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  NONE SO BLIND


  Joe Haldeman


  It all started when Cletus Jefferson asked himself “Why aren’t all blind people geniuses?” Cletus was only 13 at the time, but it was a good question, and he would work on it for 14 more years, and then change the world forever.


  Young Jefferson was a polymath, an autodidact, a nerd literally without peer. He had a chemistry set, a microscope, a telescope, and several computers, some of them bought with paper route money. Most of his income was from education, though: teaching his classmates not to draw to inside straights.


  Not even nerds, not even nerds who are poker player’s nonpareil, not even nerdish poker players who can do differential equations in their heads, are immune to Cupid’s darts and the sudden storm of testosterone that will accompany those missiles at the age of 13. Cletus knew that he was ugly and his mother dressed him funny. He was also short and pudgy and could not throw a ball in any direction. None of this bothered him until his ductless glands started cooking up chemicals that weren’t in his chemistry set.


  So Cletus started combing his hair and wearing clothes that mismatched according to fashion, but he was still short and pudgy and irregular of feature. He was also the youngest person in his school, even though he was a senior—and the only black person there, which was a factor in Virginia in 1994.


  Now if love were sensible, if the sexual impulse was ever tempered by logic, you would expect that Cletus, being Cletus, would assess his situation and go off in search of someone homely. But of course he didn’t. He just jingled and clanked down through the Pachinko machine of adolescence, being rejected, at first glance, by every Mary and Judy and Jenny and Veronica in Known Space, going from the ravishing to the beautiful to the pretty to the cute to the plain to the “great personality,” until the irresistible force of statistics brought him finally into contact with Amy Linderbaum , who could not reject him at first glance because she was blind.


  The other kids thought it was more than amusing. Besides being blind, Amy was about twice as tall as Cletus and, to be kind, equally irregular of feature. She was accompanied by a guide dog who looked remarkably like Cletus, short and black and pudgy . Everybody was polite to her because she was blind and rich, but she was a new transfer student and didn’t have any actual friends.


  So along came Cletus, to whom Cupid had dealt only slings and arrows, and what might otherwise have been merely an opposites-attract sort of romance became an emotional and intellectual union that, in the next century, would power a social tsunami that would irreversibly transform the human condition. But first there was the violin.


  Her classmates had sensed that Amy was some kind of nerd herself, as classmates will, but they hadn’t figured out what kind yet. She was pretty fast with a computer, but you could chalk that up to being blind and actually needing the damned thing. She wasn’t fanatical about it, nor about science or math or history or Star Trek or student government, so what the hell kind of nerd was she? It turns out that she was a music nerd, but at the time was too painfully shy to demonstrate it.


  All Cletus cared about, initially, was that she lacked those pesky Y-chromosomes and didn’t recoil from him: in the Venn diagram of the human race, she was the only member of that particular set. When he found out that she was actually smart as well, having read more books than most of her classmates put together, romance began to smolder in a deep and permanent place. That was even before the violin.


  Amy liked it that Cletus didn’t play with her dog and was straightforward in his curiosity about what it was like to be blind. She could assess people pretty well from their voices: after one sentence, she knew that he was young, black, shy, nerdly, and not from Virginia . She could tell from his inflection that either he was unattractive or he thought he was. She was six years older than him and white and twice his size, but otherwise they matched up pretty well, and they started keeping company in a big way.


  Among the few things that Cletus did not know anything about was music. That the other kids wasted their time memorizing the words to inane top-40 songs was proof of intellectual dysfunction if not actual lunacy. Furthermore, his parents had always been fanatical devotees of opera. A universe bounded on one end by puerile mumblings about unrequited love and on the other end by foreigners screaming in agony was not a universe that Cletus desired to explore. Until Amy picked up her violin.


  They talked constantly. They sat together at lunch and met between classes. When the weather was good, they sat outside before and after school and talked. Amy asked her chauffeur to please be ten or fifteen minutes late picking her up.


  So after about three weeks’ worth of the fullness of time, Amy asked Cletus to come over to her house for dinner. He was a little hesitant, knowing that her parents were rich, but he was also curious about that life style and, face it, was smitten enough that he would have walked off a cliff if she asked him nicely. He even used some computer money to buy a nice suit, a symptom that caused his mother to grope for the Valium .


  The dinner at first was awkward. Cletus was bewildered by the arsenal of silverware and all the different kinds of food that didn’t look or taste like food. But he had known it was going to be a test, and he always did well on tests, even when he had to figure out the rules as he went along.


  Amy had told him that her father was a self-made millionaire; his fortune had come from a set of patents in solid-state electronics. Cletus had therefore spent a Saturday at the University library, first searching patents and then reading selected texts, and he was ready at least for the father. It worked very well. Over soup, the four of them talked about computers. Over the calimari cocktail, Cletus and Mr. Linderbaum had it narrowed down to specific operating systems and partitioning schemata. With the Beef Wellington, Cletus and “Call-me-Lindy” were talking quantum electrodynamics; with the salad they were on an electron cloud somewhere, and by the time the nuts were served, the two nuts at that end of the table were talking in Boolean algebra while Amy and her mother exchanged knowing sighs and hummed snatches of Gilbert and Sullivan.


  By the time they retired to the music room for coffee, Lindy liked Cletus very much, and the feeling was mutual, but Cletus didn’t know how much he liked Amy, really liked her, until she picked up the violin.


  It wasn’t a Strad—she was promised one if and when she graduated from Julliard—but it had cost more than the Lamborghini in the garage, and she was not only worth it, but equal to it. She picked it up and tuned it quietly while her mother sat down at an electronic keyboard next to the grand piano, set it to “harp,” and began the simple arpeggio that a musically sophisticated person would recognize as the introduction to the violin showpiece Méditation from Massenet’s Thaïs.


  Cletus had turned a deaf ear to opera for all his short life, so he didn’t know the back-story of transformation and transcending love behind this intermezzo, but he did know that his girlfriend had lost her sight at the age of five, and the next year—the year he was born!—was given her first violin. For thirteen years she had been using it to say what she would not say with her voice, perhaps to see what she could not see with her eyes, and on the deceptively simple romantic matrix that Massenet built to present the beautiful courtesan Thaïs gloriously reborn as the bride of Christ, Amy forgave her Godless universe for taking her sight, and praised it for what she was given in return, and she said this in a language that even Cletus could understand. He didn’t cry very much, never had, but by the last high wavering note he was weeping into his hands, and he knew that if she wanted him, she could have him forever, and oddly enough, considering his age and what eventually happened, he was right.


  He would learn to play the violin before he had his first doctorate, and during a lifetime of remarkable amity they would play together for ten thousand hours, but all of that would come after the big idea. The big idea—“Why aren’t all blind people geniuses?”—was planted that very night, but it didn’t start to sprout for another week.


  Like most 13-year-olds, Cletus was fascinated by the human body, his own and others, but his study was more systematic than others’ and, atypically, the organ that interested him most was the brain.


  The brain isn’t very much like a computer, although it doesn’t do a bad job, considering that it’s built by unskilled labor and programmed more by pure chance than anything else. One thing computers do a lot better than brains, though, is what Cletus and Lindy had been talking about over their little squids in tomato sauce: partitioning.


  Think of the computer as a big meadow of green pastureland, instead of a little dark box full of number-clogged things that are expensive to replace, and that pastureland is presided over by a wise old magic shepherd who is not called a macroprogram. The shepherd stands on a hill and looks out over the pastureland, which is full of sheep and goats and cows. They aren’t all in one homogeneous mass, of course, since the cows would step on the lambs and kids and the goats would make everybody nervous, leaping and butting, so there are partitions of barbed wire that keep all the species separate and happy.


  This is a frenetic sort of meadow, though, with cows and goats and sheep coming in and going out all the time, moving at about 3 x 108 meters per second, and if the partitions were all of the same size it would be a disaster, because sometimes there are no sheep at all, but lots of cows, who would be jammed in there hip to hip and miserable. But the shepherd, being wise, knows ahead of time how much space to allot to the various creatures and, being magic, can move barbed wire quickly without hurting himself or the animals. So each partition winds up marking a comfortable-sized space for each use. Your computer does that, too, but instead of barbed wire you see little rectangles or windows or file folders, depending on your computer’s religion.


  The brain has its own partitions, in a sense. Cletus knew that certain physical areas of the brain were associated with certain mental abilities, but it wasn’t a simple matter of “music appreciation goes over there; long division in that corner.” The brain is mushier than that. For instance, there are pretty well-defined partitions associated with linguistic functions, areas named after French and German brain people. If one of those areas is destroyed, by stroke or bullet or flung frying pan, the stricken person may lose the ability—reading or speaking or writing coherently—associated with the lost area.


  That’s interesting, but what is more interesting is that the lost ability sometimes comes back over time. Okay, you say, so the brain grew back—but it doesn’t! You’re born with all the brain cells you’ll ever have. (Ask any child.) What evidently happens is that some other part of the brain has been sitting around as a kind of back-up, and after a while the wiring gets rewired and hooked into that back-up. The afflicted person can say his name, and then his wife’s name, and then “frying pan,” and before you know it he’s complaining about hospital food and calling a divorce lawyer.


  So on that evidence, it would appear that the brain has a shepherd like the computer-meadow has, moving partitions around, but alas, no. Most of the time when some part of the brain ceases to function, that’s the end of it. There may be acres and acres of fertile ground lying fallow right next door, but nobody in charge to make use of it—at least not consistently. The fact that it sometimes did work is what made Cletus ask “Why aren’t all blind people geniuses?”


  Of course there have always been great thinkers and writers and composers who were blind (and in the twentieth century, some painters to whom eyesight was irrelevant), and many of them, like Amy with her violin, felt that their talent was a compensating gift. Cletus wondered whether there might be a literal truth to that, in the micro-anatomy of the brain. It didn’t happen every time, or else all blind people would be geniuses. Perhaps it happened occasionally, through a mechanism like the one that helped people recover from strokes. Perhaps it could be made to happen.


  Cletus had been offered scholarships at both Harvard and MIT, but he opted for Columbia, in order to be near Amy while she was studying at Julliard. Columbia reluctantly allowed him a triple major in physiology, electrical engineering, and cognitive science, and he surprised everybody who knew him by doing only moderately well. The reason, it turned out, was that he was treating undergraduate work as a diversion at best; a necessary evil at worst. He was racing ahead of his studies in the areas that were important to him.


  If he had paid more attention in trivial classes like history, like philosophy, things might have turned out differently. If he had paid attention to literature he might have read the story of Pandora.


  Our own story now descends into the dark recesses of the brain. For the next ten years the main part of the story, which we will try to ignore after this paragraph, will involve Cletus doing disturbing intellectual tasks like cutting up dead brains, learning how to pronounce cholecystokinin , and sawing holes in peoples’ skulls and poking around inside with live electrodes.


  In the other part of the story, Amy also learned how to pronounce cholecystokinin, for the same reason that Cletus learned how to play the violin.


  Their love grew and mellowed, and at the age of 19, between his first doctorate and his M.D., Cletus paused long enough for them to be married and have a whirlwind honeymoon in Paris , where Cletus divided his time between the musky charms of his beloved and the sterile cubicles of Institute Marey , learning how squids learn things, which was by serotonin pushing adenylate cyclase to catalyze the synthesis of cyclic adenosine monophosphate in just the right place, but that’s actually the main part of the story, which we have been trying to ignore, because it gets pretty gruesome.


  They returned to New York , where Cletus spent eight years becoming a pretty good neurosurgeon. In his spare time he tucked away a doctorate in electrical engineering. Things began to converge.


  At the age of thirteen, Cletus had noted that the brain used more cells collecting, handling, and storing visual images than it used for all the other senses combined. “Why aren’t all blind people geniuses?” was just a specific case of the broader assertion, “The brain doesn’t know how to make use of what it’s got.” His investigations over the next fourteen years were more subtle and complex than that initial question and statement, but he did wind up coming right back around to them.


  Because the key to the whole thing was the visual cortex.


  When a baritone saxophone player has to transpose sheet music from cello, he (few women are drawn to the instrument) merely pretends that the music is written in treble clef rather than bass, eyeballs it up an octave, and then plays without the octave key pressed down. It’s so simple a child could do it, if a child wanted to play such a huge, ungainly instrument. As his eye dances along the little fence posts of notes, his fingers automatically perform a one-to-one transformation that is the theoretical equivalent of adding and subtracting octaves, fifths, and thirds, but all of the actual mental work is done when he looks up in the top right corner of the first page and says, “Aw hell. Cello again.” Cello parts aren’t that interesting to saxophonists.


  But the eye is the key, and the visual cortex is the lock. When blind Amy “sight-reads” for the violin, she has to stop playing and feel the Braille notes with her left hand. (Years of keeping the instrument in place while she does this has made her neck muscles so strong that she can crack a walnut between her chin and shoulder.) The visual cortex is not involved, of course; she “hears” the mute notes of a phrase with her fingertips, temporarily memorizing them, and then plays them over and over until she can add that phrase to the rest of the piece.


  Like most blind musicians, Amy had a very good “ear”; it actually took her less time to memorize music by listening to it repeatedly, rather than reading, even with fairly complex pieces. (She used Braille nevertheless for serious work, so she could isolate the composer’s intent from the performer’s or conductor’s phrasing decisions.)


  She didn’t really miss being able to sight-read in a conventional way. She wasn’t even sure what it would be like, since she had never seen sheet music before she lost her sight, and in fact had only a vague idea of what a printed page of writing looked like.


  So when her father came to her in her 33rd year and offered to buy her the chance of a limited gift of sight, she didn’t immediately jump at it. It was expensive and risky and grossly deforming: implanting miniaturized video cameras in her eye sockets and wiring them up to stimulate her dormant optic nerves. What if it made her only half blind, but also blunted her musical ability? She knew how other people read music, at least in theory, but after a quarter-century of doing without the skill, she wasn’t sure that it would do much for her. It might make her tighten up.


  Besides, most of her concerts were done as charities to benefit organizations for the blind or for special education. Her father argued that she would be even more effective in those venues as a recovered blind person. Still she resisted.


  Cletus said he was cautiously for it. He said he had reviewed the literature and talked to the Swiss team who had successfully done the implants on dogs and primates. He said he didn’t think she would be harmed by it even if the experiment failed. What he didn’t say to Amy or Lindy or anybody was the grisly Frankensteinian-truth: that he was himself behind the experiment; that it had nothing to do with restoring sight; that the little video cameras would never even be hooked up. They were just an excuse for surgically removing her eyeballs.


  Now a normal person would have extreme feelings about popping out somebody’s eyeballs for the sake of science, and even more extreme feelings on learning that it was a husband wanting to do it to his wife. Of course Cletus was far from being normal in any respect. To his way of thinking, those eyeballs were useless vestigial appendages that blocked surgical access to the optic nerves, which would be his conduits through the brain to the visual cortex. Physical conduits, through which incredibly tiny surgical instruments would be threaded.


  But we have promised not to investigate that part of the story in detail.


  The end result was not grisly at all. Amy finally agreed to go to Geneva , and Cletus and his surgical team (all as skilled as they were unethical) put her through three 20-hour days of painstaking but painless microsurgery, and when they took the bandages off and adjusted a thousand-dollar wig (for they’d had to go in behind as well as through the eye sockets ), she actually looked more attractive than when they had started. That was partly because her actual hair had always been a disaster. And now she had glass baby-blues instead of the rather scary opalescence of her natural eyes. No Buck Rogers TV cameras peering out at the world.


  He told her father that that part of the experiment hadn’t worked, and the six Swiss scientists who had been hired for the purpose agreed.


  “They’re lying,” Amy said. “They never intended to restore my sight. The sole intent of the operations was to subvert the normal functions of the visual cortex in such a way as to give me access to the unused parts of my brain.” She faced the sound of her husband’s breathing, her blue eyes looking beyond him.


  “You have succeeded beyond your expectations.”


  Amy had known this as soon as the fog of drugs from the last operation had lifted. Her mind started making connections, and those connections made connections, and so on at a geometrical rate of growth. By the time they had finished putting her wig on, she had reconstructed the entire microsurgical procedure from her limited readings and conversations with Cletus. She had suggestions as to improving it, and was eager to go under and submit herself to further refinement.


  As to her feelings about Cletus, in less time than it takes to read about it, she had gone from horror to hate to understanding to renewed love, and finally to an emotional condition beyond the ability of any merely natural language to express. Fortunately, the lovers did have Boolean algebra and propositional calculus at their disposal.


  Cletus was one of the few people in the world she could love, or even talk to one-on-one, without condescending. His IQ was so high that its number would be meaningless. Compared to her, though, he was slow, and barely literate. It was not a situation he would tolerate for long.


  The rest is history, as they say, and anthropology, as those of us left who read with our eyes must recognize every minute of every day. Cletus was the second person to have the operation done, and he had to accomplish it while on the run from medical ethics people and their policemen. There were four the next year, though, and twenty the year after that, and then 2000 and 20,000. Within a decade, people with purely intellectual occupations had no choice, or one choice: lose your eyes or lose your job. By then the “second sight” operation was totally automated, totally safe.


  It’s still illegal in most countries, including the United States , but who is kidding whom? If your department chairman is second-sighted and you are not, do you think you’ll get tenure? You can’t even hold a conversation with a creature whose synapses fire six times as fast as yours, with whole encyclopedias of information instantly available. You are, like me, an intellectual throwback.


  You may have a good reason for it, being a painter, an architect, a naturalist, or a trainer of guide dogs. Maybe you can’t come up with the money for the operation, but that’s a weak excuse, since it’s trivially easy to get a loan against future earnings. Maybe there’s a good physical reason for you not to lie down on that table and open your eyes for the last time.


  I know Cletus and Amy through music. I was her keyboard professor once, at Julliard, though now of course I’m not smart enough to teach her anything. They come to hear me play sometimes, in this rundown bar with its band of ageing first-sight musicians. Our music must seem boring, obvious, but they do us the favor of not joining in.


  Amy was an innocent bystander in this sudden evolutionary explosion. And Cletus was, arguably, blinded by love.


  The rest of us have to choose which kind of blindness to endure.
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  BARNABY IN EXILE


  Mike Resnick


  Barnaby sits in his cage, waiting for Sally to come into the lab.


  She will give him the puzzle, the same one he worked on yesterday. But today he will not disappoint her. He has been thinking about the puzzle all night. Thinking is fun. Today he will do it right, and she will laugh and tell him how smart he is. He will lay on his back and she will tickle his stomach, and say, “Oh, what a bright young fellow you are, Barnaby!” Then Barnaby will make a funny face and turn a somersault.


  Barnaby is me.


  It gets lonely after Sally leaves. Bud comes when it is black and cleans my cage, but he never talks. Sometimes he forgets and leaves the light on. Then I try to talk to Roger and his family, but they are just rabbits and cannot make the signs. I don’t think they are very smart, anyway.


  Every night when Bud comes in I sit up and smile at him. I always make the sign for “Hello”, but he doesn’t answer. Sometimes I think Bud isn’t any smarter than Roger. He just pats me on the head. Sometimes he leaves the pictures on after he leaves.


  My favorite pictures are Fred and Barney. Everything is so bright and fast. Many times I ask Sally to bring Dino to the lab so that I can play with him, but she never does. I like Barney, because he is not as big or loud as Fred, and I am not big or loud either. Also, my name is Barnaby and that is like Barney. Sometimes, when it is black and I am all alone, I imagine that I am Barney, and that I don’t sleep in a cage at all.


  This day it was white out, and Sally even had white on her when she came to the lab, but it all turned to water.


  Today we had a new toy. It looks like the thing on Doctor’s desk, with lots of little things that look like flat grapes. Sally told me that she would show me something and then I should touch the grape that had the same picture on it. She showed me a shoe, and a ball, and an egg, and a star, and a square.


  I did the egg and the ball wrong, but tomorrow I will do them right. I think more every day. Like Sally says I am a very bright young fellow.


  We have spent many days with the new toy, and now I can speak to Sally with it, just by touching the right grapes.


  She will come into the lab and say, “How are you this morning, Barnaby?”, and I will touch the grapes that say, “Barnaby is fine” or “Barnaby is hungry”.


  What I really want to say is “Barnaby is lonely” but there is no grape for “lonely”.


  Today I touch the grapes that say “Barnaby wants out”.


  “Out of your cage?” she asks.


  “Out there,” I sign. “Out in the white.”


  “You would not like it.”


  “I do not like the black when I am alone,” I sign. “I will like the white.”


  “It is very cold,” she says, “and you are not used to it.”


  “The white is very pretty,” I say. “Barnaby wants out.”


  “The last time I let you out you hurt Roger,” she reminds me.


  “I just wanted to touch him,” I say.


  “You do not know your own strength,” she says. “Roger is just a rabbit, and you hurt him.”


  “I will be gentle this time,” I say.


  “I thought you didn’t like Roger,” she says.


  “I don’t like Roger,” I say. “I like touching.”


  She reaches into the cage and tickles my belly and scratches my back and I feel better, but then she stops.


  “It is time for your lesson,” she says.


  “If I do it right, can you bring me something to touch?” I ask.


  “What kind of thing?” she says.


  I think for a moment. “Another Barnaby,” I say.


  She looks sad, and doesn’t answer.


  One day Sally brings me a book filled with pictures. I smell it and taste it. Finally I figure out that she wants me to look at it.


  There are all kinds of animals in it. I see one that looks like Roger, but it is brown and Roger is white. And there is a kitten, like I see through the window. And a dog, like Doctor sometimes brings to the lab. But there is no Dino.


  Then I see a picture of a boy. His hair is shorter than Sally’s, and not as gray as Doctor’s, or as yellow as Bud’s. But he is smiling, and I know he must have many things to touch.


  When Sally comes back the next morning, I have lots of questions about the pictures. But before I can ask her, she asks me.


  “What is this?” she says, holding up a picture.


  “Roger,” I say.


  “No,” she says. “Roger is a name. What is this animal called?”


  I try to remember. “Rabbit,” I say at last.


  “Very good, Barnaby,” she says. “And what is this?”


  “Kitten,” I say.


  We got through the whole book.


  “Where is Barnaby?” I ask.


  “Barnaby is an ape,” she says. “There is no picture of an ape in the book.”


  I wonder if there are any other Barnabys in the world, and if they are lonely too.


  Later I ask, “Do I have a father and a mother?”


  “Of course you do,” says Sally. “Everything has a father and a mother.”


  “Where are they?” I ask.


  “Your father is dead,” says Sally. “Your mother is in a zoo far away from here.”


  “Barnaby wants to see his mother,” I say.


  “I’m afraid not, Barnaby.”


  “Why?”


  “She wouldn’t know you. She has forgotten you, just as you have forgotten her.”


  “If I could see her, I would say ‘I’m Barnaby’, and then she would know me.”


  Sally shakes her head. “She wouldn’t understand. You are very special; she is not. She can’t sign, and she can’t use a computer.”


  “Does she have any other Barnabys?” I ask.


  “I don’t know,” says Sally. “I suppose so.”


  “How does she speak to them?”


  “She doesn’t.”


  I think about this for a long time.


  Finally I say, “But she touches them.”


  “Yes, she touches them,” says Sally.


  “They must be very happy,” I say.


  Today I will find out more about being Barnaby.


  “Good morning,” says Sally when she comes into the lab. “How are you today, Barnaby?”


  “What is a zoo?” I ask.


  “A zoo is a place where animals live,” says Sally.


  “Can I see a zoo through the window?”


  “No. It is very far away.”


  I think about my next question for a long time. “Are Barnabys animals?”


  “Yes.”


  “Are Sallys animals?”


  “In a way, yes.”


  “Does Sally’s mother live in a zoo?”


  Sally laughs. “No,” she says.


  “Does she live in a cage?”


  “No,” says Sally.


  I think for awhile.


  “Sally’s mother is dead,” I say.


  “No, she is alive.”


  I get very upset, because I do not know how to ask why Sally’s mother is different from Barnaby’s mother, and the harder I try the worse I do it, and Sally cannot understand me. Finally I start hitting the floor with my fist. Roger and his family all jump, and Doctor opens the door. Sally gives me a little toy that squeeks when I hit it, and very soon I forget to be mad and start playing with the toy. Sally says something to Doctor, and he smiles and leaves.


