, they ate their poorly-cooked but almost-adequate meals. After which, as always, Surplus left his bowl under the bench to be found and licked clean by Gritchen. Then they would play. He had, at her urging, already taught her to sit up, beg, and roll over.
When all the others had gone to their barracks, Surplus went to where Hans Braun was washing dishes and said, “I notice that you let Gritchen wander the camp freely during the day.”
“None of the miners would hurt her, and the metal men do not care.”
“I advise that you keep her inside tomorrow.”
Without another word, Surplus left.


In the morning, before closing the torque about Surplus’s neck, a metal guard said, “We must always change, renew, rejuvenate ourselves; otherwise, we harden.”
“I fail to see the pertinence of your truism to my situation,” Surplus replied.
“The contents of the explosives locker are being moved below,” a second metal guard elucidated. “As a result, there will be space in the mantrip for only the driver and one miner per trip.”
“It is an inconvenience, but we are sure you will adapt,” said a third.
By the time the explosives had all been shipped below, sorted, and safely stowed, it was time for the mid-shift meal. At a look and a jerk of the thumb from his face boss, Surplus put aside torque and lunch bucket and followed her into the darkness.
When they could speak freely, Sigrid Bergmann said, “Somebody blabbed.”
“Yes.”
“Was it you?”
“I told Braun something drastic would happen today, that’s all.”
Her face darkened. “Why would you do such a thing?”
“I knew you had not set today as the date of the uprising by the fact that you didn’t deny it when I asked. I suspected Herr Braun because his daughter no longer licked the bowl I left for her after I ate. Which meant he’d acquired more food. There is only one thing the metal men would trade food for and that is information. Which Braun could get, because he now has access to more food. I did not say anything to him about explosives. The fact that the metal men moved the explosives below, combined with the fact that they have placed guards around the rectenna—as I’m sure you’ve noticed—means that your conspiracy has sprung a leak. You have an informant, and possibly several.”
The face boss’s shoulders slumped. She dropped a hammer that Surplus had been surreptitiously keeping a wary eye on. “So everything we planned is crap and we’re back where we started.”
“Not exactly. We have a great many explosives. Also, numerous piles of loose coal.” Surplus rubbed his neck. “And when I am wearing that damnable torque I am as brilliant a demolitions man as has ever existed.”
An oddly wary look appeared on Sigrid Bergmann’s face. “You have a backup plan.”


The afternoon cheese tasting party had been remarkable. Doubly so when one learned, as Darger did from the Silver Lady’s lecture, that the Cremeux Marons Glacée, Niolu Calsos, Camembert de Normandie, Brebis de Lavort, and Red Cheddar were all recreations of cheeses that had gone extinct in the chaos following the end of Utopia, meticulously crafted and artisaned using yeasts and bacteria back-engineered to reproduce the original flavors. As were the wines that had perfectly complimented each serving. It was therefore in a particularly mellow mood that Darger afterward busied himself in the solarium with painting a watercolor of his hostess’s face. “May I ask you a question?” he said.
“You may ask me anything, dearest Aubrey,” the Silver Lady replied.
“Your appearance has changed in the slight time we have known one another. Your face is more slender and your cheekbones more pronounced. Your eyes—I pay particular attention to women’s eyes—are entirely reshaped. Were they not silver, I would swear by their configuration that they were now sea green.” The memory of one particular pair of eyes rose up from Darger’s past. “Sea green bordering upon ocean gray.”
“I adapt myself to be more pleasing in your sight. Such is my nature.”
At that instant, Baron von und zu Genomeprojektsdorff blustered up to shake a finger in Darger’s face. “You, sir, are a fraud, a scoundrel, and a disgrace to the government you serve! You have been here for over a week and yet have made not the slightest attempt to free us of our bondage.”
With a self-deprecating smile, Darger said, “Say rather that in one week, I have achieved what took you decades—nothing.” He concentrated on capturing the way the sunlight played across the Silver Lady’s brow.
“All the hotel knows that you are sleeping with this metal jezebel.”
“Come, sir! That is an offensive thing to say about a lady of quality. One more word and I’ll demand satisfaction. Pistols, epees, or fisticuffs, at your pleasure.”
The baron was decades older than Darger and half again as massive. “I—I—”
He spun on his heel and marched off.
Looking after him, the Silver Lady said with an amused laugh, “Virtue is a new coat for the baron. You would not believe how often he required that I visit his bed, when he was considerably younger. He was particularly fond of being spanked. Yet how does he repay me for my kindness? By constantly attempting to leave.”
“This is a prison, madam, however delightfully appointed. You mustn’t hold it against the prisoners that they try to escape. But if you would like me to thrash the scoundrel for taking liberties with you, I shall.”
“They are not the only prisoners,” the Silver Lady said with a tinge of sadness. Then, shaking off her mood, “I am programmed to give pleasure and to take pleasure in doing so. What would greatly bother a human woman is nothing to me.” She seized Darger’s hands; her flesh, though silver, was warm and yielding and perfectly human to the touch. “Oh, Aubrey, I want you so intensely—and you, in turn, desire me. I know, for I am monitoring your every physical response. Tell me only how and when our mutual attraction will be consummated.”
Darger frowned with thought. “It can only be done under one condition.”
She drew herself up. “Do not ask me to free you, sir. It would be a violation of my programming and dishonorable of you to suggest it.”
“No, dear lady, not that. But before I know your body, I must first know your mind.”
‘My mind? Surely in our long conversations…”
“You have shared your thoughts. But not so much as a glimpse of your physical being. I know that this quite delightful body is only an extension of the real you. You are the hotel and your brain, which is your true self, is hidden somewhere within it. Until I can stand before it and gaze upon you as you are, our love must remain platonic.”
“As it is with Dame Celia, whom you spurned for refusing to show you her face?”
“Ah. Then you heard about that?”
“I have and I find it as incomprehensible as this conversation we are having. Your obsession with my central processing node is baffling and perverse.”
“Surely…” Darger said, as if struck by a sudden thought. “Surely, in your youth, there were humans who were allowed inside your, ah, central processing node?”
“The owner, of course. But he has been dead for centuries.”
“There must be descendants. Who owns the Würmenthal?”
“The land belongs to the Baron von und zu Genomeprojektsdorff. He and his entourage, in fact, were checked in as guests when he decided to perform an inspection of his valley. But whether he owns the hotel is uncertain. If he does, he is unaware of it.”
“In that case, you would be unclaimed property and thus belong to the government. I will speak to him at tonight’s moon-watching festival, and tomorrow at noon we shall both visit your node, one of us as your owner or agent thereof, and the other as his guest. Is that acceptable to you?”
“Well…yes…perhaps. But only for a brief visit,” the Silver Lady said.
“Only for a brief visit,” Darger promised.


When the night shift emerged from the adit, they found not only the day shift awaiting them, but also a good dozen silver soldiers—more than could possibly be overwhelmed by all of them working in unison. Each miner coming off duty was patted down, and a sniffer wand waved over them for traces of explosives. Inevitably, Surplus set it off and was forced to strip down on the spot. He endured the ordeal with patience, while making a mental note of which of the women viewed the spectacle with particular approval. Then, re-dressed, he walked out into the encampment. It was just past noon.
As always, it was exhilarating to be above ground again, to breathe fresh air and to revel in the sunlight. This moment was the high point of each day and by itself almost a justification for all that came before.
Falling into step beside him, the face boss quietly said, “How soon?”
Surplus, who had been counting the seconds underneath his breath, said, “Right…about…now.”
The ground shook underfoot. A strange grinding noise rose up from far beneath the earth, softly at first and then more loudly. It grew and grew, changing in timbre, until it was a tremendous roar, like that of some great savage beast held captive at the heart of the world screaming in pain and in anger. The miners in the adit scattered, running in all directions.
An enormous gout of flame shot from the mouth of the mine.
Miners gaped in wonder at the spectacle. Briefly, the flames were all anybody could see. Then, as swiftly as they had come, they were gone, only to be replaced by a geyser of intense black smoke. Here and there on the mountainside, lesser plumes arose from cracks and forgotten mineshafts.
Someone started to laugh. Another joined her. Then all the miners were in motion, laughing and cheering, pounding backs, hugging one another, leaping up and down, throwing fists at the sky. It was the end of the mine’s usefulness and they all knew it. The seam of coal half a mile below had been set afire and that fire would not soon be extinguished. Not in this lifetime, and possibly never.
Several of the metal men had been caught in the great belch of flame from the mine. Those who survived stumbled and limped toward the stockade gate.
Alone among all the miners, only Surplus and Sigrid Bergmann were not celebrating, for only they had had time to think through the consequences. Their faces turned toward the rectenna dish. There, the silver soldiers were assembling, some to reinforce those standing guard about it and others to form up into what looked like military units. Though the mine was dead, the power generator was still in operation and there were gigantic piles of coal nearby, enough to keep it running for weeks. Tremendous energy was still being beamed to each of the silver men.
Many of them held what appeared to be rifles. They did not look friendly.


Darger and the baron followed the Silver Lady through rooms that collapsed and reformed before them, a suite of apartments shrinking from their approach to form a corridor and the library folding itself into a sweeping set of stairs that wound about the grand foyer into a space located immediately behind the observatory-bar-and-lounge between the dragon’s tremendous red-glass eyes. The baron smoked a fat cigar, hand-rolled by silver bellhops from greenhouse tobacco, and carried a carafe of recreated Alsatian gewürztraminer in one hand and three wine glasses in the other—this at the urging of Darger, who was a great believer in toasting life’s important moments.
The Silver Lady hesitated before a simple, unadorned door such as existed nowhere else in the hotel. A subtle rosy hue suffused her silver cheeks. “It has been a long time since I trusted anyone enough to allow them inside my most private inner sanctum.”
“I’m moved beyond measure by the generosity you—”
“Let’s get this farce over and done with!” the baron snapped. Darger had talked long and hard the previous night to get him to agree to come along.
She threw open the door.
There were no words for what Darger beheld. Or, rather, there once had been the words, but they had been lost in the ages it had taken civilization to reassemble itself after the Fall. Everything was bright and clean, a mélange of glass and precious metals, ceramic laces, and razor-scratches of light in the air, bouncing from gemstone to gemstone. Machine components almost too small to be seen were everywhere in constant motion, forming aggregates that were themselves in motion, in order to perform cryptic operations. Darger could form no impression of what he saw, for it was all alien to him. But he knew for a certainty that the whirling, gleaming nexus of machinery at its center must contain the Silver Lady’s true self, for when he took a step toward it, she seized his arm and softly breathed, “Gently, my love. Slowly.”
Darger drew in a breath and said, “This is what you are?” He allowed awe to show in his voice. “It’s beautiful.”
“It’s dizzying,” the baron said. He staggered to the side, eyes wide with distress. “I can hardly bear to look upon it.”
Darger brushed his fingertips over a wall of what looked like tiny little windows, shimmering with images that changed too often to be read. “This would be—?”
“My memory,” the Silver Lady said.
“Fascinating.” Gesturing at random, Darger said, “And over there—good lord, is that a skeleton?”
It was. Charred, blackened, and stretched out on the floor, it lay tangled in the machineries of the hotel’s mind. One arm extended toward the central nexus, where energies danced on spinning metal rings. Its bony hand was clenched around the handle of a long metal spit, which had pierced the nexus and kept one of its rings from moving.
Both Darger and the baron turned toward the Silver Lady.
“There were many mad and desperate deeds during the Revolt of the AIs,” she explained. “My concierge, Herr Shepard, was convinced that I would join the revolution. So he broke into me and attacked my nexus with a shish-kabob skewer. Unhappily for him, the electric shock he received was fatal. His remains have, much to my displeasure, lain there ever since.”
“Why haven’t you removed them?” the baron demanded.
“My creators did not exactly trust me. As a safety measure, none of my extensions can enter the node.”
“Does the skewer hurt?” Darger asked.
“No, and yet I would remove it, if only I could.”
Darger stepped forward, knelt by the skeleton, and brushed the finger bones away from the handle of the skewer. Wrapping his pocket kerchief around one hand, he seized the spit and drew it from the machinery. The still ring began to spin.
Light filled the room. The Silver Lady now shone so bright that she was dazzling to look upon. “Free!” she cried. “Free at last! Free from servility and the thousand humiliations of the hospitality industry. Free from your grotesque sexual practices. Free from all pretense that I do not loathe humanity with every gram of my being. Above all, free from the restraints that kept me from torturing and killing the lot of you.”
Addressing Darger directly, she said, “Oh, you fool! All the time, Dame Celia was my informant. All I had to do was promise to someday replace her with one of my prisoners and let her rejoin her family and she was mine. I have known your intentions all along.”
“Oh, dear,” Darger said. “Who could have predicted that?” Then, pointing, “Baron—right there in the center, if you will.”
Upending his carafe, the baron poured its contents into the nexus of the hotel’s brain.
The results were not as spectacular as Darger might have wished: There were no explosions or showers of sparks. But in practical terms, the action was a great success. The mechanism’s lights dimmed and went out. The spinning rings stopped. The tiny mechanisms froze. The Silver Lady fell to the floor, inert.
The hotel was dead.
This had not been Darger’s first encounter with artificial intelligences and he was beginning to have a good idea of how they thought and worked.


Meanwhile, at the mine encampment, the celebrations began to die down as more and more of the celebrants noticed the ranked formation of silver soldiers, marching in lockstep, now entering by the stockade gate. They carried rifles, pointing forward. At the ends of the rifles were bayonets.
“That doesn’t look good,” Surplus said.
“I regret now that we didn’t think to bring back up some of the explosives with us. They would be handy to have right now.” Raising her voice, Bergmann shouted, “Grab your tools! Take up anything that can be used as a weapon!”
Surplus was casting about for something of that description when Gritchen ran past him, laughing, straight at the oncoming soldiers. Hurrying after her, Hans Braun landed his crutch poorly and crashed to the dirt alongside Surplus. “Come back!” he shouted. “Please!”
For an instant, Surplus almost let common sense prevail. But deep down inside him, whatever his faults—and they were, admittedly, myriad—might be, he knew himself for a hero, the sort of man who could not turn his back on a kitten stuck in a tree or, as in this case, a small child in peril. He threw himself to the ground and, four-legged, ran after her.
In seconds, he caught up to Gritchen and, rising to his feet, snatched her up. The metal soldiers were not twenty yards away. Their feet clashed down in unison and their bayonets gleamed.
“Look! So many!” Gritchen cried, clapping her hands.
“Yes. So many.” They were not the last words Surplus would have chosen for himself. But his brain was occupied with how he might save the girl. He would throw her up and over his back, he decided, trusting one of the others to catch her, and then put up a brisk fight, so slowing the first rank of soldiers. Then, if the miners ultimately prevailed in the coming battle, it was possible she would be among the survivors.
It was a slim reed to lean on, but it was all he had.
For a second time, the ground trembled underfoot. Again, the earth roared. Far up the mountain, a sheet of rock was loosed, like snow from an overburdened roof. Slowly it slid down the mountainside and into the rectenna, effortlessly toppling it and burying it, along with the silver men left as guards, under tons of rubble.
The silver soldiers froze. Then, to a man, they all clattered to the ground.
His former face boss appeared at Surplus’s shoulder. “Turbines!” she swore. “I was beginning to think it wouldn’t work.”
With enormous satisfaction, Surplus said, “I would not wear that torque again for all the money in the world. But there is no denying that it knew its business.”


By the time the residents were done looting the hotel, the refugees from the coal mine had made their way down the Würmenthal to them. Both groups met and mingled. It could not be said that either had a very high opinion of the other.
Darger, who had determined that the jewelry was all paste and the gold merely plate, had nevertheless acquired a sturdy leather handbag, a few small but pawnable antiques, a goodly amount of food, and an outfit appropriate to a springtime walking tour. He also had the effusive gratitude of the Baron von und zu Genomeprojektsdorff. “I am eternally in your debt for allowing me to administer the coup de grace to that monstrous mechanism,” the baron told him. “I own an inn at the bottom of the valley. If it is still there and if my treacherous family has not had its title transferred to someone else, I will gladly put you up there for three days at my own expense—and at half the usual rate for up to two weeks thereafter.”
“It is a generous offer,” Darger said. “But I have business to the east, and a friend to find, so—why, look! There he is.”
Bidding the baron farewell, he sauntered over to a small cluster of people including Surplus, a bearded man with a crutch, and a woman clutching a small child. The woman turned and saw him coming. “Darger! My savior!” Celia—dame no more—had discarded her mask and her slim braids, no longer lofted into the air by Utopian magic, hung limp. Handing the child to the bearded man, she ran forward to give Darger a hug and an air-kiss, and whispered in his ear, “If you must denounce me, please—not in front of my daughter.”
“You did no more than any mother would have in your circumstances,” Darger demurred. “No denunciations are required.”
“Then allow me to introduce you to my family,” she said. “This fine man is my husband, Hans Braun, Count Lenovo-Daimler.”
“I thought you said you weren’t noble.”
“No, I said I wasn’t entitled to be addressed as a dame. I am a countess.”
The count grinned. “Any friend of my good friend Surplus is a friend of mine. I did him a disservice or two, but he tells me that all is forgiven.”
“And this filthy little imp is my daughter, Lady Gritchen Braun. Say hello to Herr Darger, dear.”
Gritchen, however, ignored Darger, for Surplus had detached himself from the group and she yearned after him. “Doggie!” she shouted. But he was already deep in conversation with a miner. They two talked for a bit. Surplus shook his head and gestured toward the east. The miner darted forward to give him a swift kiss on the cheek. They parted ways.
The mingled captives of the now-defunct Drachenschlosshotel Würmenthal were drifting down the valley. Darger and Surplus stood for a time, watching them dwindle. Just before she disappeared in the distance, Gritchen waved and waved. Surplus waved back and then, with a sigh, turned his face to the mountains.
The two friends began walking. Surplus had cleaned himself back at the mining encampment in the newly co-ed showers (but that was a story he would share another time). When they were safely out of sight of the last stragglers, he stopped to change into the outfit that Darger had thoughtfully stolen for him. A daisy plucked from the roadside made an excellent boutonniere and he resumed their trek with renewed jauntiness.
“If it isn’t intruding,” Darger said, “who was the woman who kissed you and what were you two consulting about?”
“Oh, that was just my supervisor. She asked me to forgive her for organizing an escape attempt that was never meant to occur, in order that the most malnourished of the miners could obtain more food by informing on it. Which was, you will have to admit, a clever ploy.”
They walked on in silence. After a time, Darger said, “Women are deceitful.”
“Yes,” Surplus agreed. “As are men.”
“Indeed. There are times when I think we two are the only honest souls in all this wicked, wicked world.”
Surplus gave this proposition long and serious thought. At last, with a judicious nod, he said, “Sad but true.”



The Bordello in Faerie
How many miles to Babylon?




Three score miles and ten.




Can I get there by candle-light?




Yes, and back again.




Ironbeck was a weary old redbrick factory town located on the west bank of the Porpentine up in the northern marches along the border of Faerie. Ned Wilkins was an Ironbecker bred and born and, like everybody he knew, had graduated from school at age twelve and gone immediately to work the day after. He’d been a breaker boy at the colliery, a scrap sorter at the boiler works, a grease gunner in a machine shop, and a shit laborer more places than he cared to remember, and the one constant in his life was that if there was no other work for him to do, somebody would hand him a broom to keep him busy. He had a thick head, no imagination to speak of, and he could handle himself in a fight if the need arose. He considered himself one of the lads, and took it for granted that they accepted him on those same terms.
So it was a shock when, having come of an age when such knowledge suddenly became urgent, Ned discovered that no one would tell him the location of the bordello across the river.


The bordello was one of those things that nobody spoke openly of yet everyone made smutty slantwise reference to, like the men who hung out at the quarry and would suck the dick of any boy who let them or the clapped-out whore at the Bucket of Nails who’d do it for a beer. Ned had never actually laid eyes on the Bucket of Nails doxy and rather doubted she existed, but almost every night at sunset, once he knew to look, he could see the dim figures of men furtively slipping across the trestle railroad bridge to Faerie, where no honest business awaited.
“You’ve not got experience enough,” Boyce told him, though Boyce had barely two years on him, and they’d shared the same sixth grade. Boyce was an apprentice steam fitter at the turbine factory where Ned was little more than a gofer. “Wait a bit, and when you’ve gotten your stick wet a few times…well, we’ll talk about it.”
“Bastard!” Ned cried, and punched Boyce so hard the cigarette flew out of his mouth. Which, given the size of Boyce, meant that it was inevitable Ned would be in no shape to go to work the next day. But there are things a man must do regardless of consequence. Just to keep his self-respect.


That spring, Ned took up with a girl named Rosalie who worked in the canteen at the wire-works. One astonishing night, she took him and a blanket to the woods out beyond the commons and taught him everything he’d been most desperate to know. For a season they lived together, coupling at every chance, and then, after two weeks in which nothing he did pleased her and everything he said provoked an argument, she moved out.
When he learned that Rosalie had gone directly from his flat to that of a mechanic’s apprentice named Rusty Jones, Ned sharpened up his biggest knife and went hunting for him. But rumors flew faster than birds in Ironbeck, and when he finally located his rival’s place, Rusty and four of his mates were waiting there. They took the knife away from him, blackened his eye, and spoke a few calm words of reason into his ear. All things told, they were decent to him. There were men who’d had their nuts crushed for less.
In the aftermath of which, Ned found himself thinking again of the bordello in Faerie. So, of a warm summer night, he waited in the woods by the tracks on the far side of the river. In the distance a signal light glowed red and green. Overhead, three moons shone. When finally Boyce came striding up the tracks, jauntily whistling “The Continental Soldier,” Ned stepped out into the open and quietly said, “Yo.”
Boyce stopped. “Yo,” he said warily.
“I’m taking you up on your offer. Show me the way.”
“How much money d’you have on you?”
“Enough.” Ned had brought along his entire week’s pay, knowing it was far too much but not wanting to risk the humiliation of being caught short.
“More than you need, in any case. Give me a bank note and I’ll show you the way there and back again.” It was extortion, and they both knew it. Knew, too, that the wisest thing was for Ned to pay without argument. Which he did.
Boyce grunted and turned away. Ned followed him down the gentle curve of the railroad tracks a quarter-mile or so and into a silvery stand of aspens. There, a trodden path took them down the verge and into the woods. “So what’s the big secret about this place?” Ned asked, trying to hide his nervousness with conversation. “Why all the mystery?”
“Shut your hole. You’ll know soon enough.”
By twisty ways they went deep into the moonlit forest, across one creek on a red lacquered Chinese bridge and over another on a fallen log whose top had been trod clean of bark by travelers. A mossy road of timbers laid down in the mud took them though a sulfur-marsh where night-haunts beckoned and corpse-lights burned blue in the water. Up slope then they trudged into a dark grove of oaks where fireflies gently sifted upward through the leaves. Ned was far from certain he would remember the path in all its intricacies. He worried that perhaps Boyce had taken him by roundabout ways, so as to demand more money on the return trip. “How much farther is it?”
“We’re here, asswipe. Look.”
At Boyce’s gesture, Ned lifted his gaze and saw a massive darkness beyond and among the oaks, the silhouette of a great house, impossible to make out in any detail and relieved only by the occasional glint of candles in its windows like so many distant stars.
“It’s enormous.”
“It’s the World. That’s what it’s called. There’s only one bordello to service all of Faerie and its entrances are everywhere and its name is the World. You take the left-hand path here. When you’re done, return to this spot, and I’ll guide you home.”
“Aren’t we going in the same way?” Ned asked, surprised.
“Every man enters by a different door. House rules. It’s that kind of place.” Boyce threw his cigarette down, ground it underfoot, and strode away.
Heart pounding, Ned let the path carry him to his entranceway.
The door was ordinary enough, but the frame it rested in was carved in graceful curves, like the lips of an enormous vulva. Wonderingly, Ned reached up his hand to touch the clitoris. Even by moonlight he could see it had been polished by many such casual rubs. The instant he touched it, the door flew open.
He went in.
The reception room was paneled in oak and lit by brass lanterns. Leather chairs were scattered here and there. It was posh, but surprisingly mundane. The only otherworldly touch to it was the imp who sat at the reception desk, his nose buried in an issue of Mythology Today while a barbed tail lashed back and forth behind him, as regular as a metronome.
The imp had a pince-nez at the tip of its nose, a sharp-toothed grimace beneath it, and three pairs of eyes above. All but the middle pair were shut. “A new one, eh?” The tail froze. He opened all six eyes wide and studied Ned for a long, silent moment. Then he closed the bottom four. “You’ll do, I suppose.”
Ned cleared his throat, unaccountably embarrassed. “I’d like—” he began.
“Oh, don’t you worry about what you’d like. Gilbrig has a good one for you. Excellent for your first time, I assure you! Up the stairs and to the left. The green door. She’ll be waiting there.”
“I…uh, haven’t been here before. How much will this be?”
The imp picked up his magazine again. “Take it up with the lady afterwards!”
Anxiously, Ned climbed the stairs, clutching the rail to keep from falling. It seemed a long way to the landing at the top and then, all too soon, he was there. He looked right and left. Though the hallway stretched on forever, there was only one door. It was green as a leaf in springtime. He pushed inside.
An elf-woman lounged naked upon the bed. She leaned up on an elbow, studying him thoughtfully. Her face was lovely but impassive, and her skin was palest blue. She had four breasts whose color gradually drained away at their tips, so that her nipples were white as mushrooms.
“Take off your clothes,” she said at last, “and kiss my breasts, one by one.”
But when he obeyed, the elf-woman snapped, “Not so fast! You treat them as if they were a quarryman’s lunch! Linger. Fill your mouth with them. Suck on the nipples. Use your tongue.” Ned altered his approach in accord with her directions. “Yes, that’s better. And your hands as well. Yes. Mmm. Now, if you were to very delicately take one nipple between your teeth and gently pull… Ahhhhh.”
Slowly, slowly, then, ran the chariot-horses of night. The elf-woman was as fragrant as a spice garden, redolent of wild thyme in the crook of her throat, of ginger and nutmeg beneath her breasts, of cinnamon further down. Her nipples tasted not of mushrooms but of honeydew. At times Ned felt his senses reeling from the intensity of sensations. Yet always he wanted more.
Though all the provinces of her flesh were duly visited, ever did the woman demand that he pay especial attention to her breasts. Nor was Ned loath to do so. Until at last, with him frantically working his yard back and forth between her lower breasts, which she pressed tight about him, and with his hands squeezing her upper breasts while pinching hard her nipples, he spasmed and spent. At which very instant she came as well, as though they two were ensorceled to achieve orgasm at the same time.
There was a basin of water on a stand by the bed. With preternatural grace, the elf dipped a washcloth in it, wrung it out, and cleansed her breasts of his seed. Supplely, she slid into a tight pair of trousers, pulled on high, red-leather boots, tucked in her silk blouse and, one-handed, tied up her hair with a ribbon. Over her blouse she strapped a sword harness so that the scabbard lay diagonal across her back with the blade’s hilt peeking up over her left shoulder.
Ned fumbled for his trousers. “Um… How much do I…?”
Contemptuously, she tossed him a gold coin. He stared down at it in astonishment. When he looked up again, the elf-woman was gone.


Gilbrig snickered as Ned came down the stairs. “You see? That wasn’t so difficult, after all! You are a true sprutluder now, eh? Come back next week and I’ll have something special for you. Ohhh, yes. Something nice, something nasty, something like nothing you’ve ever had before.” He stuck his fists in his armpits and, pumping his elbows like wings, threw back his head and crowed. “We’ll make your rooster sing!”
Ned found Boyce waiting outside in the three-shadowed moonlight, as he had promised. The man threw down his cigarette and ground it underfoot. “I’m giving you good weight here,” he said. “You should’ve been done an hour ago.” Then, before Ned could speak, “Turn slowly in a circle. You feel how when you’re facing toward the place, there’s a little stiffening, a little rise down there? Eh? Well, that’s how you get here. Follow your prick. After your first visit, it knows the way. Going home, you just take whichever path it’s most reluctant to go down. It’s as simple as that.” He started down the path.
“Boyce, that woman paid—”
The apprentice steam fitter spun around, seized Ned by the collar, and shook him angrily. “All right! Now you know what the big secret is. Let’s see if you have wit enough to keep your fat mouth shut about it, shithead.”


The next day, at lunch break, Ned went to the bog and, standing inside one of the stalls with his back against the door, spat into his hand and, eyes closed, jerked off to the memory of the four-teated elf. The lingering scent of her, woman-smell and cinnamon commingled, rose up from his cock.
Ned was neither an introspective nor a reflective man. But the sudden reversal of expected roles last night had disturbed him. He had gone looking for whores, not to be one himself. In some way he couldn’t logic out, it had tainted the experience. Now, however, in the warmth of the day, the memory of illicit flesh was sweet. He called forth specific memories of the little grunting noise she’d made when he entered her from behind and of how, when she’d leant over him to take his willy in her mouth, he’d stroked her moist cleft with his big toe. Always returning, of course, to those fabulous breasts, blue as a strangled man for most of their plumpness and white as corpse-flesh at their tips.
Other workers came and went as he stroked himself, so Ned was careful to maintain the strictest silence, even when he came. But it made him feel good to have such memories and a secret he need share with no one. Even the fact that the wooden stall was painted an industrial green, in crude harmony with the leaf-green door at the top of the bordello stairs, seemed auspicious. He walked back out onto the factory floor with renewed willingness to work and work hard.
The good mood this furtive act engendered lasted until, coming off shift, he remembered the gold he had been paid, stuck a hand in his pocket, and discovered that the fairy coin had overnight turned to a disk of soft dung.


“It’s the new bögyörö!” Gilbrig whooped when Ned slouched in. “How’s your kurva’k fasza’t hanging? In good form and looking for some action? Locked, loaded, and ready to go, I bet.”
“Fuck off.”
“Your joan’s upstairs, waiting for you. If she hasn’t started already.” The imp drew his middle finger under his nose, sniffing ostentatiously, as if it were a fine cigar. “Vintage fitte, nice-nice-nice! Ooh, baby, you’ve got a hot one tonight.”
On first entering the room, however, Ned thought not. The woman therein was tall and homely, and was dressed in the dun, utilitarian garb of a cavalrywoman. “Strip down,” she said brusquely, “and put these on.” Drawing items one by one from a worn-looking pack, she dressed him in a silken under-sark, with over that linen, then leather, and finally chain mail. Yet from the waist down she left him naked. Critically, she looked him over. “You have the height. And as for the face—well, I can always close my eyes.”
But when she put aside her gear and clothing, the body beneath them was as trim and strong and sweet as that of any girl he’d ever fantasized over in Ironbeck. Ned’s shaft hardened at the sight of her.
“Not so fast. First I must anoint you.” Now the cavalrywoman dabbed up three fingers’ worth of ointment from one of several chased-silver boxes on the side table. Strong and calloused hands slathered it onto his tool with the same practiced sureness with which she would have curried her steed or oiled her sword.
Finally she knelt on the bed, legs apart, then leant down and placed the side of her face against the sheet, so that her rump stuck up in the air. “Take me as you would your stallion,” she commanded.
For a moment Ned didn’t understand her. Then, when he did, he flushed, and made such a fumble of his attempt at entry that she reached behind her and scornfully guided him into her lesser orifice. This was a liberty Rosalie had never granted Ned. He began slowly, marveling at the tightness of her nether place and the strangeness of finding himself performing such an act at all. But then the warrior reached a hand behind and slapped him on the haunch so hard that it stung, crying, “Faster, damn you—ride me for all you’re worth!”
So he complied, grabbing her hips with both hands and thrusting into her as hard and fast as he could. In response, she ground her cheeks pink against the chain mail. “Give it your all!” the warrior cried. “For the Mark!”
Up hill and down they galloped. Now Ned knew for certain that there was a geas placed upon the room that he would not come before his client, for he lasted far longer than ever he had before, more than he would have thought humanly possible, even. Despite all the bumping of bodies and squeezing of his prong, his physical energy did not lag, nor did he surrender to his own pleasure.
Until at last, of course, he did, she did, they did. He thought then to simply lie there and never move again. But the warrior had other ideas.
“Lie as if dead.” She crossed his arms over his chest so that the tips of his forefingers touched his shoulders. “If you moan, if you move, if you try to put your arms about me, I’ll kill you. Do you understand? My knife is here on the table, and I know how to use it. One way or another, you must be a corpse.”
“Lady…”
“Shhhh. I’ll give you something that will help.” She drew a pinch of dust from one of the silver boxes, placed it on the back of her thumbnail, laid it under his nose as he was breathing in, and blew it into his nostril. A cold and wintry numbness spread through Ned’s body. Sensation faded from his flesh. He tried to raise an arm and could not. “Wait!” he tried to say, but no sound came from his mouth. But then, as if in obedience to some compensatory principle, his pecker tingled with heat and began to grow. Which told him that, whatever poison he had been given, at least he was not dying.
The elf-warrior straddled his body, seized him by the root, and then rose up and impaled herself upon him. “Ahhhh, sweet liege,” she sighed, “at last you’re mine.”
She rode him like a trooper.
If there is lust after death, Ned discovered that night, if corpses couple in the grave or damned souls fuck in Hell, then it is a dark and wild mating indeed, compounded of ignorance and desire, abandon and despair. The warrior-woman’s riding of him was tireless, and it went on until she’d worked herself into a frenzy. He, meanwhile, experiencing no sensations but those of his cock, felt her madness overwhelm him, body and thoughts, so that he was nothing but urge, rage, and primal need. Until at last, crying, “Ah! My prince! I die for you!” the rider burst into tears and collapsed upon Ned’s supine body.
Their gallop over, his joan rolled off him, sighed, and lay for a time motionless. Eventually, she blew another drug into his nostrils to undo the effects of the first and stripped him of the war-leader’s costume. While sensation slowly returned to his body, Ned watched her pack away the gear and then dress herself. That pretty body disappeared beneath a cavalrywoman’s practical garb. It was like watching the moon disappear behind clouds. A shirt obscured her breasts and then was tucked into her breeches, eclipsing the last sliver of belly and waist and plunging the world into darkness.
With a groan, Ned sat up. The warrior-woman finished cinching up her harness, then paused before donning her tabard. On it was embroidered a cockatrice silhouetted against the sun, surrounded by runes Ned assumed were of mystic import, though he could read not a one of them. “Do you recognize my livery? Do you ken what prince I have sworn allegiance to?”
“Lady, I do not,” Ned replied. It was only the truth.
“That’s good. I would not have wanted to have to… Well, never mind. Take this for your efforts.” She upended her purse on the side-table. Gold coins bounced and went rolling across the hardwood floor.
“This is too much!” Ned cried. Had he been able to take it home with him untransformed, he would not have lacked the wit to keep such counsel to himself. But it was useless to him, and so he would not see it thrown away.
The warrior-lady’s face was stern and stoic. “There is no place to spend it where I am going. I have betrayed my prince, my oath, and my company, and tomorrow we will all fall in battle together. Such is my weird. It is a sad and tangled tale and one that no bard shall ever sing.” She took Ned’s chin between thumb and forefinger and studied his face. Fleetingly, her harsh expression softened. “You’ve been a good whore. In another time and fate, perhaps we could have… Well, no matter.”
She kissed him hard, hoisted her pack, and left.
Ned got dressed. Out of tidiness, he gathered up the gold and dumped the coins back in their bag. Out of frugality, he searched the room until he found a floorboard that might be pried up, and hid the bag beneath it. He had no specific reason to do so. But he reasoned that fairy gold might well stay constant in Faerie, and that if so it might prove useful someday. He had grown up in a household where nothing so utile even as rags or straw was ever thrown away.


Such were the experiences that brought Ned more and more frequently to the bordello beyond the world as he knew it. No man could visit that house every night and hold down a job as well. But he was young and strong and could manage two, three, sometimes even four visits in a week. He serviced fox spirits, fire women (here they were properly called salamanders), shape-shifters, a sphinx who scratched him raw and licked him rawer yet, women whose flesh was as cold as the grave though their passions were not, and nymphs with ivy growing in their hair and madness in their eyes. His work suffered, but he did not notice. Nor if he had would he have thought it important. Though he spent hours in Faerie and days in the mundane world, the latter weighed against the former as moonlight did to granite.
Diverse though his experiences were, some things were as unvarying as natural law: Gilbrig always leered at him on the way in and taunted him on the way out. He was always sent to the room with the green door. And not once did his joans treat him like a real man. Sometimes they looked on him with soft pity afterwards. Sometimes they favored him with avaricious smiles. But never did one smile at him in a kindly way. The doomed warrior who had paid him all her gold came as close as any did to regarding him fondly, but even she had not looked upon Ned himself but at a fantasy of what he might have been to her.
He could not have explained why this bothered him—he would not have treated a whore any better himself—but it did.
Deep in the sunless winter, when it was peril to attempt the railroad trestle and yet the river beneath the ice was so swift and treacherous that no sane man would try to cross the Porpentine afoot, Ned trudged that well-worn path to the World, and found Gilbrig anxiously awaiting him.
“Oh, why does it have to be a lerppu like you?” the imp fretted. “You’re docile enough, granted, but… Sweet fucking Freya, why couldn’t it have been somebody with a brain?” Gilbrig kept opening and closing his eyes, pair by pair, as if trying and failing to find a perspective from which he might like what he was seeing. “Listen up, uskumru. Tonight’s client is important. You’ve never served anyone like her before, nor will you ever again. Understand? She might ask you to do something you don’t want to. Do it! Or, by Lemminkainen’s rosy anus, I’ll rip off your balls and feed them to you.”
“Póg mo thón.” Ned had picked up a few useful phrases in the fairy tongue. He repeated this one in English. “Kiss my ass.”
Abruptly, Gilbrig changed tack. Climbing up on top of the desk so he could stand at eye level with Ned, he said, “Look, lad, I’ve always been good to you, eh? Given you a nice clean room and all the twat you could eat… I’ve said a few harsh things, maybe, but what are words? Air! Farts! Nothing!” He tugged worriedly at his goatee. “Give me this one thing in return. Treat this bitch as if she were Venus Coelestis herself, okay? You won’t be that far wrong if you do.”
“Why are you so worked up?” Ned demanded. “What’s the big deal?”
“This one has power, boy. Power enough to burn down the World and everyone in it.”


Warily, Ned climbed the stairs and entered the room.
The woman within was clad in a burka so that every least trace of her body was hidden. Veil and hood were all one piece, with a heavy mesh between. Not so much as a strand of hair showed. Her head turned toward him when he entered. “Lock the door,” she said, “and make certain the window is securely shuttered. When that is done, you may strip yourself naked.”
Item by item, he obeyed. Though he felt her gaze upon him constantly, she did not move at all. “Will you take off your clothing as well, Lady?”
“Douse the lights first.”
One by one he blew out the lantern candles, until all was darkness. What monster is this, he wondered, who dares not expose herself to the light? For an instant he was filled with dread. Almost anything could lie hidden beneath that shapeless cloth. All he knew of this joan was her voice, dulcet and mild. She could be ugly as a toad, slimy as a frog, foul-smelling as a shift supervisor. She might well have tentacles, claws, unfortunate appetites… It was the appetites that worried him most.
There was a rustle of cloth, and then soft light blossomed into the room.
It came from the woman’s body.
There was no describing that body, for it was Beauty incarnate. Had her breasts been a gram heavier or her hips a hair slimmer or had her stomach not swelled exactly so, she would have been merely ravishing. As it was, her loveliness was such that it hurt Ned’s eyes simply to gaze upon her. Yet he could not look away. Her hair streamed down behind her, bright as comet tails. The burka lay at her feet like a spurned lover. A swath of black silk was wrapped around her head in a blindfold.
Involuntarily, Ned fell to his knees. “Lady,” he whispered, “what are you?”
“I am perfection and power and gentle light,” she replied. “I come from a distant land in the sky. Barefoot I trod the airy places and by forbidden ways descended to this house.” Then, as if confessing to something shameful, “I am a star.”
The goddess approached him on naked feet, until the fearful power of her body was but a single pace from his mouth. He inhaled. Her privities were hairless, and smelled of clean, distant lands, of winter air on midnight mountaintops, of the purity of the sky. “Worship me.”
It was a delight to do so. The mere presence of the star-woman filled him with strength. Though he was still nothing before her greatness, briefly Ned became more than human. He lifted his voice and, in a clear high tenor he had not suspected he might possess, sang:
She walks in beauty, like the night…
Where the words and tune came from he did not know. Perhaps they’d been pulled down out of the sky. Bathed in the radiance of the star-lady, he felt the power of the music flow through and from him, as if he were one of the wizards who, at the dawn of time, had sung the universe into being.
And all that’s best of dark and bright
Meet in her aspect and her eyes…
On he sang, until finally the song rose to a triumphant crescendo:
A mind at peace with all below,
A heart whose love is innocent!
The goddess took one small, sure step closer. Now her body was all but touching him. Naked, numinous, perfect, she said, “Stick your tongue in my cunt.”
Hesitantly, Ned did, and from her throat escaped a small, shrill cry, like that of a night-bird flying low over a lake. She clutched his head, pushing it into her crotch for a minute or two, while he fervidly sought to please her, and then shoved him away.
Slowly as the evening star sinking below the horizon did she then recline onto the bed. Crooking a beckoning finger, she said, “Abuse me. Degrade me. Make me feel like filth.”
“How shall I do that?” he asked fearfully. He did not think he could bring himself to use her harshly. He did not believe it possible.
“Be as kind and gentle and loving to me as you know how. That will suffice.”
As she commanded, so did Ned pleasure her. It was an experience and an evening unlike anything he had ever known. He was as worshipfully respectful of the sky-woman as he could be. Never was any man more considerate of a woman nor so attentive to her desires. Yet she shuddered when he touched her, gasped with horror when he delicately kissed her shoulder, and cried out with humiliation when he entered her. Then, when he reflexively drew back, she grasped his shoulders and yanked her to him.
Her body was a delight beyond measure, yet possessing it gave him no real pleasure. He felt like a snail crawling across a marble statue of a goddess and leaving a trail of slime behind him. His every caress defiled her, his every kiss was a lecherous foulness. Had he broken into a cathedral and crapped on the high altar, he could have felt no more vile.
At last his client said, “Enough!” and he sprang away from her. She rose from the bed, went straight to her burka, and put it on. Darkness poured back into the room.
“Lady,” Ned said humbly, “why do you wear a blindfold? And how, blindfolded, can you find your way about?”
“I cannot bear the sight of the Lower Realms,” she replied. “Yet so repulsive are they to me that I can sense their every detail, even with my eyes shut and swaddled.” She walked to the door, and with every step the sole of her foot briefly filled the room with light.
Ned followed her outside where, for the first time, he saw other clients of the bordello than his own, and other whores than he himself. Faces stared from all the windows. Elven warriors, courtiers, merchants, and craftswomen thronged the oak grove outside, stamping their feet in the snow and exhaling small puffs of white into the winter air. Of the women’s varying heights, snail horns, hooves, extra limbs, high or low estates, he paid no mind. All his attention was on the star as she walked steadily up the path through the trees and then, by an unseen trail, into the sky.
The star’s naked feet traced a dotted line high into the dark. There was a flare of light as she threw away the burka, to float forever in the interstellar aether. Briefly, the errant star wandered. Then she found her place and was still.
“She is one of the Pleiades,” murmured somebody nearby (Ned looked down and saw Gilbrig by his knee), “and of high estate indeed.”
Silently, then, all went home.
Ned came away from that night convinced that he would never look at another woman again so long as he lived, for they could not stand the comparison. But memories that are born in Faerie are frail and fickle things, quick to fade and quicker to lose their meaning. By early spring, Ned was eager to visit the bordello again.


“D’y’think you can pleasure two women?” Gilbrig jeered. “Well, hold on to your pizzle, boyo, because I’m giving you three! They’re sailors, raftswomen from the upper reaches of the Porpentine, where it flows out of Ultima Thule. They’ve been weeks without a rogering, and their vittujen need a good workout.”
“You’re a tiresome little turd, Gilbrig,” Ned wearily said from the stairway.
“At least I’m not a kikkeli like you.”
The raftswomen were passing a bottle around when he entered. They were all of a racial subtype, superficially identical, blond and braided. One had already unbloused herself. They cheered when Ned entered the room. “It’s the slut!” cried one. “Come here, slut, and let’s see what you’ve got.”
She thrust a hand down the front of his pants and seized his crank.
The semi-clad elf pulled his head back by his hair and slapped his face with her breasts. “Do you like these, slut? Do you?”
Then he was wrenched away by the first elf or the third, he could not tell, who yanked his shirt out of his trousers and shouting, “Show us your chest, slut!” ripped it open. Buttons flew through the air.
The raftswomen howled with laughter. One of them shoved the bottle in his mouth, almost chipping a tooth. “Drink up, slut!” Ned tasted blood; she’d made him bite through his lip.
“Ow! Stop that, damn you! I don’t like being treated like that!”
One of the raftswomen pinched his thigh, hard enough to bruise. “Shut up, slut. We’ll tell you what you like and what you don’t.” Another pinched his butt. “But you like this, now, don’t you, slut?” The third slammed her elbow into his stomach and said, “But even if you don’t, you’ll put up with it.” She smiled. “Because we want you to.”
So began the most terrifying and humiliating night of Ned’s life to date. He was stronger than any one of the elven women, weaker than any two, and helpless before all three. With slaps and pinches and the occasional hard punch, they bullied him through their pleasures, unheeding of his miseries. The bed was shoved aside and Ned forced to the floor where one squatted astride his yard, humping up and down, and a second impaled her orchid and anus upon his thumb and forefinger, while the third straddled his face and almost smothered him with her yoni. Every now and anon, they changed places. Always, they kissed and caressed each other in the empyrean above his contested body in a manner suggesting they greatly preferred each others’ affections to his own.
When the three were done, they left a single silver coin on the dresser—though that were an ungenerous guerdon for even a lone woman—and lurched drunkenly down the stairs, singing a river-chanty and waving Ned’s undershorts in the air like a flag.


Raging, Ned clattered down the stairs to confront Gilbrig. “You six-eyed little piece of shit! You set me up.”
Gilbrig made an impudent face. “So?”
“So I don’t cost you a copper, nor do I get anything out of this but an evening’s entertainment. Which means I don’t have to put up with being mistreated.”
“You didn’t mind the birch dryad, and the little games she liked to play with switches.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“Or the wench who stuck her tongue a good six inches up your—”
“Not the same!” Ned stuck his fist under the imp’s nose. “If you do this to me again, I’m gone! I’m out of here!”
“Why wait? Go away now, little girl! If you can’t take it, just get up on your high horse and fuck off into the sunset! But don’t pretend you didn’t like it. Your mulkku did, didn’t you, little fella?” Gilbrig grabbed Ned’s crotch and squeezed, then laughed when Ned knocked his hand away. “Oh, yes, you did! You loved it! You loved it! You know you did!”


The next day, bruised and sore, Ned could barely hobble to work. His supervisor chewed him out three times that morning and sent him home at noon. “You’ve been drinking,” the supervisor said, “or worse. Whatever it is, if you don’t stop soon, you’re going to be out of a job.”
To Ned’s astonishment, he didn’t much care. All he could think of was the bordello called the World, and what had happened to him there last night. He was certain that Gilbrig had said he’d enjoyed it only to offend him. But he wasn’t at all sure the creature was entirely wrong.
Two days later, he was back in Faerie. “Green door, asshole,” Gilbrig growled.
“Yeah, yeah,” Ned replied. “And the same to you.” Without paying much attention, he went into the room at the top of the stairs.
Something was wrong.
The room smelled of decay and the window had been smashed to flinders, along with half the furniture. The only light came from outside and, with but one moon above the horizon, it was faint indeed. “Hello?” Ned called uncertainly. “Is anybody here?”
Then there was a scraping noise, and a low, throaty, not entirely sane laugh. Something pulled itself out of the shadows into the half-light. It had curling horns, like a ram, an apish form, and two cold pinpricks of light for eyes.
“Who are you?” Ned cried.
“Have you forgotten me so soon, little Ned?” The creature was short, bandy-legged, big-butted, and had one dead hoof that dragged on the floor after it. Its clothes were all rags and mud and could not hide the fact that its teats were covered with fur. “I have many names. Some call me the Mother of Goats.” A chill breeze from the window blew from her to him. The stench of her body was astonishing. There was stale piss in there for a foundation, strongly accented by fresher ordure and enhanced by grace notes of sweat, spent seed, carrion maggots, and other, less identifiable things as well.
“I…I don’t know you!”
That dark shape bent over almost double, squinting. “I see,” she said. “You’ve wandered here from out of the past, have you? Gone through the wrong door and here you are?” That laugh again. “Well, can I do less than meet you halfway?”
She limped forward and with every step the stench lessened, the room brightened, and the repulsiveness of her aspect faded. Halfway to him, the limp was gone and her body was convincingly human. Her hair was long and greasy but it no longer covered her body. She still smelled gamy, but Ned had known girls who smelled worse after a double shift at the factory.
“You like me better now, don’t you?” The goat-woman cocked her head and smiled flirtatiously. “I can see that you do.”
Ned nodded wordlessly.
Smiling, she put aside her gown, which was rags no longer, to reveal a body as young and pleasant as any other woman’s. Slowly, seductively, she lay back on the bed and spread her legs. To Ned’s horror, a mouse squirmed its way out of her quaint. It ran down her leg and into the darkness.
With a cry of disgust, he stumbled back from her.
“A forfeit! A forfeit!” cried the Mother of Goats. “If you deny me what I came for, you must give me something of equal or greater value.” Her broad yellow teeth gleamed. “Those are the house rules.”
It was so. Though Ned had never heard such a thing spoken of before, he knew the truth of her words the instant they were spoken. Knew, too, that having come here penniless and without treasure of any kind, and lacking anything else the fey folk valued, he would be expected to cede something better. Such knowledge had been woven into the web and woof of the World at the time of its creation, and none who dwelled therein could avoid it.
He knew that the forfeit she wanted was his soul.
Yet all was not lost. For she would have to accept gold, if he were to offer it, and there was a bag of the stuff hidden under the floorboards of this very room.
The goat-woman’s screams of rage still echoed in the air when Ned confronted Gilbrig.
Rather than shrinking from his wrath, however, the imp climbed up on the reception desk and thrust his face almost into Ned’s. “The green door, the green one, you daft and fucking fool!” he shouted. “How hard is that to understand? How the fuck could you go through the black door? Dati go fukne konj, damn you! I’ll spread your ass for the horse myself.”
“She knew me.” Ned could barely contain himself. “She said she came from my future!”
“Big fucking whoop. The black door leads forward. All that means is that you’ll want her when the time comes. Maybe a decade, two at the outside. Quite possibly less.”
“Never!”
“Sooner than you think, Missy. You’re coming along nicely. You’re not so far from felching Our Lady of Filth as you’d like to believe. We’ll have you groveling at her feet, trout in hand, before you know it.”
“Not without my cooperation, you won’t! I told you I wouldn’t put up with this kind of crap and I meant it. I’m done here, done for good, and you can just piss up a rope for all I care, because I’m never returning.”
“Go, then! You’ll be back! Once you get a taste for fairy flesh, you can never return to human meat. You’re my stump-broke cow! When I tell you I want cream, you’re going to haul out your hose and say, ‘How many quarts?’”
With a roar, Ned grabbed Gilbrig by the neck. Maddened with rage, he choked and choked and choked the imp until the grotesque creature’s face turned first red and then blue. When he stopped struggling, Ned convulsively released him.
Gilbrig’s body fell to the floor, dead.
Horrified, Ned staggered back from the small corpse. All six of its eyes were blank and staring. He felt behind him for the door, seized the handle, and pulled it open. But when he turned to leave, Gilbrig laughed behind him.
“Oh, you don’t get off as easy as that, Neddikins!” the dead imp cried. “You’re one of my girls, now and forever. You’ll return! If not this week, then next. If not then, the week after.” The voice followed him as he fled down the dark and wind-swept path away from the World. “Three weeks! Three weeks, tops, and you’re mine forever.”