  “Do you want to ask anything else before we begin our lesson?” asks Sally.


  “Why?” I ask.


  “Why what?”


  “Why is Barnaby an ape and Sally a man?”


  “Because that is the way God made us,” she says.


  I start getting very excited, because I think I am very close to learning more about Barnabys.


  “Who is God?” I ask.


  She tries to answer, but I do not understand again.


  When it gets black and I am all alone except for Roger and his family, and Bud has already cleaned my cage, I sit and think about God. Thinking can be very interesting.


  If he made Sally and he made me, why didn’t he make me as smart as Sally? Why can she talk, and do things with her hands that I can’t do?


  It is very confusing. I decide that I must meet God and ask him why he does these things, and why he forgot that even Barnabys like to be touched.


  As soon as Sally comes into the lab, I ask her, “Where does God live?”


  “In heaven.”


  “Is heaven far away?”


  “Yes.”


  “Farther than a zoo?” I ask.


  “Much farther.”


  “Does God ever come to the lab?”


  She laughs. “No. Why?”


  “I have many questions to ask him.”


  “Perhaps I can answer some of them,” she says.


  “Why am I alone?”


  “Because you are very special,” says Sally.


  “If I was not special, would I be with other Barnabys?”


  “Yes.”


  “I have never hurt God,” I say. “Why has God made me special?”


  The next morning I ask her to tell me about the other Barnabys.


  “Barnaby is just a name,” explains Sally. “There are other apes, but I don’t know if any of them are named Barnaby.”


  “What is a name?”


  “A name is what makes you different from everything else.”


  “If my name was Fred or Dino, could I be like everyone else?” I ask.


  “No,” she says. “You are special. You are Barnaby the Bonobo. You are very famous.”


  “What is famous?”


  “Many people know who you are.”


  “What are People?” I ask.


  “Men and women.”


  “Are there more than you and Doctor and Bud?”


  “Yes.”


  Then it is time for my lessons, but I do them very badly, because I am still thinking about a world that has more People in it than Sally and Doctor and Bud. I am so busy wondering who lets them out of their cages when the dark goes away, that I forget all about God and don’t think about him any more for many days.


  I hear Sally talking to Doctor, but I do not understand what they are saying.


  Doctor keeps repeating that we don’t have any more fun, and Sally keeps saying that Barnaby is special, and then they both say a lot of things I can’t understand.


  When they are through, and Doctor leaves, I ask Sally why we can’t have fun any more.


  “Fun?” she repeats. “What do you mean?”


  “Doctor says there will be no more fun.”


  She stares at me for a long time. “You understood what he said?”


  “Why can’t we have any fun?” I repeat.


  “Fund,” she says. “The word was fund. It means something different.”


  “Then Barnaby and Sally can still have fun?” I ask.


  “Of course we can.”


  I lay on my back and sign to her. “Tickle me.”


  She reaches into the cage and tickles me, but I see water in her eyes. Human People make water in their eyes when they are unhappy. I pretend to bite her hand and then race around my cage like I did when I was a baby, but this time it doesn’t make her laugh.


  I hear voices coming from behind the door. It is Sally and Doctor again.


  “Well, we can’t put him in a zoo,” says Doctor. “If he starts signing to the spectators, they’d have a million people demanding his freedom by the end of the month, and then what would happen? What would become of him? Can you picture the poor bastard in a circus?”


  “We can’t destroy him just because he’s too bright,” says Sally.


  “Who will take him? You?” says Doctor. “He’s only eight now. What happens when he becomes sexually mature, when he is a surly adult male? It’s not that far away. He could rip you apart in seconds.”


  “He won’t—not Barnaby.”


  “Will your landlord let you keep him? Are you willing to sacrifice the next twenty years of your life caring for him?”


  “We might get renewed funding as early as this fall,” says Sally.


  “Be realistic,” says Doctor. “It’ll be years, if ever. This program is being duplicated at half a dozen labs around the country, and some of them are much farther along. Barnaby’s not the only ape that has learned to use articles and adjectives, you know. There’s a 25-year-old gorilla, and three other Bonobo chimps that are well into their teens. There’s no reason to believe that anyone will restore our funding.”


  “But he’s different,” says Sally. “He asks abstract questions.”


  “I know, I know . . . once he asked you who God was. But I studied the tape, and you mentioned God first. If you mention Michael Jordan and he asks who that is, it doesn’t mean that he’s developed an abiding interest in basketball.”


  “Can I at least talk to the committee? Show them videotapes of him?”


  “They know what a chimpanzee looks like,” says Doctor.


  “But they don’t know what one thinks like,” says Sally. “Perhaps this will help to convince them . . .”


  “It’s not a matter of convincing them,” says Doctor. “The funds have dried up. Every program is hurting these days.”


  “Please . . .”


  “All right,” says Doctor. “I’ll set up a meeting. But it won’t do any good.”


  I hear it all, but I do not understand any of it. Before it got white today I dreamed of a place filled with Barnabys, and I am sitting in a corner, my eyes shut, trying to remember it before it all drifts away.


  We keep doing the lessons each day, but I can tell that Sally is unhappy, and I wonder what I have done to upset her.


  This morning Sally opens my cage door and just hugs me for a long time.


  “I have to talk to you, Barnaby,” she says, and I see her eyes are making water again.


  I touch the grapes that say, “Barnaby likes to talk.”


  “This is important,” she says. “Tomorrow you will leave the lab.”


  “Will I go outside?” I ask.


  “You will go very far away.”


  “To a zoo?”


  “Farther.”


  Suddenly I remember God.


  “Will I go to heaven?” I ask.


  She smiles even as her eyes make more water. “Not quite that far,” she says. “You are going to a place where there are no labs and no cages. You will be free, Barnaby.”


  “Are there other Barnabys there?”


  “Yes,” she says. “There are other Barnabys there.”


  “Doctor was wrong,” I say. “There will be more fun for Sally and Barnaby.”


  “I cannot go with you,” she says.


  “Why?”


  “I have to stay here. This is my home.”


  “If you are good, maybe God will let you out of your cage,” I say.


  She makes a funny sound and hugs me again.


  They put me in a smaller cage, one with no light in it. For two days I smell bad things. Most of my water spills, and there are loud noises that hurt my ears. Sometimes People talk, and once a man who is not Bud or Doctor gives me food and more water. He does it through a little hole in the top of the cage.


  I touch his hand to show him that I am not angry. He screams and pulls his hand away.


  I keep signing, “Barnaby is lonely,” but it is dark and there is no one to see.


  I do not like my new world.


  On the third morning they move my crate, and then they move it again. Finally they lift it up and carry it, and when they set it down I can smell many things I have never smelled before.


  They open the door, and I step out onto the grass. The sun is very bright, and I squint and look at People who are not Sally or Doctor or Bud.


  “You’re home, boy,” says one of them.


  I look around. The world is a much bigger place than the lab, and I am frightened.


  “Go on, fella,” says another. “Sniff around. Get used to the place.”


  I sniff around. I do not get used to the place.


  I spend many days in the world. I get to know all the trees and bushes, and the big fence around it. They feed me fruits and leaves and bark. I am not used to them, and for a while I am sick, but then I get better.


  I hear many noises from beyond the world—screams and growls and shrieks. I smell many strange animals. But I do not hear or smell any Barnabys.


  Then one day the People put me back in my crate, and I am alone for a long time, and then they open the crate, and I am no longer in the world, but in a place with so many trees that I almost cannot see the sky.


  “Okay, fella,” says a Person. “Off into the forest with you now.”


  He makes a motion with his hands, but it is a sign I do not recognize.


  I sign back: “Barnaby is afraid.”


  The Person pets me on the head. It is the first time anyone has touched me since I left the lab.


  “Have a good life,” he says, “and make lots of little Barnabys.”


  Then he climbs into his cage, and it rolls away from me. I try to follow it, but it is much too fast, and soon I can no longer see it.


  I look back at the forest and hear strange sounds, and a breeze brings me the sweet smell of fruit.


  There is no one around to see me, but I sign “Barnaby is free” anyway.


  Barnaby is free.


  Barnaby is lonely.


  Barnaby is frightened.


  I learn to find water, and to climb trees. I see little Barnabys with tails that chatter at me, but they cannot sign, and I see big kittens with spots, and they make terrible noises and I hide from them.


  I wish I could hide in my cage, where I was always safe.


  Today when the black goes away I wake up and go to the water, and I find another Barnaby.


  “Hello,” I sign. “I am a Barnaby too.”


  The other Barnaby growls at me.


  “Do you live in a lab?” I ask. “Where is your cage?”


  The other Barnaby runs at me and starts biting me. I shriek and roll on the ground.


  “What have I done?” I ask.


  The other Barnaby runs at me again, and I screech and climb to the top of a tree. He sits at the bottom and stares at me all day until the black returns. It gets very cold, and then wet, and I shiver all night and wish Sally was here.


  In the morning the Barnaby is gone, and I climb down to the ground. I smell where he has been, and I follow his scent, because I do not know what else to do. Finally I come to a place with more Barnabys than I ever imagined there could be. Then I remember that Sally taught me counting, and I count. There are twenty-three of them.


  One of them sees me and screams, and before I can make any signs all of them charge at me and I run away. They chase me for a long time, but finally they stop, and I am alone again.


  I am alone for many days. I do not go back to the Barnabys, because they would hurt me if they could. I do not know what I have done to make them mad, so I do not know how to stop doing it.


  I have learned to smell the big kittens when they are still far away, and to climb the trees so they cannot catch me, and I have learned to hide from the dogs that laugh like Sally does when I make somersaults, but I am so lonely, and I miss talking, and I am already forgetting some of the signs Sally taught me.


  Last night I dreamed about Fred and Wilma and Barney and Dino, and when I woke up my own eyes were making water.


  I hear sounds in the morning. Not sounds like the big kittens or the dogs make, but strange, clumsy sounds. I go to see what is making them.


  In a little clearing I see four People—two men and two women—and they have brought little brown cages. The cages are not as nice as my old cage, because you cannot see in or out of them.


  One of the men has made a fire, and they are sitting on chairs around it. I want to approach them, but I have learned my lesson with the Barnabys, and so I wait until one of the men sees me.


  When he doesn’t yell or chase me, I sign to him.


  “I am Barnaby.”


  “What has it got in its hands?” asks one of the women.


  “Nothing,” says a man.


  “Barnaby wants to be friends,” I sign.


  A woman puts something up in front of her face, and suddenly there is a big pop! It is so bright that I can’t see. I rub my eyes and walk forward.


  “Don’t let him get too close,” says the other man. “No telling what kind of diseases he’s carrying.”


  “Will you play with Barnaby?” I ask.


  The first man picks up a rock and throws it at me.


  “Shoo!” he yells. “Go away!”


  He throws another rock, and I run back into the forest.


  When it is black out, and they sit around the fire, I sneak as close as I can get, and lay down and listen to the sounds of their voices, and pretend I am back in the lab.


  In the morning they throw rocks at me until I go away.


  And then one day, after they throw the rocks at me and I go for water, I come back and find that they are gone. They were not very good friends, but they were the only ones I had.


  What will I do now?


  Finally, after many days, I find a single Barnaby, and it is a female. She has terrible scars on her from other Barnabys, and when she sees me she bares her teeth and growls. I sit still and hope that she will not go away.


  After a long time she comes closer to me. I am afraid to move, because I do not want to frighten her or make her mad. I ignore her and stare off into the trees.


  Finally she reaches out and picks an insect off my shoulder and puts it into her mouth, and soon she is sitting beside me, eating the flowers and leaves that have fallen to the ground.


  Finally, when I am sure she will not run away, I sign to her, “I am Barnaby.”


  She grabs at my hands as if I was playing with a fruit or an insect, then shows her teeth when she sees that I am not holding anything.


  She is really not any smarter than Roger, but at least she does not run away from me.


  I will call her Sally.


  Sally is afraid of the other Barnabys, so we live at the edge of the forest, where they hardly ever come. She touches me, and that is very nice, but I find that I miss talking and thinking even more.


  Every day I try to teach her to sign, but she cannot learn. We have three baby Barnabys, one after each rainy season, but they are no smarter than Sally, and besides I have forgotten most of the signs.


  More and more People come to the forest in their brown cages. My family is afraid of them, but I love talking and listening and thinking more than anything. I always visit their camps at night, and listen to their voices in the darkness, and try to understand the words. I pretend I am back in the lab, though it is harder and harder to remember what the lab is like.


  Each time there are new People I show myself and say “I am Barnaby”, but none of them ever answers. When one finally does, I will know that he is God.


  There were many things I wanted to ask him once, but I cannot remember most of them. I will tell him to be nice to Sally and the other two People at the lab—I forget their names—because what has happened to me is not their fault.


  I will not ask him why he hated me so much that he made me special, or why People and Barnabys always chase me away. I will just say, “Please talk to Barnaby,” and then I will ask if we can do a lesson.


  Once, when I was a very bright fellow, there were many things I wanted to discuss with him. But now that I have left the world, that will be enough.


  DEAD MAN’S CURVE


  Terry Bisson


  One


  “You’re not going to believe what I’m going to tell you,” Hal said.


  “Probably not.”


  “But I’m going to tell you anyway.”


  “Probably are.”


  “There is another world.”


  “Probably is.”


  “Camilla, quit acting silly. If you could see me over the phone, you’d know that I was serious. Another world! Besides this one.”


  “Like Lechuguilla,” I said. “Like the Ruwenzori.”


  “No. Really different.”


  “Like the Moon?”


  “The Moon is part of this world. I’m talking about something much, much more amazing. Get your clothes on, I’m coming over.”


  “The Moon is not part of this world. And I don’t walk around the apartment with no clothes on. And I’m watching Unsolved Mysteries, so don’t come over until nine unless you can keep your mouth shut.”


  Hal was my best friend, is my best friend, all the way from grade school, on and off. We were the only ones from our class, eleven years after graduation, who weren’t married. The only halfway normal ones, anyway.


  Hal went to Bluegrass Community College in Frankfort, and sold dope. I worked at the KwikPik and watched Unsolved Mysteries.


  Joke.


  Hal didn’t arrive until 9:07. I was sitting on the front steps of the Belle Meade Arms, smoking a cigarette, waiting for him. My last boyfriend wouldn’t let me smoke in the apartment, and I kept the prohibition (along with the apartment) after I got rid of him. It was a warm July night and I could hear Hal’s 85 Cavalier a block away. The transmission had a whine. It’s probably the worst car ever made and I ought to know; my last boyfriend worked for a Chevy dealer.


  But enough about him.


  “There is another world,” I said, trying to sound mysterious like Robert Stack on Unsolved Mysteries.


  “Once you see it you won’t laugh,” Hal said.


  “Patagonia?” I said. “Tibesti? Macchu Picchu?” We knew all the neat places. As kids we had shared stacks of National Geographics. I was looking for Oz. Hal was looking for where his father had gone. We never found either.


  “Not the Moon. Not Lechuguilla. Not Machu Picchu. This is really different.”


  “Where did you read about it?”


  “I didn’t read about it. I found it. I’ve been there. This is serious, Camilla. I’m the only one who knows about it. It’s not even like a real place. It’s another world.”


  “I thought you said it was real.”


  “Come on. Get in the car. We’re going for a ride.”


  We drove out Old 19 to Dead Man’s Curve. It’s a long hairpin near the top of Caddy’s Bluff, over the Kentucky River. Nobody gets killed on it anymore. In the old days, before the interstate, they say people made a living stripping parts off the wrecks at the bottom of the bluff. The ones that didn’t go into the river.


  “I never come here that I don’t think of Wascomb,” I said. In high school, Johnny Wascomb had taken Dead Man’s Curve at fifty-nine mph. It was still the record as far as I knew. Ironically, he didn’t get killed driving but in an accident in the Navy. He was the only dead person I knew.


  “Funny you should mention Wascomb,” Hal said. “I was seeing if I could take the curve as fast as him when it happened.”


  “When what happened?”


  “You’ll see.” Hal drove up the bluff, around the curve, and turned into an old logging road. It was dark back in the trees.


  “Is this a Stephen King thing?” I asked, alarmed.


  “No, Camilla. I’m just turning around.” Hal backed out onto the highway and started down the hill, around the curve. Going down, we were on the outside; that’s what made it Dead Man’s Curve.


  “I drive home from Frankfort this way twice a week. As an experiment, I started taking the curve at forty, forty two, forty four. In two mph increments. The way Wascomb did.”


  “I never knew he did it that way.”


  “He was very scientific.”


  “He went fifty-nine in his GTO,” I said. “Not some dinky Cavalier.”


  “I’m not even going to go fifty,” Hal said. “Watch what happened to me at forty-two.”


  Hal set the Cavalier on forty-two as we went into the curve. From where I was sitting it looked like thirty-nine. The white guard posts along the road flickered past, low in the headlights. The curve tightened but Hal kept his speed up. A third of the way around, the big trees gave out and I knew we were over the cliff.


  The tires squealed but only a little. The posts flickered past one by one by one. They were all the same distance apart, and we were at a steady speed, so it looked like nothing was moving. The cable that connected the posts undulated in the headlights like a white wave; then the wave seemed to open, and suddenly the world turned inside out like a sock, and we were in a room.


  Not in the car. A white room. We were sitting on a sort of bench, side by side. I sensed Hal beside me on my right but I didn’t see him until he stood up.


  He stood up and I stood up with him. He turned and I turned with him. In front of us was a wall. No, it was a window. Beyond it I could see endless rows of hills, white, but dark, like snow in moonlight. Then Hal turned again and I turned with him. Another wall. I wanted to see through it but Hal stepped back. We stepped back. I saw stars and the white room was gone. What I had thought was stars were leaves in the headlights, across the road. Through the windshield. The world had turned inside out again, or outside in, and we were back in the car, stopped at the bottom of the hill where Old 19 connects with River Road. I recognized the stop sign with the bullet holes.


  Hal was on my left again, not my right. He was looking at me. “Well?” he said.


  “Well?! What the hell was that?” I said.


  “You saw it too, right?”


  “Saw it? I was there. We were there!”


  “Where?” Hal was suddenly like a lawyer or a cop, interrogative. “What was it? What was it for you?”


  “A—white room. Like a waiting room.”


  “Then it’s real,” he said, putting the Cavalier into gear and turning onto River Road back toward town. “I had to know if it was real. I almost wish to hell you hadn’t seen it too. Now I don’t know what to do.”


  Two


  The next day Hal picked me up at the KwikPik after work. He was twenty minutes late. I sat out front and waited for him.


  “Sorry I’m late, Camilla,” he said. “I wanted to tell my professor about it.”


  We both knew what it was. “What did he say?”


  “He didn’t have time to talk about it. He had to run out. He has two jobs. He said it might have something to do with the white posts flickering in the headlights. Hell, I had already figured that out. My theory is, they set up a resonance and open a portal into another universe.”


  Hal reads science fiction. I never could get into it.


  We headed out Old 19. “I tried it faster and slower,” Hal said. “I tried it with the radio on and in low range, etcetera. It only works at forty-two, only in this Cavalier, and only at night. Last night was my third time. I had to take you with me to be sure I wasn’t a hallucinating or something.”


  Hal pulled into the logging road. “Wait,” I said. “How do we know for sure we can always get back?”


  “One wall leads back. You step back into it. It’s the easiest part. It breaks the spell or something.”


  “Spell. That’s not very scientific. What if we get trapped?”


  “You’ve been trapped in this world all your life, Camilla.”


  “It’s not the same and you know it. It’s bigger, for one thing.”


  “You want to chicken out?” he asked.


  “Do you?” There it was; we both grinned. How could we? How often do you get a chance to go to another world?


  Hal backed out onto the highway and started down the bluff.


  “Should I fasten my seat belt?”


  “Gee, I don’t know, Camilla. I never thought about it.”


  I fastened my seat belt.


  Thirty-seven. Forty. Forty-two (which looked like thirty-nine). The tires were squealing just barely. The transmission whined. “How do we know this speedometer’s accurate?” I asked.


  “Doesn’t matter. Haven’t you ever heard of relativity? Just sit tight. Look straight ahead.”


  I kept my eye on the hood ornament, a little chrome cavalier in tights with a plume on his hat. Little buns like raisins. The white posts started flickering in that wave motion, the cable started undulating, and this time I saw the wave turn the world inside out, like a sock. And there we were, in the white room.


  It was easier than walking into a movie theatre. Or out of one. Nothing was there unless I looked at it directly. Then it sort of drew itself in. I looked down and saw the bench, white. The floor, white. I looked at my hands and at my feet. I looked like a video character or a cartoon. I was flat and I only existed when I moved. When I held my hand still it was gone. But when I moved it or looked at it hard, it was there.


  I tried running my tongue around the inside of my mouth. There was nothing there. No spit. No teeth.


  But I could talk. I looked at Hal and said, “Here we are.” I couldn’t tell where the words came from. Hal said the same words back: “Here we are.”


  I wanted to stand up. Suddenly I was standing and Hal was standing beside me. It was easy, like a piece of paper unfolding. It was all beginning to seem normal.


  “Let’s look around,” I said. “Okay,” Hal said.


  The light was like the light in the Kwik-Pik. The longer I looked at things, the more normal they became. But never “normal” normal. The white room was not really white. I could see through the wall to the hills, arranged in endless rows.


  “See those hills,” I said.


  “I think they are clouds,” Hal said. I looked at him and suddenly I felt scared. You never look directly at people in dreams. I had been hoping this would turn out to be some kind of dream. But it wasn’t.


  “Here we are,” Hal said again. He reached down and touched the bench behind us. I touched it at the same time. I was doing what he did now. The bench felt normal. But not “normal” normal. “Time to back,” Hal said.


  “Not yet,” I said. I turned and he turned with me. It seemed that one of us decided what to do for us both, and now it was me again.


  We were facing another white wall. Now that I was looking at it, I could see through it. There were endless rooms, like in a mirror. Only they never got smaller. All the rooms were empty except the first one.


  “There’s a person there,” Hal said.


  The person in the other room turned toward us.


  I felt myself stumble backward, even though I couldn’t move. We must have fallen through the wall because we were at the stop sign, in the car. Bullet holes, seat belt and all.


  “How’d we get here?” I asked.


  “I stepped back,” Hal said. “I must have panicked.”


  “You should have waited till I was ready!”


  “Camilla, what are we arguing about!? Did you see what I saw? Did you?”


  “Of course. But don’t talk about it. No theories. Let’s just go back.”


  “Tomorrow night.”


  “No. Tonight. Right now.”


  We turned around and drove to the top of the hill, and went around Dead Man’s Curve again. It was like stepping back into (or out of) the theater. It was getting easy. This time I stood and Hal stood with me, and I turned toward the wall (it was on our right) and there he was, right where we had left him, looking through from the other room.


  “Wascomb?” Hal whispered.


  Three


  “Harold,” Wascomb said. It wasn’t a question or a greeting. He didn’t seem surprised to see us.


  “Camilla is here too,” Hal said.


  “Camilla who?”


  “A friend—”


  “Forget it,” I said. I had sat next to him in two classes. He had dated my cousin, Ruth Ann, all through senior year.


  “Where are you?” Wascomb asked. Like Hal, like myself, he was only there if I looked at him hard. There were no details. But when he talked I could hear his voice in my head like a memory.


  “We’re here where you are,” Hal said. “Wherever this is. Where are we?”


  “I don’t know. I’m dead.”


  “I know. I’m sorry,” Hal said.


  “I don’t remember how I died. Am I supposed to remember?”


  “It was a steam explosion,” Hal said.


  “You were in the Navy,” I said. “You lost your life on the flight deck of the carrier Kitty Hawk.”


  “You’re Ruth Ann’s cousin,” Wascomb said. “Tamara. I always thought you were cute.”


  “Camilla.” But I forgave him everything. Wascomb didn’t have many details. Just enough to talk to. But he seemed more solid than Hal or I. I had the feeling that if I reached out, I could touch him through the wall.


  I didn’t want to reach out.


  “Are you all dead?”