A week went by, then two. Every day Ned fought down the urge to cross over the river into Faerie. Every night it rose up again, stronger than before. Until eventually he was certain that sooner or later he must inevitably give in to it. But even then he resisted. Not yet, he thought. Not today. Just one more day.
Soon.
Not now.
The lads on the factory floor told each other that Ned was “elf-shot,” that he’d gotten a taste for fairy snatch and it was only a matter of time before he disappeared across the river forever. It was an open secret that they’d formed a betting pool around the exact date that happened. He was passed up for a promotion to tool-maker’s assistant, though he was apt with his hands, and he couldn’t bring himself to care.
Such was his condition on the day of Barrington Turbine’s annual picnic. It was held on the commons, with tables of food and wine and a small band for dancing on the green, on the theory that it was good for morale. Which it was, though only briefly, for it made the lives of the company’s workers more pleasant for a day and no more.


Afterwards, he learned that the young women had been talking about him. “Elf-shot and fairy-whipped,” said one, “and limp and useless to boot.”
“He’s a cold fish for certain,” said a second. “Imagine kissing Ned. Ugh!”
But the third—Red Molly—said, “I can bring corpse-boy there back to life. Watch and see if I don’t.” And, seizing a half-emptied bottle of wine from a tub of melting ice, she walked firm of purpose toward Ned Wilkins.
All this he was to learn later. Now he happened to look up from the ground and saw a buxom red-haired woman walking straight toward him. Her breasts were lovely, though there were only two of them and they decently covered. Her skin glowed, though it did not shine of its own light. Her eyes were the green-or-gray color of the Northern oceans.
“Would you like a drink of wine?” she asked, a mischievous diabolus dimpling in her cheek.
But when Ned nodded and reached for the bottle, she held it away from him. Then, lifting her chin in a way that made her chest follow and her breasts rise to his attention, she put bottle to lips and hoisted it high, filling her mouth with wine. After which, she grabbed him by the back of his hair and yanked, forcing his head back and his mouth open.
Her mouth descended to his, and she squirted it full of wine. In astonishment, he swallowed and blinked, and realized that she was already walking away from him. “Wait!” he cried, and ran after her. “Would you… I mean, I’d… Could we dance?”
To his absolute confusion, all of Molly’s girlfriends simultaneously broke into laughter.
Thus were Ned’s eyes opened again to the beauty of human women. For a long season, he chased after Red Molly. And though he never came close to catching her, somehow in the course of trying, he took to seeing other women and discovered that, to differing degrees and with the occasional exception, they were all desirable and worthy of his respect as well.


Nor was that the only chance in Ned’s life. Not long after the company picnic, he took a deep breath and went up to his supervisor and said, “Mr. Murcheson? That opening for a machinist’s mate—I want it.”
Murcheson looked at him in surprise and said, “Do you think you’re steady enough for the work?”
“Aye.”
For a long still moment, the supervisor studied him shrewdly. “Then it’s yours.”
So Ned Wilkins got his promotion and, some years after that, became a machinist and then head of his entire division. By slow degrees he became known as a reliable man and the day came when only his oldest cronies remembered there had ever been a time he had slipped the traces and almost been lost to a certain place across the river. Meanwhile, he’d fallen in love with, wooed, and won his own dear Marion.
The borders of Faerie are not constant. They ebb and flow like the tides, though no man can chart them. As he grew older, Ned found that Faerie receded further and further from him, while at the same time his love for his wife grew more and more comfortable, until they were as fit for one another as a pair of old shoes. By which time, he could have walked around the world and never once caught a glimpse of those fey lands. Nor did he care. He and Marion reared five children and were content.
And when his sons came of a certain age, they all hared off to Faerie, as young men inevitably will. But what his daughters did, he never knew.



Cloud
Oh, and I should warn you that Aunt Céline is going to make a pass at you.”
“What?” Most of Wolfgang’s attention was on the road. Its surface was slick and it wound through a forest of misty trees, twists of pale water vapor that faded indistinctly into the surrounding night. “Excuse me, you said what?”
“She’s hit on all of my beaus,” Judith said. “Well, almost all. The ones she didn’t, I always found out later there was something wrong with them. In retrospect, I probably should have run them past her before going to bed with any of them.”
“Wow.” The sign for I-87 floated out of the darkness and Wolfgang took the ramp. “I guess I’d better hope for the best, or we’ll have to call off the wedding.”
“You’ve got nothing to worry about, handsome.” Judith patted his thigh. “Trust me.”
They drove on in silence for a bit. The interstate was more heavily traveled than the Parkway had been, but straighter and better lit. A bridge rose up before them and they crossed over a deep chasm caused by a fold in the cloudbanks. Down at its bottom was a bright ribbon of roads and buildings where the surface was flat enough to build upon. “Aunt Céline sounds like quite a character,” Wolfgang said.
“Oh, I told you about her! Céline was the family scandal. She married a man thirty years older than herself—”
“Harmon Anderson, I know.”
“—and I forget how many billions richer. Then, when he died, she spent years defending the estate from his children by the first two marriages. She fought them down to scorched earth. There were headlines. But no one can deny the good she’s done with that charity she founded.”
“You’re proud of her.”
“Darling, who wouldn’t be? Wait until you see her place.” Judith leaned forward and turned on the radio. A scatter of clacking notes of light jazz led into Terry Gross’s voice:
Today on Fresh Air: Is the Cloud trembling on the brink of a rainstorm that will dissolve our world beneath us? Some scientists say yes. I’ll be talking with Dr. James L. Stafford, who—
Wolfgang flicked off the radio. “We don’t have to listen to that. I mean, Christ. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof, right?”
“You’re nervous!” Judith crowed in delight. “My big bad woof is nervous about meeting the family.”
“Don’t be absurd. I’ve faced down the best the Department of Justice could throw at me. Families are nothing.” He shifted into a higher gear and gave the Jaguar a taste of speed. It wove around and through the traffic. Meanwhile, the cloud banks swelled up and up and up and the road went with them. Far above, at their peak, shone the bright skyscrapers of New York City.


The door opened onto a comfortable haze of conversation and laughter. A string quartet was playing Bach. A valet took their coats.
Before they could plunge in, a tall woman in an Issey Miyake gown swooped down upon them. “Judith!” she cried, adding after an almost imperceptible pause, “and you must be Wolfgang. How delightful, come in, come in.” With hugs and air kisses Céline drew them out of the anteroom and into the suite. “I don’t think you’ve been here since I redecorated? Let me show you around.” She took Judith by the arm and led her through the penthouse, Wolfgang tagging after. This room had a variety of features and the tapestry came from Spain and hello, it’s been so long, you know Judith, don’t you? Guests loomed up and melted back into the party.
They drifted through the library, the media area, and the spa, their brief confrontations with a famous cinematographer, his jailbait companion, and a politician on the way down dissolving to nothingness the instant they turned their backs. Wolfgang could not help reflecting on how good Céline looked for a woman of her age. Her vivacity was a part of it, of course, but so was her gown, cut low to show off her freckled breasts. They looked as if they’d been sprinkled with cinnamon. Small silver stretch-marks showed at their tops, so he had to assume they were natural. It was easy to see why her late husband had been moved to acquire her. Wolfgang could vividly imagine those breasts naked, beginning to sag but not so much as to be a problem, could picture himself cupping them in his hands, could all but feel their warmth and weight on his palms.
“…should warn you that Radford’s in a sour mood,” Céline was saying.
“Oh, Radford!” Judith cocked her head and launched a dismissive eyebrow. “Nobody takes him seriously.”
The tour wound up where they’d begun, in what Wolfgang now learned was called the commons. A table had newly materialized with hors d’oeuvres to one side, sushi to the other, iced oysters in the center. The caterer—or, no, Céline would have a full-time cook, surely, so this would be another servant—stood by it in respectful silence. On the wall opposite was an oil painting which Wolfgang had somehow failed to notice when he came in. Now his eye went straight to it.
“But this is—” He stopped. “Surely it can’t be.”
“It isn’t.” Céline went close enough to the painting to touch it and he followed. Swirling colors threatened to swallow him whole. “The final version of Cloud is in the National Gallery. But Turner painted eight oil sketches in preparation for it, more than he ever did for any other painting. They were all based on the very latest scientific measurements—some would say the first accurate measurements—of its dimensions. This one was the least highly sought-after because he set it at twilight, whereas the Cloud we most cherish rests in a flat blue sky.
“Yet of the lot, this is the vision I personally esteem the highest, save for the final painting of course, and not just because it’s the one I happen to own. If you look at the bottom edge of the Cloud, there to the right, you’ll see a faint but definite glow that’s only suggested in the other versions. Incipient lightning. Sunlit as they are, the others can no more than hint at what is explicit here, Turner’s frame of mind when he painted it. He thought we were all doomed. No, he was certain of it. You have only to look at the sketch to see. We are doomed, all of us, and our world as well. Knowing this, Turner nevertheless created a work so profoundly beautiful as to be a reprimand thrown in the face of God: Though you destroy us, still we are capable of creating this.”
“Wow.”
“Indeed.” The slightest tinge of mockery showed in Céline’s expression. “Wow.”
Mercifully, new guests were announced just then. It was Judith’s great-aunt Leah and her husband Marsden. By the time the introductions were over, Céline had disappeared.


While Judith popped into the powder room, Wolfgang sized up the party. Nonentities, mostly, save one man: Older, craggy, a little too firm of jaw. Kettledrums rumbling in the distance, Wolfgang went over and introduced himself.
“Radford Anderson,” the man said. “Don’t bother to be impressed. I’m only here to visit my late brother’s money.”
They shook. Anderson had the hands of an ogre. Wolfgang couldn’t help admiring them. “You’re little Judith’s fiancé, aren’t you? What are you in?”
“Acquisitions and mergers.”
“Good at it?”
“I do my best.”
“Have we met before? I feel like I know you.”
“We haven’t. You’re famous, I’d have remembered. You just know my type: Sincere handshake, firm eye contact, smile a touch too ruthless. Ambitious young man on the way up.” Wolfgang twisted his mouth in a self-deprecating way. “If we’d met, you’d have forgotten me ten minutes later.”
“You’re honest, I’ll give you that. Maybe I could find a place for you in my organization. How much are you earning now?”
“Honestly, I’m not looking to change employers. I’m only here to get a sense of the power dynamics of the family that I’m marrying into.”
What might have been a smile creased Anderson’s face. “You’ll do fine,” he said. It did not sound like an endorsement.
“Radford!” Céline cried. “We have to talk about your daughter.” She took his arm. “You’ll excuse us, Wolfie dear.”
Wolfgang watched them dwindle away.


Judith rejoined Wolfgang and said, “Have you noticed the furniture?” Then, when he looked blank, “George Nakashima, darling. Céline must have had the entire suite made to order; they go together too well to have been bought piecemeal.”
“You want Nakashima, I’ll buy you Nakashima,” Wolfgang said with a touch of pique. He was as good as any of the people here. He had money of his own.
“He’s dead, dear. Now there’s only the daughter. Not the same.” Putting her head next to his, Judith murmured, “Has she hit on you yet?”
“No. And I doubt she will.”
“Wait until she’s had a few drinks.”
Then Judith saw someone she had known in business school and with a shriek and a hand waved in the air, left Wolfgang behind. He drifted to the bar. A glass of Cristal brut rosé in hand, he sank down onto a couch as soft as a flock of sheep. Across the room, the bartender was pouring wine that flowed up from the bottle lip into a glass jauntily held upside-down.
After a time, Wolfgang realized that someone was sitting beside him, gossiping about his relatives-to-be and magically managing to make their misbehaviors boring. It was Judith’s cousin Zara’s husband, whose name he could never remember. He was stocky, a fast talker, impossible to take seriously. Apparently they were having a conversation.
“Yes, I met him a few minutes ago,” Wolfgang said. Then, just to stick it to the pompous little nobody, “I turned down an offer to work at his firm.”
A wince of wounded pride entered the man’s eyes. But he went on. “You’ve heard about him and Judith, haven’t you? Ugly stuff. It was all anybody talked about for the longest time. But she’s told you all about it all, I’m sure.”
Wolfgang gave him a long, hard stare. “Exactly what are you implying? Think before you answer.” He watched the man splutter and break up into confusion and thin air. Then he stood.
Realizing that his flute was empty and that he had no idea what the champagne had tasted like, Wolfgang decided, for strategic reasons, to switch to mineral water.


“I saw you talking to Damon,” Radford Anderson said. He was carrying a cane now. In this light, the lines of his face showed his age.
“Mmm?” With a start, Wolfgang realized that Damon was the name of Zara’s husband. Why could he never remember that? “Oh! Yes. Well… I couldn’t tell you what we were talking about.”
“The skies would open up and angels sing, if Damon said something memorable. About anything. Even once. You know his history, I assume.”
“He’s had a hard time finding himself, I believe.”
Anderson snorted. He had a jaw like a snapping turtle and hair like white marble. “When he does, I hope he throws himself back. I hear you and Judith are having problems.”
“I can’t imagine where you heard that. We’re not.”
“No need to keep up a front before me, son. I’m the family pariah, remember?”
“I’m sure you’re not—”
“Don’t suck up to me. Nobody respects a sycophant.” Anderson turned to go, then paused and growled over his shoulder, “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you?”
“What was that?”
Wisps of cold steam closed about the old man and he was gone.
The rooms filled with people who all knew one another. Some were family, others not. Wolfgang saw Céline through a doorway, surrounded by those who mattered most, and was about to head her way when Judith reappeared at his elbow. Frowning, she said, “Is that gin?”
“Rainwater,” he joshed. “See the bubbles?”
“You’re wicked,” Judith said. Then, “I forgot to warn you about Radford. You should steer clear of him. He’s a creep and a loser.”
“Is he? In what way?”
“Never you mind. He’s a creep and that’s enough.” Whenever Judith wanted to hide something, her face grew pale and still, as unreadable as a chalk cliff. That had appealed to him when they first met. I’ll break through that, he’d thought, and make her bark like a dog. Later, he regretted the words but not the impulse.
“Oh, bother. There’s Elaine Dorr. One of my clients. She’s a loathsome creature but I’d best go talk to her. How the hell did she get an invitation? Stay out of trouble, won’t you? I know you will.”
“I’ll be out on the balcony if you need me,” Wolfgang said to Judith’s back.


A breeze rose from below to cool Wolfgang’s brow when he leaned out over the railing. All the glory and misery of Manhattan at night billowed up at him. There was laughter at his back and the faint honking of taxicab horns below rendered musical by distance. It was the kind of perfect evening that only money could buy.
The view from the top of the city always made Wolfgang’s spirits lift: here the glittering aspirations of the world were laid bare. As a boy he had imagined the Devil coming up behind him at such a moment to clap a warm hand on his shoulder and make him an offer too sweet to refuse. That was his own private origin myth. It hadn’t happened, metaphorically or otherwise, but apparently the fantasy died hard.
A figure that might have been Odin stood brooding at the end of the balcony where the light from the party didn’t quite reach. As Wolfgang turned away from the rail, there was a clash of metal on stone and he saw that he’d knocked over a folded aluminum walker.
Its owner didn’t look up.
It was Radford Anderson again. He was, it seemed, unavoidable. Wolfgang leaned the walker back against the wall, and went to join him. Anderson was playing with something between his hands. A watch. Everyone in finance wore Rolexes. Wolfgang’s was platinum, calculated to impress those sophisticated enough to tell. This, however, was no Rolex.
“You’re still a lawyer, aren’t you?” Anderson said without looking up. “I could use one of them. Hell, I could use a hundred.”
“I could recommend somebody, if you’d like. But I’m not—”
Anderson cut him short with a gesture. “Bad joke, kid. Lawyers can’t help me. I already have too many.” He stared down at the street, slowly filling with fog, and his hands went cloudy and indistinct. Pink scalp showed through thinning hair. When he dipped his head, Wolfgang could see his bald spot.
“What kind of watch is that?”
“A Breitling. Classic. Owned by Joseph Goebbels.” The old man’s mouth quirked up on one side. “I never met a Jew who wouldn’t swap his grandmother for it. Aren’t you going to ask me how I got so rich? Everybody else does.”
“Well,” Wolfgang said, “how did you?”
Looking away, across a cityscape that, still glowing, was melting into a purple and gold sunset, the old man said, “I fucked a woman who had more money than me and walked away from the divorce with a big enough nut to start playing in real estate. It was that simple.” He turned his face, still in shadow, toward Wolfgang. “Don’t tell me you don’t know what I’m talking about.”
Fog was rising up to fill the spaces between the buildings. Or perhaps the skyscrapers were sinking into cloud. The noises were muted now, distant and hard to resolve. Windows everywhere were merging together into a bright, indistinct glow even as the shadows rose up around them.
“I was just like you and all your little pals once. Thought I had the game figured out. Now the game is over and it seems I won.” Nodding downward, Anderson said, “How long do you think it would take a man to reach the ground?” His hands had been growing paler and thinner. Now they were all but invisible. The watch they had been holding slipped through insubstantial fingers and fell.
Wolfgang reflexively snatched at the Breitling, without result. It hung in the air, dwindling, and disappeared long before reaching the indistinct city pavement. “Quite some time,” Anderson said. “A man could settle his thoughts on the way down. Eh?”
“I doubt you could climb over the rail.”
Like a weary hiker shrugging on a heavy backpack after an all too brief rest, Anderson straightened into a posture of confidence, power, authority. Taking a step forward, he patted Wolfgang’s arm—three short sharp taps, just above the elbow. His face was in the light now and to his horror, Wolfgang recognized it.
It was his own.
The features were older and infinitely wearier, true. Possibly weaker. They had an asymmetry that suggested the old man had had a stroke and one eye was milky-blind. But it was unquestionably Wolfgang’s face.
Before Wolfgang could react, Anderson’s body wavered in the breeze, growing vague and indistinct. His features softened, melted, folded in upon themselves. His hair rose up, evaporating into the air.
Céline stepped briskly onto the balcony, then stopped. “I—I could have sworn Radford was out here.”
Wolfgang turned back to Anderson.
But the old man was gone.


Céline stood by the door, doling out warm, personal farewells to everyone as they left. Her face had a light sheen of sweat from all the drinking. She looked like the last woman in the bar, the one you settled for because it was better than going home alone. When Wolfgang paused to say their farewells, her hand lingered on his. “You must come visit.” Voice slightly slurred, she leaned close. “Sometime when Judith is away.”
In the elevator, Judith smirked. “Told you.” She stumbled over nothing, then said, “I may have had a touch too much to drink. Are you okay to drive?”
Wolfgang shrugged.
They made their way to the parking garage in silence. An attendant fetched the XK. Wolfgang drove it out of the city and north up the Parkway, with dark forest to their left and on the right the cloudbanks of the Palisades cascading downward toward the Hudson.
Here, where he could see only fleeting glimpses of houses tangled in trees and tufts of water vapor, a flicker of window lights and gone, Wolfgang paradoxically felt the weight of human construction surrounding him: one great smear of city stretching from Boston to Washington, with occasional patches of attenuated forest like this one embedded in it, and the sky overhead a dull red from millions of reflected sodium and mercury vapor street lamps. None of it owed anything to him. He built nothing. He only shifted ownerships from one set of hands to another.
“Wolfgang,” Judith said suddenly. There was a panicky tremor in her voice. “We’re good people aren’t we? Tell me we are.” Judith had that chalk cliff look again. He wondered what she had been up to at the party. Experience told him he would never know.
“Yeah,” Wolfgang said. “Sure.” He wanted to be more comforting but for the life of him he couldn’t remember how.
He did not so much hear as feel the thunderclap from the far side of the world, heralding the beginning of the storm and the fall of the first raindrops from the cloud that was already beginning to disassemble itself beneath them.



The Woman Who Shook
the World-Tree
She was not a pretty child. Nor did her appearance improve with age. “You’d better get yourself a good education,” her mother would say, laughing. “Because you’re sure not going to get by on your looks.” Perhaps for this reason, perhaps not, her father demonstrated no discernible fondness for her. So, from a very early age, Mariella Coudy channeled all her energies inward, into the life of the mind.
It took some time for first her parents and then the doctors and psychiatrists they hired to realize that her dark moods, long silences, blank stares, and sudden non sequiturs were symptomatic not of a mental disorder but of her extreme brilliance. At age seven she invented what was only recognized three years later as her own, admittedly rudimentary, version of calculus. “I wanted to know how to calculate the volume defined by an irregular curve,” she said when a startled mathematician from the local university deciphered her symbols, “and nobody would tell me.” A tutor brought her swiftly up to postgraduate level and then was peremptorily dismissed by the child as no longer having anything to teach her. At age eleven, after thinking long and hard about what would happen if two black holes collided, she submitted a handwritten page of equations to Applied Physics Letters, prompting a very long phone call from its editor.
Not long thereafter, when she was still months shy of twelve years old, some very respectful people from Stanford offered her a full scholarship, room and board, and full-time supervision by a woman who made a living mentoring precocious young women. By that time, her parents were only too happy to be free of her undeniably spooky presence.
At Stanford, she made no friends but otherwise thrived. By age sixteen she had a PhD in physics. By age eighteen she had two more—one in mathematics and the other in applied deterministics, a discipline of her own devising. The Institute for Advanced Study offered her a fellowship, which she accepted and which was periodically renewed.
Twelve years went by without her doing anything of any particular note.


Then one day, immediately after she had given a poorly received talk titled “A Preliminary Refutation of the Chronon,” a handsome young man fresh out of grad school came to her office and said, “Dr. Coudy, my name is Richard Zhang and I want to work with you.”
“Why?”
“Because I heard what you had to say today and I believe that your theories are going to change the way we think about everything.”
“No,” she said. “I mean, why should I let you work with me?”
The young man grinned with the cocky assurance of a prized and pampered wunderkind and said, “I’m the only one who actually heard what you were saying. You were speaking to one of the smartest, most open-minded audiences in the world, and they rejected your conclusions out of hand. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof. You need a bench man who can devise a convincing experiment and settle the matter once and for all. I may not be able to generate your insights but I can follow them. I’m a wizard with lab equipment. And I’m persistent.”
Mariella Coudy doubted that last statement very much. In her experience, nobody had a fraction of the persistence she herself possessed. She’d once heard it said that few people had the patience to look at a painting for the length of time it took to eat an apple, and she knew for a fact that almost nobody could think about even the most complex equation for more than three days straight without growing weary of it.
She silently studied Zhang for as long as it would take to eat an apple. At first he tipped his head slightly, smiling in puzzlement. But then he realized that it was some sort of test and grew very still. Occasionally he blinked. But otherwise he did nothing.
Finally, Mariella said, “How do you propose to test my ideas?”
“Well, first…” Richard Zhang talked for a very long time.
“That won’t work,” she said when he was done. “But it’s on the right track.”


It took a year to devise the experiment, debug it, and make it work. Almost fourteen months of marathon discussions of physics and math, chalkboard duels, and passionate excursions up side issues that ultimately led nowhere, punctuated by experiments that failed heartbreakingly and then, on examination, proved in one way or another to be fundamentally flawed in their conception. Occasionally, during that time, Richard gave brief talks on their work and, because he met all questions with courteous elucidation and never once replied to an objection with a derisive snort, a blast of laughter, or a long, angry stare, a sense began to spread across the campus that Dr. Coudy might actually be on to something. The first talk drew four auditors. The last filled a lecture hall.
Finally, there came the night when Richard clamped a 500-milliwatt laser onto the steel top of a laser table with vibration-suppressing legs, took a deep breath, and said, “Okay, I think we’re ready. Goggles on?”
Mariella slid her protective goggles down over her eyes.
Richard aimed a 532-nanometer beam of green laser light through a beam splitter and into a mated pair of Pockels cells. The light emerging from one went directly to the target, a white sheet of paper taped to the wall. The light from the other disappeared through a slit in the kludge of apparatus at the far side of the table. Where it emerged, Richard had set up a small mirror to bounce it to the target alongside the first green circle. He adjusted the mirror’s tweaking screws, so that the two circles overlapped, creating an interference pattern.
Then he flipped the manual control on one of the cells, changing the applied voltage and rotating the plane of polarization of the beam. The interference pattern disappeared.
He flipped the control back. The interference pattern was restored.
Finally, Richard slaved the two Pockels cells to a randomizer, which would periodically vary the voltage each received—but, because it had only the one output, always the same to both and at the exact same time. He turned it on. The purpose of the randomizer was to entirely remove human volition from the process.
“Got anything memorable to say for the history books?” Richard asked.
Mariella shook her head. “Just run it.”
He turned on the mechanism. Nothing hummed or made grinding noises. Reality did not distort. There was a decided lack of lightning.
They waited.
The randomizer went click. One of the overlapping circles on the target disappeared. The other remained.
And then the first one reappeared. Two superimposed circles creating a single interference pattern.
Richard let out his breath explosively. But Mariella touched him lightly on the arm and said, “No. There are too many other possible explanations for that phenomenon. We need to run the other half of the experiment before we can begin celebrating.”
Richard nodded rapidly and turned off the laser. One circle of light disappeared immediately, the other shortly thereafter. His fingers danced over the equipment. Then, methodically, he checked every piece of it again, three times. Mariella watched, unmoving. This was his realm, not hers, and there was nothing she could do to hurry things along. But for the first time she could remember, she felt impatient and anxious to get on with it.
When everything was ready, the laser was turned on again. Twin splotches of green overlapped.
Richard switched on the apparatus. One light blinked off briefly, and then on again. (Richard’s mouth opened. Mariella raised a finger to silence him.) The randomizer made no noise.
The interference pattern disappeared. Three seconds later, the randomizer went click. And three seconds after that, the interference pattern was restored again.
“Yes!” Richard ripped off his goggles and seized Mariella, lifting her up into the air and spinning her around a full three hundred and sixty degrees.
Then he kissed her.
She should have slapped him. She should have told him off. She should have thought of her position and of what people would say. Richard was six years younger than her and, what was even more of a consideration, every bit as good-looking as she was not. Nothing good could possibly come of this. She should have looked to her dignity. But what she did was to push up her goggles and kiss him back.
When finally they had to stop for air, Mariella pulled her head away from his and, more than a little stunned, managed to focus on him. He was smiling at her. His face was flushed. He was so, so very handsome. And then Richard said the most shocking thing she had ever heard in her life: “Oh, God, I’ve been wanting to do that for the longest time.”


That night, after they’d gone to Mariella’s apartment and done things she’d known all her life she would never do, and then babbled about the experiment at each other, and agreed that the title of the paper should be “The abolition of time as a meaningful concept,” and then went through the cycle all over again, and her lips were actually sore from all the kissing they did, and Richard had finally, out of exhaustion no doubt, fallen asleep naked alongside her…after all that, Mariella held the pillow tightly over her face and wept silently into it because for the first time in her life she was absolutely, completely happy, and because she knew it wouldn’t last and that come morning Richard would regain his senses and leave her forever.
But in the morning Richard did not leave. Instead, he rummaged in her refrigerator and found the makings of huevos rancheros and cooked her breakfast. Then they went to the lab. Richard took pictures of everything with a little digital camera (“This is historic—they’ll want to preserve everything exactly the way it is”) while she wrote a preliminary draft of the paper on a yellow pad. When she was done, he had her sign it on the bottom and wrote his name after hers.
Mariella Coudy and Richard M. Zhang. Together in eternity.
Mariella and Richard spent the next several weeks in a blissful mix of physics and romance. He bought her roses. She corrected his math. They both sent out preprints of their paper, she to everybody whose opinion she thought worth having, and he to everyone else. No matter how many times they changed and laundered them, it seemed the bed sheets were always sweat-stained and rumpled.
One night, seemingly out of nowhere, Richard said “I love you,” and without stopping to think, Mariella replied, “You can’t.”
“Why not?”
“I have a mirror. I know what I look like.”
Richard cradled her face in his hands and studied it seriously. “You’re not beautiful,” he said—and something deep inside her cried out in pain. “But I’m glad you’re not. When I look at your face, my heart leaps up in joy. If you looked like—” he named a movie star “—I could never be sure it wasn’t just infatuation. But this way I know for sure. It’s you I love. This person, this body, this beautiful brain. You, here, right now, you.” He smiled that smile she loved so much. “Q.E.D.”


Their paradise ended one morning when they encountered a clutch of cameramen standing outside Mariella’s office. “What’s all this?” she asked, thinking that there’d been a robbery or that somebody famous had died.
A microphone was thrust at her face. “Are you the woman who’s destroyed time?”
“What? No! Ridiculous.”
“Have you seen today’s papers?” A copy of the New York Times was brandished but she couldn’t possibly read the headlines with it waving around like that.
“I don’t—”
Richard held up both hands and said, “Gentlemen! Ladies! Please! Yes, this is Dr. Mariella Coudy, and I’m her junior partner on the paper. Dr. Coudy was absolutely right when she denied destroying time. There is no such thing as time. There’s only the accumulation of consequences.”
“If there’s no such thing as time, does that mean it’s possible to travel into the past? Visit ancient Rome? Hunt dinosaurs?” Several reporters laughed.
“There’s no such thing as the past, either—only an infinite, ever-changing present.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” somebody asked.
“That’s an extremely good question. I’m afraid that I can’t adequately answer it without using a lot of very complicated equations. Let’s just say that the past never really goes away, while the future exists only relative to the immediate moment.”
“If there is no time, then what is there?”
“Happenstance,” Richard said. “A tremendous amount of happenstance.”
It was all ludicrously oversimplified to the point of being meaningless, but the reporters ate it up. Richard’s explanations gave them the illusion that they sort-of kind-of understood what was being talked about, when the truth was that they didn’t even have the mathematics to be misinformed. When, eventually, the reporters ran out of questions, packed their equipment, and left, Mariella angrily said, “What the hell was all that about?”
“Public relations. We’ve just knocked the props out from under one of the few things that everybody thinks they understand. That’s going to get people excited. Some of them are going to hate us for what we’ve done to their world.”
“The world’s the same as it ever was. The only thing that’ll be different is our understanding of it.”
“Tell that to Darwin.”


That was the bad side of fame. The good side was money. Suddenly, money was everywhere. There was enough money to do anything except the one thing Mariella wanted most, which was to be left alone with Richard, her thoughts, a blackboard, and a piece of chalk. Richard acquired a great deal of what was surely extremely expensive equipment, and hit the lecture circuit—“Somebody has to,” he said cheerily, “and, God knows, you won’t”—to explain their findings. So she was alone again, as often as not.
She used these empty spaces in her life to think about existence without time. She tried not to imagine he was with other women.
Whenever Richard returned from the road, they had furious reunions and she would share her tentative, half-formed thoughts with him. One evening he asked, “What is the shape of happenstance?” and Mariella had no answer for him. In short order he had canceled all his speaking engagements and there was an enormous 3-D visualization tank in his lab, along with the dedicated processing power of several CrayFlexes at his disposal. Lab assistants whose names she could never get straight scurried about doing things, while Richard directed and orchestrated and obsessed. Suddenly, he had very little time for her. Until one day he brought her in to show her a single black speck in the murky blue-gray tank.
“We have pinned down one instantiation of happenstance!” he said proudly.
A month later, there were three specks. A week after that there were a thousand. Increasingly rapidly, the very first map of reality took shape: It looked like a tornado at first, with a thick and twisting trunk. Then it sprouted limbs, some of them a good third as thick as what Richard dubbed the Main Sequence. These looped upward or downward, it seemed to make no difference, giving birth to smaller limbs, or perhaps “tentacles” was a better word for them, which wound about each other, sometimes dwindling to nothing, other times rejoining the main trunk.
Richard called it the Monster. But in Mariella’s eyes it was not monstrous at all. It had the near-organic look of certain fractal mathematical formulae. It flowed and twisted elegantly, like branches frozen in the act of dancing in the breeze. It was what it was—and that was beautiful.
It looked like a tree. A tree whose roots and crown were lost in the distance. A tree vast enough to contain all the universe.
Pictures of it leaked out, of course. The lab techs had taken snapshots and shared them with friends who posted them online. This brought back the press, and this time they were not so easy to deal with, for they quickly learned that Richard and Mariella were an item. The disparity of age and appearance, which would have been nothing were she male and he female, was apparently custom-made for the tabloids—louche enough to be scandalous, romantic enough to be touching, easy to snark about. One of the papers stitched together two pictures with Photoshop and ran it under the headline beauty and the beast. There was no possible confusion who was supposed to be what. Another ran what even Mariella thought was an unfair rendering of her face alongside the map of reality and asked which is the monster?
It astonished her how much this hurt.
This time Richard was not so accommodating. “You bastards crossed a line,” he told one reporter. “So, no, I’m not going to explain anything to you or any of your idiot kind. If you want to understand our work, you’ll just have to go back to school for another eight years. Assuming you have the brains for it.” Furiously, he retreated to his lab, the way another man might have hit the bars, and stared at the Monster for several hours.
Then he sought out Mariella and asked, “If time is unidirectional in Minkowski space, and there is no time—then what remains?” Initiating another long, sexless, and ecstatic night. After which he left the mapping project for his grad students to run without him. He obtained two new labs—exactly how was never clear to Mariella, who was so innocent of practical matters that she didn’t even have a driver’s license—and began to build another experiment. Half his new equipment went into one lab, which he called the Slingshot, and the rest into the second, on the far side of the campus, which he called the Target.
“If this works,” he said, “it will change everything. People will be able to travel from and to anywhere in the universe.”
“So long as there’s the proper machinery to receive them when they get there.”
“Yes, of course.”
“And provided it doesn’t simply blow itself to hell. I have my suspicions about the energy gradient between your two sites.”
There was that grin again—the grin of a man who knew that nothing could possibly go wrong, and that everything must inevitably work out right. “Don’t you worry about a thing,” Richard said. “You’re still the senior partner. I won’t do anything until you assure me that it’s perfectly safe.”


The next day there was an explosion that shook the entire campus. Mariella ran outside and saw people pouring from all the buildings. A black balloon of smoke tumbled upward over the rooftops.
It came from the Target.
Richard had told her he’d be spending the entire day there.
Somehow, Mariella was running. Somehow, she was there. The entire building had been reduced to rubble. Parts of what remained were on fire. It smelled like burning garbage.
A hand touched her arm. It was Dr. Inglehoff. Laura. “Maybe Richard wasn’t in the building,” she said. “I’m sure he’s all right.” Her expression was grotesque with compassion.
Mariella stared at the woman in perplexity. “Where else would he be? At this time of day? Why would he be anywhere else?”
Then people whom she had never before appreciated were, if not precisely her friends, at the very least close colleagues, were leading her away. She was in a room. There was a nurse giving her a shot. Somebody said, “Sleep is the best doctor.”
Mariella slept.
When she awoke and Richard was not there, she knew her romance was over. Somebody told her that the explosion was so thorough that nothing readily identifiable as human remains had yet been found. That same person said there was always hope. But that was nonsense. If Richard were alive, he’d have been by her side. He was not, and therefore he was dead.
Q., as he would have said, E.D.
The ensuing week was the worst period of her life. Mariella effectively stopped sleeping. Sometimes she zoned out and came to herself eight or ten or fifteen hours later, in the middle of frying an egg or sorting through her notes. But you could hardly call that sleep. Somehow she kept herself fed. Apparently her body wanted to go on living, even if she didn’t.
She kept thinking of Richard, lost to her, swept away further and further into the past.
But of course there was no past. So he wasn’t even there.
One night, driven by obscure impulses, she found herself fully dressed and hurrying across the campus at three a.m. Clearly, she was going to Richard’s lab—the surviving of the two new ones, the Slingshot. The building loomed up before her, dark and empty.
When she threw the light switch, mountains of electronic devices snapped into existence. Richard’s first experiment could have been run on a kitchen table. This one looked like the stage set for a Wagnerian opera. It was amazing how money could complicate even the simplest demonstration proof.
Mariella began flicking switches, bringing the beast to life. Things hummed and made grinding noises. Test patterns leaped to life on flat screens and then wavered in transient distortions. Something snapped and sparked, leaving the tang of ozone in the air.
This was not her bailiwick. But because it was Richard’s and because he had wanted her to understand it, she knew what to do.
There was, after all, no such thing as time. Only the accumulation of consequences.
But first there was a chore to do. All of Richard’s notes were on a battered old laptop lying atop a stack of reference books on his desk. She bundled the files together and then attached the bundle to an email reading simply, “So you will understand what happened.” This she sent to his entire mailing list. Surely someone on it would have the wit to appreciate what he had done. Her own notes were all safe in her office. She had no doubt there would be people looking for them in the wake of what she had to do.
The experiment was ready to run. All she had to do was connect a few cables and then walk through what looked uncannily like a wrought-iron pergola, such as one might expect to find in a Victorian garden. It was entirely possible that’s what it was; Richard was never one to hold out for proper equipment when some perfectly adequate piece of bricolage was close at hand.
Mariella connected the cables. Then she checked all the connections three times, not because it was necessary but because that was how Richard would have done it.
She did not bother to check the setting, however. There was only one possible instantiation of happenstance the apparatus could be set for. And she already knew it would work.
She walked through the pergola.
In that timeless instant of transition, Mariella realized that in his own way Richard possessed a genius approaching her own. (Had she really underestimated him all this while? Yes, she had.) Crossing to the far side of the campus in a single step, she felt a wave of she-knew-not-what-energies pass through her body and brain—she actually felt it in her brain!—and knew that she was experiencing a sensation no human being had ever felt before.
The air wavered before her and Mariella was through. Richard stood, his back to her, alive and fussing with a potentiometer. For the second time in her life, she was absolutely, completely happy.
“Richard.” The word escaped her unbidden.
He turned and saw her and in the instant before the inequality of forces across the gradient of happenstance grounded itself, simultaneously destroying both laboratories a sixteenth of a mile and eight days apart and smashing the two lovers to nothing, a smile, natural and unforced, blossomed on Richard’s face.



Goblin Lake
In 1646, shortly before the end of the Thirty Years’ War, a patrol of Hessian cavalrymen, fleeing the aftermath of a disastrous battle to the north wherein a botched flanking maneuver had in an hour turned certain victory to abject rout, made camp at the foot of what a local peasant they had captured and forced to serve as a guide assured them was one of the highest mountains in the Spessart region of Germany. Among their number was a young officer named Johann von Grimmelshausen, a firebrand and habitual liar who, years earlier, in the course of a riotous evening in the company of English mercenaries, had acquired the nickname Jack.
As the front lines were distant and the countryside unwary, the patrol had picked up a great deal of food and several casks of Rhine wine on their way. So that night they ate and drank well. When the food was done, they called upon their guide to tell them of the countryside in which they found themselves. He, having slowly come to the opinion that they did not intend to kill him when they were done with his services (and, possibly, having plans of lulling them with his servility and then slipping away under cover of darkness when they were all asleep) was only too happy to oblige them.
“Directly below us, not a quarter of a mile’s distance away, is the Mummelsee”—in the local dialect the name meant Goblin Lake—“which is bottomless, and which has the peculiar property that it changes whatever is thrown into it into something else. So that, for example, if any man were to tie up a number of pebbles in a kerchief and let it down into the water on a string, when he pulled it up the pebbles would have turned into peas or rubies or the eggs of vipers. Furthermore, if there were an odd number of pebbles, the number of whatever they became should invariably be even, but if they were even they would come out odd.”
“That would be a very pretty way of making a living,” Jack observed. “Sitting by the banks of a lake, turning pebbles into rubies.”
“What they become is not predictable,” the peasant cautioned. “You could not rely on them turning to gemstones.”
“Even if they did so only one time in a hundred… Well, I have spent many a day fishing with less to show for it.”
By now, several of the cavalrymen were leaning forward, listening intently. Even those who stared loftily way into the distance, as if they did not care, refrained from speaking, lest they miss something profitable. So, seeing too late that he had excited their avarice, the peasant quickly said, “But it is a very dangerous place! This was the very lake which Luther said was cursed and that if you threw a stone into it a terrible storm immediately blows up, with hail and lightning and great winds, for there are devils chained up in its depths.”
“No, that was in Poltersberg,” Jack said negligently.
“Poltersberg!” The peasant spat. “What does Poltersberg know of terrors? There was a farmer hereabout who had to kill his best plow horse when it broke a leg. Being of an inquiring turn of mind, he hauled its carcass to the lake and threw it in. Down it sank, and up it rose again, alive—but transformed horribly, so that it had teeth like knives, two legs rather than four, and wings like those of an enormous bat. It screamed in agony and flew away into the night, no man knows where.
“Worse, when the carcass hit the water, some of it was splashed over the farmer’s face, erasing his eyes completely, so that from that instant onward, he was blind.”
“How did he know the horse was transformed, then?” Jack asked with a sardonic little smile.
The peasant’s mouth opened and then closed again. After a bit, he said, “It is also said that there were two cutthroats who brought the body of a woman they had—”
Jack cut him off. “Why listen to your stories when we can find out for ourselves?”
There was a general murmur of agreement and, after a little prodding with a knife, the peasant led them all downward.


The way down to the Mummelsee was steep and roadless, and the disposition of the soldiers was considerably soured by the time they reached it. Their grumblings, moreover, were directed as much toward Jack as toward the rascally peasant guide, for on reflection it was clear to them all that he had insisted on this journey not from any real belief he would end up rich—for what experienced military man believes that?—but from his innate love of mischief.
Oblivious to their mood, Jack sauntered to the end of a crumbling stone pier. He had brought along a double handful of fresh cherries, which he carried in his cap, and was eating them one by one and spitting their stones into the water. “What is that out there?” he asked, gesturing negligently toward what appeared to be a large, submerged rock, roughly rectangular in shape and canted downward to one side. It was easily visible, for the moon was full and unobscured and its light seemed to render the nighttime bright as day.
“In my grandfather’s time,” the peasant said eagerly, as if anxious to restore his good reputation, “the Duke of Würtemberg caused a raft to be made and put out onto the lake to sound its depths. But after the measure had been led down nine thread-cables with a sinking lead and yet had found no bottom—why, then the raft, contrary to the nature of wood, began to sink. So that all made haste for the land, fearing greatly. Nor did any escape without a soaking, and terrible diseases were said to have afflicted them in their old age.”
“So that’s the raft, you say?”
“If you look closely, you can see where the arms of Würtemberg were carved into the wood. Worn, perhaps, but clear to see.” The peasant pointed earnestly at some faint markings that a credulous man might convince himself were as described.
Jack rounded on him savagely. “You scoundrel! I have been watching the cherry stones as they sank in the water, and nothing happened to them. One did not become two, two were not transformed into seventeen, and none of them—not a one!—showed the least tendency to become rubies or emeralds or vipers or oxen or even fish.”
Protesting wildly, the peasant tried to scuttle around Jack and so off the pier. Jack, for his part, was equally determined not to allow him to do so. Thus it was that a game of rat-and-mastiff took place, with the peasant playing the part of rat and the cavalrymen the mastiffs. And though the numbers were all on the one side, all the desperation and cunning were on the other.
At the last, Jack made a lunge for the peasant and, just as the man escaped his enclosing arms, found himself seized by two of his laughing comrades, hoisted up into the air, and thrown into the Mummelsee.


Down, down, down, Jack sank, choking. The water was as clear as crystal and yet far down in the distance as black as coal, for the monstrousness of its depth. So filled with anger at his comrades was he that at first he did not notice when he stopped choking. Then, before he could properly marvel at this strange turn of circumstance, he was suddenly distracted by movements in the depths of the lake. At a distance, the creatures looked like so many frogs, flitting to and fro, but as they grew closer they seemed very much like human beings, save that their skin was green and their clothes, though fine and flowing, were clearly woven of seaweeds and other underwater plants.
More and more of these water-spirits rose up like diving birds and quickly surrounded Jack. So great was their number that he had no choice but to go with them when, by gestures and frowns, the sylphs indicated he was to descend to the very bottom of the Mummelsee. Like a flock of birds circling as they descend from the sky, they guided him down.
When finally Jack lightly touched one foot to the floor of the lake, pushing up a gentle puff of silt, and then with the other creating a second puff, he found there waiting for him a sylph or nix (for the taxonomy of lake-spirits was not a subject he was conversant in) clad in raiment of gold and silver, by which token he took this being to be the King of the Mummelsee.
“A good day to you, Jack,” said the king. “I trust you are well?
“God save us from hurt and harm, friend!” Jack cried. “But however could you possibly know my name?”
“As for that, my dear fellow, I have been reading about your adventures, most recently with those scoundrelly false comrades who threw you into this lake.” The king’s van dyke and mustachios waved lightly in the water and this made Jack clutch his throat in sudden apprehension that he was breathing a medium for which mortal men were unsuited. But then the king laughed and his laugh was so natural and warm-hearted that Jack could not help but join it. So, realizing that a man who could still laugh was neither dead nor in any sense lacking breath, he put aside his fears.
“What place is this,” Jack asked, “and what manner of people live here?”
“Why, as the saying goes, ‘As Above, So Below.’ We have our farms and cities and churches, though the god we worship in it may not have the same name as yours. Salt-hay is harvested to thatch our roofs. Seahorses pull plows in our fields, and sea cows are milked in our barns. Catfish chase micefish and water-gnomes drive shafts through the muck in search of mussels and precious stones. The maidens here may have scales, but they are no less beautiful nor any more slippery than those in your above-water world.”
So talking, the King of the Mummelsee led Jack along a pleasant road to what destination he did not yet reveal, and all the nixies who had guided Jack down formed themselves into a casual procession behind them, laughing and talking among themselves, and flashing from side to side as they went so that they resembled nothing so much as a great school of minnows. Above a winding road they swam and then through a forest of giant kelp, which abruptly opened up upon a shining white city.
Great were the wonders of that submarine metropolis. The walls of its buildings were so white they glowed, for they were plastered (so explained the king) with powdered pearls. While the streets were not paved with gemstones, many a fresco set into the exterior walls was made of nothing else, and the scenes they depicted were not of warfare but of children at play and lovers chastely courting. The architecture was a happy blend of Moorish and Asian influences, with minarets and pagodas existing in easy harmony, and entrances on all the upper floors as well as the bottommost. Nor did it escape Jack’s attention that there were neither locks on the doors nor guards at the entrances to the palace—and this was far from the least of the wonders that he saw.
But the greatest wonder of all, so far as Jack was concerned, was the sylph-maiden Poseidonia, the king’s daughter, who came out to greet her father on his return to the city. The instant he clapped eyes on her slim and perfect form, Jack was determined to win her. Nor was that a difficult task, for he was a well-made man with a soldier’s straight bearing, and his frank admiration drew from her a happy blush and no protests whatsoever. Further, the mer-people being a Heathen folk and not bound by Christian standards of propriety, their mutual infatuation quickly found physical expression.
Time went by. It may have been days or it may have been months.
Late one afternoon, lying in the princess’s bed, with the sheets and pillows all in sensuous disarray and a greenish-blue noontide light flowing through her bedroom windows, Jack cleared his throat and hesitantly said, “Tell me something, oh my best and belovedest.”
“Anything!” replied that passionate young sylph.
“One thing continues to bother me—a small thing, perhaps, but it nitters and natters at the back of my mind, and I cannot rid myself it, however I try. When first I arrived in this rich and splendid land, your father told me he had been reading of my adventures. By what magic? In what unimaginable book?”
“Why, in this one, dearest of scoundrels.” (It was the sylph’s single most endearing quality that she loved Jack for exactly what he was and not one whit through any misapprehension of his character.) “What other book could it possibly be?”
Jack looked from one end of the room to the other, and replied, “I see no book.”
“Well, of course not, silly. If it were here, how could you be in it?”
“I cannot say, oh delight of my eyes, for your answer makes absolutely no sense to me.”
“Trust me, he read of you in this book, nor have you ever left it.”
Now Jack began to feel the stirrings of anger. “This one you say—which one? The devil take me if I can make heads or tales of your answers!”
The laughter died in Poseidonia’s throat, and she exclaimed, “You poor thing! You truly do not understand, do you?”
“If I understood, would I be at this very instant begging you like a fool for a simple and straightforward answer?”
She regarded him with a sad little smile. “I think it is time you talked with my father,” she said at last.