  “No,” Hal said. “We’re just—visiting. We came in a car. Sort of.”


  “I know. Dead Man’s Curve. I discovered it when I was a teenager,” Wascomb said. “You go around at a certain speed, at night, and you end up here. You’re the only ones since me. I’ve been here forever. Are you all still teenagers?”


  “At heart,” I said.


  “I’m in Community College,” Hal said.


  “Be glad you’re not dead. It’s all over then.”


  “But it’s not!” I said. “You were dead, but here you are.”


  “I’m still dead,” said Wascomb. “It’s still all over.”


  “But it means there is life after death!” I said.


  “Sort of.” Wascomb said. “It doesn’t amount to much. It’s just for people who go around the curve at the certain speed, in a certain car maybe. I think the posts in the headlights set up a wave pattern that flips you through into another Universe. I studied electronics in the Navy.”


  “What was your speed?” Hal asked.


  “Fifty one,” said Wascomb. “In my GTO. I wanted to bring Ruth Ann. But I had sold my GTO. It was a classic already, even then. How long’s it been?”


  “Ten years.”


  “Think what it would be worth now. Does Ruth Ann know I’m dead?”


  “It’s been ten years,” Hal said. “She’s happily married.”


  “How would you know that?” I said. Actually, Ruth Ann was getting a divorce but I didn’t see any point in going into it.


  “I never should have sold that GTO,” Wascomb said. “It wouldn’t work in any other car. How’d you make it work?”


  “A Cavalier,” Hal said.


  “Cavalier?”


  “It’s a kind of a Chevy.”


  “Is it any good?”


  “I can’t believe you’re dead and still talking about cars,” I said.


  “Actually, I don’t talk about anything usually. It’s not much different from being dead. A little better, I guess. I never thought I’d come back here, when I died I mean. What did you say it was?”


  “Steam explosion,” I said. “The Kitty Hawk. You were in the Mediterranean.”


  ` “What’s the Mediterranean?”


  “It’s time for us to go,” Hal said. “It was—nice seeing you.”


  “See, you’re not dead. You can go back but I can’t. I’ll be here forever, I guess. Will you come back and see me?”


  “Sure,” I said. I was just humoring him. Like Hal, I was ready to go.


  “And bring Ruth Ann.”


  “What?” We both turned back around.


  “She’s married, Wascomb,” I said.


  “I thought you said she was getting a divorce.”


  “Did I say that?”


  “I think you started to.”


  “She thinks you’re dead, Wascomb.”


  “I am dead. That’s why I want to see her. I never get to see anybody.”


  Four


  Ruth Ann was surprised to see me at her door the next day. “How about asking me in?” I said. I should explain that I have short hair and wear a motorcycle jacket. Ruth Ann is the opposite type.


  Still, I was her cousin and she had to ask me in. Blood’s thicker than water. She brought me a canned ice tea and set it on the table.


  “Is this about Aunt Betty?” she asked. My mother, her aunt, is sort of a drunk.


  I had rehearsed how to tell the story, even going over it out loud in the car, but I could see now that it wasn’t going to work. It was too bizarre.


  “No, it’s about Wascomb, but I can’t tell you here,” I said. “I came by to see if we could—go for a drive.”


  “Johnny Wascomb? Camilla, are you smoking something?”


  I was smoking a cigarette but I put it out. “It’s about Wascomb, and it concerns you,” I said. “It’s about a—message from him to you.”


  Her face went white. “A letter?”


  “A message,” I said. “Not a letter.”


  She looked relieved. “You know, he used to write me from the Navy. I never answered his letters. Johnny Wascomb. But what could it be about him? Never mind. Don’t tell me. I will go with you.”


  “I talked to my professor” said Hal, when he met me at the KwikPik after work. “He thinks it’s probably some kind of artificial universe created by the wave motion of the lights on the posts. Very rare.”


  “I should hope,” I said. I couldn’t imagine swapping worlds every time you went around a curve.


  “He says the reason everything looks sketchy is that our brains are wired for this universe. Whatever they see, they have to make it a version of this one. No matter how different it is. Do you think Ruth Ann will show?”


  At 9:06 Ruth Ann pulled up in her Volvo. She motioned me over to her window. “What’s he doing here?”


  “He’s part of the deal,” I said.


  “I can’t be seen with him. Isn’t he some kind of a dope dealer?” Ervin, her husband, was a state senator. (Not the state senator, a state senator.)


  “Was,” I lied. “Besides, I thought you were getting a divorce. Anyway, you have to come. I promised.”


  “Promised who?”


  “Don’t make me say it. It’ll sound too crazy. Get in the front seat. I’ll get in the back.”


  We got into the Cavalier. “Long time no see,” Hal said. “Guess we run in different circles.”


  “I wouldn’t know, I don’t run in circles,” said Ruth Ann. I had forgotten how obnoxious she could be.


  Hal drove out Old 19, toward Dead Man’s Curve. I felt like I should prepare Ruth Ann but I didn’t know where to start. She didn’t give me time to figure it out. “Camilla, tell me what’s going on,” she said as we were heading up the bluff. “Right now or I’m getting out of the car.” I had forgotten how bossy she could be.


  Hal turned into the old logging road at the top of the bluff. “Last night we talked to Wascomb,” I said. “I know it sounds weird.”


  “Is this some kind of Stephen King thing?” Ruth Ann said. “If it is, I’m getting out of the car right now!”


  Hal leaned over and opened her door. “Be my guest! Camilla, I’m warning you, she’s going to mess up everything.”


  “No!” I leaned up over the seat and shut her door. “It’s not a Stephen King thing,” I said. “It’s—more like a love story.”


  That shut her up. Hal backed out and turned around.


  “True love,” I said. “The kind where love conquereth death.”


  “Conquereth?” Hal was staring at me in the rear view mirror. I realized I had gone a little too far. “Put your seat belt on,” I said.


  Hal drove down the hill at thirty, thirty-five. Ruth Ann started up again. “Dead Man’s Curve? Are you two trying to scare me?”


  “Ruth Ann—”


  “If this is your idea of a thrill, it’s totally pathetic,” Ruth Ann said. “Johnny Wascomb took this curve at seventy-five, lots of times.”


  “Ruth Ann, shut up,” I said. “Just watch the hood ornament. The little cavalier.”


  “It was fifty-nine,” said Hal. Muttered Hal.


  Forty two. There was the wave, the undulating stream of white posts, and the world turned inside out like a sock, and there we were, in the white room. I would have breathed a sigh of relief except I wasn’t breathing. If this wouldn’t shut her up, nothing would.


  “Where are we?” Ruth Ann asked.


  “It’s another world,” Hal said.


  “Is this some weird Navy thing? Were they lying about the accident?” To shut her up, I stood and pulled her and Hal with me. I knew they would stand when I did. Through the wall we saw the endless ranges of hills.


  “Who owns all this?” Ruth Ann asked.


  I turned and, again, they turned with me. We faced the other wall and the endless rooms. Wascomb was standing there as if he had been waiting for us.


  “Omigod,” said Ruth Ann. “Johnny. Is it really you?”


  “Not exactly. I’m dead. Who are you?”


  “It’s me!”


  “You told us to bring her,” I said.


  “Who told who what?”


  “You told us to bring her,” Hal said. “Don’t you remember?”


  “I told you, I’m dead,” Wascomb said. “It’s hard for me to remember things. It’s not hard exactly. I just don’t do it.”


  “Do you want us to leave?” Hal asked. I could tell he was hoping. “We can take her back with us.”


  “Back where?”


  “Johnny, stop it!” screamed Ruth Ann. Her scream shook the whole universe.


  “Ruth Ann?” said Wascomb. “I wanted to bring you here but I sold my GTO. You got mad because I showed the guys your brain the glove compartment. I can’t believe I sold that car.”


  “Johnny, are you really dead? The casket was closed at the funeral. I’m sorry I didn’t answer your letters.”


  “What letters?”


  “You sent me one a day for weeks. Or was it one a week for months? Don’t you remember?”


  “I can remember how to unhook your bra with one hand. But I can’t remember you. All I remember is being dead. Once you’re here, you’ve been here forever. Once you’re dead you’re always dead, forward and back. I think.”


  “Let’s get out of here,” Hal said. I had to agree. He and I both turned back toward the other wall. Ruth Ann turned with us. The sky was dark and yet bright, like a negative. The hills were white, but dark.


  “What happened to Johnny?” Ruth Ann asked.


  “I don’t know,” I lied. I looked at Hal beside me and he leaned back toward the bench, but it was a wall, and we slipped through it into a darkness that turned out to be leaves, and trees, and we were stopped again at the stop sign. Bullet holes and all.


  “Take me home,” said Ruth Ann. I couldn’t tell if she was mad or what, the way she was blubbering. “Right this minute!”


  Five


  The next day was Sunday, the day I work twelve hours straight. When I got to the KwikPik at 7:00 A.M., Hal was there, looking worried.


  “I told you she was crazy,” Hal said. “What do you think she’ll do?”


  “Ruth Ann? She won’t do anything.”


  “Are you kidding? She was sobbing all the way home, then like a zombie when she went into the house. You don’t think that husband of hers will notice? He could get me kicked out of school.”


  “They’re getting a divorce anyway,” I said. “And how can you get kicked out of school when you’re only taking one class?”


  “Two.”


  I could see he was irrational, so I changed the subject. “Speaking of school, did you talk to your professor?”


  “Yes, I told you, he says it’s probably a pocket universe. They twist off the main universe, like bubbles.”


  “The main universe?”


  “He’s calling in sick on his other job so he can come with us tonight.”


  “Tonight?”


  “He’s afraid to wait. He’s afraid it might disappear or something. He wants to check it out first-hand. I might get extra credit.”


  “What does this guy teach? I thought you were studying business.”


  “His course is called Non-Spatial Strategies. It’s a marketing course. He just throws in a little physics, because that was his minor. He wants to make a video.”


  “Don’t turn around,” I said.


  Ruth Ann had just driven up, or rather her husband had driven her up, in their new Volvo 740 Turbo with Intercooler. Whatever that is. “Ruth Ann’s getting out of the car,” I said. “From the way she’s dressed, they’re on their way to church. She’s coming in the door.”


  “Camilla,” she said. “And you. Are you everywhere? I told Ervin I was just coming in to get some cigarettes.” She burst into tears.


  “Good lord, Ruth Ann,” I said. “What’s the matter?” Ervin waved from the car and I waved back. He’s a state senator. They wave at everybody.


  “The matter? Do you realize I spoke to my only true love last night? I found him in the land where love never dies.”


  “Ruth Ann, you’re talking like a song on the radio,” I said. It wasn’t intended as a compliment.


  “It’s just a pocket universe,” Hal said.


  “There just happens to be a guy in it who just happens to be my first love.”


  “You dumped him, remember?” I said. “Besides, Ruth Ann, he’s dead.” Ruth Ann burst into tears again. This time she dropped her money all over the floor. Hal bent down to pick it up. Always the gentleman. “I told you she was crazy,” he said. Muttered.


  “Is he talking about me? Camilla, I can’t let Ervin see me crying. Act like we’re laughing. Let him see you smile. Good.”


  All the time she was ordering me around, she was crying. Hal handed her her money and she said, “Now, tell me, when are we going back? Tonight?”


  “We’re not going back,” Hal said. “It’s been declared off-limits. By the Navy.”


  “Let me handle this, Hal,” I said. He left, not bothering to speak to Ervin. They lived in two different worlds. Ruth Ann lit a cigarette.


  “You can’t smoke in the store,” I said. She ignored me.


  “Camilla, where is Johnny? How do I get back there?”


  I explained the pocket universe theory, as best I could. “It’s some sort of artificial universe,” I said. “Apparently if you have ever been there, you are always there; or you go back there after you are dead. Or something. Wascomb’s the only one there. It’s his universe, I guess.”


  “Does that mean we’ll go back there after we’re dead?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. I hoped not. “You get there by going around Dead Man’s Curve.”


  “No, you don’t, I tried it,” she said. “I tried every different speed in the Volvo last night.”


  “After we dropped you off?”


  “Of course. I went back. I wanted to be alone with Johnny. I tried both directions. Up, down.”


  “It only works in certain cars,” I said. “It has to do with the lights, and maybe the sound. Hal’s Cavalier has a bad transmission whine. I don’t remember Wascomb’s GTO.”


  “I do,” said Ruth Ann. “I never told anybody this, Camilla, but I lost my virginity in that car.”


  I didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t such a big secret. Those Wascomb hadn’t told, had figured it out on their own.


  “Would Hal loan me his Cavalier? I could buy it from him. I have my own money.”


  “Ruth Ann, this is crazy.”


  “Camilla, did you ever dump somebody and then want them back? Well, answer me. Did you ever think you would give anything to—”


  “Ruth Ann, Wascomb is dead.”


  “Camilla, are you trying to make me scream? If you think I won’t scream because I’m in a store—”


  “All right, all right,” I said. “Hal is picking me up after work at eight. Be here and I’ll work it out somehow.”


  Six


  “What’s she doing here?” Hal asked. “That’s the professor?” I asked him in turn. An enormous fat man in a Geo Metro had just pulled in behind the Cavalier. He looked familiar.


  “Come over here, I’ll introduce you. Professor (he said some name), this is my colleague, Camilla Perry.”


  “And that’s my cousin Ruth Ann Embry in the Volvo,” I said.


  “She’s not going with us,” Hal said to the professor. “There’s not room for four.”


  “Hal, she’s as much a part of this as I am,” I said. “It’s Wascomb’s universe, after all. He asked for her.”


  “Wascomb’s universe?” That got him mad. “If it’s Wascomb’s universe, how come I own the only car that goes to it?”


  Ruth Ann got out of the Volvo. She was wearing a denim jacket. I had to admit she looked good, whatever she wore.


  “Not room for four?” the professor said. “Are you talking about the car, or the universe? Theoretically, a pocket universe can hold any number of people. The problem is getting into it.”


  His problem was getting into the Cavalier. He looked into the back seat uncertainly. “Ruth Ann and I will get in the back,” I said. He got in the front with Hal. We drove out of town on Old 19.


  “Did Hal explain my pocket universe theory?” the professor said.


  “Tell us again,” Ruth Ann said.


  “My theory is that they are accidental wave forms, generated by aural and visual interference patterns and pinched off like bubbles from this universe. About the size of a basketball.”


  “Now I know where I’ve seen you,” I said. “Didn’t you used to manage the driving range out on Oldham Road?”


  “Still do.”


  My last boyfriend was a golf nut. I still had his clubs under my bed. But enough about him. “If it’s the size of a baseball, how are we all going to fit in it?” Ruth Ann asked.


  “Basketball,” the professor said. “And that’s just from the outside. On the inside, it can be as big as it needs to be. Our Universe is about the size of a basketball too, from the outside. If we could get outside it to take a look at it. The problem is getting outside one universe without immediately getting into another one. Do you follow me?”


  “No.”


  “According to the professor, everything’s about the size of a basketball,” Hal said.


  That makes him the biggest thing in creation, I thought.


  We were heading up the bluff. “Why are you putting on lipstick?” I whispered to Ruth Ann. “And why are you filming her?” I asked the professor.


  “Videotaping,” the professor said. “This is a scientific experiment. I have to document everything,” He was turned around in his seat with his camcorder on his shoulder. Ruth Ann was combing her hair. Hal pulled into the logging road to turn around. It was dark back in the trees.


  “Why are we stopping?” the professor asked. “Is this some kind of Stephen King thing?”


  “I’m beginning to think so,” Hal said. Muttered. I could tell he was angry that Ruth Ann was along.


  “Here we go,” Hal said. The professor turned around and started videotaping through the windshield. We started down the bluff, around Dead Man’s Curve at forty-two. The posts started flickering past. Ruth Ann started to fool with the buttons on her denim jacket. The wave started flickering, and the world turned inside out like a sock, and there we were. In the white room.


  “Where’s the professor?” I wondered. I stood. Hal and Ruth Ann stood with me. There were only the three of us.


  “Maybe he couldn’t fit through,” Ruth Ann said.


  I wanted to look out the window at the hills but I was turning instead, toward the other room. Ruth Ann was turning us with her. Wascomb waited exactly as we had left him.


  “Mother?” he asked.


  “Ruth Ann,” Ruth Ann said. “Don’t you remember me? Never mind. I came to take you back.”


  “Back where?”


  “There is another world,” Hal said. “The real world.”


  “Hal,” I said. “He’s dead. Why rub it in?”


  “You both stay out of this!” Ruth Ann said.


  “What’s so real about it?” Wascomb asked. “Are you guys in the Navy.”


  “Johnny, I brought you something,” Ruth Ann said. “Two friends of yours.”


  I thought she meant Hal and I. Then I realized she had finished unbuttoning her jacket. I tried to see her body but there was nothing there. When I stared long enough it sketched itself in, but it was too vague.


  “Remember them?” she said again. “You used to call them Ben and Jerry.”


  “Ruth Ann!” I said.


  “Ruth Ann, I’ve been dead for a long time,” Wascomb said.


  “I’ll make you remember me,” Ruth Ann said. She stepped forward, toward the other room—and as one person Hal and I both pulled back, alarmed. We fell through into darkness.


  “Hooonnnnk! Hoooooinnnk!”


  A car sped by, barely missing the front of the Cavalier, which was sticking out past the stop sign onto River Road. “What happened?” Ruth Ann asked. She was buttoning her denim jacket. The professor was leaning over the back of the seat, videotaping her every move.


  “What happened was, you almost got us killed!” Hal said. Yelled. Screamed.


  We took Ruth Ann back to the KwikPik to get her Volvo. She got out of the car without a word. I offered to drive her home but she just shook her head and drove off.


  “What happened to you?” Hal asked the professor.


  “I didn’t go through,” he said. “But I got what I wanted. I have it documented.”


  We went to Hal’s and played the tape on his VCR. It showed Ruth Ann putting on her lipstick. It showed Hal driving and looking annoyed. Then there were the posts in the headlights, flickering past. There was another shot of Hal driving. Then of me and Ruth Ann in the back seat. Ruth Ann was unbuttoning her denim jacket. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath it, not even a bra. The camera zoomed in on her breasts. The screen flickered, then showed the stop sign.


  “Pretty average tits for a Homecoming Queen,” Hal said.


  “Knock it off,” I said. “She may be a lunatic but she’s my cousin. Anyway, I thought this was a scientific experiment.”


  “It was,” the professor said. “And it worked.” He rewound to where Ruth Ann unbuttoned her jacket. “Watch the numbers this time, at the bottom corner of the screen.” The camera zoomed in on Ruth Ann’s breasts again. The whole sequence lasted eight seconds.


  Three of them were blank.


  
    8:04:26 (breasts)


    8:04:27 (breasts)


    8:04:28 (blank)


    8:04:29 (blank)


    8:04:30 (blank)


    8:04:31 (breasts)


    8:04:32 (breasts)

  


  “She disappeared for three seconds,” the professor said.


  “That means we disappeared too,” I said.


  “I wasn’t documenting that. The point is, she was gone and the video proves it, at least to me. It implies the existence of the pocket universe, at least indirectly. I’ll need more documentation, though. The next problem is, how do I get through personally?”


  “Just follow the bouncing boobs,” Hal said.


  “Knock it off, I said,” I said. “You have to be watching the white wave. The posts. The little cavalier on the hood. That’s what you should have been filming.”


  “Videotaping.”


  “Whatever. Anyway, how could it have only lasted three seconds? It sure felt like a lot longer than that.”


  “Haven’t you ever heard of relativity?” Hal asked.


  “Time in a pocket universe doesn’t really connect with time here,” the professor said. “The pocket universe could have just squeezed off a microsecond here, then divided it up into a million parts there, which would seem like twenty minutes to you. It’s all subjective. That’s why it seems like eternity to your friend in there, whereas it’s probably only been only two or three minutes altogether. See what I mean?”


  “No. You mean there’s life after death but it only lasts a couple of minutes?”


  “Tops. But it seems like eternity. Meanwhile, can we try again tomorrow night?”


  I was game. So was Hal, as long as Ruth Ann didn’t come along. I left Hal and the professor watching reruns of Ruth Ann’s tits and walked home to watch Unsolved Mysteries. After, I sat outside and smoked a cigarette. I wondered if my last boyfriend was ever coming back. I wondered what Wascomb was doing. Probably the same thing I was. I decided one more trip would be enough for me.


  Seven


  I got off at 8:00 and Hal was waiting for me, in the lot of the KwikPik. At 8:04 the professor rolled in in his Geo Metro. At 8:05 guess who rolled in in her Volvo.


  “No way!” said Hal from the back of the Cavalier. He sent me out to deal with her. He was taping a foam cradle for the camcorder to the shelf behind the back seat.


  The professor began the process of getting out of the Geo Metro. Ruth Ann was already out of her Volvo. She was wearing her denim jacket again. Plus toreador pants and eyeliner. I felt like arresting her.


  “You’re not going!” I said.


  “Camilla, don’t even try to stop me,” she said. “Besides, you’re supposed to be my cousin. Blood’s thicker than water.”


  “Everything’s thicker than water,” I said.


  “We’ll see!” She stomped off and helped the professor out of his car, bending over, probably to let him know what she was wearing under her jacket. Or wasn’t.


  “Why shouldn’t she go?” the professor said. “She’s the one who actually knows somebody there.”


  “We all know somebody there,” I said. “That’s because there’s only one person there.”


  “Well, she’s going,” said the professor. “And she’s riding up front with me.”


  “Three in the front? And since when do you decide things around here?” I looked at Hal, waiting for him to speak up. Instead, he was looking at his shoes. The professor held out his hand and Hal put the keys to the Cavalier in it. I was suddenly beginning to get the picture.


  “Hal,” I said, “you are an absolute moron.” I walked into the store to get a V-8. I always drink a V-8 when I am disgusted. It’s the only thing that helps.


  When I came back out, the Cavalier was gone. So were Ruth Ann and the professor. Hal was sitting in the Metro.


  “They decided it would be better without either one of us,” he said. “How do you like my new car?”


  It’s not like we didn’t know where they were going. We headed out Old 19 toward Dead Man’s Curve. We were going up the bluff on the inside when they were coming down, so we saw the whole thing. The white posts broke off like bad teeth and the Cavalier sailed right through. It seemed to hang for a minute in the air, and I thought—hoped—that the world was going to turn inside out like a sock and catch it. But it didn’t.


  The Cavalier started sliding down the bluff, through the little saplings and brush, then bounced off the rocks with a crunch, then dropped out of sight. We didn’t hear it hit for a long time.


  Then we heard it hit.


  “Sweet fucking Jesus,” said Hal. He pulled over and we got out of the car. I could lean over the bluff, holding onto the broken cable that had run through the white posts, and see the Cavalier wedged between a rock and a sycamore, the front end just over the water.


  Hal was standing with one hand on the door of the Metro like he was paralyzed.


  “Go get help!” I said. I started down the cliff. The broken cable helped me far enough so that I could slide the rest of the way. The doors to the Cavalier were wedged shut and the professor was dead. So was Ruth Ann. I buttoned her denim jacket through the window. I took the camcorder from the shelf behind the back seat, and hid it in the bushes for later. I waited up on the road for the police to come. Even though it was summer it was cold.


  The police came by to interview me at work the next day. KwikPik only gives days off for immediate family. I told them I didn’t know anything. They said they would be back. I went by to see Ervin that night and told him, “They were doing some kind of experiment. The professor was convinced that the wave patterns helped him see into the future or something. You know how Ruth Ann loved that stuff.”


  “She did?” It must have been Ervin who called off the cops. The only real inquest was held by Hal and me after Ruth Ann was buried. We waited two nights so as not to seem callous. (Or get spotted.) We retrieved the camcorder and took it to his apartment.


  The video was shot from the shelf behind the back seat. It showed them starting around the curve. The professor had the speed exactly right at forty-two. It showed Ruth Ann unbuttoning her jacket. The professor was looking down at her. The car veered and she grabbed the wheel, either to save them or to run them off the cliff, there was no way of knowing.


  Hal and I watched it again and again. It was our black box. Our flight recorder. I could see Ruth Ann’s breasts in the rear view mirror, but not her face.