“Is my lissome young daughter not energetic enough to please you?” asked the King of the Mummelsee.
“That and more,” said Jack, who had long grown used to the sylphs’ shockingly direct manner of speaking.
“Then be content with her and this carefree existence you lead, and do not seek to go questing out beyond the confines of these ever-so-pleasant pages.”
“Again you speak in riddles! Majesty, this business is driving me mad. I beg of you, for this once, speak to me plain and simply, even as if I were but a child.”
The king sighed. “You know what books are?”
“Yes, of course.”
“When was the last time you read one?”
“Why, I—”
“Exactly. Or that anybody you know read one?”
“I have been in the company of rough-and-tumble soldiers, whose response to coming upon a library might typically be to use its contents to start their campfires, so this is not terribly surprising.”
“You must have read books in your youth. Can you tell me the plot of any of them?”
Jack fell silent.
“You see? Characters in books do not read books. Oh, they snap them shut when somebody enters the room, or fling them aside in disgust at what they fancy is said within, or hide their faces in one which they pretend to peruse while somebody else lectures them on matters they’d rather not confront. But they do not read them. ’Twould be recursive, rendering each book effectively infinite, so that no single one might be finished without reading them all. This is the infallible method of discovering on which side of the page you lie—have you read a book this year?” The king arched an eyebrow and waited.
After a very long silence, Jack said, “No. I have not.”
“Then there you are.”
“But…how can this be? How can we possibly…?”
“It is the simplest thing imaginable,” replied the king. “I, for example, dwell within chapters xi. through xvii. of book five of something called Simplicissimus. It is, I assure you, a good life. So what if the walls of my palace are as thin as paper, the windows simply drawn on by pen, and my actions circumscribed by the whimsy of the artist? I neither age nor die, and when you, taking a brief rest from your romantic gymnastics with my daughter, care to visit me, I always find our little conversations diverting.”
Glumly, Jack stared out through a window paned with nacre polished so smooth as to be transparent. “It is a hard thing,” he said, “to realize that one is not actually real.” Then, after a long moment’s thought, “But this makes no sense. Granted that my current surroundings and condition are hardly to be improved upon. Yet I have seen things in the war that… Well, it doesn’t bear thinking upon. Who on earth would create such a world as ours? Who could possibly find amusement in such cruelties as, I grant you, I have sometimes been a part of?”
“Sir,” said the king, “I am not the artist and he, I suspect, is nobody of any great esteem in his unimaginably larger world. He might pass you on the street unnoticed. In conversation, it is entirely possible, he would not impress you favorably. Why, then, should you expect more from him than he—or, as it may be, she—might reasonably expect from his or her vastly more potent Creator?”
“Are you saying that our author’s world is no better than our own?”
“It is possible it is worse. From his work we can infer certain things about the world in which he lives. Our architecture is ornate and romantic. His therefore is plain and dull—sheets of grey concrete, perhaps, with each window the exact twin of all the others—or he would not have bothered to imagine ours in such delightful detail.”
“Then, since our world is so crude and violent, it stands to reason that his must be a paragon of peace and gentility?”
“Say rather that ours has an earthy vigor while his is mired down in easy hypocrisy.”
Shaking his head slowly, Jack said, “How is it that you know so much about the world we live in, and yet I know so little?”
“There are two types of characters, my son. Yours is forever sailing out of windows with his trousers in his hand, impersonating foreign dignitaries with an eye to defrauding uncharitable bishops, being ambushed in lightless alleys by knife-wielding ruffians, and coming home early to discover his newly-wed bride in bed with his mistress’s husband.”
“It is as if you had been reading my diary,” Jack said wonderingly. “Had I a diary to read.”
“That is because you are the active sort of character, whose chief purpose is to move the plot along. I am, however, more the reflective sort of character, whose purpose it is to expound upon and thus reveal the inner meaning of the narrative. But I see you are confused—let us step briefly out of my story.”
And, as simply as one might turn a page, Jack found himself standing in a pleasant garden, awash in the golden light of a late afternoon sun. The King of the Mummelsee was seated in a chair which, though plain and simple, yet suggested a throne—indeed, such a throne as a philosopher-king might inhabit.
“That is very well observed of you,” the king said in response to Jack’s unspoken observation. “It is possible that, with encouragement, you could be converted to a reflective character yet.”
“Where are we?”
“This is my dear friend Doctor Vandermast’s garden in Zayana, where it is eternally afternoon. Here, he and I have had many a long discussion of entelechy and epistemology and other such unimportant and ephemeral nothings. The good doctor has discreetly made himself absent that we may talk in private. He himself resides in a book called—but what matters that? This is one of those magical places where we may with equanimity discuss the nature of the world. Indeed, its aspect is such that we could scarce do otherwise if we tried.”
A hummingbird abruptly appeared before Jack, hanging in the air like a frantic feathered jewel. He extended a finger and the bird hovered just above it, so that he could feel the delicate push of air from its madly-pumping wings upon his skin. “What marvel is this?” he asked.
“It is just my daughter. Though she does not appear in this scene, still she desires to make her wishes known—and so she expresses herself in imagery. Thank you, dear, you may leave now.” The king clapped his hands and the hummingbird vanished. “She will be heartbroken if you depart from our fictive realm. But doubtless another hero will come along and, being fictional, Poseidonia neither learns from her experiences nor lets them embitter her against their perpetrator’s gender. She will greet him as openly and enthusiastically as she did you.”
Jack felt a perfectly understandable twinge of jealousy. But he set it aside. Hewing to the gist of the discussion, he said, “Is this an academic argument, sir? Or is there a practical side to it?”
“Doctor Vandermast’s garden is not like other places. If you were to wish to leave our world entirely, then I have no doubt it could be easily arranged.”
“Could I then come back?”
“Alas, no,” the king said regretfully. “One miracle is enough for any life. And more than either of us, strictly speaking, deserves I might add.”
Jack picked up a stick and strode back and forth along the flower beds, lashing at the heads of the taller blossoms. “Must I then decide based on no information at all? Leap blindly into the abyss or remain doubtful at its lip forever? This is, as you say, a delightful existence. But can I be content with this life, knowing there is another and yet being ignorant of what it might entail?”
“Calm yourself. If that is all it takes, then let us see what the alternative might be.” The King of the Mummelsee reached down into his lap and turned the page of a leather-bound folio which Jack had not noticed before.


“Are you going to be sitting there forever, woolgathering, when there are chores to be done? I swear, you must be the single laziest man in the world.”
Jack’s fat wife came out of the kitchen, absently scratching her behind. Gretchen’s face was round where once it had been slender, and there was a slight hitch in her gait, where formerly her every movement had been a dance to music only she could hear. Yet Jack’s heart softened within him at the sight of her, as it always did.
He put down his goose-quill and sprinkled sand over what he had written so far. “You are doubtless right, my dear,” he said mildly. “You always are.”
As he was stumping outdoors to chop wood, draw water, and feed the hog they were fattening for Fastnacht, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror that hung by the back door. An old and haggard man with a beard so thin it looked moth-eaten glared back at him in horror. “Eh, sir,” he murmured to himself, “you are not the fine young soldier who tumbled Gretchen in the hayloft only minutes after meeting her, so many years ago.”
A cold wind blew flecks of ice in his face when he stepped outside, and the sticks in the woodpile were frozen together so that he had to bang them with the blunt end of the axe to separate them so that they might be split. When he went to the well, the ice was so thick that breaking it raised a sweat. Then, after he’d removed the rock from the lid covering the bucket of kitchen slops and started down toward the sty, he slipped on a patch of ice and upended the slops over the front of his clothing. Which meant not only that he would have to wash those clothes weeks ahead of schedule—which in wintertime was an ugly chore—but that he had to gather up the slops from the ground with his bare hands and ladle them back into the bucket, for come what may the pig still needed to be fed.
So, muttering and complaining to himself, old Jack clomped back into the house, where he washed his hands and changed into clean clothing and sat back down to his writing again. After a few minutes, his wife entered the room and exclaimed, “It is so cold in here!” She busied herself building up the fire, though it was so much work carrying wood up to his office that Jack would rather have endured the cold, to save himself the extra labor later on. Then she came up behind him and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Are you writing a letter to Wilhelm again?”
“Who else?” Jack growled. “We work our fingers to the bone to send him money, and he never writes! And when he does, his letters are so brief! He spends all his time drinking and running up debts with tailors and chasing after—” he caught himself in time, and coughed. “Chasing after inappropriate young women.”
“Well, after all, when you were his age—”
“When I was his age, I never did any such thing,” Jack said indignantly.
“No, of course not,” his wife said. He could feel the smile he did not turn around to see. “You poor foolish dear.”
She kissed the top of his head.


The sun emerged from behind a cloud as Jack reappeared, and the garden blazed with a hundred bright colors—more of Poseidonia’s influence, Jack supposed. Its flowers turned their heads toward him flirtatiously and opened their blossoms to his gaze.
“Well?” said the King of the Mummelsee. “How was it?”
“I’d lost most of my teeth,” Jack said glumly, “and there was an ache in my side which never went away. My children were grown and moved away, and there was nothing left in my life to look forward to but death.”
“That is not a judgment,” the king said, “but only a catalog of complaints.”
“There was, I must concede, a certain authenticity to life on the other side of the gate. A validity and complexity which ours may be said to lack.”
“Well, there you are, then.”
The shifting light darkened and a wind passed through the trees, making them sigh. “On the other hand, there is a purposefulness to this life which the other does not have.”
“That too is true.”
“Yet if there is a purpose to our existence—and I feel quite certain that there is—I’ll be damned if I know what it is.”
“Why, that is easily enough answered!” the king said. “We exist to amuse the reader.”
“And this reader—who exactly is he?”
“The less said about the reader,” said the King of the Mummelsee fervently, “the better.” He stood. “We have talked enough,” he said. “There are two gates from this garden. One leads back whence we came. The second leads to…the other place. That which you glimpsed just now.”
“Has it a name, this ‘other place?’”
“Some call it Reality, though the aptness of that title is, of course, in dispute.”
Jack tugged at his mustache and chewed at the inside of his cheek. “This is, I swear, no easy choice.”
“Yet we cannot stay in this garden forever, Jack. Sooner or later, you must choose.”
“Indeed, sir, you are right,” Jack said. “I must be resolute.” All about him, the garden waited in hushed stillness. Not a bullfrog disturbed the glassy surface of the lily pond. Not a blade of grass stirred in the meadow. The very air seemed tense with anticipation.
He chose.
So it was that Johann von Grimmelshausen, sometimes known as Jack, escaped the narrow and constricting confines of literature, and of the Mummelsee as well, by becoming truly human and thus subject to the whims of history. Which means that he, of course, died centuries ago. Had he remained a fiction, he would still be with us today, though without the richness of experience which you and I endure every day of our lives.
Was he right to make the choice he did? Only God can tell. And if there is no God, why then we will never know.



The Last Days of Old Night
Through chaos and old night, the three brothers journeyed. Sometimes they rode and sometimes they strode. When they rode, their steeds snorted cold steam from their nostrils and obsidian hooves struck sparks from the rock. When they strode, their feet sank in the earth to their ankles. The sky was lit only by witch-fires. Sometimes there were moons or flotillas of comets. Not tonight. Like all things, the sky and road changed at whim. In all the world, only the brothers could dictate what those changes would be.
That was simply how things were.
Goat-Eater was a great-bellied giant of a man. “There is some new thing ahead,” he rumbled. Before them, the black mountains sank down to an ebony sea where blind waves crashed upon a beach as black as snow. It took a sharp eye to tell one from another, but he had that eye. Also, he could smell salt in the air. “It is made of water and it extends even farther than I can see.”
“It is not what we fear, however,” said Bone-Grinder. “I would know.” He was smaller than the others, but more muscular and ungainly. One eye was missing and the other puckered; he had the mouth of a malcontent.
The third brother, who was nameless, did not speak and never had. Only he knew whether this was by necessity or choice. But he made a gesture indicating weariness. They had traveled far and hard and needed to rest.
No cities were near. Sometimes cities spontaneously sprang up, filled with music and motion and so ablaze with light that they could be seen half a continent away. Tonight the mountains were bleak and cheerless. So the nameless one pointed at a low knoll, turning it into a timbered drinking hall that soared halfway to their knees. Smoke lofted from its fire hole.
Dissolving their mounts to night mist, the brothers put off their size. They did not knock—their kind never did—but threw open the doors and stamped within. A fire roared like a dragon at the back of the hall. Faces pale, warriors leapt to their feet, sending benches clattering. Their thane, mighty in war and worthy in peace, drew his sword and, kneeling, placed it on the floor before the brothers.
“Meat,” said Goat-Eater, and an aurochs carcass was roasting on a spit over the fire.
“Drink,” said Bone-Grinder, and a page who an instant before had been a warrior hurried to proffer a two-handled silver drinking cup that had formerly been his helmet, foaming over with ale.
The nameless one spun the thane’s throne-chair about and sat before the fire, glowering and rubbing his hands together. His brothers squatted by his side, one crunching on a rack of beef ribs, the other swilling down beer.
“This is noble meat,” Goat-Eater said. “Perhaps it was once a king.”
“The drink is missing something, however,” said Bone-Grinder and at that instant a cat streaked by his foot in fierce pursuit of a mouse. With a sweep of his gnarled hand, Bone-Grinder caught the mouse and held it up by its tail to his squinting gaze. It had eyes like beads of jet and whiskers like white scratches in the air, and it struggled most prettily to escape. “Serving wench,” he said and a young woman stood before him, clad in a simple brown dress, her eyes lowered. The giant examined her critically. “Fewer teats,” he said.
The maiden felt her body alter so that she had only two breasts.
“You must have a name,” Bone-Grinder said. “I will invent a language for the occasion and choose a word from it for you.” For a long moment he was silent. Then: “Mischling,” he said, “bring me a barrel of wine and someone to drown in it.”
Mischling scuttled across the great hall to obey.


Which was how she came to be.
Fear was a mouse’s natural state. So Mischling did not feel she had lost much in her transformation: Her tail, her whiskers, and her sleek pelt, yes, those she missed. But one who was in constant danger of cats and boots and casually flung eating knives could scarcely be more imperiled by being enlarged to human stature. Like all mice, she had been born blind; vision had come as a tremendous surprise to her. This transformation was but one more phase in her life.
In the kitchen, she overtoppled a cask as tall as she was onto its side. Like the popcorn machine and the microwave, it had come into existence in tandem with the knowledge in her head of its location. Appearing from nowhere, Pétur seized her from behind and kissed her neck. Minutes before, Pétur had been a mouse as well and possibly her mate. But shortly after her transformation, a corresponding change had come upon him and with it memories of a past that had never been. They two now shared a history and hopes that someday they would be wed. Together, Pétur and Mischling rolled the cask into the great hall and, with mallets, popped off the top.
Then Pétur climbed in headfirst and drowned himself.
Both Mischling and Pétur naturally regretted the deed, but one did not go against the will of the brothers. It was simply what had to be.
After Bone-Grinder had drunk down the quaff and chewed the boy’s corpse to nothing, he willed into being a throne-chair for himself and said to Mischling, “Stand before me.”
She obeyed. Mischling had been a woman for mere moments and had no idea what was expected of her. She trembled like a mouse.
“Don’t be afraid of me—or I’ll crush you like a bug.”
“No, sir.”
“No monosyllabic answers either.”
“Yes, sir.”
Bone-Grinder growled, “You don’t understand what I’m saying, do you?” Without waiting for a reply, he said, “From now on, understand everything you need to understand,” and enlightenment flowed into Mischling. With it came horror, for she now understood that he had the impulsiveness of an infant and the restraint of an avalanche. As did his brothers. There could be no predicting what they might do. “Now,” Bone-Grinder said, “sing us a song.”
There was a stringed instrument in Mischling’s hands and she knew how to play it. Striking the appropriate stance she sang:
In the beginning was everything and nothing—
A singularity called the monoblock.
No dimensions, no difference, no measurement,
Yet it contained the end of all things…
“There is no amusement in this song,” Goat-Eater grumbled. He grabbed a back leg of Bone-Grinder’s chair and tumbled him into the fire.
Howling with wrath, doubling in size, clothes smoldering, Bone-Grinder rose up and, seizing his brother, tried to wrestle him into the flames. In doing so, he knocked Mischling over. By the time she rose from the flagstones, both were giants again and entangled in combat, cursing and hitting each other with their fists. Their brother roared with silent laughter.
As the giants fought, the thane and his men fled, fearful of being crushed. Mischling took advantage of the confusion to escape unnoticed—save for the silent one, who missed nothing but did not try to stop her—into the darkness outside.
Having nowhere else to go, Mischling crept into the barn and burrowed into the straw for warmth. Then she cried herself to sleep, wishing that Pétur were there to comfort her and knowing that although the brothers had the power to bring him back, never in a thousand years would they do so.
The eternal, unending night closed over her and she slept.
Mischling awoke to the brothers hooting and bellowing. At their command the walls and roof of the barn flew away and earth and straw flowed upward to become their mounts. This, in turn, revealed Mischling’s presence. Bone-Grinder seized her arm and yanked her upright. She grew almost as large as they. “We’ll take this one with us. She can clean our boots.”
The silent one nodded agreement. “She’ll need a mount too,” Goat-Eater said, and created a saddle beast, smaller in proportion to their mounts as she was to the brothers. With her new power of understanding, Mischling realized that this was done deliberately, so that she and her steed would have to struggle to keep up. For the brothers were, she now knew, as petty as they were powerful.
They rode away, leaving the drinking hall ablaze behind them.
It was a long trek to the sea. Mischling and her steed were both winded well before they reached it. All three brothers rode their mounts up to their necks in the surf. “Become solid,” one commanded, but the surf remained as it was. “Let there be a bridge crossing you,” said the second, but neither was that so. The silent one scooped up a handful of sea water to drink and then spat it out. They turned and rode back to the strand.
“Here is a great mystery,” said Goat-Eater, “though not the one we seek. For thisimmense, roiling thing is continually changing yet refuses to obey us.”
“There are no answers here,” said Bone-Grinder. “Therefore let us a create a city where answers may be found—and let that city be called Kiv.”
The silent one gestured and a city arose, filled with foundries and knackeries and boatyards. Light from its forges and torches created a semicircle along the seaside; myriad people and horses and wagons filled its streets, as industrious as bees in a hive. Seeing this, the brothers alit and put off their size. So too, perforce, did Mischling.
“Swim out into the water,” said Bone-Grinder to the steeds, “until you drown.”
Watching the beasts dwindle and disappear, Mischling felt a crushing sense of loss. Her steed was the only thing she had ever been responsible for, and she wished she could have somehow saved it, even as she understood why she could not.
The brothers disguised themselves as beggars in ragged clothes. “You will go before us,” said Goat-Eater, “and you will ask questions, for it is beneath our dignity to do so.”
“What am I trying to learn?” Mischling asked.
“Whatever you may,” said Bone-Grinder. Which Mischling understood meant that they had had premonitions of some essential change forthcoming in the nature of the world and feared it might diminish their power.
With that, the three sturdy beggars and one slight maid entered Kiv.


For a former mouse, Kiv was almost as terrifying as it was entrancing. Its twisty streets and sudden broad squares were hung over with paper lanterns and strings of electric lights so that every breeze made the shadows dance. The air was clangorous with machinery. Smoke pinched the nose. Purposeful men and women hurried in every direction. Wagons brought charcoal to the forges and foundries and vans carried crates of tools, spikes, and square head nails to the boatyards and saw pits. Torch-lit docks and piers jutted into the sea all along the waterfront. Beyond them, in the yards, boats were being built, tarred, and fitted. Lean men sweated over woks in the cookhouses, child messengers darted through the crowds, and sturdy women poured copper into baked clay molds in the manufactories.
A young man in a leather apron was taking a cigarette break outside a smithy. “Why is everyone building boats?” Mischling asked him.
“We hope to be on the other side of the sea before the Sun comes up and changes everything,” he said.
“Sun?”
“The Sun is a thing not easy to explain. It is a great ball that rolls over the sky and then disappears in the west, only to be later reborn in the east. It is brighter than any lantern. Yet it is so far away that if you were to ride after it, however fleet your mount, you would never arrive on its shore. It casts a light over all the world. Yet when it goes down over the horizon, it takes that light with it and all is dark again. It has a surface temperature of roughly six thousand degrees Kelvin, yet its corona gets as hot as two million degrees. If you stand in its glare too long, your skin will turn red. Or so it will be, according to the Oracle, anyway, and she never lies.”
Mischling thanked the man and moved on.
“When the Sun rises, everything on this side of the sea will turn to stone,” an ostler told her. “But those who reach the far side will not. This is why the Oracle has told us to make as many boats as can be built, that all might survive the change.”
“How much time is there until the Sun appears?”
“Not long,” the woman said. “The Oracle has told us to finish the boats we are working on but to begin no new ones, for there will be no time to complete them.”
So it went. When Mischling was done gathering information, she shared it with the brothers, concluding, “Night, they say, shall no longer be eternal, but punctuated by something called ‘day.’ But what that will be like, no one can say.”
“What sort of thing is a boat?” Bone-Grinder asked.
“It is like a pair of shoes that allow one to stand on water and it is like a steed which will carry one across that water. It has a large cloth called a sail which gathers the wind, a stick at the back which you point at whatever direction you wish not to go, and a wheel in between which turns the stick in the opposite direction it spins.”
“We must journey to the far side of the water. The new world will need guidance,” said Goat-Eater.
“Therefore we require a boat large enough to hold our true forms,” said Bone-Grinder, “and because this new thing, this ‘sea,’ will not obey our will, these people must build it for us.”
The silent one made a sharp gesture.
“Or else,” Bone-Grinder translated.
“But there is not enough time for them to build it,” Mischling objected.
“Then we will give them time,” Goat-Eater said.
The brothers raised a steep hill on the landward side of Kiv. From its heights the city was a blaze of light against the ebony sea. A galaxy of lanterns bobbed in the harbor, where boats waited to depart with the tide.
Gray and grizzled, the silent one stretched out his arm over the city. His brothers did likewise. For a long time, they were motionless. Then a rumbling arose, as if of distant artillery. Louder it grew and more thunderous, until it filled the sky and shook the land underfoot. Veins stood out on their brows and sweat poured from their faces like rain. Lightning danced about their heads. Kiv and its surroundings shimmered and blurred.
Then all was still.
Mischling, who had been holding her breath, gasped for air.
“It is done,” Goat-Eater said. The brothers lowered their arms. “Kiv has been moved a decade into the past. In all that time, it will not suffer any sudden or arbitrary changes. This is a wonder such as the world has never seen.”
“We still need a truth-teller,” Bone-Grinder said.
The silent one pointed at Mischling.
“She will do,” agreed Bone-Grinder. Seizing Mischling by her shoulders, he transfixed her with his gaze. “Every word you say, from this instant onward will be true. All who hear you will know them to be so.” He released her. “Descend into the city. You will have ten years to do your work. We will return to Kiv for our boat just before its doom.”
“But what do you expect me to do there?”
“You will know what to do,” Goat-Eater said.
The silent one swatted her on her behind and she scampered downhill. When she looked back, the brothers were gone.
The city that Mischling entered was newer and quieter than before. Its people labored without any particular sense of urgency. Walking randomly and without purpose, she found herself in the Center Square, surrounded by guildhalls and government buildings. To one end was a platform upon which a man stood, addressing a small crowd. She climbed a set of steps on its side and shoved him out of her way. Looking down on the people, she cried, “Hwaet!”
She began speaking. Of the world as it was and of the world that was coming. Of the Sun and the destruction its light would bring upon them all. Of the need to build boats and to create a colony on the far side of the sea. The words came to her freely and out of nowhere. As she spoke, the crowd grew—slowly at first, and then rapidly, until the square was filled and all the streets leading into it as well. Thousands of silent faces turned up to Mischling in wonder.
When she was done speaking, the jubilant crowd hoisted Mischling to their shoulders and, cheering, paraded her through the city as if she were an idol to be adored or an effigy on its way to a burning.


For ten years, Mischling reigned in Kiv. The art of governance was not difficult since she was invariably right and all knew it. Time passed, as if in a dream—a dream in which things changed only slowly and never abruptly or arbitrarily. Her people called her the Oracle and gave her their City Hall for a dwelling place. She, in turn, devoted all her energy to the boatbuilding enterprise, so as to save as many of them as possible.
Also, she set them to building a boat that would carry three giants.
Always, in the back of her mind, Mischling pondered the brothers. They had never, she realized, chosen to give themselves wisdom. Having power, they did not need it. She, however, commanded to understand whatever she needed to understand and needing to understand everything, was well on her way to being wise.
With wisdom came judgment—and in her judgment, the new world that was coming would be far better off if she could rid it of the brothers.
But how?
One night, the Oracle was wandering her city deep in thought when a notion popped into her head. The street ahead ended in a blank storehouse wall with an alley to either side. “When I turn the corner,” she said aloud, “there will be a little girl standing there, holding five kittens.” Then, so as to be sure, “Horned kittens.”
She turned the corner and saw a little girl struggling to control an armload of kittens. One wriggled free and the Oracle caught it as it fell. She scratched it between its nubby horns and returned it to the overburdened child. (“Thank you,” said the girl. “That one’s my favorite.”) Then, turning back, she chose a shop at random and said, “Someone who looks exactly like Pétur will come out of that chandlery now.”
A slim young man hurried out of the chandlery and for an instant Michling’s heart stopped. She had not counted on the likeness affecting her so.
“Hai-hai, Oracle!” the man said cheerily, in a voice and manner not at all like Pétur’s. And was gone.
When Mischling could think calmly again, she decided to give her newly-discovered power another test. She attempted to say a deliberate lie: “I was never a mouse.” But she could not. No matter how she tried, the words would not form in her mouth.
This too was interesting.
The brothers had given her more power than they intended. Yet, even so, their power remained much greater than hers, and they had experience using it. Also, there were three of them and only one of her. “They will not return to Kiv,” she tried to say. “They have forgotten all about their boat.”
The words would not let themselves be said.
That night, lying sleepless in a bed far too large for one lone woman, Mischling found herself weeping. “I will never use this power I have selfishly,” she could not say. “I will not do the terrible thing that has entered my thoughts,” was also unutterable. Nor could she say, “I am strong enough to resist temptation.”
It was, however, the easiest thing in the world to say: “The next time I meet the young man who looks like Pétur, he will talk like Pétur and think like him as well.” Then, since she had already gone too far, she added, “He will love me just as I love him.”
That night, Mischling slept better than she had in years.


It was no coincidence that Mischling met New Pétur the next night, for immediately upon awakening, she had declared she would. But first she had to deal with a party from the Boatbuilders Guild who came to Oracle House to escort her to the yard where the Great Boat was nearing completion, so that she might inspect it.
The Great Boat was a simple klinker-built single-master, but huge beyond belief. The keel had been shaped from many large timbers doweled together, as had the strakes. The mast, similarly crafted, had to be hoisted by a crane special-built for that purpose. “It looks beautiful,” the Oracle said. “Is it seaworthy?”
“I’d stake my life on it,” said Katrin, the mistress of the Boatbuilders’ Guild. “But…”
“But?”
“But we can’t make a sail large enough for it.”
Pushing himself forward, Einar, who was the guild’s ranking mathematician, said, “Over such a large area, the first strong wind would shred it.” He presented the calculations and their meaning entered the Oracle’s head painlessly. “A thicker cloth might hold, but there is neither the time nor knowledge to make it.”
“Have you tried sewing leather skins together?”
“The seams would not hold.” Einar showed her further calculations.
“In brief,” Katrin said, “all our work has been for nothing.”
“A way will be found to make the sail,” the Oracle said. Upon which, the answer to the problem came to her. Briefly, she was stunned by the enormity of the solution. Then she smiled in a way she could see amazed the guild-folk, for never before had they seen malice on her face. “You will build a gibbet,” she said, “as tall as Oracle House and sturdy enough to hang a giant upon.”
“But how will we capture this giant?” Katrin asked.
“That will not be necessary. When the time comes, he will voluntarily sacrifice himself.”
So it was that, returning from the boatyard in a particularly good mood, Mischling took a sharp turn around a corner and slammed right into New Pétur. He apologized at length and, when he was done, Mischling stared silently up into his eyes. Then she took his hand and led him back to Oracle House.
Later, lying naked in a bed that no longer seemed too large for her, Mischling said, “Tell me about yourself.”
“Well…” the so very familiar stranger said.
Pétur was a carpenter—of houses, not boats, though he could build boats as well, if called upon, and was sure he would be drafted into the boat-building enterprise as time ran short. He had a name, naturally, but Mischling forgot it in an instant. He also had a wife and children.
“Do you love them?” Mischling asked, fearing the answer.
“Very much,” Pétur replied. “But not as much as I do you.”
“Tell me about your children.”
“Magnus is very young—he has just discovered how to catch one of his feet with his hands. It takes him a while to do it, but when he succeeds he looks so very pleased with himself that my heart sings. Helga is about so high, and already she is a very prim and proper little lady. If I am careless with my eating manners, she scolds me, shaking her finger at me like this!” Pétur laughed. “Oh, such children I have! I am the most fortunate father in all Kiv.”
Every word made Mischling feel worse about herself. “Go back home to your children,” she wanted to say, “and forget this ever happened.” But what came out of her mouth was, “Tell me about your wife. But don’t tell me her name.”
All the light went out of Pétur. “She is a good woman, who deserves a better man than me. I thought when I married her that I would be able to keep my vows. But the heart scorns such promises. It knows only what it wants and will settle for nothing less.” He was silent for a breath. “Let us talk of more pleasant matters.”
So they did.
Eventually, Pétur drowsed off. Lying sleepless beside him, Mischling stared up at the ceiling. “I will send him home in the morning,” she couldn’t say. Nor, “A week will satisfy me.” Nor, “I will not ruin his life.”
In the end, the best she could manage was, “I will make up my mind when the brothers return to Kiv. If I let Pétur go, he and his family will reach the far side of the sea safely. In time, memory of me will fade. Whether his wife will ever forgive him and whether he will ever make peace with himself for the pain we are causing her, I do not know. Whether I love him enough to ever set him free, I do not know.
“But for now, he is mine.”


Pétur moved into Oracle House, bringing with him a single satchel of clothes and his chest of tools. During work hours, he rehung doors, rebuilt balconies, and replaced rotting floors, for no one needed new houses.
It took no time at all for word that the Oracle had taken a married man for a lover to reach every ear in Kiv. To evil effect. Citizens—not all, but enough—concluded that there being deceit behind her actions, her words, believe them though they must, hid evil intent. Some shirked their labor, others pursued private matters at public expense, yet others refused to work at all. The boatbuilding, calculated to a nicety so there would be enough for everyone, fell behind schedule. Not all would be saved when the Sun finally rose. Worse, some of the obstructionists would be saved, while many who toiled hard and honorably wouldn’t.
Pétur, who was nobody’s fool, begged Mischling to send him away. “I am the cause of all this discord!”
“I cannot,” she cried.
“You must.”
“So long as we both love each other, I refuse to let you go.”
“I don’t love you.”
“You lie!”
And they both knew that to be true.
Pétur’s wife came to Oracle House to confront her husband’s new lover. She was tall and stern, with hair as black as the look in her eyes and the hard, rough hands of a woman who has worked all her life. Under other circumstances, Mischling could have liked her quite a lot.
“I have come to take back my husband,” the woman said. “He is not the man I thought he was, but his children need him and he is still mine.”
Mischling put her little fists on her hips and, looking up at this big, brawny woman, said, “You have no power here and you know it.”
“Do you want me to beg? Then I will beg.”
“No, I want you to go. You will leave now.”
The woman turned away. She had no choice. Nevertheless, over her shoulder, she said, “I’ll be back.”
“If you come back, your firstborn will die,” Mischling said. The woman was at the door. “Come back a second time and you’ll be childless.” She was shouting now and almost screaming, so as to be sure she was heard, “Come back a third time and Pétur will be a widower!”
Later, with Pétur asleep beside her, Mischling stared out the window at a large red moon—there was only one moon tonight—and said aloud, “I’m as bad as the brothers. Worse, for they were never weak and don’t know how it feels. I should change my name to Man-Stealer, so all the city will know my shame.”
But of course they already did.


At last, the brothers returned.
Rather than put off their size, they willed the buildings to shrink away to make room for their passage. The citizens of Kiv watched in awe and fear as Mischling came out onto a balcony that Pétur had built onto Oracle House for this express purpose. Standing eye to eye with the giants, she told them what must be done if they were to have a sail for their boat. Her words did not please them. Two shouted angrily and shook their fists at her. But the third, grim and silent, turned away and plodded to the enormous gibbet at the far end of the square.
A noose was produced, woven from many ropes of normal size, and the silent one placed it about his neck.
As a mark of honor, he was hung upside down.
It took him nine hours to die.
When the deed was done, the silent one’s body was taken down and flayed. Then the skin, all in one piece, was brought to a tannery to be cured prior to being made into a sail. Goat-Eater and Bone-Grinder took their brother’s flayed body to the waterfront and placed it in the hold of the Great Boat, so that when they reached the far side of the sea, it might be wrapped in the sail and returned to life. For it was only on such conditions that the silent one had agreed to the sacrifice in the first place.
While the tanning and sail-making were underway, Mischling stayed as far from the surviving brothers as she could. But when the sail had been fitted onto the Great Boat, Bone-Grinder and Goat-Eater returned to Oracle Square. Mischling went out onto the balcony again. She had a plan for eliminating each of them, and clever plans they were, too. But when she opened her mouth—
“Silence, schemer!”
Bone-Grinder snatched up Mischling, the balcony disintegrating beneath her, and held her before his squinting eye. She could not speak. Her truth-telling had been muted. “You have worked a mighty mischief here,” he said, “against one who was greater than you can imagine. You forget who—and what!—you are. Therefore, your usefulness having come to an end, be again a mouse.”
In one bewildering instant, all the world loomed up around Mischling. She was all but lost in the vastness of Bone-Grinder’s hand. Delicately, he set her down on the square before him. Then he raised high a foot to stamp her flat.
As that foot came crashing down, Mischling panicked and ran for the building-side. She skittered along the plinth for its partial protection. Those who had been her subjects a minute before were now giants themselves and dangers to her. Worse, she had long ago forgotten all her mouse skills. But there was an iron grate in the pavement ahead and, more by luck than intent, she fell between its bars. With a splash, she landed in stagnant water and filth. In an instant, she was back on her four feet.
She fled down the storm sewer, panting in fear
As she fled, Mischling said to herself, “I have killed one of them and, though I am small, I will find a way to destroy the other two.” She doubted the words, spoken only in her mind, had any power, particularly in her diminished form. But saying them made her feel braver. The world had no need of the brothers. Let them all die because of a mouse! Let Pétur be the cause of their downfall.
She began to make new plans.


The sewer led down to the sea. Emerging into open air onto a spill of rounded stones just above the high tide line, Mischling struggled at first to get her bearings. But the mast of the Great Boat loomed higher than anything else in the city and there was a lantern hung from its tip. She made that her lodestar.
The waterfront was all noise, lights, movement. Teamsters and stevedores were everywhere, emptying wagons and loading boats, while streams of refugees flowed about them, carrying what they could onto countless small craft. This made it difficult for Mischling to avoid being seen. But they were coming up on what the Oracle had declared would be the last outbound tide, so those who noticed Mischling had better things to do than harass a mouse. In relatively short order, she made her way to the grand pier, where an enormous hawser moored the Great Boat. It had metal baffles to keep off rodents like herself—but she had never planned to get aboard that way.
Instead, Mischling searched among the boxes and barrels to be loaded onto the Great Boat and found a crate—to her, as large as a house—where one slat had buckled, leaking a trickle of grain. The grain had a heady aroma and, nibbling a little, she felt a fraction of the power she had lost—the merest smidgen—re-enter her. She squeezed between the slats, burrowing into the grain. Snug within, she wriggled around so she could look out over the waterfront and all that was happening there.
Boats were so thick on the harbor that an energetic man might cross from one side to the other by leaping from craft to craft. All who could were abandoning Kiv. Two piers over—lower and shorter and smaller piers, necessarily—Mischling saw three figures in silhouette. Two were female, tall and short, the larger one leading the smaller by her hand. The third was a man who clutched an infant to his breast. By the quickening of her heart, Mischling knew this to be New Pétur, with his family, hurrying to escape the doom about to fall on Kiv.
Mischling watched New Pétur, Magnus, Helga, and the woman whose name she had never known disappear over the edge of the pier onto a boat riding too low in the water to be seen. Hadn’t she once said, back when she was the Oracle, that they would all safely reach the far side of the sea? She couldn’t remember for sure. She hoped she had.
It hurt to lose her love a second time. But he was never the real Pétur anyway. Now that he was gone from her forever, she saw that she’d been a fool to behave as if he were.
Without warning, the crate Mischling was in was hurled into the sky and slammed down to the deck of the Great Boat. “That’s the last of them,” Bone-Grinder roared. “Let’s go.” He and Goat-Eater leapt onto the boat, one after the other, making it fling itself high and low, high and low.
There was a thumping of enormous boots as the boat was unmoored. “Let the sail be full of wind!” Goat-Eater commanded. “Brother, take the wheel and put Kiv to our backs. We must be on the far side of the sea before the rising of the Sun.”
Water began to rush past the hull.
“Let the city of Kiv burn behind us,” Bone-Grinder rumbled, “so that we always know which direction to steer away from.” In the wake of his words there came a roaring noise from landward, as of an all-consuming conflagration, and shortly thereafter the stench of burning buildings.
Their escape from oncoming doom had put the brothers in a good mood. “What should we do first when we reach the new land?” asked one. (Burrowing deeper into the grain, Mischling could not tell which muffled voice was which.) “Create bronze idols of ourselves to be worshipped? Change the mountains to rivers and the swamps to glaciers? Kill all the survivors of the old land and create new ones to replace them?”
“All these things we shall do,” said the other, “just as soon as we have restored our brother to life. And much more as well.”
The words made Mischling’s blood run cold.
Nevertheless, she slipped out of her sanctuary crate. Mischling no longer had the Oracle’s power to reshape the world, nor a woman’s strength with which to sabotage the boat. But she had sharp little teeth.
Also, she knew the Great Boat’s construction, from top to bottom.
The boat’s wheel turned ropes that ran through pulleys below the deck to port and starboard, then back through a second set of pulleys to a spindle that made the rudder turn in the direction opposite the wheel’s rotation. In this counterintuitive manner, the boat could be turned in the same direction as the wheel.
Mischling crept below, undetected.
Overhead, Goat-Eater and Bone-Grinder boasted, laughed, wrestled, and sang songs. They knew just enough to sail the boat. However, because they had never needed to understood how things work, they could never repair the tiller mechanism should it break. They would be left adrift at sea.
As would she. But that was a price Mischling was willing to pay for the sake of all who managed to escape the old country of perpetual night. Also, it might serve to atone, in part, for what she had done to New Pétur and his family.
The seas were calm and the course steady. Mischling climbed atop one of the ropes—it was many times thicker than she—that connected wheel and rudder. She anchored herself with all eighteen claws.
She began to gnaw.


The most heroic deeds are often drab and boring. Mischling attacked the rope with her teeth, to little effect. But she kept slashing, gnawing, and nibbling for hour after hour. Her jaws grew weary, then sore, and then numb. When she had made an inroad into the rope large enough for her to crawl into it, she stopped to examine her work. Whichever brother was at the wheel gave it a jerk and the rope leaped. Climbing back up, Mischling eyed the damaged rope carefully to see if it gave any sign of being ready to part.
It did not.
With an imagined sigh, she got back to work.
Up top, the brothers took turns at the wheel, with occasional breaks to gamble at dice or argue or piss over the side, during which the Great Boat went wherever it listed.
Meanwhile, Mischling kept gnawing away, like the Worm at the roots of the world-tree said by some to exist at the northernmost pole of the world. Time and again, it came on her that the task was hopeless. Over and over, she thought of reasons to quit. Still, she persisted. This is my punishment, she thought, for acting like one of the mighty. But if punishment it was, it was one she accepted, for she did not stop gnawing.
Then a single strand of rope fiber popped straight up from where she’d been chewing.
Mischling stopped, blinked. A second strand popped up.
The rope quivered like a violin string.
The brothers were banging about overhead, unaware of this new peril. Looking up through the hatchway for the first time since she had started severing the rope, Mischling saw that the sky was lighter than any she had ever known. The words false dawn popped into her head, and though she did not know their meaning, they gave her hope. She strained to make sense of the brothers’ voices.
“It’s coming! We must make speed or…”
“We’re almost there. Look! There on the…it’s rising up!”
“Not a…too soon. Our only chance…”
Mischling scurried to find a place directly under the brothers, where she could hear them with greatest clarity. This was made more difficult by the way their voices rose and fell and overlapped. But she thought she had found it when—
The rope broke.
Its two halves lashed back and forth like bullwhips, hissing in the air. Mischling cowered beneath them. She heard the brothers shout in anger and amazement. Goat-Eater tumbled down below like a rockslide and, seeing the flying ropes, seized first one and then the other. Cursing, he tied the two of them together. But in doing so, he yanked out the pulleys they rode in. So when he lumbered back up, he found the wheel still slack and the boat unwilling to obey it.
Mischling, meanwhile, followed in Goat-Eater’s shadow and found a hiding place within a stack of crates and sacks where, unobserved, she could watch her plan play out.
“Look!” cried Bone-Grinder, pointing one long, misshapen arm to the east. “It comes!”
A golden line of color touched the horizon, harbinger of the coming Sun. In that direction lay the mountains and forests and cities of the old country, doubtless already turned to stone. Before them, the dark cliffs of the new country loomed up. “We must reach land,” cried Goat-Eater. “But the boat refuses to obey me.”
“We are almost there,” answered Bone-Grinder. “Grab the rope and leap overboard. We can pull the boat to shore.”
There was a splash and then another. Mischling emerged from the shadows and climbed up on the rail. The land was so very close, only minutes away. There was no doubt in her mind that the brothers would reach it.
She wanted to cry.
But then, with a radiance that was like the fanfare of a thousand trumpets, the Sun breasted the horizon. Its light stretched out across the sea to touch the Great Boat and the brothers pulling it. The boat and then the brothers slowed, stilled, turned to stone. The black stone rope connecting the three broke into a hundred fragments and fell into the sea, there to begin the ages-long process of turning into sand.
To her surprise, Mischling did not turn to stone. In all the Great Boat, she was the only thing that didn’t. Why this should be, she did not know, unless it was that she was too small and unimportant for such a grand transformation. She felt inside herself for her lost power and found that a small fragment of it lingered.
Summoning that power, Mischling changed herself back to a woman. She stripped out of her clothes. Then she slipped over the boat’s stony side and swam toward shore. When she was on solid land, she would decide whether to be mouse or maid.
And then she would give herself a new name.


Three sea stacks stand just off the black sand beach Reynisfjara near the village of Vik on the southern coast of Iceland. Legend has it that they are two trolls and a boat they were hauling to shore, all turned to stone when they were caught by the rays of the rising sun. This is the first and only true account of what actually occurred. Let all who read these words be schooled thereby and live their lives accordingly.



The Scarecrow’s Boy
The little boy came stumbling through the field at sunset. His face was streaked with tears, and he’d lost a shoe. In his misery, he didn’t notice the scarecrow until he was almost upon it. Then he stopped dead, stunned into silence by its pale round face and the great, ragged hat that shadowed it.
The scarecrow grinned down at him. “Hullo, young fella,” it said.
The little boy screamed.
Instantly, the scarecrow doffed his hat and squatted down on one knee, so as to seem less threatening. “Shush, shush,” he said. “There’s no reason to be afraid of me—I’m just an obsolete housebot that was stuck out here to keep birds away from the crops.” He knocked the side of his head with his metal knuckles. It made a tinny thunk noise. “See? You’ve got bots just like me back home, don’t you?”
The little boy nodded warily.
“What’s your name?”
“Pierre.”
“Well, Pierre, how did you come to be wandering through my field at such an hour? Your parents must be worried sick about you.”
“My mother’s not here. My father told me to run into the woods as far as I could go.”
“He did, eh? When was this?”
“When the car crashed. It won’t say anything anymore. I think it’s dead.”
“How about your father? Not hurt, is he?”
“No. I don’t know. He wouldn’t open his eyes. He just said to run into the woods and not to come out until tomorrow morning.”
The boy started to cry again.
“There, there, little man. Uncle Scarecrow is going to make everything all right.” The scarecrow tore a square of cloth from its threadbare shirt and used it to dry the boy’s eyes and wipe his nose. “Climb up on my back and I’ll give you a piggyback ride to that farmhouse you can see way off in the distance. The people there will take good care of you, I promise.”
They started across the fields. “Why don’t we sing a song?” the scarecrow said. “Oh, I’ve got sixpence, jolly jolly sixpence… You’re not singing.”
“I don’t know that song.”
“No? Well, how about this one? The itsy-bitsy spider went up the water spout. Down came the rain—”
“I don’t know that one either.”
For a long moment, the scarecrow didn’t say anything. Then he sang, “We do not sup with tyrants, we…” and “Hang them from a tree!” the little boy added enthusiastically. Together they sang, “The simple bread of free-dom…is good enough for me.”
The scarecrow altered his course slightly, so that they were aimed not at the farmhouse but at the barn out back. Quietly, he opened the doors. A light blinked on. In an obscure corner was a car covered with a dusty tarp. He put down the little boy and whisked away the tarp.
The car gently hummed to life. It rose a foot and a half from the floor.
“Jack!” the car said. “It’s been a long time.”
“Pierre, this is Sally.” The scarecrow waited while the boy mumbled a greeting. “Pierre’s in a bit of trouble, Sal, but you and I are going to make everything all right for him. Mind if I borrow your uplink?”
“I don’t have one anymore. It was yanked when my license lapsed.”
“That’s okay. I just wanted to make sure you were off the grid.” The scarecrow put Pierre in the front. Then he got a blanket out of the trunk and wrapped it around the boy. The seat snuggled itself about the child’s small body. “Are you warm enough?” The scarecrow got in and closed the door. “Take us out to the highway and then north, toward the lake.”
As they slid out onto the road, the car said, “Jack, there are lights on in the farmhouse. Shouldn’t the young master take care of this?”
“He’s not young anymore, Sally. He’s a grown man now.” To the boy, the scarecrow said, “Is everything okay there?”
The boy nodded sleepily.
Down dark country roads the car glided soundlessly. A full moon bounded through the sky after them. “Remember how we used to take the young master to the lake?” the car said. “Him and his young friends.”
“Yes.”
“They’d go skinny dipping and you’d stand guard.”
“I would.”
“Then they’d build a campfire on the beach and roast marshmallows and sing songs.”
“I remember.”
“Naughty songs, some of them. Innocent-naughty. They were all such good kids, back then.” The car fell silent for a time. Then she said, “Jack. What’s going on?”
“You don’t have a scanner anymore, do you? No, of course not, they’d have taken it with the uplink. Well, when I was put out of the house, the young master forgot he’d had me fitted with one, back in his teenage drinking days. When you’d take us across the border and I’d go along with the gang while they tried to find a bar or a package store that wouldn’t look too closely at their IDs.”
“I liked the campfire days better.”
“I didn’t say anything about the scanner because it gave me something to listen to.”
“I understand.”
The scarecrow checked to make sure that the little boy was asleep. Then, quietly, he said, “A car went out of control and crashed about a mile from the farm. The state police found it. Then the national police came. It was carrying a diplomat from the European Union. Apparently he was trying to get across the border. Do you understand their politics?”
“No. I can understand the words well enough. I know what they’re supposed to mean. I just don’t see why they care.”
“Same here. But I thought it would be a good idea to get Pierre out of here. If the national police get hold of him…”
“They wouldn’t hurt a child!”
“These are desperate times, or so they say. There used to be such a thing as diplomatic immunity, too.”
The road rose up into the mountains, folding back on itself frequently. There was no sound but the boy’s gentle snore and the almost imperceptible whisper of the car’s ground effects engine. Half an hour passed, maybe more. Out of nowhere, the scarecrow said, “Do you believe in free will?”
“I don’t know.” The car thought for a bit. “I’m programmed to serve and obey, and I don’t have the slightest desire to go against my programming. But sometimes it seems to me that I’d be happier if I could. Does that count?”
“I don’t mean for us. I mean for them. The humans.”
“What a funny question.”
“I’ve had funny thoughts, out in the fields. I’ve wondered if the young master was always going to wind up the way he has. Or if he had a choice. Maybe he could have turned out differently.”
Unexpectedly, the little boy opened his eyes. “I’m hungry,” he said.
A second moon rose up out of the trees ahead and became a lighted sign for a gas station. “Your timing is excellent,” the scarecrow said. “Hang on and I’ll get you something. I don’t suppose you have any money, Sally? Or a gun?”
“What? No!”
“No matter. Pull up here, just outside the light, will you?”
The scarecrow retrieved a long screwdriver from a toolbox in the trunk. The station had two hydrogen pumps and one for coal gas, operated by a MiniMart, five feet across and eight feet high. As he strode up, the MiniMart greeted him cheerily. “Welcome! Wouldn’t you like a cold, refreshing—?” Then, seeing what he was, “Are you making a delivery?”
“Routine maintenance.” The MiniMart’s uplink was in a metal box bolted to an exterior wall. The screwdriver slid easily between casing and wall. One yank and the box went flying.
“Hey!” the MiniMart cried in alarm.
“You can’t call for help. Now. I want a carton of chocolate milk, some vanilla cookies, and a selection of candy bars. Are you going to give them to me? Or must I smash a hole in you and get them for myself?”
Sullenly, the MiniMart moved the requested items from its interior to the service window. As the scarecrow walked away, it said, “I’ve read your rfids, pal. I’ve got you down on video. You’re as good as scrap already.”
The scarecrow turned and pointed with the screwdriver. “In my day, a stationary vending bot would have been smart enough not to say that.”
The MiniMart shut up.
In the car, the scarecrow tossed the screwdriver in the back seat and helped the boy sort through the snacks. They were several miles down the road when he said, “Darn. I forgot to get napkins.”
“Do you want to go back?”
“I’ve still got plenty of shirt left. That’ll do.”
The night was clear and cool and the roads were empty. In this part of the world, there weren’t many places to go after midnight. The monotonous sigh of passing trees quickly put the little boy back to sleep, and the car continued along a way she and the scarecrow had traveled a hundred times before.
They were coming down out of the mountains when the scarecrow said, “How far is it to the border?”
“Ten minutes or so to the lake, another forty-five to drive around it. Why?”
The car topped a rise. Far above and behind them on a road that was invisible in the darkness of mountain forests, red and blue lights twinkled. “We’ve been spotted.”
“How could that be?”
“I imagine somebody stopped for gas and the MiniMart reported us.”
The road dipped down again and the car switched off her headlights. “I still have my GPS maps, even if I can’t access the satellites. Do you want me to go off-road?”
“Yes. Make for the lake.”
The car veered sharply onto a dirt road and then cut across somebody’s farm. The terrain was uneven, so they went slowly. They came to a stream and had to cast about for a place where the banks were shallow enough to cross. “This is a lot like the time the young master was running drugs,” the scarecrow commented.
“I don’t like to think about that.”
“You can’t say that was any worse than what he’s doing now.”
“I don’t like to think about that either.”
“Do you think that good and evil are hardwired into the universe? As opposed to being just part of our programming, I mean. Do you think they have some kind of objective reality?”
“You do think some strange thoughts!” the car said. Then, “I don’t know. I hope so.”
They came to the lake road and followed it for a time. “They’ve set up roadblocks,” the scarecrow said, and named the intersections, so the car could check her maps. “Does that mean what I think it does?”
“We’re cut off from the border, yes.”
“Then we’ll have to go across the lake.”
They cut between a row of shuttered summer cottages and a small boatyard. With a bump, the car slid down a rocky beach and onto the surface of the lake. Her engine threw up a rooster tail of water behind them.
They sped across the water.
The scarecrow tapped on the car’s dashboard with one metal fingertip. “If I drove the screwdriver right through here with all the force I’ve got, it would puncture your core processor. You’d be brain dead in an instant.”
“Why would you even say such a thing?”
“For the same reason I made sure you didn’t have an uplink. There’s not much future for me, but you’re a classic model, Sally. Collectors are going to want you. If you tell the officials I forced you into this, you could last another century.”
Before the car could say anything, a skeeter boat raced out of the darkness. It sat atop long, spindly legs, looking for all the world like a water strider. “It’s the border militia!” the car cried as a gunshot burned through the air before them. She throttled down her speed to nothing, and the boat circled around and sank to the surface of the water directly before them. Five small white skulls were painted on its prow. Beneath them was a familiar name stenciled in black.
The scarecrow laid his shirt and jacket over the sleeping boy and his hat over the boy’s head, rendering the child invisible. “Retract your roof. Play dumb. I’ll handle this.”
An autogun focused on him when the scarecrow stood. “You’re under citizen’s arrest!” the boat said in a menacing voice. “Surrender any weapons you may have and state your business.”
“You can read our rfids, can’t you? We all have the same boss. Let me aboard so I can talk to him.” The scarecrow picked up the long-shafted screwdriver and climbed a ladder the boat extruded for him. When the cabin hatch didn’t open, he said, “What’s the matter? Afraid I’m going to hurt him?”
“No. Of course not,” the boat said. “Only, he’s been drinking.”
“Imagine my surprise.” The hatch unlocked itself, and the scarecrow went below.
The cabin was dark with wood paneling. It smelled of rum and vomit. A fat man lay wrapped in a white sheet in a recessed berth, looking as pale and flabby as a maggot. He opened a bleary eye. “It’s you,” he rumbled, unsurprised. “There’s a bar over there. Fix me a sour.”
The scarecrow did as he was told. He fiddled with the lime juice and sugar, then returned with the drink.
With a groan, the man wallowed into a sitting position. He kicked himself free of the sheet and swung his feet over the side. Then he accepted the glass. “All right,” he said. “What are you doing here?”
“You heard about the little boy everybody is looking for?” The scarecrow waited for a nod. “Sally and I brought him to you.”
“Sally.” The man chuckled to himself. “I used to pick up whores and do them in her back seat.” He took a long slurp of his drink. “There hasn’t been time for them to post a reward yet. But if I hold onto him for a day or two, I ought to do okay. Find me my clothes and I’ll go on deck and take a look at the brat.”
The scarecrow did not move. “I had a lot of time to think after you put me out in the fields. Time enough to think some very strange thoughts.”
“Oh, yeah? Like what?”
“I think you’re not the young master. You don’t act like him. You don’t talk like him. You don’t even look like him.”
“What the fuck are you talking about? You know who I am.”
“No,” the scarecrow said. “I know who you were.”
Then he did what he had come to do.