  She disappeared just as the car was going over. The professor never did.


  “Does that mean he never got to see the pocket universe?” I asked.


  “Beats me,” said Hal. “I don’t see how we’ll ever find out. Even if I could find the exact car with the exact sound and everything, the white posts are gone.”


  Ervin was remarried within four months. Hal moved to Louisville as soon as he got his two year degree. I’m still at the KwikPik working two shifts on Sundays. My boyfriend never showed up again. I didn’t actually expect him to. But enough about him. And Ruth Ann? Even though we were never exactly close, I hope she’s safe in her pocket universe with Wascomb. Living happily ever after. Or whatever they do there.


  UNDERSTANDING ENTROPY


  Barry N. Malzberg


  The choices that we make seem so terribly important to us . . . until the day we realize that perhaps there is no such thing as choice after all.


  SO I GO TO MARTIN DONNER’S bedside in the room they have staked out for him in Florida, and I ask him the crucial question: If you had known? I say, if you had known that it would end this way, that you would be dying of a hundred wounds, of the tuberculosis, of the pneumocystitis, of the parasites and the kidney breakdown and the hepatitis, the jaundice, the venetium and the shattering of the pancreas, if you had known that five years after the positive diagnosis and three years after the first episode of the pneumonia you would be lying here, 82 pounds, filled with morphine which does not work anymore—oh, nothing works but that isn’t quite the point is it, they are trying—with your lover and your daughters and your wife and the doctors circling in the outer room and coming in now and then to inspect your reeking corpus, some of them weeping, others taking your pulse and monitoring your breathing: if you had known this 15 years ago, Martin Donner, if you had known everything that would happen to you and that it would end this way, would you have left your wife and children to their lives and your history and gone out to Fire Island, Cherry Groves, the baths and the bathhouses and the quick and the scuffled, the long and the grievous affairs full time, no longer sneaking it around? Would you if you had known? Or would you have stayed in your marriage in the suburbs, Martin Donner, and played with your daughters and watched them grow and claimed your wife with closed eyes in the marriage bed and nothing more, nothing more because you would never know when the dogs truly came into the basement and snuffled up the stairs? Oh maybe once a year you might let some man tend to you with rubber gloves in a bank vault, but otherwise nothing, nothing, nothing at all? If you could have seen that it would have ended this way, Martin, what would you have done? Tell me the truth now. Do you know the truth? Is there any such thing as the truth? Because I need, I need, I need to know now, it affects my own situation.


  He stares at me. He is relatively lucid now, it comes and it goes, in and out back and forth, the pounding on the chest has loosened the phlegm, the morphine has momentarily quelled the cough, he thinks that he can think, although this is not necessarily the issue, and he thinks, of course, that I am a hallucination. Hallucination is common in this late-life condition, although the dementia has not affected him as fully as it might in a few more hours or (if he lasts that long, he probably will not) days. I don’t know, he says. His eyes are strangely lustrous, the only motion, the only thing in his face not quiescent, the rest is dead, bland, sunken, a canvas upon which has been embedded the full and perfect features of the dead, the valley of the dead, the shades and valleys and small tablelands upon which the dead walk until at last they sleep. Yes, Martin Donner says, yes I do know. I can answer that. He thrashes weakly, the ganglia in his shattered nerves trying to pull into alignment. I wouldn’t have done it he said. I would not have died this way. It is not worth it. I thought it was worth it, that it was worth any price to be what you are, to live expressly and fully but it is not. This is unbearable, I am sinking, I am sinking in disgrace, I wet myself, I humiliate myself, I see the with visions and dream of such inextinguishable horror . . . no, he says, no, and his voice is momentarily stronger, he screams in the room, no, he says, I would not have left them, I would have stayed there and I would have died, I would have died in a thousand ways but it is the difference between metaphor and truth, they are not the same, once I thought they were but no, no, no, no, no, no, he says uncontrollably, the word ratched uncontrollably, and he sinks into the steaming sheets, his eyes fluttering, closed and the coughing, the moaning, the turgid phlegm passes again through his desiccated and shattered cavities. No, he says, and no, I drink, his answer is no and momentarily there is a kind of settling; I can feel my own realignment and a sense of history colliding with imminence merging with the steaming and impenetrable future, but of course this fusion cannot last and I am in Martin Donner’s bedroom 15 years earlier, the bedroom on the second floor of the suburban colonial in one of the nicest areas of a nicer suburb in the sets of anterooms to the city, and I have put the question again. I have put it to him calmly and without sinister intent and then have used my powers—the powers granted me by the old and terrible antagonist who nonetheless, and this is undeniable, always plays fair, as fairly as Martin did not with his wife and daughters and friends and family through all of the years up to this point. I show him the bottles, the tubing, the arc and density of the room, the harsh and desperate light and it is uncommonly vivid, I have placed all my powers in the service of this adtunbration. Oh yes, Martin says, seeing it all, oh yes, I see now. Yes, he says, it is worth it. I would do this. I would not be deterred. It is worth it. It is worth anything to expressly enact what you are, what you must be, the full and alarming necessities of the soul. So I do not care, he says. I am going, I am going to leave, if this is my destiny. So be it. His features congeal with conviction, unlike his face in the room of his death, they recede and pulsate, project and flutter with light there is light all through him. Worth it he says, worth it to be what one is. How many years until this happens? he says. Not that it matters. But I want to know.


  Seventeen, I say. Seventeen years and not all of them will be happy. Your daughters will weep and one of them will hate you, there will be many betrayals, also other illnesses, earlier illnesses, small and larger betrayals, a terrible bout with hepatitis. Disgraceful venereal conditions. I don’t care, he says, 17 years is a good time. In 17 years here, lying here, sneaking around, pounding myself into myself, I will be dead, I will have lolled myself anyway. No, he says, there is no question there is no argument. I have made my choice. He closes his eyes, smiles, thinking evidently that he is dreaming. Such dialogues are common inside Martin in this crucial time; he thinks that he is constructing a worst case venue but is nonetheless being firm. Yes, he says, I will do this. His breathing, irregular, levels out. As I withdraw, he thinks that he is making passage into dreamless slumber. As he wedes he feels, I know, some kind of imminence, and perhaps it is my question, no less than anything else, which has led him to this resolution. Or perhaps not. It is difficult to work within such difficult and speculative borders without being overwhelmed by my own relative helplessness and stupor.


  BUT OF COURSE THIS IS IN ONLY PARTIAL quest of verification. I move through the channels of recorded (and possible) time, asking Martin Donner this question at various places within the continuum. I discuss this with him at Cherry Grove in 1978 at a tea dance while he is hanging shyly against the walls, yes he says, of course it is worth it. I ask him this in 1986 when, thunderously, the implications of the positive diagnosis beg to come through to him and he closes his eyes as I make the forced pictures in his head showing him what it would be like: I don’t know, he says, I don’t know, I am in shock, I am in agony here, I can’t give you a false or a real answer, can take no position, how can I tell? Maybe I shouldn’t have done it, I don’t know, I don’t know. Take the question to him in Chicago two years later, he is attending a class reunion with his lover, partial remission, he feels in control of himself, some benignity, perhaps illusory but the moment can be extended, he feels, as so many other moments have been extended I would have done it again, he says, knowing what I know, I would have wanted it this way still, I would not have treated it differently, I would not exchange these years for anything. Ask him and ask him, up and down the line, sometimes an enthusiastic, desperate yes, other times more tentative, a no at the end and tracking back from that no mostly for the six to eight months before this special, spectacular extended agony; his position then is not fixed any more than it might have been 20, 30 years ago when Martin refused to respond to the messages flicking like trap shots from the basement of his sensibilty. Nothing is sure, nothing is firm. Mostly yes, an occasional no, more no as the end is approached, but even then at some of the moments in between the moments of the worst anguish, a soft insistent yes. It is not fixed, nothing is fixed, the human condition is not fixed. The price we will pay for fully expressing what we are does seem indeterminate then. It resonates, this confusion, against my own uncertainty, and I understand then, staring at and through all of this, that there can be no answers from Martin, none at all. If Martin is the voice and tensor of all possibility, then there is no possibility, no singularity.


  Understanding it does not surprise me but fills me with a desperate and irreparable weakness; I would not have had it this way, I would have wanted surer answers. Everyone wants answers if not the answer, even I. I return to my old antagonist on the desert and hand him the helmet and the simulating device and the other armaments of our translation, our bargain, our possibility. I have wrestled and wrestled, I say, I have wrestled you through all the avenues of this life and I do not know, I am stunned and pinned, dislocated and shattered. Martin is not the answer, he can provide me with no firm basis at all.


  Of course, my old antagonist says. His ruddy skin glows with sympathy or perhaps it is only health. Or vindication. You see, he says, you are left with it just as I said, you are left with all of this on your own. You must decide what price to pay and whether that is correct and no one can know. He backs away from me, horns a rapier, fine eyes glints of purpose in the night. Now, he says, now you must decide. You, not Martin Donner, who is only a paradox or a metaphor, you must make that decision. It is the 40th day, he says. Soon it will be the 40th night. You must now turn in the way you must and there will be no returning.


  MRS. LINCOLN’S CHINA


  M. Shayne Bell


  So I stayed in the crowd across the street from the east gates to the White House. My son Cyril, he’d said to me, “Mama, I know how bad you want a cup of Mrs. Lincoln’s to drink your coffee from, but stay back from those gates. If you’re pressed up next to them, you’re liable to get crushed before they give way. You don’t have to be the first one in the White House to get a cup. You just come along when you can.”


  I figured there was some truth to his words. Three years before, my daughter Lydia Ann, who was just sixteen years old at the time, went early to some rock concert because the seating was open and she wanted to sit up close. She liked the drummer, and if you sit up close and take binoculars you can see everything there is to see about a man sitting onstage in front of you, down to the kind of socks he’s wearing, but a crowd formed up behind her and started shoving forward and my Lydia Ann thought she was going to suffocate in the press of people before security opened the gates, and even then six people got trampled to death when everybody rushed forward, so I looked at the crowd outside the White House gates and thought to myself, Georgia May, you want a cup of Mrs. Lincoln’s because you love her husband and a cup of theirs would make you remember all the good he did, but there’s no sense in risking your life, even for a cup President Lincoln might have drank coffee out of, so I took my Cyril’s advice and hung back.


  Besides, I figured I had the advantage over most folks in that crowd: Most of them had come just to take whatever they could get because they’d gone without for so long, and to maybe in the process scare the folks in power into running this country like it was meant to be a place where people could live a decent life. But me, I was going in with a plan. I knew just what I wanted to take from the White House. I’d toured the White House two years before and seen the China Room, and I’d looked and looked at Mrs. Lincoln’s china and thought how she and the president I loved had eaten off those dishes, and when I started to see how things were going to go in this city and what was likely to take place with or without my blessing, I made up my mind to be in the crowd that would sweep into the White House and pick it clean, but I’d go there looking for one thing: a cup from Mrs. Lincoln’s china—oh that, and maybe the saucer to go with it and a plate or two if I could get them, which explains the two sacks I’d brought along to carry the dishes in and the old dish towels I’d brought to wrap them in to keep them from chipping, but I would have truly settled for just one coffee cup.


  It was a hot late-August day, and about noon the crowd quieted down. It was hard to keep up the yelling and screaming when you were so hot you could hardly stand it and sweat was making wet tracks down the front and back of your blouse and all you could think of was how you wanted a cold drink of some kind, maybe a Coke with lots of ice.


  Some people tried to keep up the screaming and meant to rouse the rest of us to it, but it wasn’t working. Only a few people yelled along with them, and I certainly didn’t, not then. I started to wonder if we’d get in the White House at all or if we’d give up in that heat and go home, then try again in the evening or later at night, but I hoped we wouldn’t have to rush the White House at night, because I didn’t want to rush it in the dark. Storming a place like the White House seemed scary enough without adding darkness on top of it, when suddenly the marines guarding the gates just walked away and disappeared inside the East Wing. Everybody in the crowd was trying to see what was happening, standing on tiptoes and looking, and suddenly it made sense to me: they were giving up. They were opening the place up to us without bloodshed. We were going to get in the White House after all, and in the broad daylight. The president and everybody inside were probably gone already, out tunnels in the basement, whisked off to Camp David or who cares where.


  The gates were locked, so people started climbing over the gates and the fence and walking a little warily up to the White House, almost like they were going to buy tickets and take a tour. Two nice young girls gave me a hand up to the top of the fence, and we all three jumped down together onto the grass on the other side and made our way up the lawn toward the doors of the East Wing lobby. The doors were swung wide when I got to them and shoved my way inside, but some folks were already trying to shove their way outside, their arms full of figurines and paintings and the like, no dishes yet. I saw a lot of people just standing around looking at the rooms and the things in them and at each other, amazed that we were inside like this and that nobody was trying to stop us.


  For a minute, it seemed as if the spirit of the place settled over us: here we were in the mansion where the great and powerful presidents of this land had lived, some of them good people, and it didn’t seem right, somehow, to just tear into the place and start taking things or breaking them right away. But somebody outside threw a rock and busted out one of the front windows, and somebody inside started yanking down the drapes, and I knew the craziness was starting. I made a beeline for the China Room.


  And who should I find standing in the doorway but my own son Cyril.


  “What kept you, Mama?” he asked.


  I was about to explain the fence I’d climbed, which I didn’t find as easy a thing to do as I used to, when he grinned at me and held up a cup of Mrs. Lincoln’s white china with a gold edge around the top and a purple border below and the eagle that represented this country. The cup looked so regal, yet fragile, in Cyril’s hand, while the breaking and the shouting grew and grew all around us. Cyril put the cup in my hands. It felt cool and clean. It wasn’t dusty at all. Someone had taken good care of this cup.


  “I want a saucer, too,” I said, while I wrapped the cup in a dish towel and put it in my sack. “Wasn’t there one with it?”


  Cyril stepped back so I could walk past him into the room, which was empty of people. Cyril’s friends, Randy Lewis and Vincent Henry, were standing in the other doorway, and they grinned at me—they were holding back all the people to give me first chance at what I wanted.


  “We can’t hold back these people long, Mama,” Cyril said. “You’ve got to hurry.”


  So hurry I did. I went straight to the Lincoln china on display in its china cabinet. I knew right where it was. All the china was displayed in order of the presidents, starting at the right of the fireplace with pieces from the Washingtons’ personal china and stretching around the room to a place setting from the present president’s set. In the spot for the Lincolns’ china was a display of just eleven pieces from Mrs. Lincoln’s first set, including the saucer that went with my cup. Most of the 175 pieces of Lincoln china left were kept up in the president’s private quarters or down in a basement storage area which I wouldn’t have time to find. I opened the cabinet door, took out the saucer, wrapped it quick, and put it in my sack.


  That’s when the lights went out. It being the middle of the day, plenty of light still came in from the windows, but the riot was clearly getting worse. I started wrapping and packing as quick as I could: a dinner plate, an ice cream plate, a teacup and saucer. I’d pretty well finished wrapping the Lincoln display—water mug, three fruit baskets, custard cup and everything—when the shooting started, away off by the East Wing lobby. Cyril ran up and took my arm. “You’ve got to go, Mama,” he said.


  People had rushed into the China Room once Cyril left the doorway, and they started smashing the dishes in the cabinets and tearing at the paintings on the walls and breaking out the windows. I grabbed up a few more dishes and shoved them in my sack. I decided to chance the chipping, since I didn’t have time to wrap them. It wasn’t safe to stay here any longer. Cyril took my other sack and ran around the room shoving dishes into it, I didn’t know then from what services, and he came back and pulled me toward the door. I kicked the cabinet door shut behind me on the off chance of saving what we left behind.


  The crowd was going wild, breaking and tearing at anything they could. “Stop it!” I wanted to shout. “These are good dishes—take them home and use them.” But nobody would have listened—nobody could have heard me in that noise. Some fat man tried to kick my sack of china, but I swung it out of the way, and Cyril punched the man’s face.


  “Come on, Mama!” Cyril shouted.


  “I’m coming!” I shouted back.


  But I couldn’t help it. On the way out of the China Room I picked up an unbroken bowl thrown down on the rug and two wine goblets from I didn’t know which services and stuffed them in my sack. Cyril helped me out of the White House through a back door and across the lawn to the fence, which surprised me. I thought he’d spend all his time in the White House having the fun he’d come to have with his friends. But he helped me over the fence, then handed me my sack of Lincoln china and his sack of odds and ends. I ran off down the street toward my apartment, and he ran off back toward the White House. I didn’t see Cyril again for three days.


  I lugged my china home and got it up the dark stairs to my door. The lights were out in the stairwell. I still managed to get my key out of my pocket in the front of my skirt and open the door by feel without having to set down the china and chance chipping it anymore. I carried the sacks into the bedroom and carefully set them down on the bed. Then I opened the drapes to let in the sunlight and looked out the window.


  There were fires everywhere in the city, and smoke rising up from one point of the horizon to the other, not to mention the shooting and the deeper sound of what must have been cannons over by Annapolis. Seeing and hearing all that made me sick at heart. I started to wonder, what if they come to burn the building I live in? I thought maybe I shouldn’t unpack the china in my sacks. If I had to run, I could pick up those sacks and run with them.


  So I spent the evening getting ready to run. I locked the doors to keep people out till I was ready to go. Then I tried to call Lydia Ann, but the phones were dead. So I wrapped the Lincoln china I hadn’t had time to wrap, this time in my good dishtowels, and when I ran out of those in my good pillowcases, which I’d want to take if I had to abandon everything else. I didn’t bother with Cyril’s sack of odds-and-ends china because I didn’t even know what was in there and I wasn’t sure I had time. Once I’d squared away the Lincoln china and packed up some food and an extra change of clothes and took out the money I’d hid behind the fridge and stuffed it into the box of Shredded Wheat cereal I planned to take, I sat by the window in the bedroom and watched and listened to the riot and worried about Lydia Ann and Cyril.


  When night came, the city was lit up by fire. The shooting never stopped till three in the morning, when it stopped all of a sudden for about twenty minutes, all over the city. I stood by the window then, looking out and wondering if the craziness was over so soon, but of course it wasn’t. It started up again. I sat by my bedroom window all the rest of that night and into the morning, watching.


  By noon, since I hadn’t had to run yet, I figured I might not have to. So I pulled all the drapes and dragged chairs in front of the door to block it and took a nap on the couch. I didn’t want to move the china unless I had to, considering the pieces I hadn’t wrapped in the second sack and the chipping I’d cause, so I left it all on the bed.


  When I woke up, it was dark. I tried the lights, but the power was still off. I felt my way into the black kitchen and pulled matches out of a drawer and lit a candle. I tried the phone to call Lydia Ann again and Cyril, but the phone was still dead. I tried to cook some supper, but the water was off, so I just made sandwiches out of the cheese and tomatoes in the fridge before they spoiled and drank some of the water I had left in a pitcher. Then I carried my candle into the bedroom so I could take a look at the china in Cyril’s sack of odds and ends and wrap it.


  I reached in and pulled out a plate with a blue border and gold stems of wheat painted in that border. The American eagle was pictured in the white middle of the plate. I didn’t know which president and his wife had had such a plate. I reached in and pulled out a dessert plate that had a pretty white flower in the middle. The back of the plate said “Syringa,” and below that “Idaho.” I figured the syringa must have been Idaho’s state flower, but I didn’t know which president’s wife had ordered this plate either. I pulled out the two crystal wine goblets that were the last things I’d taken. They were simple in design, but lovely.


  I took the candle and went after the Margaret Brown Klapthor book Official White House China: 1789 to the Present which I’d bought after the White House tour I’d taken two years before and carried the book into the bedroom. I put the candle on the nightstand and knelt by the bed and started leafing through the book looking for pictures of china that matched the china and goblets I had on my bed.


  The plate with gold wheat and the blue border turned out to be President Harrison’s. Mrs. Caroline Harrison had painted the wheat herself, the guidebook said, back in the days when women did that sort of thing. I picked up the plate and looked at it again. The wheat was beautifully painted, and I realized that Caroline Harrison had been a real artist. Her work looked professionally done to me.


  The plate with the flower in the middle was the Johnsons’. The guidebook said Lady Bird had ordered a service of china that pictured wildflowers, not the state flowers, of all fifty states and D.C. People used to go on tours hoping to see the wildflower from their state on display in a place setting from Lady Bird’s china. I pulled two more plates from that service out of Cyril’s sack. They pictured the California poppy and the Oregon grape, which meant I’d ended up with plates of the western states. I wished Cyril had picked out the plate with D.C.’s flower on it. I didn’t even know D.C. had an official flower, let alone a wildflower. Maybe they’d used the dandelion or some other weed that grew up between cracks in sidewalks.


  I started looking to see if I could match a picture to the wine goblets, when there was a burst of gunfire just up the street from my building. I blew out the candle and didn’t move in the sudden darkness. I heard shouting and more firing, then running in the alleyway below my window. I was glad I’d pulled the drapes so no one could have seen my light before it was gone altogether. I knelt there next to my bed and smelled the smoke from the candle and listened to the shouting and the shots and thought of my Cyril and Lydia Ann, wondering what was happening to them. When things had quieted down outside, I reached out and touched the smooth china of one of the Johnsons’ dessert plates: the people who’d ordered these plates were the people who’d dreamed of a great society. It hadn’t lasted long. It hadn’t even been many years before the ugly billboards Mrs. Johnson had had torn down all over the country were put back up and you couldn’t walk down a street or take a bus ride anywhere without having gaudy billboards scream at you to buy this or that bit of nonsense. It was all tacky and cheap. Tacky and cheap was what too many people tried to make all of our lives and the world around us. But Mrs. Johnson had tried to fight that trend, and she and her husband had dreamed dreams, and worked as if they could make a difference in the world, and ordered china with delicate wildflowers on them. It had been a time when grace and beauty stood a chance.


  Over the next two days, I cataloged the china I’d taken: of the Lincoln china, 1 dinner plate, 1 custard cup, 1 fish platter, 1 regular platter, 1 water jug, 1 ice cream plate, 3 fruit baskets, a teacup and saucer, and a coffee cup and saucer; of the Johnson china, 1 plate, 3 dessert plates; of the Harrison china, 1 plate, one coffee cup and saucer; and in addition, 2 Kennedy wine goblets and 1 Hayes soup bowl with a crab painted on it. I wrapped everything in my best pillowcases and dishtowels and kept them in sacks at the foot of my bed, ready for me to pick up and run with if I had to. I also wrapped two green Depression-glass plates of my mother’s and put them in the sacks. I’d want them, too, if I had to leave everything else.


  Three days after we’d stormed the White House, Cyril came knocking on my door. I recognized his voice, of course, so I dared drag away the chairs and unlock the door, and there stood Cyril with sacks of food in his arms.


  “I thought you might be needing a few things, Mama,” he said.


  I hugged him and cried a little, and asked him if he’d seen or heard from Lydia Ann, which he hadn’t. I’d already decided I had to go and find her and help her if she needed it, but I decided to tell Cyril about that decision a little later. I asked him to tell me where he’d gotten the food, but he wouldn’t say much about that. I made him stay while I cooked supper for us both. The gas was still on, and I’d dipped out all the clean water from the toilet reservoir, so I had water to boil with and drink. Cyril had brought me potatoes and a canned ham and all kinds of other canned things, soups and green peas, and even a jar of instant Taster’s Choice coffee. I put the ham in the oven to heat through and set the potatoes to boil and decided to set the table with the Lincoln china.


  I brought out my nicest white tablecloth and spread it over the table. The tablecloth had been my mama’s, and it was way too big for any table I’d ever had, but I thought it was the tablecloth I should use with the Lincoln china. It hung down low, nearly to the floor, but it looked fine even so. I set the lit candle in the middle of the table. Then I unwrapped the Lincoln dinner plate for me and the fish platter for Cyril and set them out. They looked so pretty on my table, the dark purple of the border set off by my white tablecloth. The candlelight glistened off the china. I could imagine the president and Mrs. Lincoln hosting a state dinner, maybe for the ambassador from Japan who would have come dressed in a kimono for men or whatever it was men wore in Japan back then, and all of them eating in just the kind of light Cyril and I were going to eat in. I unwrapped and polished the coffee cup and the teacup and their saucers and set them out for the coffee. My shoddy old flatware looked sad beside all the presidential finery, but it would have to do.