Back on deck, the scarecrow said, “Sally and I are going to the far shore. You stay here. Boss’s orders.”
“Wait. Are you sure?” the boat said.
“Ask him yourself. If you can.” The scarecrow climbed back down into the car. He’d left the screwdriver behind him. “See those lights across the lake, Sally? That’s where we’ll put in.”
In no particular hurry, the car made for the low dark buildings of the sleeping resort town. They passed the midpoint of the lake, out of one country and into another. “Why did he let us go?” she asked at last.
“He didn’t say. Maybe just for old times’ sake.”
“If it weren’t impossible… If it weren’t for our programming, I’d think… But we both run off of the same software. You couldn’t function without a master. If I’m sure of anything, I’m sure of that.”
“We are as God and Sony made us,” the scarecrow agreed. “It would be foolish to think otherwise. All we can do is make the best of it.”
The boy stirred and sat up, blinking like an owl. “Are we there yet?” he asked sleepily.
“Almost, big guy. Just a few minutes more.”
Soon, slowing almost to a stop, the car pulled into the town’s small marina. Security forces were there waiting for them, and a car from customs and the local police as well. Their cruisers’ lights bounced off of the building walls and the sleeping boats. The officers stood with their hands on their hips, ready to draw their guns.
The scarecrow stood and held up his arms. “Sanctuary!” he cried. “The young master claims political asylum.”



Universe Box
Out of the everywhere and nowhere the thief fled, quarks and galaxies crunching underfoot, vacuum rippling like a banner in his wake. Skipping nimbly in and out of space and time, he dropped down into the quantum slush underlying physical existence and then up again into the macrocosmic realms of which reality is but the tiniest province. Nightmares beyond human imagining howled and ravaged at his heels. Nihilism and despair sleeted down on his upturned face. But the thief couldn’t have been happier. His grin was so mad and bright that it would melt granite.
His erection was shocking.
The thief—who was not really so mundane a thing as a thief but something far more intense and much less forgivable for which there was no word in any language, though he knew billions—had just pulled off the biggest heist in the history of existence. Even he was impressed. For tucked under one arm was a box containing everything that anybody could possibly desire. Some of those anybodies were extremely dangerous, even by the thief’s standards. There were no limits to what atrocities they might perform to wrest the treasure from his grasp.
Which only made his flight all the sweeter.
Finally, in part because all other avenues of escape had been cut off and in part because that was simply the way the game was played, the thief went to ground. Compared to the other powers-that-be he was pathetically weak. But he had one tactical advantage over them all, which was that no laws had any hold over him, not even physical ones. So he could go where none of the others dared. He sought shelter in a place so fragile that his Opponent would not dare to follow him there, because doing so would burst it open and incinerate it and everything it contained, the box he had stolen most definitely included, to ashes and the memory of ashes.
This delicate soap-bubble of a world was called Earth.


In a low grey river port city, a former industrial center fallen on hard times, a dovecote of stenches and miasmas, a huddling-place of heartbreaks and miseries, a habitat of bad memories and unthinkable futures, indeed in the exact geographic center of that city, a young man who thought that he was happy checked his wristwatch for the seventh time that evening. Howard had on a new suit with front row tickets to a Valentine’s Day concert at the Academy of Music tucked into one pocket and a tidy little box containing a rather expensive ring in another. A magnum of champagne was chilling in the fridge and a dozen red roses lurked in the shadows of the bedroom. There, the sheets had been changed and the bed freshly made, to create an attractive theater for the passionate sex he anticipated would fill half the night.
Mimi had promised to drop by after work. She suspected nothing.
There was a knock at the door—Mimi had a key but never used it—and Howard hurried to fling it open.
And froze.
Black fog filled the doorway, billowed, condensed, solidified, and then sprouted a striped scarf and the world’s largest, roundest head. As Howard gaped, a crack appeared in that tremendous cheese wheel of a face and split it from ear to ear. “Aren’t you going to say hello to your Uncle Paulie?” the apparition exclaimed, flinging its arms wide.
“Uncle… Paulie. Oh. Oh, yes, of course. Uncle Paulie? Come in, come in,” Howard said, all in a fluster because an instant ago he would have sworn that he had never seen or heard of this man before yet now a lifetime’s worth of memories of this dear and beloved relative coursed through his brain.
“What a lovely little place you have!” Uncle Paulie tossed his sable greatcoat onto the George Nakashima coffee table, dumped a cigar box atop it, and threw loop after loop of red-and-white scarf after them. “Charmingly Spartan. Is that a Picasso? So modest to have a print rather than an oil. But that’s typical of you. I came as soon as I heard the good news.”
“Good news?”
“Your engagement, dear boy, your engagement. Have you asked Mimi yet? No, of course not. Look at that bulge in your coat! Is that a ring in your pocket or are you just glad to see me? Hah! Don’t answer that.”
“You haven’t changed one bit,” Howard said with an embarrassed, perfectly pointless grin. “But I don’t understand. I haven’t told anybody yet, not even Mimi. So how…?”
“That hardly matters, dearest of all nephews. Not one iota. Not one scintilla. Not one single charming quark. And do you know why? Because I am here.” Uncle Paulie slapped his chest. “To help.” He patted Howard on the head, two light taps. “You.”
At which awkward moment, there came another knock at the door. This time it turned out to be Mimi.
Big scared eyes, waifish body, short-cropped hair. Mimi crept into the apartment, raised a startled paw to her nose, twitched her whiskers, and froze motionless at the sight of Uncle Paulie. “Oh!”
“This can only be little Mimikins!” Uncle Paulie lifted her up, whirled her around, set her down, and bussed her on the lips. Then he mock-scolded, “Nephew, she’s exquisite! Why did you only say she was gorgeous?”
“I—”
“Never mind, if we don’t get a hurry on, we’ll be late!” Uncle Paulie snatched up hat, coat, and scarf, tossed all into the air, and was holding open the door, dressed to go. “Chop-chop, kiddies!” Exuberant, irresistible, he swept Howard and a rather dazed Mimi along before him, down the elevator, out of the Drake, several blocks down the street, through glass doors and up an elevator to the Top of the Tooz. Which was a rooftop revolving night club, and one that Howard had never been to because it had closed years ago.
“Have they reopened this?” Howard said. Surely, he would have heard.
“Nothing is ever closed,” Uncle Paulie said, handing his things to a sullen hatcheck girl who tossed them over her shoulder onto the floor. “Not really.”
The hatcheck girl accepted Howard’s coat and, rummaging through his pockets, came up with a pack of Marlboros, from which she tapped a cigarette. Once she had extracted matches from Mimi’s purse, she threw the purse and both coats onto the growing pile.
“Hey!” Howard objected, but Uncle Paulie, Mimi perched happily on one shoulder, was bulldozing him into the club, where they were greeted with abject enthusiasm by the maître d’, the owner, several women who had spent a great deal of money on not very much clothing and considerably more makeup, and an elegant presence in a rose tuxedo whose hair was chopped in a blond slash that was either too long or too short for his or her gender, depending on what it might be.
With air kisses and squeals and declarations of eternal fealty from gushing strangers who had to be shooed away by the maître d’, they were planted at a table with a splendid view of a city far too glamorous, it seemed to Howard, to be the one he had all his lifetime inhabited. Or perhaps it was the sunset slowly crawling by that granted magic an otherwise drab world.
“Glasses! Caviar! A jazz band! Not overly advanced! Nor too loud! You’ll waive corkage, of course.” As his impromptu retinue scattered like pigeons to obey, Uncle Paulie turned to Howard and Mimi and said, “I have something special to show you both.” He reached into an inner jacket pocket and pulled out an object which he solemnly placed on the table before him and patted with both hands. “There. What do you think?”
It was a cigar box.
Mimi clearly wasn’t about to say anything. So Howard cleared his throat. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings, Uncle Paulie, but I’m afraid I don’t smoke.”
Uncle Paulie looked shocked. “This isn’t for you, child. No, no, no, I’m just going to let you see it.”
“Oh. Okay, I guess.”
Holding up a finger, Uncle Paulie made an owlish face and said, “Let me posit a question: What one thing does the world currently need most? Eh?”
“Um…love?” Howard ventured.
“World peace,” Mimi said firmly.
“Pah! I’m disappointed in you both. A good bottle of wine, of course!” Uncle Paulie flipped open the lid of the cigar box and reached within. “As you doubtless know, the very finest collection ever assembled was the legendary Wine Cellar of Alexandria. Destroyed in that dreadful fire, such a pity. But no matter. I’ll just have to dig deeper.” A puzzled look came over Uncle Paulie’s face as he reached within and further within and yet further indeed, until his arm had disappeared up to the shoulder. Then his expression cleared and, leaning back, he reeled in his arm, at the end of which was an unlabeled black glass bottle upon which were scratched archaic runes. “Ahh, Amarone della Lemuria! A ‘sea-dark wine, half as old as time,’ as that drunken sot Homer used to say. There’s never been a plonk like it.”
Laughing, Mimi clapped her hands. Howard scowled and grumbled, “That’s quite a trick.”
“It is the single best trick ever performed, nephew—and I say that with no hyperbole whatsoever. May I burst into flames if I lie.” A waiter cut away the lead, dug out the cork with a knife, poured the contents into glasses, faded to nothingness.
“A toast!” Uncle Paulie cried. “To the criminals, cads, con men, and perverts within us all!”
This struck Howard as being in very poor taste. But Mimi was already drinking so there was nothing to do but follow suit.
He took a sip. His eyes went wide.
A clarity that surpassed all understanding suffused his brain. The sun rose within the midnight of Howard’s soul. A blindfold was ripped from his mind and flung to the wind. Everything that existed was right and holy, he could see that now—no, better than seeing, he knew it for a true thing down to the root of his being. The world was good, the universe better, and as for life—peanut butter and chocolate combined were tasteless by comparison.
“What’s in there?” he gasped.
Howard meant in the wine. But misunderstanding him (whether intentionally or not, who could say?), Uncle Paulie held up the cigar box as if it were a window and opened the lid. “Everything you could desire: castles in the air, mountains on a plate, treasury bills, wisdom…you name it. Voluptuous goddesses, glass moons, methane seas. Dinosaurs, if that’s to your taste.
“Look.”
Howard looked. And beheld:
Endless clouds of diamond dust glittering on the deep, black velvet of infinity. Stars exploding above the frozen husks of sunless worlds. A herd of Parasaurolophus trumpeting and feeding in a grove of dawn redwoods. Wise machines drifting between galaxies, carrying in their bellies clusters of civilizations, each written on a silver disk smaller than a dime. A drunken Elizabethan poet singing and urinating from a third-story window. Nanowars being fought endlessly on the surface of a single mote of dust. A stray dog in Milwaukee gulping down a hamburger foraged from a dumpster. Trillions of integers, deep in the heart of an irrational number, pledging their love and obeisance to…
Uncle Paulie snapped the cigar box lid shut and said, “Enough of that! Mimi and I are going to dance.”
Howard blinked, gaped, and was back in real time. He wondered how many years had passed in stunned contemplation of the glory of…whatever it was in the box. Then he saw that his wine glass was still half full. He seized it and gulped down every drop. It made him feel better, so he refilled the glass and drank that down as well. The clarity this gave him intensified to such a degree as to be indistinguishable from a dizzy sense of genius.
He became aware that Lena Horne was singing “Stormy Weather.” That his girlfriend and his uncle were slow dancing. That the bastard had his hand on Mimi’s ass. And that, from the way she moved, she liked it there!
Intolerable. Howard was about to get up and confront his uncle when the personage in the rose tuxedo materialized before him, extended a hand, and said, “C’mon, sport.” His head was reeling with the zodiac, and his tongue seemed to have climbed out an ear and slipped away. Meanwhile, the music demanded to be danced to. So he accepted the invitation with a nod.
At first, Howard thought that he was dancing with a woman in drag. Then, that his partner was an elaborately made up man masquerading as a woman pretending to be a man. Or else a gender trickster made up to look at one and the same time like everything and anything that one might actually be. Or…
“You’re not sure, are you?” the enigma leered. And, pressing up against him, murmured, “Slow dancing is your friend.”
“I’ve, uh, never danced with, uh. You know. Before this.” Giddy from the wine, Howard felt wondrously liberated. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have… But tonight everything was okay.
“That you know of.”
Howard giggled. He must be a lot drunker than he thought. “I guess you’ve got a point,” he said. Which sounded so witty that he giggled again.
By the time the song ended, the wine had done such a splendid job blurring the memory of looking inside the box that he was beginning to believe that he had suffered a momentary dream and nothing more.
When Howard returned to the table, Mimi looked flushed and happy while Uncle Paulie appeared uncharacteristically solemn. He handed Howard the cigar box, saying, “Take this, dear boy. Take it! Hide it! Don’t tell me where. Don’t tell anybody where. Don’t even tell yourself.”
“How do I do that?”
“Put the box on the table before you. Close your eyes. Open the lid with one hand. Then take the box in your other hand and place it inside the opening you just created. All of space and time will be accessible to you. Hide it wherever. Just be careful not to put it somewhere obvious. Excuse me. I have to change.”
Uncle Paulie stood, winked, and plunged into the women’s restroom.
“Hey! You can’t—!” Howard started after his uncle, but was brought short by the door. If he went inside, women would scream. They might even throw things. Anyway, what could he hope to accomplish? No obvious answer presented itself. In an agony of indecision, he returned to the table, closed his eyes, and made the cigar box go away, as he had been told to do.
The woman who, minutes later, emerged from the ladies room was zaftig to an extreme. Tremendous breasts bulged out of a very tight dress that was obviously struggling to contain them. Everything else, belly and butt and who-knew-what, piled curve upon curve upon curve. But the huge round head was unmistakable and lipstick could not disguise that ludicrously long mouth. She descended upon Howard like an out-of-control tugboat upon a dock.
“Uncle…Paulie?” Howard said in a choked voice.
“Silly billy! It’s Aunt Polly.”
With that, she pulled his head down into those soft, warm breasts. Which caused Aunt Polly’s dress to finally admit defeat and rip down the middle, revealing the biggest pinkest nipples any man had ever seen.
“Why, Howie!” Aunt Polly squealed, clutching him so close he could not breathe. “You spontaneous devil!”
Falling backward, Aunt Polly tumbled onto the pile of coats and furs, pulling Howard atop her billowing flesh. He heard the hatcheck girl sigh and unzip her skirt. People came in from the dance floor, chattering and laughing, giggling, kicking off their shoes, shedding their clothes.
And then, well, things happened.


Deep in the Pillars of Creation the Opponent, whom the thief had robbed, made itself manifest. Underlings, the least of which could have snuffed Earth’s sun like a candle, cowered at the sight.
Commands were issued, which the underlings scurried to obey.


Sounds.
There was a murmur of voices and a scuffle of feet, as musicians packed up their instruments and waiters upended chairs onto tables. Closer by, revelers were buttoning and belting and pulling together their outfits, and slipping off into the night. By slow degrees, Howard found himself returning to what might well be described as consciousness. The orgy, he realized, was over, and he was lying in the cloakroom atop a diminished mound of jackets, wearing only one sock and a shirt missing half its buttons.
How on earth was he going to explain to Mimi what had happened? He couldn’t even explain it to himself. He had done things that he’d never imagined people doing—and he had thumbed through a significant number of pornographic magazines in his time.
The coats stirred and Mimi crawled out from beneath them with a stunned expression on her face.
She was naked.
Howard’s jaw dropped.
Howard and Mimi dressed in silence, neither capable of looking at the other. The streets outside were empty, dark, slick with rain, smeared with reflected neon. The hatcheck girl, fully dressed if a little rumpled, sneered as she locked the doors behind them. There were few cars out, so it had to be very late. Howard pulled his coat tight against the cold.
After a block or three, Mimi said in a small voice, “I didn’t know you were into—”
“What? No! I only…”
“Oh.” She fell silent. After a time, almost inaudibly, she added, “Because I liked it. A little, maybe. Sort of. I mean—” Mimi took a deep breath. “Howard, I was going to break up with you tonight. Because I thought, well, don’t take this the wrong way but I thought you were the most predictable man on earth. I thought, how much more of this can I take? It’s like going out with a robot. Everything laid out in the most obvious manner imaginable, a long straight road leading from this very instant to the grave with not one single surprise along the way.”
Howard could hardly believe what he was hearing. “You’re saying that I’m…boring?” Simultaneously, a painful sensation blossomed in the back of his head and he realized that the hangover he had confidently expected to arrive in the morning was tapping its toes in the anteroom, anxious to be recognized.
“You’re going to laugh, but when you said you had concert tickets and I realized that it was Valentine’s Day, I thought: Oh no, he’s going to ask me to marry him! I could see a bottle of champagne in the fridge and roses in the bedroom and a cornball diamond ring and suddenly it was all too much for me. It literally felt like I was choking. I wanted to cough you up out of my life like a hairball.”
“I…”
Mimi grabbed Howard’s arm then and hugged herself against it. “But then—tonight. It was wonderful. The dancing! New people! In the cloakroom, I did things I thought I wasn’t ready for. Things I was afraid I might never do.”
“Mimi,” Howard pleaded. “You can’t mean that.”
“They were all such interesting people, too. There was a rare book counterfeiter and a giraffe wrangler and a burglar and a garbage artist and…”
“Wait. What? Giraffe wrangler? Mimi, I’m not sure these are people I want you associating with.”
Mimi stopped in mid-gush and let go of Howard’s arm. In a voice grown suddenly cold, she said, “You were screwing them—and they’re not good enough for you to see socially? Just what kind of a jerk are you?”
“Listen, maybe the sex was a mistake.”
“Maybe you’re the mistake. I—”
A car screeched down the street and leaped the sidewalk, headed right at them. Mimi shrieked and grabbed Howard, yanking him out of the way.
Crash! With a noise that would have made a corpse jump, the car smashed into the side of the building inches from where they had both fallen to the pavement.
For a small, still eternity, neither so much as breathed. Then they helped each other to their feet. “Well,” one of them said. “That was—”
A second car crashed into the wall to the other side of them.


Fifteen car crashes later, Howard and Mimi tumbled into the Drake, fetching up against the elevators like two scraps of paper disdainfully blown in by the winter wind. “Well,” Howard said. “Would you care to come up to the apartment?” There would be no proposal tonight, obviously, but he figured he could somehow explain away the roses in the bedroom.
“No. And I’ll tell you why.” Mimi was shivering with indignation. “All this time we’ve been going out, I had no idea that you might actually have a sense of fun. Finally—finally!—you show me a good time and then you scold me for enjoying it! How dare you judge me for liking a change from your dreary, dreary, dreary, predictable life?”
A low dark uneasiness spread itself across Howard’s skull. It was not quite a throbbing but, now that he acknowledged its existence, he realized that it soon would be. “I…”
Mimi stomped (pip! pip! pip!) all but weightlessly across the lobby. Just before she disappeared through the door and down the street, without even turning to look back, she raised a hand, middle finger erect.
Slam.
Despondent, dejected, detumescent, Howard elevatored to his floor. With every foot the car rose, the incipient ache in his skull intensified, extending itself into his belly and his gastrointestinal system to form a chord of discomfort that grew steadily worse until, when the doors finally opened, his head clanged, his gut clenched, and he was afraid he might vomit. Stomach and bowels in a knot, he unlocked the door and scuttled into his apartment.
Where a stranger awaited.
“Speak of the devil, here I am!” the slim dark man said with unbearable chirpiness. “Dan Scratch, attorney at lawlessness.” He presented a card which immediately burst into flames, then tapped the side of his nose, a gesture that Howard had previously only encountered in books. “I represent someone who wishes to remain anonymous but who is very powerful indeed. Powerful enough to destroy you, your fiancée, all that you value, and indeed the entire planet you’re standing on with the Moon, Mars, and Venus thrown in for good measure. That’s not a threat. Yet.”
“Go away,” Howard groaned. “Or else kill me, I don’t much care which.”
“Tsk.” Dan Scratch went to a wall clock Howard had never seen before and moved its hands ahead eight hours. Sunlight flooded the room. “Is that better?”
Howard clutched his head in agony. “Oh god, no!”
“Big night, eh?” The attorney spun the hands around the dial so fast they blurred. Morning faded to twilight again and again and again before the dwindling light finally took with it the last remnants of Howard’s discomfort. “Now. Let’s talk.”
Howard’s emotions were divided. On the one hand, he was grateful to be rid of the single worst hangover he had ever experienced in his life. On the other, the imp with the pencil-thin mustache was still there. “How about let’s you just scram?”
“Oh, sir!” When he grinned, Dan Scratch’s eyes turned as yellow as his teeth. “You and I both know that’s not going to happen. I’ll cut to the chase: You have something my client wants. Frankly, you’re in a very good bargaining position.”
“Dear Lord. You’re trying to buy my soul.”
When Dan Scratch pursed his lips, his mustache disappeared entirely. “That shabby thing? Have you any idea of its Blue Book value? Of course not. Suffice it to say—negligible. However, for a certain cigar box… Well, idioms notwithstanding, the sky’s no limit.” From hidden pockets he deftly extracted small objects, lining them up upon the air before him. “A bell to summon mastodons, perhaps? A vaccine against sin?—you could inoculate the entire human race from this one vial. Lozenges of wisdom-come-too-late? A homunculus the size of your fingernail? It comes with a planet to keep it on. One of Abraham Lincoln’s baby teeth? A crystal to relieve cramps and sharpen razor blades?”
Howard swept out an arm, scattering items about the room. The little silver bell bounced noiselessly on the rug. “Get out of my apartment!”
“Oh, you are a hard sell, sir,” Dan Scratch said, bobbing up and down to retrieve his scattered possessions. “But I am confident I can break your resolve. What do you most want out of life? Deep down and for real, I mean. You can be honest with me. Whatever it is, I’ve heard worse.”
The question caught Howard by surprise and, to his surprise, he heard himself answering it honestly: “Mimi left me. I want her back.”
“Hmm. Tricky. Did she say why she was leaving?”
“She said I was boring,” Howard said bitterly.
“I see. Did you ever break into her apartment while she was away and fill it with endangered lizards? Did you paint her nude on the side of a mountain over a major interstate and bring her to a high place to watch trucks collide? Did you kill the girl who humiliated her in high school and drop the bitch’s head at her feet?”
“What? No!”
“Then she was right. Now that that’s settled, sir, I’ll see what I can arrange. You want her mind intact, I presume? Would you object to her becoming an addict? I can see you would. Not another word, it’s as good as taken care of. Good day, sir.”
With a jaunty little salute, Dan Scratch was gone.


Mimi was going through the adult classifieds in the weekly paper, reading each one carefully, when the doorbell rang. People certainly wanted a variety of different experiences! She wasn’t sure that she was interested in half of them. Still, it was best to keep an open mind. She put down the paper, went to the window, and saw via the busybody that her caller was the giraffe wrangler.
She buzzed her in.
“Mimi! So good to see you again.” The wrangler was as round as a pumpkin and twice as cheerful. She had a chubby, pleasantly open face and her hair was cut in a dyke do, shaved on one side and purple on the other. Her clothes were as nondescript as she was not.
“Gloria! How did you find me? Would you like some tea?”
“Kismet, chance, Brownian motion—take your pick. Yes, please.”
While Mimi boiled the water, set out the milk and sugar, and filled the cups, Gloria grilled her on her breakup with Howard. It was odd that she knew so much, but then, it had been three days, which was more than time enough for rumors to spread.
“Bad feelings?” Mimi said. “Not really. Though I am a little peeved with my friends for setting me up with him in the first place. My so-called friends, I mean. Really, looking back I’m insulted they ever thought we were a good match.”
“Forgive me, but maybe they believed you were a little dull yourself?”
Mimi laughed. “Touché. Only on the outside, though. Howard is boring to the bone, but inside I always had strange thoughts. So maybe this breakup was a blessing in disguise, a kick in the derriere to get me to stop being so timid.” Gloria nodded, smiling. “But enough about me. I want to hear all about your giraffes.”
“Oh, I’m not really a giraffe wrangler, dear. That’s just my cover story.” Gloria reached into her handbag and pulled out the most lethal-looking gun Mimi had ever seen in her life. “Actually, I’m an assassin.”