  Cyril stacked the furniture back in front of the door, then just sat at the table while I cooked, he was so tired. He told me he’d gone to talk to Randy Lewis, who had a shortwave radio and batteries to run it on, and that Randy had heard there was fighting and rioting all over the country. None of the networks were on, so we couldn’t have gotten any news even if we’d had power to run a TV or radio.


  The potatoes finished cooking, and I whipped them by hand with butter that hadn’t quite spoiled yet and canned Sego milk, which works in potatoes when you don’t have anything else. The whipping took a while, but Cyril and I both like our potatoes whipped, so I stuck with the whipping till it was done. I opened the canned peas and boiled them, then set water to boil for the coffee. When the ham was heated, I sliced it and made a gravy and we sat down to eat.


  The food looked so good, and it smelled so good, and in the candlelight it seemed the shooting and the screams were far-off, somehow, though of course they really weren’t. It struck me as a rare blessing that a mother and her son could sit down to a decent supper in times like these, and I was grateful to Cyril for his thoughtfulness to me.


  I dished myself some potatoes and handed Cyril the bowl. “I’m going to walk over to Lydia Ann’s apartment tomorrow when it’s light and try to find her,” I said.


  Cyril looked up at me and took the potatoes.


  “I’ll go look for her after supper,” he said. “Don’t you go out yet, not even in the day. It will be safer for me to go in the dark.”


  I covered my potatoes with gravy and handed Cyril the gravy bowl. “If you go tonight to look for your sister, I’m going with you. I can’t stand this not knowing about Lydia Ann.”


  He took the gravy and shook his head.


  “Don’t tell me no,” I said, serving myself a slice of ham. “I’m her mama, and I have to know if she’s all right. If you say the darkness is safer, I’ll go tonight in the dark, and I’ll go alone if I have to.”


  He took the ham and didn’t say anything. I’d told him about my decision to search for Lydia Ann in the same tone of voice I always used with my children to tell them the discussion was over and that trying to convince me to change my mind was a waste of time. He still recognized that tone of mine. We dished up some green peas and started eating.


  “Is the water ready for the coffee?” Cyril asked.


  I’d left it boiling on the stove. Cyril got up to get it and the jar of coffee, but the shoelace hooks in his boots caught the tablecloth and Cyril stumbled and jerked the tablecloth forward and the candle fell over and went out and I heard Cyril hit the floor and dishes shattering around him.


  I couldn’t move. I just sat there in the dark till I heard Cyril start getting up. I went for the matches then and another candle and bumped into Cyril and told him to stand still and asked if he was hurt and got a match and struck it and lit the candle and held it up. Cyril and I looked at each other, then at the table.


  “Oh, Cyril,” I said, but he didn’t say anything, not “I’m sorry” or even “Well, look at that.” He seemed too stunned to say anything to me then. The fish platter was on the floor and busted, together with the teacup and saucer and my old bowl I’d put the peas in—all busted. But the ham and the potatoes and my plate of food and the coffee cup and saucer were still on the table. He hadn’t pulled off the whole tablecloth. I got the broom and dustpan and started sweeping up the pieces, and the sound of that china tinkling into my dustpan sounded like a judgment on us all and I started to cry, and Cyril said he’d finish sweeping so I handed him the broom, but I got out rags and tried to wipe up the mess off the floor, which wasn’t easy considering how little water I had, and all the while I was crying. Everything was just too much for me then. When the mess was cleaned up and the tablecloth straightened, I sat back in my chair and just looked at my food sitting on a Lincoln plate while Cyril dished himself some more food onto a regular melmac plate out of my cupboard.


  “What have we done, Cyril?” I said.


  “The dishes would have all been broken anyway, if we’d left them sitting in the White House, Mama.”


  But that was not the point.


  “Eat, Mama, if you want to feel up to going for a walk with me to Lydia Ann’s,” he said.


  “Don’t patronize me,” I said.


  I stopped my crying and stood up and got myself a melmac plate out of the cupboard and scraped my food onto it off of the Lincoln plate. Then I ever so carefully washed the Lincoln plate and didn’t begrudge it the water. I wrapped it up in a fine dish-towel and put it and the unbroken cup and saucer back with the other dishes in their sacks. Then I hid the sacks in the broom closet, where thieves wouldn’t spend much time looking, I thought, if they came in here.


  The china I’d taken was a duty I had assumed. I realized that now. It represented a heritage not mine alone. The day would come when other people besides me would want to take a look at Mrs. Lincoln’s china, and Mrs. Johnson’s and Mrs. Harrison’s. They’d want to look and remember the dreams we’d once had in this country and the kind of lives folks had once led. Till that time, I had a duty to safeguard what had become my charge. Wouldn’t the people in power someday be surprised when I walked up and handed them the china and said, “Look here at what I’ve saved for all of us.”


  And I got other ideas. I sat back down to eat my cold food and told Cyril what I was thinking. “The minute it starts to look safe,” I said, “I want to walk back to the White House and take a look around. I’ll bet there’s a cup or two that didn’t get busted and maybe a saucer thrown on the rug that didn’t break or get trampled. There will be things here and there that I can pick up and bring back to save and take care of. Maybe I’m being called to do this, Cyril, or maybe I’m calling myself. It’s folks like me, I guess, who will have to make ourselves responsible for saving some of our heritage through this time.”


  He looked at me for a while, then finally started eating again. “I’ll go with you to the White House,” he said. “I don’t want you going up there alone.”


  “I’d be glad for your help,” I said, and I thought how saving things like a president’s china would give us a purpose to get us through the troubled days ahead.


  While I cleared off the table, Cyril told me how Randy Lewis had heard on his shortwave that they were talking about setting up a temporary capital in either Denver or St. Paul. “I imagine they’ll fight now over which one of those cities gets to be capital for a while,” I said.


  Meanwhile, we had the living to take care of, and a job to do after that. Little by little, we’d put the world back right.


  I sent Cyril to pull the furniture away from the door again, while I dressed in my black dress so I’d look inconspicuous out on the streets. Then I set matches and a candle by the door for when I got back, blew out the candle, and locked the door behind me. Mrs. Lincoln’s china was safe, for now, in my broom closet.


  I set out with Cyril to find my Lydia Ann.


  I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE THINKING


  Kate Wilhelm


  Dinner parties were always the worst. In big noisy groups no one paid much attention to me since I was quiet and smiled a lot. But at dinner parties everyone became the focus of attention if only for a moment. The white noise became real noise and I moved in fear verging on panic that I might slip and drown in it.


  “Honey, you have to come,” Cal said. “His people don’t invest in just the company, but the ones behind it, and their families. They look for stability, in the business and in the personal lives of people they’re interested in.”


  It was as bad as I had known it would be. When Mr. Davies shook my hand he said, “And finally I get to meet the charming Mrs. Paterson. How do you do?”


  He smiled affably through an appraisal as cold as a mortician’s. So this is the kid with the money, pretty, but not all there, touched, he was thinking, doesn’t really look it, but who ever can tell. Wondering if Cal played around much, how I was in bed, if I kept a tight rein on the money. Tomorrow he’d be out of here, do something about his lower back, and if Gloria had messed up again, he’d take off her head. “. . . such an impressive young man, your Cal. Very good presentation today, one of the best I’ve seen.” . . . doing numbers about the company finances . . .


  I smiled at him and moved away. All evening I smiled a lot, and said as little as possible and I thought I had succeeded beautifully until we were in the car on our way home.


  “Why in God’s name did you start talking about chemical warfare in the Persian Gulf?” Cal asked in a harsh low voice.


  Muscles I had thought already tense drew up even tighter until I felt I couldn’t move. I had done it again.


  He was driving too fast, so angry he was hoping something would get in front of him, something he could smash. Never again, he was thinking, make excuses, illness . . . come on, slow down, I’ll ram you . . .


  I was shivering as I realized that no one else was pretending anything; neither was it practice and self control; they didn’t hear each other. It wasn’t that they had all learned to live in such a noisy world; rather, the world they lived in was silent. I was too frightened and stunned to speak. Cal wanted me to try to explain so he could have an excuse to yell at me. I had detected impatience, irritation, dislike from time to time, and love, passion, lust, amusement, and I had felt those same things about him; everyone went through such violent swings. On the drive home he hated me, he wished I was dead, that he was dead, that we all were dead, especially Davies, the slob . . . I sat with my chin tucked in, my eyes closed, trying to bring back the white noise.


  The drive home was short, out of Portland on the interstate, then onto the twisting country road to our house. While he paid the baby-sitter I went upstairs to check on the girls. Donna was eight, Patty seven. Patty’s covers were all over, part on her, most on the floor; Donna looked as if she had not moved since going to bed. I straightened out Patty’s bedding, kissed them both, and then went downstairs.


  “Cal, we have to talk,” I said. He was on the couch in the living room with a drink in his hand, thinking of Davies, and his own coming presentation to a board of directors down in Los Angeles, thinking about Harry who should be the one to go and wouldn’t, about guidance systems and he couldn’t just walk out and Florence had been in the liquor again and Donna’s books were all over the kitchen table . . .


  He hardly glanced at me. “So talk.”


  “I heard him, Cal. I heard Davies talking about chemical warfare.”


  “He was talking about guidance systems, airplane control.”


  “In his head he was talking about systems to deliver things too dangerous for people to handle, chemical agents, nerve gas.”


  “And you heard him talking in his head,” Cal said sarcastically. “I know you have a problem with your ears, but isn’t that pushing it just a little?”


  “I did, though.” I didn’t know how else to describe it. I didn’t hear words; I simply knew what people were thinking, as if their thoughts were mine, all mixed together, random, disjointed, like my own but always separate. There was no way to explain it if he didn’t do it also, and until that night I had believed everyone did it exactly the way I did, but with control and pretense that I had not yet mastered.


  He looked up at me. His face changed, and for a time his mind was numb, then fear came. I shut my eyes. He thought I was crazy, that my parents had known, that’s why they tied up the money the way they did, why they kept me home all those years, not fair, he should have been told . . . I turned and ran to the kitchen.


  Cal went upstairs; soon there was the distant sound of water rumbling in the bathtub. Our house was ninety years old, and in spite of remodeling, the pipes still announced water running anywhere. Dad had bought the house when I was twelve, I had lived in it ever since—fifteen years. My mother and father had moved out here because they had known there was something wrong with me. Abruptly I started a pot of coffee. I had to rethink my entire life; it would be a long night.


  But my thoughts were as jumbled as Cal’s had been. Snatches of conversations came, phrases, ideas that had not been mine, answers that had been wrong, questions asked of me that had no answers . . . A carpenter had worked on the house when I was young; he hadn’t known he was colorblind, he had told Mother, until they examined him for the Air Force. Mother said he believed he saw exactly what everyone else saw, and maybe no two people saw the same thing when they said green or blue or red. There was no way to tell. Later I read an article that claimed what we saw or heard was culturally determined, that the Japanese were culturally trained not to hear sounds made by others separated by nothing more than a paper wall. The article went on to say that people in major cities had to learn not to see others, not to see the chaos about them. I didn’t know why people who wrote such lies were allowed to have them printed.


  I began having school trouble in the fifth grade, and I failed sixth grade. They took me in for a medical checkup, an eye test; they took me to a psychologist. Did I hear voices? Did I see strange things? Did shapes change and become other things? I said the world was too noisy. She suggested a hearing test. The ear doctor said it was a problem with filtering; we have to learn how to filter noise, be attentive to what is important, squelch what isn’t. I was giving everything the same attention. The problem wasn’t in my ears, but in my brain.


  Cal came back down in his robe and stood in the doorway, thinking Davies must have subvocalized what was really on his mind.


  “He might have been subvocalizing,” I said faintly.


  I shared his relief. He was tired, the bath had relaxed him, too much stress recently, and tonight had been hard. He didn’t linger; weak with relief, he went to bed.


  How many times had I heard my mother say in exasperation, “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. You think . . .” I believed she really knew. Later, when I realized what she said was not what Father was thinking, or what I was thinking, I concluded it was part of the same pattern that let people think certain words and voice others.


  I drank coffee and paced through the downstairs: living room with antiques, dining room large enough to seat twelve, a den, laundry room . . . It was a very large house. They had bought and furnished it so that I never would have to go buy anything.


  They decided to keep me home the year I was twelve, to tutor me themselves. Father was ill with Lou Gehrig’s disease; he sold his share in an advertising agency in Seattle and we moved to this house, centered in six acres of woodland, eleven miles out of Portland. I could sleep at night again, and I stopped going into a near-paralytic state three or four times a day when the noise overcame me. There was no noise.


  The phrase acute adolescent schizophrenia was in the air for a time, but they didn’t take me for treatment. As long as I was home, I was perfectly well, and I was learning to cope with the world gradually. The process of turning the noise into white noise continued through the next few years until I could go to the library, go shopping or to the zoo or a movie with Mother, places where people were not thinking about me.


  But if the focus turned to me, I froze, or I made a mistake and responded to a thought instead of a spoken word.


  I gathered Donna’s school books and put them in her backpack. Now what? I asked myself, but I couldn’t form a thought about the future yet, not until I finished reexamining the past.


  Father died when I was sixteen. I met Cal a year later, and his thoughts were clear, focused on me, and welcome. He was ten years older than I was, and he loved me. We married the day I turned eighteen, and Donna was born ten months later. I knew the instant I became pregnant; the noise faded to a murmurous hum far off in the distance. I told Mother it was gone, I was at peace, and we wept together.


  She got an apartment in town, and talked about changing her will. She and Father had tied up everything in such a way that I would have an income for the rest of my life, and the house, with a trust to take care of it. If I sold the house, or took out a mortgage, the money would go into the trust fund. I had been provided for. With that act they had proclaimed what I now knew: they called it a problem with hearing, but they thought I was crazy.


  The nine months of pregnancy were blissful; we entertained, and started to make friends; we lived just like other young couples. The day after Donna was born, I woke up drowning in the noise again. They took me home and Mother moved back in.


  Mother was killed in a four-car collision on the interstate when Donna was nine months old, and I was pregnant again a month later. As before, the pregnancy curbed the noise, and, as before, the noise was back louder, more insistent than ever the day after Patty was born.


  I had accepted that people considered me a social klutz, a little strange, weird even, but I thought of it as the sort of pity swimmers showed to non-swimmers; it was something anyone could do if they tried hard enough. Everyone else controlled the noise; I could learn to control it too.


  It was four in the morning when I fell into bed, with no answer to Now what?


  The clock rang at seven; I was so groggy I stumbled through making breakfast and told Donna she didn’t need her hair braided, and didn’t even try to respond to Cal’s thoughts and words because I was not sure which was which.


  A doctor, I thought, maybe a brain specialist. Maybe there was a treatment, a cure. I moved zombie-like through the usual morning chores—making beds, loading the dishwasher, picking up towels—and abruptly I stopped. Why? I found myself asking. Why should I risk doing such a thing?


  I had only one answer: Cal was getting tired of a wife who was a social liability. But I couldn’t tell anyone, because I would become a menace to be ostracized, or a medical curiosity to be studied and probed, or, I forced myself to follow the thought through, I would be put away under one pretense or another.


  I shuddered thinking of what would happen if they put me in a hospital, tranquilized me; they would open the floodgates and listen to me scream.


  Nothing had changed, I thought then; people would still consider me a little weird, a hearing problem, you know, but very intuitive. Funny how when a person is challenged in one area, a different area compensates, like the blind developing such a good sense of smell, the hearing impaired becoming more intuitive . . . How many times I had heard such thoughts, both voiced and unvoiced. I repeated to myself, nothing had changed, except, I added, now I was aware.


  Cal went to Los Angeles for three days. I did my stint at the school library, and I went to the public library twice while he was gone. I concentrated on psychology, on brain physiology, brain abnormalities . . . I read about aversion therapy, neurolinguistics theory on phobia handling, other theories, and I sat in the reading room and thought: Here I am. Someone hear me. Make a sign that you hear me. I know what you’re thinking. People moved in and out of the book stacks, sat at the computers, talked to each other and the librarians. No one paid any attention to me.


  Cal was tense and jumpy when he returned. He lied about his trip, about his meals, the presentation, everything. All went well, he said, but when he sank into silence, I learned just how badly it had gone. At first he blamed a bad hotel and bad food; then he blamed himself for not preparing better, for stumbling over some of the questions they had asked, and then he was blaming me. If I had come on better, not left Davies with the impression that I was a neurotic wife heading for a nervous breakdown, the rest would have worked okay. I listened to it happening in his head and could not say a word. For all I knew he was right.


  After he went to bed, I began to analyze how I had handled his thoughts. They had been as jumbled as ever, but I had sifted through them, disregarding the irrelevant ones—he liked the chicken, his foot hurt, crush at the airport, bumpy landing, slob in the middle seat . . . I could do it automatically with Cal, just as I had done it with my parents. I knew their processes, could pick out their thoughts from the dense fog. If I had learned to do it with them, I could do it with others.


  I started the next day. I chose a small coffee shop with half a dozen people in it at ten-thirty in the morning. For twenty minutes I nursed a cup of coffee and for the first time in my life I deliberately listened to the flow of thoughts that filled the air like radio waves. Not trying to squelch them, or turn them into white noise, but paying attention, I found that I could almost make them coherent. At the end of twenty minutes, my hands were shaking, my head hurt, and I had to leave, but I knew I had succeeded.


  That night almost as soon as the girls were sleeping Cal and I went to bed. He had swung from dark pessimism to near euphoric optimism, and our lovemaking was exuberant and unrestrained. Our sex life had always been passionate, uninhibited. I knew exactly what he liked, and when he was joyous, delirious, so was I. That night, floating in the after- math, I wondered suddenly what it would be like if both partners knew, and I was shocked by the thought. I was shocked again when I realized he was fantasizing a real woman. He sometimes fantasized while making love; usually his fantasy lover was a movie star, or someone from television, or an exotic dancer, someone unattainable and beautiful. Sometimes it was me in a foreign setting, on a bench, in a tent, sometimes even tinged with sadomasochism. That night it was a woman from the office who was in his mind as he drifted into deeper sleep.


  People lived rich fantasy lives; I had grown used to that fact. Most of what people thought was never voiced. No one could control their flow of thoughts and ideas, impressions and feelings, desires and dislikes, hatreds, jealousies, loves; only their actions counted, and their spoken words. I knew this the way I knew people had dark hair or blond, or were tall or short, or fat or thin.


  I had considered telling Cal about me; it really wasn’t fair not to, he had a right to know. Lying there awake, I knew I couldn’t. He wouldn’t be able to live with me. And I knew that now, after nine years of marriage, he was thinking of other women in a way he never had before. I wasn’t a good wife for him and never had been. Sex wasn’t enough. That and the children were all that tied us together. It annoyed him if I mentioned something he was certain he had not talked about, like the time recently that I made a dental appointment for him. A tooth had been bothering him, but he didn’t want to believe I knew it. He didn’t want me to tell him things if he couldn’t understand how I knew them, especially when I was right.


  He was still denying to himself that it was getting harder to contain his frustration with a weird wife who was not good in company, and who made him uneasy in ways he couldn’t comprehend. I had known for years that he was more relaxed with the children than with me, but I had assumed his reasons were like mine: the children weren’t in his head.


  What if they turned out to be like me, I thought, and this time my startlement made me get out of bed, slip on my robe and go downstairs.


  Would they be like me? Cal believed my parents should have had me treated, not kept me hidden away and let whatever my problem was develop into a phobia about crowds. He would insist on a doctor who would drug the girls, tranquilize them, hospitalize them . . . They would go insane, or die.


  But I might not know for years. This hadn’t started with me until I was nearly twelve. Then, finally, I began to plan seriously for the future.


  I began going out nearly every day, small coffee shops at first, places where there would be few people, then a bigger restaurant, and finally a clothing store where I bought a few things. Constantly I repeated, I can do it. I can do it. I thought Cal would be pleased that I had bought myself a pant suit, but he was only annoyed. If I could shop, why had I messed around with catalogs for years? Why had he wasted so much time shopping? The company Davies represented had turned Cal and Harry down, no financial help was available although they had a good product, maybe in a year or two . . . He blamed me.


  Donna’s birthday came and I had a party for her; a few mothers came along with their children, and I had a tea party for them. I can do it, I told myself. I can do it.


  When school was out I took the children to the coast for a month as usual. Before, Cal had joined us every weekend, but that year he was too busy. He was having his affair finally. She was Audrey, the woman at work. And he was bitterly disappointed. I took a great deal of malicious satisfaction in his disappointment, and I wouldn’t let him touch me until I was certain they had used condoms. They were together only three times; afterward he was overcome with guilt and shame that lasted for months.


  At the coast, watching the girls play in the waves, I heard a man thinking about a boy. I had heard thoughts like this before, but always generalized, and he was very specific. I sat unmoving, terrified, and only gradually began to search for him. I had learned to track the droplets to their source part of the time, not reliably, and I thought I would not be able to locate him, but then I knew who it was. About thirty, thin, he was lying back on the sand supported by his elbows, less than twenty feet away, paying no attention to me, intent on the child. I located the boy next, a slight child of nine or ten, playing frisbee with his father.


  The man was thinking of various scenarios when suddenly his thoughts turned more murderous, and he stood up. A woman and a large black dog had joined in the frisbee game. The boy threw the disk and the dog leaped up to catch it, trotted to the child to drop it at his feet, and stood tense and expectant waiting for the next throw. The predatory man was leaving, moving through the soft sand as fast as he could to the packed wet sand where he started to jog down the beach. I watched him out of sight.


  But he would focus on another child, I thought, shivering. I lost control of the noise then. I had to get up and join the girls at the edge of the water, out of range of the dozen or so people who were clamoring for attention in my head.


  That night I paced until I ached. I couldn’t turn my back on such things, I told myself, but neither could I do anything about them. I thought bitterly of taking on the role of avenger, swooping down on unsuspecting criminals and dispatching them, or joining forces with the police, sniffing out evil and preventing crimes. I sat down and stared at the tabletop. Plastic with unlikely roses on trellises crisscrossed it. We had rented this same cottage every summer for eight years; the tablecloth had been here all that time.


  The next day I bought a camera small enough to fit in my purse. If it happened again, I would take a picture and send it to the police, along with information about whatever the person was planning. I was afraid to try to do more than that. For the first time it occurred to me that someone, gangsters, the FBI, police, CIA, someone might decide to make use of me if they ever found out. Watching Donna and Patty trying to catch crabs in a tidepool, I knew how malleable I would be if they were ever threatened.


  I practiced taking pictures, hiding the camera in my hand, behind my purse. I had six rolls of film developed when we returned home, and they were mostly terrible. I told the puzzled clerk the children had played with the camera and he thought that was a pretty expensive toy. I would learn photography, developing, printing, all of it, I decided on the spot.


  When school started again, I enrolled in a photography class where several times I was desperate to drop out, but each time I was able to bring back the white noise and continue. Privately I learned my range, about forty feet; I learned how to turn the noise into coherent patterns; I learned how to track thoughts to a source reliably. I had a darkroom built in the basement and practiced taking pictures, developing, and printing them. I took hundreds of pictures of the trees on our property, and then began taking pictures of strangers in stores, in restaurants. Twice I sent a picture to the police with a note. Patty had her eighth birthday, Donna her tenth.


  Cal and Harry found another potential backer and this time I gave the dinner party; I was charming, attentive, ignored all thoughts as if they were not there, and later I told Cal that Mr. Hendrickson was out to steal the program he and Harry were working on. Furious, he stalked out to spend the night with a woman named Jean.


  When he came back the next evening, I had moved my things into my old childhood room. He glared at me in disbelief.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “You know as well as I do. You didn’t even use a condom, did you? Who did she sleep with last week, last month? Did you ask? I believe they say you have to wait about six months and then do the blood test. Until then, separate rooms.”


  For the first time ever he wanted to hit me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Do I have to spell it out? You’re screwing around. There. Six months. Or you can leave now, tonight.”


  His old fear flashed back. He turned away. “You’ve changed,” he muttered, walking toward the den where we kept the liquor.


  We never had fought really. After our first argument I had realized that I would be too destructive. I knew exactly how to devastate him and if we argued I might say something awful and irreversible. For many years I had thought he could do the same to me, admired him for not giving in to the urge.


  Now, after eleven years of not fighting with each other, his guilt was too strong for him to start. He thought of the house, no worries about food, about day-to-day living, my monthly allowance that made it possible. About Harry and June struggling along. About the girls, how much he loved them. Admit to a mistake, beg me to forgive him? But six months! Deny everything, he decided. I was suspicious, but I couldn’t know for sure. I had always been a little crazy; there had been a few remissions, but here it was back, worse than before because now I was paranoid. Schizophrenic and paranoid.


  By the time he had thought out his strategy, I was upstairs in my old room with the door locked.


  We didn’t mention it again. He continued to see Jean, and I slept with my door locked. I didn’t want to force a confrontation with him, force him to leave. He was very good with the girls, and they loved him fiercely, and I felt oddly protective of him. It wasn’t his fault that I knew what he was thinking, that he couldn’t hide anything from me.


  Donna turned twelve and was as normal as any little twelve year old girl could be; she cried at slights, or was manic, and experimented with makeup, and talked about boys with her friends, and thought about boys and makeup and dating. The day I realized I was hearing her thoughts, I knew she was not like me.


  Now my attention turned to Patty, but again it was a waiting game. Cal and Harry had broken off their negotiations with Hendrickson. But then they licensed the program that had occupied them so long, and suddenly they were making a great deal of money. I was very happy for them.


  Cal and Jean had a fight and broke up, and for several months he was as celibate as I was, and the thought crossed his mind now and then that the six months I had given him would be easy. But, he thought in surprise one night, he liked living the way he was. He didn’t want to leave me exactly, but neither did he want to have to be on guard all the time, uneasy around me all the time. He liked sharing the house and the children, liked his meals, liked our inane conversations, liked everything about his life except being celibate, and eventually he took care of that.


  I was strangely content also. It was all so much easier this way. Unexpectedly I had become involved with photography and worked at getting good at it. And every once in a while I took a picture of a stranger and wrote a note on the computer, printed it out, and sent it to the police. A man planning a big drug delivery. A woman robbing nursing home patients. A man planning murder. A child molester . . .


  Patty had her eleventh birthday and was growing moody, exactly the way Donna had, the way I had in the distant past.


  I had been in the back of the lot, photographing a certain tree I had concentrated on for months, getting it in every possible light, because no matter how often I looked at it, it was a different tree I saw. I was trying to capture that elusive changeable aspect of all living things, the constant flux that seemed to bolster the notion that reality was being reinvented moment by moment.


  I was taking off my boots at the back door when the doorbell rang. It was March; the boots were very muddy, my hands were frozen, my face numb. I finished with the boots before I went to answer the bell, still with my jacket on. I stopped short of the front door, policemen! Two of them. Detectives in plainclothes, cold and miserable. One of them was angry, the other was remote, thinking about the setting of our house, nice with so many trees, smart to keep them cleared back in case of fire . . .


  I opened the door.


  The older one said, “Mrs. Paterson? Detective Sergeant Lauria, and this is Detective Neilson.” He held out identification. “May we have a few words with you?”


  He was in his forties, heavy-set, nearly bald. He was thinking I looked like a kid in my socks and jacket, pink cheeks. The other one was young and lean, in his thirties, and very angry.


  I stepped back. “Why? Is something wrong? Has there been an accident?” I knew better, but they expected something like that.


  “Nothing happened,” Lauria said. “We’re trying to locate someone.”


  I led them into the living room and took off my jacket and we all sat down.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Mrs. Paterson, we’re trying to find a connection among a group of people. Maybe you can help us. Would you mind telling us if you know any of the people whose names I’ll mention?”


  I shook my head. Neilson was furious because he was on this wild- goose chase. Two teenage girls had been slashed on Burnside, a gang shooting, goddamn Spaulding, chief had a hole in his head big enough to drive trucks through . . .


  Lauria began to read from a list of names. I shook my head each time. But I was learning what they were after. I had sent in eleven pictures over a two-year period; he had seven of the names in his notebook. As he read the names, he made the connections in his head: the nursing- home attendant stealing patients’ money; a child molester; a murderer .. . They had investigated seven of eleven. One of the names was Gerald Spaulding, who was stealing industrial secrets, selling them to the Japanese. At the mention of his name Neilson filled in the rest: someone had leaked to Spaulding that a nut had accused him, had taken his picture. Spaulding was a lobbyist, important, knew important people, he had demanded an investigation which had started four months earlier. Four months! Then Neilson began to fume again about this waste of time . . .


  When Lauria asked me to look at some pictures, I agreed, because I didn’t yet know how they had traced anything to me. I found out as he opened a briefcase, extracted a manila envelope, and took out the first picture. In my photography class we had done a series of sports shots, using fast action film, ISO 1600, what the instructor called recording film. Now I found out that it was rarely used, that it usually was specially ordered, but kept in stock by the store I had gone to because our classes asked for it. They had been tracking down everyone in Portland and the surrounding area who had bought it over the past three years. I was one of dozens of people they were following up on. Not just me, then, I realized, relieved.


  I shook my head at the first picture, a late one. Then an earlier one, and another. The quality improved I thought distantly, studying them, as I got better with the camera and darkroom technique. Finally I said, “I don’t know any of those people.” I stood up.


  Something was bothering Lauria; he was dissatisfied with me for no reason he could think of except that I was taking this too calmly. “Mrs. Paterson, do you use ISO 1600 film?” he asked, getting to his feet. He agreed with his partner that this was a waste of time, but still, there was something . . .


  “No,” I said sharply. “And I don’t intend to answer any more questions unless you tell me what you want, why you’re here.” His suspicions eased a little.


  “Could we have a quick look at your darkroom?” he asked.


  “No. I’m going to call my lawyer if you don’t leave now.”


  I walked to the door with them, but suddenly Lauria was thinking about another case of a nut informer who was said to have been right with every suspect he fingered. I caught my breath.


  “Sergeant, wait a minute,” I said with my hand on the doorknob. “I guess I don’t care if you look at my darkroom, or my photographs, if that’s part of your job.” Neither of them noticed how strange I sounded.


  Neilson was furious with this new delay, and Lauria was less than enthusiastic now that I had agreed to show them everything. He knew at a glance that my trees were not at all like the grainy head shots, but I kept showing them more and more trees and bushes and blades of grass, and all the time getting a snippet here, another there.


  When they left I sat down to think. I was in no danger of discovery. Early on I had found my own reflection in a car bumper in a practice photograph; after that I examined them very carefully, and cropped them if there was anything to give me away. I wore thin vinyl gloves in the darkroom, no fingerprints. None on the computer paper or the envelopes, bought in a discount store.


  At first the police had paid little attention to the tips. The third picture, of a bank embezzler, had made them change their minds and reexamine the first two. By now they had found six of the people, had made arrests in five instances, and were investigating the sixth. Four remained elusive, and then there was Spaulding.


  There had been high-level meetings. Not an extortion setup, they had decided, although that was what Spaulding claimed to believe. At one of the meetings someone had mentioned the similiarity to a case back east, except that nut had not used pictures, but gave actual names. And he was right every time. I had been desperate to find out where back east, and finally Lauria had thought about how they had handled it in Cincinnati. They had decided it was the work of an insider, and made everyone in the department from the chief down take a polygraph test; there had been resignations and general turmoil since most of the force had no idea why.


  I didn’t know when all that happened. Cincinnati. As foreign as India or Morocco. Was she still there, still doing it? I didn’t know.


  I felt feverish and more than a little crazy then, thinking about someone like me out there. I had broadcast my message over and over: Look at me, hear me. I’m here. I know what you’re thinking. Then I had given up; no one could hear me.


  I couldn’t remember the last time I had had a real conversation with anyone; I felt stupid responding to half-truths, evasions, lies as if I believed them. But there was someone in Cincinnati, I thought all through the afternoon, into the evening. I made dinner as usual and listened to the girls chatter, and to Cal going on about a car he had test driven earlier that week, and I felt like a spectator in my own house, watching my life erode away.


  I spent time in the library again; I read about Cincinnati, about Ohio, studied a map of the city. Where did she live? Had she gained as much control as I had? Was she married? Had she stopped tipping off the police? How had she got the actual names of the suspects? Most people hardly ever thought of their own names. What if it was a man? The idea made my legs give, I had to sit down. What would it be like if they both knew?


  For several years I had known that Donna was trying to hide her ambivalent feelings about me, and I had accepted that as the normal growing up process of an adolescent girl. They get critical of their mothers, I told myself; they get judgmental; they prefer their fathers . . . Both girls knew Cal and I weren’t sleeping together; they knew he had a girlfriend, and had even met her, and we all pretended none of that was true, although the girls talked about it privately, and Donna thought about it a lot.


  They were in their room one afternoon in May; I was on my way to my room when I passed their door and came to a stop. Their voices were too low to carry, but I realized I was hearing both of them in my head. I leaned against the wall with my eyes closed; the waiting was over. Now I knew.


  Donna was thinking that if we got divorced she wanted to live with her father, and Patty was thinking about Stella, the girlfriend, how easy it was to talk to her, how she understood. For the first time I realized they were as uneasy around me as Cal was, it was not simply adolescence driving a wedge.


  I wanted to cry as the realization came. I had failed Cal and my children alike. In spite of all my care, they knew there was something wrong. Donna thought I was a little crazy. She thought I spied on her, read her diary; I couldn’t tell her otherwise since I wasn’t supposed to know that. Now Patty thought she didn’t blame Cal: I was a little creepy, not a bit like Stella. I moved away, but then it hit me: I was free.


  It was all very civilized. I waited until school was out to tell Cal I was leaving him; he was grateful that I was the one to bring it up. We discussed it calmly with the girls and they said they wanted to go with him. We talked about custody, visitation rights, college tuition costs, everything, and left little for an attorney to do. Just like that, it was over. The girls cried and I did, and Cal was uncomfortably near tears, but we all were relieved.


  The next day I packed suitcases, packed my camera bags, and I left for Ohio. I would take a long trip, I told them all, leave them in peace to make their arrangements. We all cried again, but when I drove off, I felt a great excitement, exhilaration even.


  The enormity of the land amazed me, the desert, mountains, then the plains that stretched forever. I drove until I got tired, ate when I got hungry, slept in motels or hotels, and drove again. I had thought I would plan everything during the days of driving, the restless nights wishing it were morning again. My excitement mounted but the only plan that formed was simply to visit public places—the library, the zoo, parks, and keep calling until you answered: Hear me. See me. Speak to me. I know you’re here. I know what you’re thinking.
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  THE LINCOLN TRAIN


  Connie Willis


  SOLDIERS OF THE G.A.R. STAND alongside the tracks. They are General Dodge’s soldiers, keeping the tracks maintained for the Lincoln Train. If I stand right, the edges of my bonnet are like blinders and I can’t see the soldiers at all. It is a spring evening. At the house the lilacs are blooming. My mother wears a sprig pinned to her dress under her cameo. I can smell it, even in the crush of these people all waiting for the train. I can smell the lilac, and the smell of too many people crowded together, and a faint taste of cinders on the air. I want to go home but that house is not ours anymore. I smooth my black dress. On the train platform we are all in mourning.


  The train will take us to St. Louis, from whence we will leave for the Oklahoma territories. They say we will walk, but I don’t know how my mother will do that. She has been poorly since the winter of ‘62. I cheek my bag with our water and provisions.


  “Julia Adelaide,” my mother says, “I think we should go home.”


  “We’ve come to catch the train,” I say, very sharp.


  I’m Clara, my sister Julia is eleven years older than me. Julia is married and living in Tennessee. My mother blinks and touches her sprig of lilac uncertainly. If I am not sharp with her, she will keep on it.


  I wait. When I was younger I used to try to school my unruly self in Christian charity. God sends us nothing we cannot bear. Now I only try to keep it from my face, try to keep my outer self disciplined. There is a feeling inside me, an anger, that I can’t even speak. Something is being bent, like a bow, bending and bending and bending—


  “When are we going home?” my mother says.


  “Soon,” I say because it is easy.


  But she won’t remember and in a moment she’ll ask again. And again and again, through this long long train ride to St. Louis. I am trying to be a Christian daughter, and I remind myself that it is not her fault that the war turned her into an old woman, or that her mind is full of holes and everything new drains out. But it’s not my fault either. I don’t even try to curb my feelings and I know that they rise up to my face. The only way to be true is to be true from the inside and I am not. I am full of unchristian feelings. My mother’s infirmity is her trial, and it is also mine.


  I wish I were someone else.


  The train comes down the track, chuffing, coming slow. It is an old, badly used thing, but I can see that once it was a model of chaste and beautiful workmanship. Under the dust it is a dark claret in color. It is said that the engine was built to be used by President Lincoln, but since the assassination attempt he is too infirm to travel. People begin to push to the edge of the platform, hauling their bags and worldly goods. I don’t know how I will get our valise on. If Zeke could have come I could have at least insured that it was loaded on, but the Negroes are free now and they are not to help. The notice said no family Negroes could come to the station, although I see their faces here and there through the crowd.


  The train stops outside the station to take on water.


  “Is it your father?” my mother says diffidently. “Do you see him on the train?”


  “No, Mother,” I say. “We are taking the train.”


  “Are we going to see your father?” she asks.


  It doesn’t matter what I say to her, she’ll forget it in a few minutes, but I cannot say yes to her. I cannot say that we will see my father even to give her a few moments of joy.


  “Are we going to see your father?” she asks again.


  “No,” I say.


  “Where are we going?”


  I have carefully explained it all to her and she cried, every time I did. People are pushing down the platform toward the train, and I am trying to decide if I should move my valise toward the front of the platform. Why are they in such a hurry to get on the train? It is taking us all away.


  “Where are we going? Julia Adelaide, you will answer me this moment,” my mother says, her voice too full of quaver to quite sound like her own.


  “I’m Clara,” I say. “We’re going to St. Louis.”


  “St. Louis,” she says. “We don’t need to go to St. Louis. We can’t get through the lines, Julia, and I . . . I am quite indisposed. Let’s go back home now, this is foolish.”


  We cannot go back home. General Dodge has made it clear that if we did not show up at the train platform this morning and get our names checked off the list, he would arrest every man in town, and then he would shoot every tenth man. The town knows to believe him, General Dodge was put in charge of the trains into Washington, and he did the same thing then. He arrested men and held them and every time the train was fired upon he hanged a man.


  There is a shout and I can only see the crowd moving like a wave, pouring off the edge of the platform. Everyone is afraid there will not be room. I grab the valise and I grab my mother’s arm and pull them both. The valise is so heavy that my fingers hurt, and the weight of our water and food is heavy on my arm. My mother is small and when I put her in bed at night she is all tiny like a child, but now she refuses to move, pulling against me and opening her mouth wide, her mouth pink inside and wet and open in a wail I can just barely hear over the shouting crowd. I don’t know if I should let go of the valise to pull her, or for a moment I think of letting go of her, letting someone else get her on the train and finding her later.


  A man in the crowd shoves her hard from behind. His face is twisted in wrath. What is he so angry at? My mother falls into me, and the crowd pushes us. I am trying to hold on to the valise, but my gloves are slippery, and I can only hold with my right hand, with my left I am trying to hold up my mother. The crowd is pushing all around us, trying to push us toward the edge of the platform.


  The train toots as if it were moving. There is shouting all around us. My mother is fallen against me, her face pressed against my bosom, turned up toward me. She is so frightened. Her face is pressed against me in improper intimacy, as if she were my child. My mother as my child. I am filled with revulsion and horror. The pressure against us begins to lessen. I still have a hold of the valise. We’ll be all right. Let the others push around, I’ll wait and get the valise on somehow. They won’t leave us travel without anything.


  My mother’s eyes close. Her wrinkled face looks up, the skin under her eyes making little pouches, as if it were a second blind eyelid. Everything is so grotesque. I am having a spell. I wish I could be somewhere where I could get away and close the windows. I have had these spells since they told us that my father was dead, where everything is full of horror and strangeness.


  The person behind me is crowding into my back and I want to tell them to give way, but I cannot. People around us are crying out. I cannot see anything but the people pushed against me. People are still pushing, but now they are not pushing toward the side of the platform but toward the front, where the train will be when we are allowed to board.


  Wait, I call out but there’s no way for me to tell if I’ve really called out or not. I can’t hear anything until the train whistles. The train has moved? They brought the train into the station? I can’t tell, not without letting go of my mother and the valise. My mother is being pulled down into this mass. I feel her sliding against me. Her eyes are closed. She is a huge doll, limp in my arms. She is not even trying to hold herself up. She has given up to this moment.


  I can’t hold on to my mother and the valise. So I let go of the valise.


  Oh merciful god.


  I do not know how I will get through this moment.


  The crowd around me is a thing that presses me and pushes me up, pulls me down. I cannot breathe for the pressure. I see specks in front of my eyes, white sparks, too bright, like metal and like light. My feet aren’t under me. I am buoyed by the crowd and my feet are behind me, I am unable to stand, unable to fall. I think my mother is against me, but I can’t tell, and in this mass I don’t know how she can breathe.


  I think I am going to die.


  All the noise around me does not seem like noise anymore. It is something else, some element, like water or something, surrounding me and overpowering me.


  It is like that for a long time, until finally I have my feet under me, and I’m leaning against people. I feel myself sink, but I can’t stop myself. The platform is solid. My whole body feels bruised and roughly used.


  My mother is not with me. My mother is a bundle of black on the ground, and I crawl to her. I wish I could say that as I crawl to her I feel concern for her condition, but at this moment I am no more than base animal nature and I crawl to her because she is mine and there is nothing else in the world I can identify as mine. Her skirt is tucked up so that her ankles and calves are showing. Her face is black. At first I think it something about her clothes, but it is her face, so full of blood that it is black.


  People are still getting on the train, but there are people on the platform around us, left behind. And other things. A surprising number of shoes, all badly used. Wraps, too. Bags. Bundles and people.


  I try raising her arms above her head, to force breath into her lungs. Her arms are thin, but they don’t go the way I want them to. I read in the newspaper that when President Lincoln was shot, he stopped breathing, and his personal physician started him breathing again. But maybe the newspaper was wrong, or maybe it is more complicated than I understand, or maybe it doesn’t always work. She doesn’t breathe.


  I sit on the platform and try to think of what to do next. My head is empty of useful thoughts. Empty of prayers.


  “Ma’am?”


  It’s a soldier of the G.A.R.


  “Yes sir?” I say. It is difficult to look up at him, to look up into the sun.


  He hunkers down but does not touch her. At least he doesn’t touch her. “Do you have anyone staying behind?”


  Like cousins or something? Someone who is not “recalcitrant” in their handling of their Negroes? “Not in town,” I say.


  “Did she worship?” he asks, in his northern way.


  “Yes sir,” I say, “she did. She was a Methodist, and you should contact the preacher. The Reverend Robert Ewald, sir.”


  “I’ll see to it, ma’am. Now you’ll have to get on the train.”


  “And leave her?” I say.


  “Yes ma’am, the train will be leaving. I’m sorry ma’am.”


  “But I can’t,” I say.


  He takes my elbow and helps me stand. And I let him.


  “We are not really recalcitrant,” I say. “Where were Zeke and Rachel supposed to go? Were we supposed to throw them out?”


  He helps me climb onto the train. People stare at me as I get on, and I realize I must be all in disarray. I stand under all their gazes, trying to get my bonnet on straight and smoothing my dress. I do not know what to do with my eyes or hands.


  There are no seats. Will I have to stand until St. Louis? I grab a seat back to hold myself up. It is suddenly warm and everything is distant and I think I am about to faint. My stomach turns. I breathe through my mouth, not even sure that I am holding on to the seat back.


  But I don’t fall, thank Jesus.


  “It’s not Lincoln,” someone is saying a man’s voice, rich and baritone, and I fasten on the words as a lifeline, drawing myself back to the train car, to the world. “It’s Seward. Lincoln no longer has the capacity to govern.”


  The train smells of bodies and warm sweaty wool. It is a smell that threatens to undo me, so I must concentrate on breathing through my mouth. I breathe in little pants, like a dog. The heat lies against my skin. It is airless.


  “Of course Lincoln can no longer govern, but that damned actor made him a saint when he shot him,” says a second voice, “And now no one dare oppose him. It doesn’t matter if his policies make sense or not.”


  “You’re wrong,” says the first. “Seward is governing through him, Lincoln is an imbecile. He can’t govern, look at the way he handled the war.”


  The second snorts. “He won.”


  “No,” says the first, “we lost, there is a difference, sir. We lost even though the! north never could find a competent general.” I know the type of the first one. He’s the one who thinks he is brilliant, who always knew what President Davis should have done. If they are looking for a recalcitrant southerner, they have found one.


  “Grant was competent. Just not brilliant. Any military man who is not Alexander t he Great is going to look inadequate in comparison with General Lee.”


  “Grant was a drinker,” the first one says. “It was his subordinates. They’d been through years of war. They knew what to do.”


  It is so hot on the train. I wonder how long until the train leaves.


  I wonder if the Reverend will write my sister in Tennessee and tell her about our mother. I wish the train were going east toward Tennessee instead of north and west toward St. Louis.


  My valise. All I have. It is on the platform. I turn and go to the door. It is closed and I try the handle, but it is too stiff for me. I look around for help.


  “It’s locked,” says a woman in gray. She doesn’t look unkind.


  “My things, I left them on the platform,” I say.


  “Oh, honey,” she says, “they aren’t going to let you back out there. They don’t let anyone off the train.”


  I look out the window but I can’t see the valise. I can see some of the soldiers, so I beat on the window. One of them glances up at me, frowning, but then he ignores me.


  The train blows that it is going to leave, and I beat harder on the glass. If I could shatter that glass. They don’t understand, they would help me if they understood. The train lurches and I stagger. It is out there, somewhere, on that platform. Clothes for my mother and me, blankets, things we will need. Things I will need.


  The train pulls out of the station and I feel so terrible I sit down on the floor in all the dirt from people’s feet and sob.


  The train creeps slowly at first, but then picks up speed. The clack-clack clack-clack rocks me. It is improper, but I allow it to rock me. I am in others’ hands now and there is nothing to do but be patient. I am good at that. So it has been all my life. I have tried to be dutiful, but something in me has not bent right, and I have never been able to maintain a Christian frame of mind, but like a chicken in a yard, I have always kept my eyes on the small things. I have tended to what was in front of me, first the house, then my mother. When we could not get sugar, I learned to cook with molasses and honey. Now I sit and let my mind go empty and let the train rock me.


  “Child,” someone says. “Child.”


  The woman in gray has been trying to get my attention for awhile, but I have been sitting and letting myself be rocked.


  “Child,” she says again, “would you like some water?”


  Yes, I realize, I would. She has a jar and she gives it to me to sip out of. “Thank you,” I say. “We brought water, but we lost it in the crush on the platform.”


  “You have someone with you?” she asks.


  “My mother,” I say, and start crying again. “She is old, and there was such a press on the platform, and she fell and was trampled.”


  “What’s your name,” the woman says.


  “Clara Corbett,” I say.


  “I’m Elizabeth Loudon,” the woman says. “And you are welcome to travel with me.” There is something about her, a simple pleasantness, that makes me trust her. She is a small women, with a small nose and eyes as gray as her dress. She is younger than I first thought, maybe only in her thirties? “How old are you? Do you have family?” she asks.


  “I am seventeen. I have a sister, Julia. But she doesn’t live in Mississippi anymore.”


  “Where does she live?” the woman asks.


  “In Beech Bluff, near Jackson, Tennessee.”


  She shakes her head. “I don’t know it. Is it good country?”


  “I think so,” I say. “In her letters it sounds like good country. But I haven’t seen her for seven years.” Of course no one could travel during the war. She has three children in Tennessee. My sister is twenty-eight, almost as old as this woman. It is hard to imagine.


  “Were you close?” she asks.