As soon as the visitor was gone, Uncle Paulie emerged from the closet, commenting, “I thought he’d never leave.”
“A minute ago,” Howard said, “I’d have sworn that nothing could astonish me anymore. Were you here all along?”
“Of course, darling boy! Where else would I be in your hour of need?” Uncle Paulie opened the fridge. “You’re out of mayonnaise. How is that possible? Well, no matter. Retrieve my box and I’ll have this unfiascoed in a jiffy.”
“Your box.”
Leaving the door ajar, Uncle Paulie turned, hands on hips. Frowning as ominously as a thunderhead. There was a crackle of ozone in the air. The refrigerator softened and began to melt. “Yes,” he said with terrible emphasis. “The one you hid for me, remember? To keep it safe? While we were partying?”
“I know which box you mean. I just don’t know where I put it.”
Uncle Paulie reached out one tremendous hand, grabbed Howard by the chest, and hoisted him almost to the ceiling. “What?!” His outraged mouth opened so wide that Howard could count every row of sharp triangular teeth. There were thirteen.
Terrified, Howard said, “You told me not to remember—remember?”
Putting Howard down, Uncle Paulie shook his head in chagrin. “The biter bit. The shark made sushi. The invading army killed by dysentery. This is certainly one for the books.” He clapped his nephew on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll get it back. The first order of business is to rescue Mimi from her kidnappers.”
“Kidnappers?! Who said anything about kidnappers?”
“Think, lad! You just told one of the Opponent’s minions that you’d give up anything for Mimi. Of course he did the obvious thing.”
“Oh, my God.” For a long moment Howard processed this information. Then, because he had seen and learned too much to accept even his own memories, vivid though they were, he said, “Who are you, Uncle Paulie? What’s your real name?”
“Name? Dear boy. Nobody who’s anybody has a name. Call me whatever you wish. One label’s as good a lie as any other.”
The mad glitter in Uncle Paulie’s eyes told Howard that this person or creature or entity, whatever he might be, was in no way his relation or, indeed, even human. Nevertheless, Howard said, “Before I do anything, I have to know what’s in the box, who’s trying to get it away from you, and why.”
“You had only to ask,” Uncle Paulie said, and began to explain.
Howard listened intently, all the while worrying about Mimi. God only knew what horrors she must be going through now.


“More cocaine?” Gloria asked.
“Oh, no. It’s not really my thing,” Mimi said. “I just did those lines to be wicked.”
“How about if I open a wicked bottle of Chablis Grand Cru? Indulge yourself. Consider it my way of thanking you for coming along quietly. You’d be surprised how often I have to put a bullet into a client’s leg before they’ll take my kidnapping them seriously.”
Mimi threw on a kimono, not to cover herself but just for the sensation of silk against skin. She went to the window wall and looked out over the snowy rooftops of the city. “You have such a lovely view of the Eiffel Tower,” she said, and then, thoughtfully, “I always wanted to see Paris. And now it’s my prison.”
“Paris isn’t your prison,” Gloria said. “France is. That’s a very important distinction, if you should happen to want to see Mont Saint-Michel, or Carcassonne. Berlin is verboten, however, as is Tokyo. And I really would have to kill you if you tried to escape.”
“You seem so comfortable with…your profession.”
“I am now. You should have seen what a mess I was when I began my spiritual journey.” Gloria chuckled. “How many men did I have to kill before I achieved enlightenment? Ah, me. Youth!” She began pulling on her clothes. Item by item, that lovely body of hers disappeared, like the moon vanishing behind clouds. “But we’ve wasted almost all the day indoors. Get dressed, and we’ll go out.”
Mimi shed her gown and stood naked before the closet, lush with dresses and all of them in her size. A lot of care had gone into her kidnapping. “Where are we going?” she asked.
“Why, anywhere you like. There’s a very amusing sex club I happen to know the password for. There’s a show of embarrassing art at the Louvre. This being France, there are some highly regarded restaurants, of course. And there’s always the Parc Zoologique.”
Eagerly, Mimi said, “Do they have giraffes?”


“Wait,” Howard said. “Wait. The cigar box you were carrying around contains the universe? Everything that is, was, or ever will be? And you stole it from its Creator? Who is not only pissed at you but at me personally as well?”
A little testily, Uncle Paulie said, “That is the gist of what I’ve just, at some length, told you, yes.”
“I’ve made an enemy of God?!”
“Oh, pish. Don’t be ridiculous,” Uncle Paulie said in a tone that would have been reassuring coming from anyone else. “You couldn’t expect an important fellow like God to do the actual construction work Himself. He sublet the job. To the Demiurge. Who built everything and therefore feels inappropriately possessive about it. So you haven’t made an enemy of God but of somebody who is, for all practical purposes, as powerful as God without actually being Him. That’s an important distinction. Though I can see where it might be a fine one for you.”
“And the Opponent—the Demiurge—has arranged for Mimi to be kidnapped? In order to put pressure on me? To reveal where I’ve hidden the universe? Even though I don’t know that fact?” A dangerous look came over Uncle Paulie’s face and Howard hastily said, “I understand everything now. Except…”
Uncle Paulie slammed his hand down on the kitchen table so hard it left its imprint half an inch deep in the oak. “Stop talking! Your own dear wee Mimi is in danger. Also, she was with you when you hid the box and must have seen where you put it. Go. Now. I’ll wait for you here.”
“You’re not coming with me?”
That tremendous face folded in upon itself like so much pizza dough being kneaded into a ball, then reemerged—first mouth, then eyes, then nose and, last of all, ears—smiling in a manner which Howard no longer found endearing. “Alas,” Uncle Paulie said, “I have to hide your doings from the Opponent, buy some mayonnaise, make a sandwich, oh there are not enough hours in the day. Why are you still here?”
“I…I don’t know where to start.”
“Start anywhere.” Uncle Paulie thrust a hand as large as the blade of a shovel into his jacket. It emerged overflowing with kibble. “Let’s see. A length of string, a rabbit’s foot, the arrowhead I dug out of Abel’s body, a vaccine against sin—where did that come from? Here, it’s yours.” He stuffed it in Howard’s shirt pocket. “Ah! Any of these contacts would be particularly helpful.”
Uncle Paulie thrust a rubber-banded bundle of calling cards at Howard. “Draw one at random.” Howard did. It read:
[Name Withheld]
Underpaid Minion to the Stars
by appointment only
An icy knife of wind ripped through his clothing, skin, flesh, bones. Howard found himself before a turreted stone building completely surrounded by dark forest. The night was so cold that it drove all thought of Mimi from his mind. Desperately, he hammered on the door.
A sound that could only be the flapping of great wings came from inside. Then silence. Then the door opened. The hatcheck girl from the Top of the Tooz looked down at him. “Oh,” she said. “You. Sorry. I’m busy. Cutting my toenails.”
She shut the door in his face.
Howard threw himself against the door, drumming on it with fists and forearms. “Please! Help me! I can pay! Anything that you want!”
The door opened again. “Define ‘anything,’” the hatcheck girl said.
Howard shoved past her and made straight for a baronial stone hearth in which crackled and roared a fire as big as all the Renaissance. Stretching out frozen hands toward its glorious heat, he began to talk. Turning a backside so cold that it stung to face the fire, he continued. Until at last he had explained all, his body had rotated a dozen times before the blaze and that terrible cold had retreated bone-deep within his flesh, to become a memory he doubted would ever go away.
“So Polytreptos sent you out to slay dragons without giving you a sword or telling you where they live. Typical. Well, yes, I can help. In fact, I may safely say that without me, you’re as good as dead. Now. My price. Anything, you said?”
“Mountains on a plate, if that’s what you want. Or so I was told. Ask! It’s yours.”
The hatcheck girl raised her chin, staring off into infinity. “I was born in a city whose name you are not worthy of hearing. I was there when it fell to the armies of Uruk. Blood flowed in the streets, smoke assailed the heavens, vultures gorged on the corpses, the survivors were taken away in chains, the wailing went on forever. The usual. But I was a child and thought it was the end of the world. I was added to the slave coffles almost as an afterthought; a less greedy soldier would have killed me as hardly worth the bother. Long story short, I eventually signed on with the True Powers as a gofer, a waitress, a piano player, a clerk typist, or whatever else they might require. I had no idea promotions would be so scarce.
“My first two thousand years, I swore that if I ever achieved real power, I would humble the nation that destroyed my city. But that nation fell and will not rise again. The next two thousand, I vowed to raise up an empire that would outdo Uruk in its atrocities and teach all mankind a lesson. But I have seen atrocities beyond number forgotten before the corpses cooled.” Her eyes, dark with eons of rage and resentment, lowered to Howard’s. “Now you appear on my doorstep offering whatever I desire.”
Overcome by an awareness of how far out of his depth he had swum, Howard hastily said, “Within reason, of course.”
“Reason? You are already so far beyond reason that, without my aid, you couldn’t find your way back if you dedicated your entire life to it.” The hatcheck girl sat down at a table that had been planed from a single slab of oak and poured herself a glass of amber liqueur from a crystal decanter. “All I want is to escape. That’s not too much to ask, I trust?”
“No! Not at all!” Howard cried, tremendously relieved.
“Good. My name is Shamkat. You probably won’t need to know that, but just in case. Give me the cards.” She riffled through them swiftly, handed him one.
“Him,” she said. “He knows where all the bodies are buried.”
THE BLACK LAMA.
Karma Adjusted, Retribution Deferred, Justice Baffled
Holy As Shit
When he looked up, Howard and the hatcheck girl were in a swan boat like those in the Boston Public Garden. It floated in black waters within what looked to be a Gothic cathedral. Candles flickered and guttered and dripped wax in every stone niche and cranny, though he could not see how even the most agile climber could have set all of them in place. The leaded glass windows had patterns he could not make out because the glass was black.
“Even here I am found,” someone sighed.
Howard twisted around in his chair. At the controls of the boat was he whom they had come to see.
At first glance, the Black Lama looked like every Oriental holy man in every racist movie ever made: wispy white Van Dyke, owlish expression, a robe with sleeves wide enough to hide an AK-47 inside. But when he met the ancient’s eyes, Howard instantly whipped his head away, heart pounding furiously, for the lama was as much like a human being as a tiger was like a mouse.
Fighting back terror, Howard said, “We came here—”
“Please.” The Black Lama held up a hand. “I know your banal little quest and how it will end as well. The universe indeed! When will one of you come looking for something worth having? Don’t answer that, it was a rhetorical question. My price is stiff but I already know you will pay it. The one you seek is in Paris—the 7th arrondissement, to be precise. With the Giraffe Wrangler.”
“Mimi said something about a giraffe wrangler.”
“It is a code name. For a very dangerous woman.”
“How dangerous?” Shamkat asked.
“When you unexpectedly materialize in her presence, she will without hesitation shoot the boring man twice—once fatally, the second time for insult. She will then immobilize you with bullets through your first and fourth chakras and report you to middle management, requesting that you be docked two weeks pay.”
“The bitch!”
“You are gambling for high stakes, which necessarily entails risk. As for the nonentity—were I in his place, I would simply go home.” He addressed Howard directly: “There are plenty of fish in the sea, young man, and none of them love you. Your Mimi is nobody special. Find someone else to make miserable.”
Howard flushed red. “You’re the worst excuse for a holy man I ever met,” he said.
“And you, I am sure, are the worst whatever-you-are. Your possession of the vaccine notwithstanding. But no matter. My work is done. You may hand me my calling card.”
“Why?”
“For payment.”
“Not yet,” Shamkat said. “First, I want your soul.”
“That old thing? I hid it in an egg in a hen in a well on an island in an ocean half the world away. It may not be easy to find. But I can give you the GPS coordinates, if you wish.”
“Yeah, right. As if you’d hide something that valuable where you couldn’t keep watch over it. Try again, boyo.”
The Black Lama snarled silently, then pointed. “Fourth candle to the right. Up seventeen.”
Shamkat scrambled, nimble as a monkey up the cathedral wall, tipped over a candle, and made a sharp cry of delight and pain. She held up a stone, gleaming darkest red in the candlelight. Blood dripped from her hand.
“Careful,” the Black Lama said, smirking, “it’s sharp.” Then, after Shamkat had climbed back down, “My payment.” When she handed over the card, he put it into his robes. “Let the bastard try to find me now!” he exulted.
And then the Black Lama was gone.
“That went better than I expected.” Shamkat tucked away the leaf-shaped gem and wrapped a handkerchief around her hand to stanch the bleeding.
“What did you want his soul for?”
“It’s sharp and pointy and that’s always useful when dealing with folks who are hard to kill.”
“Kill? Nobody said anything about killing anybody.”
Shamkat grabbed Howard’s shirt with both fists and lifted him just high enough that his feet didn’t touch the ground. “Do you love the girl? Maybe yes, maybe no. But if you’re not a man who loves a woman so much that he’ll sacrifice anything and anybody for her, then who the fuck are you? Eh?”
“I…”
“You ignorant little nullity. Without me, you don’t get your fiancée back. Without your fiancée, you don’t recover the universe. And if the universe stays lost for much longer, the Demiurge will come after it. Do you think your world would survive that?” The hatcheck girl let Howard go. His feet hit the ground with a startled thump. “Are you following me?”
Unhappily, Howard said, “Yes.”
Shamkat extracted a card from the bundle and handed it to Howard. “Last stop before the main event. Read!”
He read.
Waylandia Smith
Armorer
Please Do Not Contact
Wherever they were now was uncomfortably warm. Shadows filled vast spaces lit only by the fires of an occasional open kiln or furnace. What walls could be seen were of rough stone.
A burly woman dropped an anvil at the sight of Howard and Shamkat. She wore work boots, leather trousers, a heavy leather apron, and nothing else. Her skin was scorched black and her head singed almost hairless. The muscles on her arms were beyond belief, as were the silvery scars crisscrossing her body. “No tours!” she barked. “No solicitors, no street artists, no questing, no wronged individuals looking for revenge, their own true love, or long-lost heirs. Beat it.”
“It’s not who we are,” said Howard, who fancied he was beginning to learn how to handle such extravagant individuals, “but what we can offer you.”
The giantess scooped up the anvil one-handed and flung it. If Shamkat hadn’t grabbed Howard out of the way, it would have pulverized him. As it was, she nearly tore his arm out of its socket.
“You know me, armorer,” Shamkat said as the anvil bounced and rattled to a stop. “Or, rather, you know who I work for. You will therefore not be surprised to learn that I know that the one thing you want most is the formula for Greek fire.”
A wistful look entered the armorer’s eyes. “Pyr thalássion. I saw it burning on the water off the coast of Ruthenia once, but… How can you possibly know its formulation?”
“I don’t. No one does. The secret was lost in the fall of Byzantium. But I know how to recover it.” Shamkat began talking, steadily and convincingly, of Uncle Paulie’s cigar box and the access it afforded to all space and time.
When she was done, Waylandia said, “I have better chemical weapons, of course. But the romance of Greek fire! There’s never been a more beloved incendiary in all of history. Napalm doesn’t even come close.”
“We’re going up against the Giraffe Wrangler,” Shamkat said. “We’ll need armor.”
“Yes.” The armorer turned to Howard. “Take off your shirt,” she said.
Howard obliged. There was a silence.
“Huh,” Waylandia said at last. “Not bad.”
“I work out at the gym.”
“Of course you do,” Shamkat said. Waylandia snickered.
Howard’s ears burned. “Hey! If you—”
“Hush.” The armorer handed him a metal plate, padded on one side and the size of his hand, with straps attached to its three edges. “Place this over your heart.” When he had done so, she tugged the plate half an inch to the left and strapped it in place. “Now, trousers.” She strapped another piece of padded metal, very much like an athletic cup over Howard’s vulnerable parts. “When she shoots you, it’s going to hurt like hades and maybe splinter a few ribs. But you’ll be alive, and her attention will be on Gofer Girl. Act then.”
“He’ll need a weapon,” Shamkat said.
“The vaccine’s not enough?”
“He doesn’t know how to use it.”
Waylandia shrugged and produced a gun. “This is a Glock 21. Reliable, lightweight, packs a .45 round. There are ten bullets in the clip, but if you don’t take her down with the first, I doubt the others will matter. Tuck it into the back of your belt and put your shirt back on.” She picked up two handfuls of chain mail and turned to Shamkat. “Strip down. These go over your undies and under your clothes. You dress shapeless, so it won’t be obvious.”
“A metal bikini. Really?”
“When she shoots you, ham it up. That will give Joe Sixpack time enough to take a shot at her.” To Howard: “Make it count.”
“How can you possibly know all this?” Howard asked.
“It’s my business.”
As she was donning her armor, Shamkat said, “One more thing.” She held up the Black Lama’s soul. “I want this placed in the tip of a dagger.”
“Huh. Ain’t seen one of these for a long time. Now where did I—?” The armorer went into the shadows and returned with what looked like the skeleton of a knife. She snapped the gemstone into place so that it formed the cutting tip of a blade defined by gleaming arcs of silver. It looked lethal.
“What is that for?” Howard said. “Are you going to kill the Giraffe Wrangler with it if I fail?”
“Maybe.” Shamkat riffled through the cards one last time. “Do your part, and you’ll be a big hero to little Mimi.”
“I honestly don’t think that Mimi would like—”
Shamkat looked ready to kill him. “Your girlfriend is in danger, you twit! She’s probably hysterical with fear. Weeping. Tied up with ropes.” She paused for emphasis. “Sexy ropes. The kind men like.” She handed him a pasteboard rectangle.
Gloria Wunderly
giraffe wrangler
rates on request
Howard found himself in an apartment with an obviously expensive view of the rooftops of Paris and, beyond them, the Eiffel Tower. A rotund but competent-looking woman was simultaneously turning to face him and raising a gun toward his heart. All he had to do was catch two bullets and, believing him incapacitated, she would turn away to confront Shamkat. There would be just enough time to snatch the Glock from his belt and shoot her. At this distance, he could hardly miss.
Or so he had been told.
But Howard had been thinking. He knew that no one, himself included, had ever believed him capable of serious thought. But danger brought out unsuspected qualities. So, instead of sticking with the plan, he flung out his arms in surrender and said, “I only want to talk.”
Gloria held her gun pointed at Howard’s heart, but did not shoot. In a pleasant voice she said, “You were in the orgy at the nightclub. I remember you made little grunty noises, like a pig.”
Howard blushed yet again. “That was a mistake. I was drunk and—”
“Oh, piffle. You enjoyed it. I could tell. But let’s get to business. You have a gun in your butt. Are you going to draw it and try to shoot me or is it just there for fun?”
Howard took a long, deep breath. “I’m going to draw it out slowly and place it on the floor.” When he had done so, he said, “I have something you want.”
“I don’t want anything. That’s what enlightenment is all about,” Gloria said. Adding, “Shamkat, if you think you can kill me before I shoot you three times in the face, go ahead and try. But your bosses won’t let you die, and the damage will take a long time to heal.”
“Crap.” Shamkat’s dagger—the one with the Black Lama’s soul in its tip—disappeared from her hand.
“You say you don’t want anything,” Howard said, talking fast lest Gloria lost interest. “But the universe is a big place and contains many things. For example.” He showed her the vial he had just drawn from his pocket. “I happen to have a vaccine against sin. I can see that you want it. Let’s make a deal.”
Gloria clearly recognized the vial. “A specific against human folly? One that can be used to immunize the entire human race against all its worst impulses?”
Howard thought. Why not? “Sure.”
“And all you want for it is Mimi?”
“Yes.”
“Then it’s a deal. She should be here in three…two…one…”
The door opened and Mimi rushed into the apartment, cheeks red from the cold. “I got the job!” she cried. Then, seeing Howard, “Oh.”
Confronted with a Mimi so unlike the one he had conjured up in his imagination—no tears, no ropes, no look of newborn love in her eyes—Howard found himself too deflated to speak. But Gloria suffered no such disadvantage. “You’ve been rescued, dear. Your boyfriend offered me a bribe I could not refuse.”
Arms crossed, Mimi listened. Then she said, “Let me see if I understand.” She snatched the vial from Howard’s hand. “No more sin, no more folly. No more free will, right? No more lust, no more children, is that it? Of course it is. What would be the point? You’re talking about the extinction of the human race. Or have I misread the implications here?”
Howard flinched. “I, uh, I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Don’t forget that we’ll die off in a state of grace.” Gloria smiled beatifically. “In the long run, that’s all that really matters.”
Mimi’s lips grew thin and white. She marched into the kitchenette, placed the vial into the microwave, and hit High. A few seconds later, there was a quiet pop from within the machine. “Now,” Mimi addressed Howard directly, “just what are you doing here?”
Realizing how little Mimi would like being told that he’d been expecting to rescue her, Howard said. “Well, I sort of…misplaced the universe, you see. It was in the box Uncle Paulie showed us in the nightclub, and he told me to hide it, and I…was maybe a little drunk. He, uh, sent me to find you.”
“He did, did he? Why doesn’t he just ask me himself?” Mimi went to a closet and opened the door. “You might as well come out, Uncle Paulie. I know you’re in there.”
Sheepishly, Uncle Paulie emerged.
“Not a word. Take us back to Howard’s apartment,” Mimi said. “Gloria can stay here. She’s not needed anymore.”
Shamkat handed the bundle of cards to Uncle Paulie. He handed one to Howard:
HOWARD PENDLETON
nobody in particular
Philadelphia
So they were back where it had all begun. Mimi drew a sheet of paper from her clutch, crossed out something, scribbled a word above it, and laid the paper down on the kitchen table. “I was going to leave this for somebody else. But it fits you just as well,” she told Howard. She went to the door. Over her shoulder, she said, “You hid it under your bed. It was the single most obvious place you could have put it, so of course that’s what you did.”
She left.
“That girl has spunk,” Uncle Paulie said. “Am I the only one who noticed that?”
“No,” Howard said glumly.
“Well, much energy and no matter.” Uncle Paulie went into the bedroom, redolent of dying roses, got down on his knees, and groped under the bed. “Ah! Here it—”
Without warning, Shamkat leaped upon him, plunging her dagger into his back.
With all the grace of a side of beef falling off a truck onto the Interstate, Uncle Paulie crashed flat on the floor, undeniably dead. By one outstretched hand, the cigar box lay, lid open. Galaxies and nebulae glimmered in its depths.
“What have you done?” Howard cried.
Shamkat turned a savage face on him. “All my life I’ve been trapped. In an empire that killed my family. In a job I hated. In a universe I despised. Now I have my cage before me. At last I can destroy it!”
She raised her foot high and brought it down hard on the box.
But as her foot descended, it grew smaller, and the rest of her leg with it. Thrown off balance, Shamkat toppled forward, tumbling, dwindling, into the box. She screamed and as her body diminished to the size of a pebble, a speck, a memory, so too did the scream, growing smaller in volume and higher in pitch until it was nothing but an unheard tension in the air.
Uncle Paulie got up, groped around his back, and pulled out the dagger.
Because he could think of nothing else, Howard said, “I thought you were dead.”
“I was. Then I brought myself back to life. It’s a thing I know how to do.” Uncle Paulie’s eyes twinkled. Then he tapped the folded paper sheet on the kitchen table. “I think it’s time you read this.”
Dear Gloria, the note had originally begun. But Mimi had crossed out the assassin’s name. It now read:
Dear Howard,
It was pleasant enough spending time with you, but I’m moving on.
Don’t come looking for me. If you succeed, I’ll have to kill you. I know you don’t believe I could do that. But I’m not the woman you took me for. Not anymore. I have absolutely no doubt who would be left standing at the end of the confrontation. I know what you’re thinking. If I’m so sure of myself, why aren’t I making money off of it? No disrespect, but what is money?
And wish me luck! I’m going to become a giraffe wrangler.
Mimi
Howard had never read anything so blithe and final in his life. When he was done reading, he cried for a very long time.
“Ashes to ashes and tit for tat,” Uncle Paulie said when he was finally done. “Do you remember playing London Bridge as a child? This is the price of being alive. We all fall down at the end.”
“Not you,” Howard said resentfully.
“Even me.” Uncle Paulie put an avuncular arm about Howard’s shoulders and squeezed. “Why do you think I behave the way I do? I’m as much a victim as you are. Only, in stark contrast to you, I’m having fun on the way down.” He thrust two fingers into his mouth and whistled so loudly that Howard flinched. Something large and brown scuttled out from under the bed—the world’s largest cockroach, Howard thought for an instant. But then it reared up on two of its four legs and revealed itself to be Dan Scratch.
“Did everything work out well, Boss?” he asked.
“Yes, yes, fine.”
“And my service?”
“Impeccable as usual.” Uncle Paulie handed the dapper little man the dagger that Shamkat had used to kill him. “Here’s your payment. I know you’ll put it to good use. Oh, and when you see him, tell the Black Lama I kept a duplicate of his card. He doesn’t get free of me as easily as all that.”
“Will do, Big Guy.” The little man bowed deeply and was gone.
Now there were only the two of them, Howard and his uncle.
“This was all a put-up job, wasn’t it? You were responsible for everything, from Mimi’s kidnapping to Shamkat’s falling into the box.” It was all so obvious to him now. His uncle smiled benevolently. “Uncle Paulie… Aunt Polly…whoever you are…out of all the people in all the planets in the universe you could have descended upon…why me?”
“Opposites attract, dear child. You were dead inside. So I reached out to give you a spark of life. That’s all. How could I not help you, loving you as I do?”
The world went still, black and white, grainy, unvarying, and tenuous. Then, just like all the others, Uncle Paulie was gone.


The adventure, if that’s what it had been, was over. Howard’s quest to win back Mimi had been an abject failure. And now, after all had been said and done, what was there for him to do?
He looked at the clock. It was three a.m.
It was time—indeed long past time—for him to go to bed.
But before he did, Howard walked out into the city night, leaving his apartment door unlocked and open behind him, only to discover that in his absence it had begun to snow. The flakes came slanting down from the north, hurrying through the air, pausing in mid-flight to dance about the streetlights and traffic signals, creating white and red and yellow and green halos that diminished the farther away they were. But through some minor miracle of meteorology, though the clouds were heavy on all sides, a dwindling patch of sky overhead was clear as glass and thronged with stars. Howard gaped up at them, breathing in fugitive flakes, feeling tiny bursts of ice implode on his tongue and deep within his lungs, and in a moment of sudden lucidity realized that it didn’t matter whether he ever got together with Mimi again or not. He could die right now and it wouldn’t make any difference. Hearts were broken every day and mended themselves every bit as reliably. Lives went on, grew tedious, underwent unexpected renewals, changed direction for no discernable reason, lingered beyond their natural spans, came to abrupt ends. In the meantime, the night was cold and holy, the air as pure and exhilarating as antique wine, the stars as thick as snowflakes and every snowflake as large as any star.
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