  I don’t know that we were close. But she is my sister. She is all I have, now. I hope that the Reverend will write her about my mother, but I don’t know that he knows where she is. I will have to write her. She will think I should have taken better care.


  “Are you traveling alone?”


  “My companion is a few seats farther in front. He and I could not find seats together.”


  Her companion is a man? Not her husband, maybe her brother? But she would say her brother if that’s who she meant. A woman traveling with a man. An adventuress, I think. There are stories of women traveling, hoping to find unattached girls like myself. They befriend the young girls and then deliver them to the brothels of New Orleans.


  For a moment Elizabeth takes on a sinister cast. But this is a train full of recalcitrant southerners, there is no opportunity to kidnap anyone. Elizabeth is like me, a woman who has lost her home.


  It takes the rest of the day and a night to get to St. Louis, and Elizabeth and I talk. It’s as if we talk in ciphers, instead of talking about home we talk about gardening, and I can see the garden at home, lazy with bees. She is a quilter. I don’t quilt, but I used to do petit pointe, so we can talk sewing and about how hard it has been to get colors. And we talk about mending and making do, we have all been making do for so long.


  When it gets dark, since I have no seat, I stay where I am sitting by the door of the train. I am so tired, but in the darkness all I can think of is my mother’s face in the crowd and her hopeless open mouth. I don’t want to think of my mother, but I am in a delirium of fatigue, surrounded by the dark and the rumble of the train and the distant murmur of voices. I sleep sitting by the door of the train, fitful and rocked. I have dreams like fever dreams. In my dream I am in a strange house, but it is supposed to be my own house, but nothing is where it should be, and I begin to believe that I have actually entered a stranger’s house, and that they’ll return and find me here. When I wake up and go back to sleep, I am back in this strange house, looking through things.


  I wake before dawn, only a little rested. My shoulders and hips and back all ache from the way I am leaning but I have no energy to get up. I have no energy to do anything but endure. Elizabeth nods, sometimes awake, sometimes asleep, but neither of us speak.


  Finally the train slows. We come in through a town, but the town seems to go on and on. It must be St. Louis. We stop and sit. The sun comes up and heats the car like an oven. There is no movement of the air. There are so many buildings in St. Louis, and so many of them are tall, two stories, that I wonder if they cut off the wind and that is why it’s so still. But finally the train lurches and we crawl into the station.


  I am one of the first off the train by virtue of my position near the door. A soldier unlocks it and shouts for all of us to disembark, but he need not have bothered for there is a rush. I am borne ahead at its beginning but I can stop at the back of the platform. I am afraid that I have lost Elizabeth, but I see her in the crowd. She is on the arm of a younger man in a bowler. There is something about his air that marks him as different—he is sprightly and apparently fresh even after the long ride.


  I almost let them pass, but the prospect of being alone makes me reach out and touch her shoulder.


  “There you are,” she says.


  We join a queue of people waiting to use a trench. The smell is appalling ammonia acrid and eye-watering. There is a wall to separate the men from the women, but the women are all together. I crouch, trying not to notice anyone and trying to keep my skirts out of the filth. It is so awful. It’s worse than anything. I feel so awful.


  What if my mother were here? What would I do? I think maybe it was better, maybe it was God’s hand. But that is an awful thought, too.


  “Child,” Elizabeth says when I come out, “what’s the matter?”


  “It’s so awful,” I say. I shouldn’t cry, but I just want to be home and clean. I want to go to bed and sleep.


  She offers me a biscuit.


  “You should save your food,” I say.


  “Don’t worry,” Elizabeth says, “We have enough.”


  I shouldn’t accept it, but I am so hungry. And when I have a little to eat, I feel a little better.


  I try to imagine what the fort will be like where we will be going. Will we have a place to sleep, or will it be barracks? Or worse yet, tents? Although after the night I spent on the train I can’t imagine anything that could be worse. I imagine if I have to stay awhile in a tent then I’ll make the best of it.


  “I think this being in limbo is perhaps worse than anything we can expect at the end,” I say to Elizabeth. She smiles.


  She introduces her companion, Michael. He is enough like her to be her brother, but I don’t think that they are. I am resolved not to ask, if they want to tell me they can.


  We are standing together, not saying anything, when there is some commotion farther up the platform. It is a woman, her black dress is like smoke. She is running down the platform, coming toward us. There are all of these people and yet it is as if there is no obstacle for her. “NO NO NO NO, DON’T TOUCH ME! FILTHY HANDS! DON’T LET THEM TOUCH YOU! DON’T GET ON THE TRAINS!”


  People are getting out of her way. Where are the soldiers? The fabric of her dress is so threadbare it is rotten and torn at the seams. Her skirt is greasy black and matted and stained. Her face is so thin. “ANIMALS! THERE IS NOTHING OUT THERE! PEOPLE DON’T HAVE FOOD! THERE IS NOTHING THERE BUT INDIANS! THEY SENT US OUT TO SETTLE BUT THERE WAS NOTHING THERE!”


  I expect she will run past me but she grabs my arm and stops and looks into my face. She has light eyes, pale eyes in her dark face. She is mad.


  “WE WERE ALL STARVING, SO WE WENT TO THE FORT BUT THE FORT HAD NOTHING. YOU WILL ALL STARVE, THE WAY THEY ARE STARVING THE INDIANS! THEY WILL LET US ALL DIE! THEY DON’T CARE!” She is screaming in my face, and her spittle sprays me, warm as her breath. Her hand is all tendons and twigs, but she’s so strong I can’t escape.


  The soldiers grab her and yank her away from me. My arm aches where she was holding it. I can’t stand up.


  Elizabeth pulls me upright. “Stay close to me,” she says and starts to walk the other way down the platform. People are looking up following the screaming woman.


  She pulls me along with her. I keep thinking of the woman’s hand and wrist turned black with grime. I remember my mother’s face was black when she lay on the platform. Black like something rotted.


  “Here,” Elizabeth says at an old door, painted green but now weathered. The door opens and we pass inside.


  “What?” I say. My eyes are accustomed to the morning brightness and I can’t see.


  “Her name is Clara,” Elizabeth says. “She has people in Tennessee.”


  “Come with me,” says another woman. She sounds older. “Step this way. Where are her things?”


  I am being kidnapped. Oh merciful God, I’ll die. I let out a moan.


  “Her things were lost, her mother was killed in a crush on the platform.”


  The woman in the dark clucks sympathetically. “Poor dear. Does Michael have his passenger yet?”


  “In a moment,” Elizabeth says. “We were lucky for the commotion.”


  I am beginning to be able to see. It is a storage room, full of abandoned things. The woman holding my arm is older. There are some broken chairs and a stool. She sits me in the chair. Is Elizabeth some kind of adventuress?


  “Who are you?” I ask.


  “We are friends,” Elizabeth says. “We will help you get to your sister.”


  I don’t believe them. I will end up in New Orleans. Elizabeth is some kind of adventuress.


  After a moment the door opens and this time it is Michael with a young man. “This is Andrew,” he says.


  A man? What do they want with a man? That is what stops me from saying, “Run!” Andrew is blinded by the change in light, and I can see the astonishment working on his face, the way it must be working on mine. “What is this?” he asks.


  “You are with Friends,” Michael says, and maybe he has said it differently than Elizabeth, or maybe it is just that this time I have had the wit to hear it.


  “Quakers” Andrew says. “Abolitionists?”


  Michael smiles, I can see his teeth white in the darkness. “Just Friends,” he says.


  Abolitionists. Crazy people who steal slaves to set them free. Have they come to kidnap us? We are recalcitrant southerners, I have never heard of Quakers seeking revenge, but everyone knows the Abolitionists are crazy and they are liable to do anything.


  “We’ll have to wait here until they begin to move people out, it will be evening before we can leave,” says the older woman.


  I am so frightened, I just want to be home. Maybe I should try to break free and run out to the platform, there are northern soldiers out there. Would they protect me? And then what, go to a fort in Oklahoma?


  The older woman asks Michael how they could get past the guards so early and he tells her about the madwoman. A “refugee” he calls her.


  “They’ll just take her back,” Elizabeth says, sighing.


  Take her back, do they mean that she really came from Oklahoma? They talk about how bad it will be this winter. Michael says there are Wisconsin Indians re-settled down there, but they’ve got no food, and they’ve been starving on government handouts for a couple of years. Now there will be more people. They’re not prepared for winter.


  There can’t have been much handout during the war. It was hard enough to feed the armies.


  They explain to Andrew and to me that we will sneak out of the train station this evening, after dark. We will spend a day with a Quaker family in St. Louis, and then they will send us on to the next family. And so we will be passed hand to hand, like a bucket in a brigade, until we get to our families.


  They call it the underground railroad.


  But we are slave owners.


  “Wrong is wrong,” says Elizabeth. “Some of us can’t stand and watch people starve.”


  “But only two out of the whole train,” Andrew says.


  Michael sighs.


  The old woman nods. “It isn’t right.”


  Elizabeth picked me because my mother died. If my mother had not died, I would be out there, on my way to starve with the rest of them.


  I can’t help it but I start to cry. I should not profit from my mother’s death. I should have kept her safe.


  “Hush, now,” says Elizabeth. “Hush, you’ll be okay.”


  “It’s not right,” I whisper. I’m trying not to be loud, we mustn’t be discovered.


  “What, child?”


  “You shouldn’t have picked me,” I say. But I am crying so hard I don’t think they can understand me. Elizabeth strokes my hair and wipes my face. It may be the last time someone will do these things for me. My sister has three children of her own, and she won’t need another child. I’ll have to work hard to make up my keep.


  There are blankets there and we lie down on the hard floor, all except Michael, who sits in a chair and sleeps. I sleep this time with fewer dreams. But when I wake up, although I can’t remember what they were, I have the feeling that I have been dreaming restless dreams.


  The stars are bright when we finally creep out of the station. A night full of stars. The stars will be the same in Tennessee. The platform is empty, the train and the people are gone. The Lincoln Train has gone back south while we slept, to take more people out of Mississippi.


  “Will you come back and save more people?” I ask Elizabeth.


  The stars are a banner behind her quiet head. “We will save what we can,” she says.


  It isn’t fair that I was picked. “I want to help,” I tell her.


  She is silent for a moment. “We only work with our own,” she says. There is something in her voice that has not been there before. A sharpness.


  “What do you mean?” I ask.


  “There are no slavers in our ranks,” she says and her voice is cold.


  I feel as if I have had a fever; tired, but clear of mind. I have never walked so far and not walked beyond a town. The streets of St. Louis are empty. There are few lights. Far off a woman is singing, and her voice is clear and carries easily in the night. A beautiful voice.


  “Elizabeth,” Michael says, “she is just a girl.”


  “She needs to know,” Elizabeth says.


  “Why did you save me then?” I ask.


  “One does not fight evil with evil,” Elizabeth says.


  “I’m not evil!” I say.


  But no one answers.
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  WALKING OUT


  Michael Swanwick


  Terry Bissel woke up one morning knowing he had to get out of the city. Take a jitney up Broadway and keep on going forever. Travel so far and so fast that if someone were to shine a flashlight after him, by the time the beam caught up it would’ve dissipated to nothingness. “I don’t want to live here anymore,” he said aloud without opening his eyes. It was true. For a long time he lay motionless, simply savoring the thought. A strange elation dawned within him. “I want to live in the country.”


  His wife was in the kitchen, humming to herself. The blender growled briefly. She was grinding beans for coffee. There was the sizzle of eggs and ham in the skillet. Kris was a lark. Eight months pregnant, and she still got up first.


  He pulled on his slacks and rolled up the futon. In the doorway, he paused briefly to watch Kris waft lightly from sink to counter. Then he said, “Let’s move to New England.”


  Kris stood very still at the counter. She didn’t turn around.


  “C’mon, babe, you know you hate it here. Too much noise, too many people, hardly enough room to fucking turn around in. I want to live in Connecticut—no, Vermont! I want a big, rambling house where you can see meadows out the kitchen window and woods beyond them. And mountains! Snow in the winter and fresh apples in the fall. I want the kind of place where sometimes you get up before dawn to watch the deer crossing the lawn.”


  “Terry,” Kris said warningly.


  Down on the street, the recyclers were rattling the bins of cans and bottles, slamming bales of paper and bags of digestibles into the various bellies of their truck. They were in a good mood, to judge by the loud, yak-yakking sound of their voices. “Yo, Nee-C! You still seeing that old fool, Benjy?” And: “He got better stuff than you do, Maaaalcolm.” And: “You don’t know till you try, babe! I got stuff I ain’t never used.” The crew were laughing uproariously at this exchange. “I heard that,” said the woman. “Fact is, I heard you ain’t had the opportunity to use none of it!”


  “Listen to that.” Terry snorted. “That’s exactly the kind of crap I’m talking about. Hey—you ever seen a moose?”


  “No.”


  “I did once when I was young. My folks took us kids to this little bed-and-breakfast outside of Montpelier and—hey, the woman that runs it must be getting pretty old by now. Maybe she’d like to sell. What do you think? Wanna run a B and B? It couldn’t hurt to ask.”


  Kris whirled abruptly. “We need more coffee,” she said in a choked voice, “We’re out.”


  “I thought I heard the grinder.”


  “That was . . . decaffeinated. I put it in by accident.” With harsh, choppy motions, she unscrewed the grinder and slammed its contents into the disposal. “Go across the street, why don’t you, and get us some beans?”


  “You’re the boss.” He grabbed up Kris in both arms, lifted her to the ceiling and whirled her around. “You and the little Creature from the Black Lagoon.” He kissed her belly, set her down, and ducked into the cubby to throw on robe and slippers. Then he headed out, leaving his wife weeping behind him.


  It was a wonderful morning!


  On the elevator, Mrs. Jacinto from two floors up smiled and said hello. Her husband, Herb, was a municipal gardener, as tall as she was fat, and a dab hand at cribbage. Terry had played him a few times and the man was definitely a shark. “How are you doing this lovely morning, Mr. Bissel?”


  “Couldn’t be better—we’re going to move.”


  “Well, isn’t that nice? I expected you children would, now that you have the little one on the way. Oh, and that reminds me. Tell that pretty wife of yours I have some morning sickness tea that I’m bringing up later on; I know you’ll think it’s foolishness, but tell her to give it a try, it really does work. Are you moving Downtown?”


  “We’re leaving the city altogether, Mrs. Jacinto. We’re moving to the country.”


  The smile froze on her face. “Well,” she said. “Well, well.”


  The doors opened for the ground floor and she skittered away.


  It was a quick hop-skip-and-jump across the street to The Java Tree. On the way back, Terry plucked a daisy—perhaps one of Herb’s—from the street turf. He opened the top of the coffee sack and buried the stem in the beans.


  “You’ll be going to the Housing Authority today, won’t you?” Kris asked when he got back. She accepted the coffee, filled a glass with water for the daisy, and put it up on the window sill without comment. Ignoring their earlier conversation entirely, pretending it had never happened. “Like you promised?”


  Well, getting out was a new idea. It would probably take her a while to adjust to it. “Why not?” Terry said, playing along. “If we want a bigger apartment, we’ll have to move, right? And if we want to move, one of us is going to have to go stand in line. That’s just the way it is. Doesn’t matter what you want, you’ve got to stand in line.” He winked jauntily.


  “I’d go myself,” Kris said in a strained voice. “I don’t mind. It’s just that—” She looked down at the Creature.


  “Hey, hey. I didn’t say I wouldn’t, did I?”


  Tight-lipped, she shook her head.


  “Then it’s settled.” Terry ducked into the bedroom and opened the closet. Silk jacket, snakeclone shoes. On the way out, he paused in the doorway. “Hey. What about Maine? Maybe we could find a place outside of Portland, nice and convenient to your mom, wouldn’t that be nice?”


  As he left, he heard Kris beginning to cry again. Pregnant women were emotional.


  He understood that.


  Their flat was in the heart of Midtown, at the foot of one of the giant condensor stacks that drew current out of the flux and into the power grid. The building was wrapped around the tower’s anchor pier, and even though the engineers swore it was perfectly shielded from any harmful radiation, this fact had kept the rents low. No question but a new flat was going to give them sticker shock. Maybe that was all to the good, though. When Krissie saw the bottom line, she might well change her mind about New England. The law gave them a three-month cooling off period; it would be easy to break the lease.


  Kris wanted to move Downtown to be closer to her sister. Maybe he could talk Robin into moving as well. They could get adjacent farms and raise llamas.


  It was another beautiful morning. The Municipal Weather Authority had programmed a crisp autumnal tang into the air. Light breezes stirred the little trees on the building tops. They looked just fine outlined against the dome.


  A paper bag blew past Terry’s feet and automatically he started after it. But then a street urchin appeared out of nowhere, a skinny black kid in an oversized basketball jersey, and snatched it up. He leaped high, tucking in his knees for a double somersault, and slam-dunked the bag into a recycling can. With a flourish, he swiped his bank card through the slot to pick up the credit.


  Terry applauded lightly.


  “Watches!” the shabby man sang. He was only a step away from being a beggar. His jacket was shiny and his shoes weren’t. One side of his face was scarred from old radiation burns. That and a blackwork Luna Rangers tattoo marked him as a vet. The watches flew in great loops and figure-eights, blinking and goggling whimsically.


  “This sort of post-capitalist consumer faddism is only a form of denial, you know,” Terry told him.


  “Hah? What’re you talking about?”


  “Think about it. Your devices consume three times their own weight in time and labor for their design, manufacture, and—now—sales. But what do they accomplish? A moment’s diversion from the sad fact of existence. It’s a measure of our desperation that we’d devote so much energy in order to generate a respite, however brief, from our very real problems.”


  “What are you, some kinda nut? Get out of here!” the vendor said angrily.


  Terry stuck his hands in his pockets. “The truth hurts, eh?”


  Without answering, the shabby man called his watches in. They came swooping down on him, finding safe harbor in his many pockets. He turned and hobbled away.


  “It’s called denial!” Terry shouted after him. “Therapists have known about it for centuries!”


  It was rush hour in the subway. The crowds were so thick that people were constantly losing their hold on the platform grab bars and being jostled up in the air. If it weren’t for friendly hands to pull them down, they’d be in serious trouble.


  The peoplemover “Spirit of Leningrad” pulled in. Seats filled up fast, and there were six or seven people left standing when it left the station. A teenager in an orange leather jacket studded with video pins sat down next to Terry, then offered his chair to an old woman. A dozen pop songs clashed faintly from his pins. The crone smiled at him, sat down, adjusted her seat.


  “I’m moving to New England,” Terry told her. “Maybe this month.”


  She glared at him and turned her chair away.


  City dwellers were rude. Terry was used to it. He sighed, and flicked on his paper.


  HOUSING SHORTAGE SHAKES CITY, said the Times. Just another reason to get out. WORST SITUATION SINCE WAR. There were people, it seemed, who’d been waiting weeks for a suitable upgrade. Of course the Times was an opposition paper—it had to put a bad face on everything. JOBLESS RATE HITS 35%, said the News. The News was an establishment rag; somewhere in the article would be statistics justifying the situation. But the way Terry saw it the figures spoke for themselves. With a third of the working population on sabbatical at any given time, that meant almost three percent were between jobs, pounding the pavement, making do with three-quarters normal salary and benefits. Times were tough.


  Terry hit Midtown before the Authority office opened, so he stopped in a diner for brunch. It was a Polynesian joint with thatched roofs over the tables and white sand covering the floor. He ordered the papaya-breadfruit surprise and two eggs that had never been inside a chicken. He didn’t bother with the orange juice. It never tasted like the stuff he used to drink when he was a kid. The way he figured it, if they didn’t have it down by now, they never would. You simply couldn’t get oranges like they had back then anymore.


  He picked at his food, thinking about Krissie. Pregnancy was tough. Kris had less than a year’s leave for it. And the neighborhood maternity center—well, he guessed it was okay. Just last night the nurse-midwife had come by for the weekly and she’d said Krissie was doing fine. Still, you couldn’t help but worry.


  What kind of a place was this to bring up a kid in, anyway? Children needed to run wild, enough room so they could stretch out and grow, woods they could disappear into for hours and days at a time.


  “A penny for your thoughts,” the waitress said when she brought the bill and thumbpad.


  Terry waved a hand toward the dugout canoe that hung from the rafters in the back of the diner over a small turquoise waterfall. “That thing’s Malaysian, you know that? This whole place is about as Polynesian as I am. I mean, you can talk about cultural preservation all you want, but let’s be honest here. It’s pointless to pretend you can preserve a culture you’ve never experienced first-hand. You wind up with the MGM-Disney fantasy version of something that never existed in the first place. You get where I’m coming from?”


  He jabbed his thumb on the pad and left without even picking up his complimentary breath mint.


  Downtown wasn’t so bad as Midtown if you had kids. But of course—all this urban bureaucracy!—you couldn’t do anything so simple as just move there. You had to stand in line. Flats were assigned according to a complicated formula. So many points from the monthly lottery (one ticket for paying rent; extra for civic service or orbital work), and so many for need (about one room per family member, plus kitchen and bath). Plug in the neighborhood stats—quality-of-life, environmental health, access to schools, clinics, entertainment;—and out pops the number. They’d drawn a high number last month, thanks in part to the Black Lagooner being on its way, so they’d decided it was now or never.


  He spent half an hour sitting on a gut-sprung sofa before the government lady called him in. She rose to shake his hand. “Mr. Bissel. Thank you for your patience.” He took a chair and she sank back down behind her desk. “Where exactly were you thinking of moving?”


  “New Hampshire.”


  She looked up.


  Terry laughed. “Just a joke. Right now, today, I’m interested in something Downtown. Quiet. Spacious. Suitable for a newborn.”


  “I—see.” The government lady touched three spots on her desk and it spat out a hardcopy of three addresses. But she didn’t hand them over. “Mr. Bissel, I note that you’re monolingual.”


  “Yeah? So?”


  “No crafts or hobbies. You don’t play any musical instruments.” She frowned. “Your cultural preservation ratings are distinctly below the mean.”


  “Aw, c’mon, you know as well as I do, that stuffs all bullshit.”


  The woman’s eyes flared. “I most certainly do not! Multidiversity—”


  “—is a crock. Look, if you want to preserve our goddamn priceless ethnic and cultural heritages, then just hand out rifles. What do you think ethnicity is all about, if it’s not hating the people in the next county? Molotov cocktails for everybody in the bar! Kill the lot and let God sort ‘em out! The plain and simple truth is that instead of trying to preserve our tribal identifications, we ought to be doing everything we can to obliterate them. You want to prevent the next war? Burn the family albums!”


  Her mouth opened and shut. She said nothing.


  Terry picked up the hardcopy. On the way out, he grinned and said, “Never mind me. I’m Irish on my mother’s side, and ‘tis like me Mither always sez: The only thing the Irish like better than an argument is a good fight.”


  The first apartment was in Chinatown, overlooking the Canal. There were some kids jigging crabs on the stairs out front. Little goats were running around on the roof. Terry liked water well enough, but he didn’t like sky goats all that much. Supposedly they helped keep the city clean by eating trash. He couldn’t see it.


  The manager of the building was a fat Mongolian who was more interested in his saxophone than in showing the flat. Terry stood, hands behind his back, looking at the Buddhist woodcuts on the wall while the man finished a snatch from Rhapsody in Blue. Then he sighed and put down his instrument. Lumbering, he led the way to the fourth floor.


  The present tenant was, according to the hardcopy, a high-wire artist who was joining an Uptown circus. He squatted on the floor, greasing parts of a disassembled unicycle. He didn’t even look up, but just grunted.


  “Most of building is squatters,” the super said, with an expansive gesture. “Only this guy is movers. No face canal, si? No face canal.”


  “No face canal is right,” Terry muttered. He stared out the window into a filthy airshaft with a few vegetable gardens down below. Some kids were playing wall ball. They had those garish knee and elbow grips that were all the craze nowadays, and were swarming up the walls three and four floors. One of them made a face at him.


  He smiled back at her. I’m leaving the city, little girl, and you’re not.


  One look was enough, though. The super was glad to get back to his music. He called an absentminded “Adios, good buddy amigo,” after Terry. There was a strong Hispanic component in this neighborhood; he probably thought he was speaking English.


  Off to prospect number two in Little America.


  Little America was as motley a place as its namesake. The prospect was a two bedroom flat that had been created by knocking out the walls between two pre-War flats. It faced the street, and between the clash of bicycle bells and street musicians, fishmongers, vegetable-carvers, poetry slammings (Terry had signed a petition against slamming once, but the Street Poets Union had power, and a popular argument that they were a “humanizing influence” on the city) and people laughing, he would never’ve gotten any sleep.


  The super was ethnic Kenyan, with skin as purple as a plum. She had an overprecise New Oxford accent and said she was working on an interactive software history cycle. “You and half the universe,” Terry said, and she cheerily agreed. But when he suggested she look into some place outside the city, where rents were cheaper, her expression changed to one of offended hauteur. “Look at the apartment. Rent it or don’t,” she snapped. “Be quick about it. I haven’t the time for any nonsense from the likes of you.”


  In the actual case, there wasn’t any real choice. The baby would never get any sleep in this bedlam. And Krissie might like this sort of neighborhood, but as far as Terry was concerned it was exactly the sort of overcrowded chaos that he wanted to get away from.


  “I’ll pass,” he said.


  Third time was the charm. The apartment was on the top floor, windows on three sides, with solid oak floors. They hadn’t learned how to grow oak by the plank until ten years ago, so he could only imagine how much it had cost new. There was a modern kitchen with a tap-line to the local shops so he wouldn’t have to be trotting all the way across the street whenever the wife got one of her cravings. There were kids playing wall ball outside, but they weren’t going any higher than the third floor, so the noise was tolerable.


  The clincher was that the surrounding buildings opened up in a way that gave him a completely unobstructed view of Jupiter through the city dome. Terry was a sucker for cloudgazing. He could sit and watch the planet’s slow-swirling weather fronts endlessly shifting from pattern to pattern for hours.


  It was evening when Terry finally went home, and all the city lights were blue-shifting into twilight. He felt weary but virtuous. Krissie, he knew, would be pleased, and that was all that really mattered.


  There were two strangers in the flat when he came in. A slender woman and a real bruiser of a man. From the quiet neutrality of their dress, Terry guessed they were counselors or therapists of some sort.


  “Hello,” he said pleasantly. “What’s going on?”


  “Terry,” his wife said. “A woman called from the Housing Authority. She told me how you behaved and I—” She looked helplessly about her “And I—”


  “Mr. Bissel,” the woman said. “You’ve been telling people that you plan to move out of the city.”


  “Yeah, so? That’s not a crime. I mean, look around you. It’s a perfectly rational response to an intolerable situation.” Krissie was crying again.


  “You want to move to . . . New England, is it?”


  “Look.” He spread his hands in bafflement. “What is all this?”


  Kris stepped close to him. Through angry tears she said, “The War, Terry—remember the War? There is no New England, not anymore. Three weeks the asteroids fell. Three weeks! The clouds covered the skies for years!” She was hysterical now, babbling. “Everything was destroyed—Earth, Mars, all the colonies. The cities. My mother. All of them.” She began punching him on the chest. “My brother Allen! Mrs. Kressner! Jamal Hardessy! Angela Hughes!”


  The burly man slid himself between them. Gently he placed his enormous hands on Terry’s arms. It was like being gripped by a mountain. “Don’t bother, Mrs. Bissel,” he said. “We get a lot of these cases. More every year. They never listen.”


  The woman opened the door. “He’ll be taken care of,” she said.


  “Where are you taking him?” Kris asked fearfully.


  “Someplace pleasant,” the man said. “You’ll be informed when he’s ready for visitors.”


  “But you can’t. I need him here. My God, there’s a baby on the way!”


  “Mrs. Bissel. We cannot allow your husband to wander about loose. His illness—it’s like a virus. It could infect others. He’s a threat to the survival of the city.”


  “Oh, not my husband. You don’t know Terry. He’s a good man. He—”


  Harshly the woman said, “It may not show ordinarily. But we’re all precariously balanced. This exaggerated kindness we show each other, our horror of conflict, the cult of preservation—these are signs of denial. All our society is an extreme reaction to . . . to what happened. We’re none of us totally sane, you know. We’re all of us at risk.”


  They escorted him into the hall.


  “Terry!” his wife cried. “Try to concentrate. Try to concentrate. You can’t leave the city. We’re the only surviving colony—the last habitat that humanity has left. There is nowhere else to go.”


  “Oh no,” Terry said happily as they shut the door behind him. “I know where I’m going. I’m going to the country!”


  LIFE ON THE MOON


  Tony Daniel


  
    If I ventured into the Big Empty,


    a smaller movement between hard and fast stars,


    if I ventured to the moon, and the dust of the moon,


    and to those smooth ceramic halls, those lustrous and benign


    spaces, or to the evaporated surface,


    the empty mineral stretch and score,


    would I find you?


    Are you still in the valence between spaces? I would kiss the


    fall of your hair; I would lie beside you in the silence,


    and trace with my fingertip your lips’ surge and fall.


    I would pull you gently from the undermass,


    the crystal and stone, like a spiderweb from foliage, like


    breath from a sleeper.


    If I ventured to the Big Empty,


    I would never stop looking for you, Nell.

  


  Nell was skinny and wan. Her hair was brown, darkening to black, and her eyes were brown and sad. Henry did not understand why he loved her, for he had always considered himself a shallow man when it came down to it, with a head turned by shallow beauty and flashy teeth and eyes. Nell was a calm, dark pool. She was also probably the greatest artist of her generation, though, and when one had the extraordinary luck to claim such a woman’s regard, one made exceptions.


  They met at a faculty mixer in St. Louis. Henry was a visiting poet at Washington University’s graduate writing program. Nell, already quite famous in her professional circles, had given a lecture that day at the architecture school—a lecture that Henry had studiously avoided. Nell had not read any of Henry’s poetry, for that matter, but few people had. If anything, twenty-first century poets were more obscure and unknown than their predecessors had been.


  But both knew the other by reputation, and, being the only people at the mixer who were not involved in the intricacies of academic policy skirmishes, the two of them ended up in a corner, talking about corners.


  “Why do they have to be ninety degrees,” Henry asked. He leaned against one wall, trying to appear nonchalant, and felt his drink slosh over his wrist. For the first time, Henry regretted that he was not a man brought up to be comfortable on the insides of buildings.


  “They don’t,” Nell replied. “But there are good reasons they mostly are.” For some reason, Nell’s face seemed lacking in some way, as if the muscles and tendons were strung out and defined, but weren’t really supporting anything of importance.


  Odd.


  “Structural reasons?”


  “Why are there laps, when we sit down?”


  Henry knew then that he was going to like her, despite her peculiar face.


  “So we have something to do with our legs, I suppose,” he said.


  “And to hold cats and children on, too. Function and beauty.” Nell smiled, and suddenly Henry understood the reason her face seemed curious and incomplete. It was a superstructure waiting for that smile.


  They did not, of course, return to Henry’s place and fuck like minks, although by the end of the mixer that was all Henry had on his mind. Instead, Henry asked her to coffee the following afternoon. Nell actually had a scramjet to Berlin scheduled for the early morning, Henry later discovered, but she canceled the flight for the date. Nell understood which situations called for spontaneity, and, being a careful, thoughtful woman, she always made the right moves.


  Those first moments were so abstract, urban and—formed, as Henry later recalled them. Like a dance, personifying the blind calls and pediments of nature. That was what it felt like to be alive in the houses of people you didn’t really know, of living hazy days in parks and coffee shops and the chambers of the University. Nell and he had met the next day for espresso like two ballet dancers executing a maneuver. Touch lightly, exchange, touch, pass, pass, pass.


  But something sparked then and there, because, of course, he had asked her to drive out to the Ozarks to see the flaming maples, and Nell had accepted. And in the Ozarks, Henry could become himself, his best self.


  Nell had found one of his books, and when they stopped to look at a particularly fine farmhouse amidst crimson and vermilion foliage, she quoted his poem about growing up in the country from memory.


  They kissed with a careful passion.


  From Living on the Moon


  An Essay Concerning Lunar Architectural Possibilities


  by Nell Branigan


  Lunar architecture will offer many new frontiers for artists, but the old truths must still apply if the edifices of the moon are to be places where people will want to live and work. Lunar architecture must take account of space and form above all. Art is the outward, objective expression of inner, subjective experience. It is the symbol of what it is like to be human.


  Consider architecture. What is the great element of architecture? It is not form alone, for that is the great element of sculpture. We live and work inside the architectural sculpture, as well as pondering it from outside. We inhabit its spaces. This is why I say that its greatest elements are both form and space, and the ways the two relate to one another.


  Two years later, Henry had published his fifth book to sound reviews and a little more money than he’d expected. On the strength of this, he had agreed to move to Seattle for a while to be with Nell, despite the fact that he had no academic appointment there, or prospects for one. They were married in a civil ceremony in the apex of the Smith Tower, a building Nell particularly admired.


  And I am a man Nell particularly admired, Henry later thought. Perhaps love is not an emotion that is possible for the developed feelings. Perhaps the artist contemplates and symbolizes feeling to such an extent that he or she can’t just have one after a certain point. Maybe that’s why I’m only a good poet, and Nell was a genius. I feel too much stuff. Too much goddamn unformed stuff.


  Yet Nell had remembered his poem, and, by now, she had read all of his work, and would quote parts of it when she was happy or animated by some idea.


  In Seattle, Nell’s earthly masterpiece was being built—the Lakebridge Edifice. “Built” was, maybe, not the word for construction these days. “Substantiated” or “Formed” seemed more correct, as the macro and micro machines interacted with the algorithmic plans to produce a structure utterly true to the architect’s vision—down to the molecular level.


  To achieve such perfection of craft took a little over two years, during which Nell and Henry shared comfortable apartments on the Alki-Harbor Island Span, a glassy affair of a neighborhood that stretched across Elliott Bay in a flattened arch. Nell thought it crass and atrocious. Henry decided to make the best of things, and planted a garden on the thirty foot long catwalk that opened up from their bedroom. His new book began to take shape as a series of captured moments having to do with plants and growth and getting soil on your pants and hands.


  Production and Reproduction


  by Henry Colterman


  In the nucleus of our home, my wife draws buildings


  in concentrated silence, measured pace


  as daylight dapples through the walls and ceilings


  of our semi-permeable high arch living space.


  While I, raised young among the cows and maize,


  garden the terrace by my hand and hoe


  and fax her conceptions out to their next phase,


  she makes our living—and your living too.


  Near twilight, I osmose from room to room


  feeling vague, enzymatic lust for her


  but wait, and clean, and prepensely consume


  my supper in the leavings of our birr.


  And then she stumbles, blinking, into night


  and we opaque the walls to greenhouse light.


  I was happy, Henry recalled. I thought I was just getting by, using my garden as substitute for living in nature, living by nature. But I was truly happy on the Span.


  Somehow, nature came to me there.


  Sex was never Nell’s strong point. She was awkward and seemed perpetually inexperienced, but she was passionate and thoughtful. Her sexuality was as well-formed, balanced and beautiful as her buildings. But it lacked something. That something was, of course, what Nell put into her work, Henry knew. Artless ardor. Novelty and insight. The secret ingredient of genius.


  Yet Henry did not mind. For she loved him, he knew, and respected his work, his long silences, his gazing off into nowhere, his sometimes childish glee at what must have appeared to her to be nothing at all.


  And so they lived and grew together during the making of the Lakebridge Edifice. Or perhaps I grew around Nell, Henry later considered, like wisteria around wrought iron. Nell didn’t change, but she was good support and did not mind being covered over in spots.


  From Living on the Moon


  An Essay Concerning Lunar Architectural Possibilities


  by Nell Branigan


  So what does this tell us about a lunar architecture? Only that space and form still apply to our constructions, because humans still apply. The moon is perhaps one of the oldest constants in the making of this feeling of being alive that all art expresses. Women know this quite literally, but men know it just as well in a hundred biological rhythms that go back to our animal experience of the rise and fall of the Earth’s tide.


  Yet we will no longer be down on Earth, looking up at the moon. We will be on the moon, looking up at the Earth. The old movements and spaces will not apply. Or rather, they will not apply in the same ways. I imagine that this disruption of feeling will be far more upsetting to people than the change in gravity or the physical necessities of existence on the lunar surface.


  I conceive of a lunar architecture that would mitigate this disruption, and yet, if it were possible, provide us with new forms and spaces to reflect our new relationship with the mother planet. Like a child who has left the nest, lunar architecture must look back with fondness, but forward with imagination and resolve.


  What are the actualities of such an architecture? What sorts of cities ought we to build on the moon?


  When the Lakebridge Edifice was complete, it was clear that Nell was a major artist of her generation. Even Henry, who had been an intimate part of the design and construction of the structure, was stunned when he first saw it complete and revealed one morning near sunrise.


  He’d been out on his terrace, weeding the tomatoes. Even with a plethora of soil emulsifiers, regulatory agents and hunter-killer insect robots, weeds grew. The problem was one of recognition, for life was life, no matter how irritating the form it took. Henry had not been able to sleep the night before, while Nell had slept like a log, her labors in Seattle nearly completed. Their settled life was about to end, Henry knew, and with it the feeling of content and regularity that he hadn’t known since his days growing up on his parents little farm near Dalton, Georgia.


  He’d gone out onto the terrace, because that was the place that smelled and felt most strongly of the old farm, particularly his father’s prized tomato garden. It should. He’d worked to get just that flavor out of the thirty feet, sacrificing yield even. This was the way it had been.


  And, once again, he was going to leave it and lose it.


  Henry began to weed despondently, while dawn turned the black sky gray, as it mostly did every morning in Seattle. Except. Except now there was something new that made the gray sky—not brighter-but lighter. The sun came up, and shone on the northeast corner of the Lakebridge Edifice.


  The problem wasn’t new, Nell had told him. It was the age-old renovation problem of what to do with low ceilings. In Seattle, the clouds were often low and the sky was frequently mean. It sometimes made you feel compressed, made your life seem squat and set. Yet, there was the water of lake and ocean nearby, and, when the clouds would permit, mountains on all sides.


  Lakebridge was a solution to those days when the mountains didn’t come out, and the Sound and lakes were dishwater dull. It did not attempt to reverse those conditions, but to provide a new experience. It was a complex of different spaces, Nell called them. They couldn’t properly be viewed as distinct buildings. Too many connections, suggested and literal. The complex partially encompassed Lake Union, on the northeast side of downtown, and seemed to be the very evaporation and condensation of lake water into the sky—the cycle of liquid, vapor and the solid apparitions of clouds in an ascending order that spired out at three quarter miles. And yet this was far from all that the complex suggested. There was a colorful marina, a hoverport, residential and business sections intertwining like striated muscles. The structure was organic, alive, useful because it was art first, because the craft was part of the makeup of its living form.


  Henry found himself drawing in his breath at the beauty of what his wife had conceived. Then a small hand wiped the sweat from his brow, and Nell wound her arm around him, and crooked herself under his shoulder.


  “Do you think it’s pretty?” she asked shyly. Henry knew that this was no put on. Nell was, herself, constantly surprised by what her gift allowed her to do.


  “You done yourself proud,” Henry whispered, and Nell hugged him tighter.


  “I’m glad you like it,” she said. “That means more to me than anything.” Henry looked down into her hazel eyes and felt pure love. Like the love he felt for the Earth, for the way things grew and changed. Her eyes were the color of good fertile soil. They were the color of fine wood and thick prairie sage. He kissed her lightly on the forehead, and she drew him down to her lips. Good. Right. Beautiful.


  They made love in the terrace garden, as Henry had always wanted to. If there were any artistry in sex, they caught it that day, twisting amid the tomato plants. Sex was supposedly the pattern and rhythm that the sonnet followed, but Henry was convinced theirs was itself the symbol of a sonnet, the gift that art was giving back to the world for giving it someone like Nell Branigan.


  He fucked her gently, and “fucked” was the right word, for of course it came from Middle English for “plow.” Her responding movements dug her deeper into the dirt of the terrace, until she was partially buried, and Henry was lowering himself deeper than soil level with each thrust. Her hands smeared his back and sides with loam, and their kisses began to get muddy.


  Before he came, Nell turned him over into the depression they had carved and, sitting on him, wiped herself clean with tomato vines. It was the most erotic thing Henry had ever seen. He pushed up into her. She caressed his face with hands smelling of vegetable tang, and rubbed her clit with the pith and juice of his crushed plants. Henry felt himself on the verge but held back, held back. He tried to reach up into Nell with feeling, with an understanding and admiration for her—the woman in her, the artist, the subtle combination of the two that was her soul.


  When they were spent, they collapsed in the garden. Henry spoke on some nearby heating elements, and fell fast asleep, his love in his arms.


  Two weeks later, Henry was offered a visiting professorship at Stanford that would not involve teaching, but only a bit of consulting work with graduate students in writing. It was a dream slot, lucrative and freeing. Henry suspected the offer was partly due to the reflected glamour of his association with Nell, for Nell and the Lakebridge Edifice had made the opening screen of the general newsource Virtual with the heading “Architectural Renaissance Woman.”


  Nell was, of course, receiving project proposals from right and left.


  “It appears I can live practically anywhere and do my work,” she said. When Henry told her about the Stanford opportunity, she encouraged him to accept. They prepared to move to San Francisco in the autumn.


  From Living on the Moon


  An Essay Concerning Lunar Architectural Possibilities


  by Nell Branigan


  I conceive of structures that create a human space within themselves, and yet are not closed off from the grandeur of the setting—the wonder of where the people are and what they are doing. This is the moon, and we have come to this new world to live! We must take into account Earthrise and moon mountain vistas. I imagine an architecture that moves and accommodates itself to take advantage of the best synergies and juxtapositions of the landscape.


  And yet the forms that we conceive to give us the spaces that will move us must, themselves, be beautiful.


  What follows is merely my idea of such an architecture.


  It is intended as an acorn, and not as the oaktree entire. Space is broad and empty, and where there are humans there will be places humans live. And where there are places to live, there will be architects.


  Henry was writing a poem about briarpatches when Nell came in to tell him about the moon. He knew it must be important, otherwise she would never have interrupted him at his work. In those days, his hair was closely cropped, and Nell had enjoyed running her fingers through its crispness. She did so this time, but half-heartedly-more of a swat—and then sat down across the table from him.


  “Dobrovnik interfaxed in yesterday, full virtual,” she said.


  Dobrovnik was a partner in Nell’s firm. He had given up his own design work to serve as principle agent and negotiator for the other partners—most importantly, Nell.


  “That must have been incredibly expensive,” Henry replied, still a little blank from having been yanked out of the poem. “It must have been important?”


  “Yes. I’ve been offered a wonderful project.”


  “Really?”


  “Really wonderful.”


  “That’s great.”


  Nell slumped, and looked around the room. Henry was not used to such odd body language from her. He forced thoughts of thorns and briars from his mind, and concentrated.


  “So,” he said. “You aren’t going to be able to go to San Francisco? Is that it?”


  “That’s part of it.”


  Something else, but Nell was being very quiet. “Nell, you know I support you completely.”


  “I know, Henry.” She sobbed. Nell sobbed. “My Henry.”


  “Nell, what is it?”


  “The Subcommittee on Exploration has approved my proposal for a lunar colony.”


  “The United Nations General Assembly?” Nell nodded. “Nell, that’s amazing news!”


  And she was crying. Henry was entirely nonplused.


  “I have to go,” Nell said. “I have to go to the moon for five years. Maybe longer.”


  Henry stood up, sat down. San Francisco. He pictured San Francisco’s gardens and fogs, its graceful spans and temperate clime. But fog. And more fog, like dead vines. Undead vines. Covering, obscuring, eating the city away, fog, until there was nothing, nothing but depthless gray.


  “You can come, Henry. That would all be part of the arrangement. They’ll pay your way, and more.”


  “To the moon?”


  “Yes.”


  All he could picture was a blank. A blank expanse.


  “But there’s nothing there.”


  “There will be. We are going to build it.”


  “No, there’s no . . . air. No manure. No briarpatches.”


  “I know. I understood that from the moment Dobrovnik told me about the offer, and I truly began to consider what it would involve to actually do it.”


  Henry felt a trickle of sweat down his forehead. Where had that come from? Nell was too far away to wipe it. He pawed it off, continued down his face with his hand, and kneaded his own shoulder.


  “Are you going to accept?”


  “I don’t know. To build a city, practically from scratch-it’s the chance of the century for an architect.” Nell wiped her tears, sat up straight. “I want you with me, Henry.”


  Did she? Or was she just doing the right thing? What was he, after all, when compared with her art? Had Nell ever really cared for him at all, except in the abstract? Jesus, he felt like Bogie at the end of Casablanca, letting Elsa go off with Victor Lazlo. What in God’s name had gotten into him? Why was he thinking like this? Was he that jealous of her gift? Of her fucking acclaim? He loved Nell. He loved Nell, and he wanted to be with her, too.


  But didn’t she know what it would do to him? To his work? The moon. The bone-dead moon.


  “I have to think. I don’t know if I can go with you. I have to think.”


  And, as always, Nell knew that it was time to leave him alone and let him do so. She had perfect instincts about such things. Or perhaps it was art. Henry could never tell the difference as far as Nell was concerned.


  
    She Hangs Mute and Bright


    by Henry Colterman


    Blank hole, like a fresh cigarette scar


    I like the stars better; they don’t


    care or not care, but the moon


    doesn’t care and makes you think


    she does. It is the light, I think,


    the queered shadows, as subtle as lips,


    the tease of incomplete revelation.


    I have climbed up to small branches


    on full moon nights and pressed


    my face to the dark


    while the wind chapped my eyes open.


    I was without tears,


    as empty as an orbit,


    but she did not fill me.


    She moved on.


    She never lived.


    She cannot die.


    She hangs mute and bright.


    I do not understand the moon.

  


  Henry did not decide that day, or the next. He rented a car the following morning and went for a drive into the Cascade Mountains. There was a chilly rain above four thousand feet, and the drying elements in the roads steamed in long, thin lines up, up toward the passes.


  Henry stopped at a waterfall, and stood a long time in the mist. There was no thought in his head for several minutes, and then Henry became aware that he had been tessellating the fall between being a single, stationary entity and a torrential intermingling of chaotic patterns.


  I ought to make a poem about this, he thought. But no words came. Just the blank stare of nature, incomprehensible. One or many, it didn’t matter. Henry had almost turned to go when the sun broke out from behind the clouds, and shattered the falls, and the surrounding mist, into prismatic hues.


  This is as loud as the water, Henry thought. This is what the water is saying. It is talking about the sun. The possibility of sunlight.


  The light stayed only for a moment, and then was gone, but Henry had his poem. In an instant, I can have a poem, Henry thought, but I look at the moon, and I think about living there—and nothing comes. Nothing. I need movement and life. I cannot work with only dust. I am a poet of nature, of life. My work will die on the moon. There isn’t any life there.


  He must stay.


  But Nell.


  What would the Earth be like without Nell? Their love had not been born in flame, but it had grown warmer and warmer, like coals finding new wood and slowly bringing it to the flash point. Were they burning yet? Yes. Oh, yes.


  “I have to have life for my work,” he told her when he returned. “I can’t work up there.”


  “Henry, I’ll stay—”


  “No.”


  “There must be a way,” she whispered. Her words sounded like the falling of distant rain.


  “No.”


  He must stay, and Nell must go. To the moon.


  The preparations were enormous and Nell did not leave for five more months. They lived in Seattle, but Henry saw very little of her during that time. He was lucky to spend one night a week with her.


  Nell tried to make their time together meaningful; Henry could tell she was working hard at it. But now there was The Project-The Project always hulking over her mind like an eclipse. During their last week together, Henry called up the plans, the drawings and algorithms that had won the commission, for the first time, to see what was taking his love away.


  As usual, the blueprints communicated little to him, despite the time Nell had spent teaching him the rudiments of envisioning structures from them. The three dimensional CAD perspectives were better, but, whether there was some mental block operating in his head, or the fact that the perspectives were idealized and ultimately out of their other-worldly context, Henry could not see what the fuss was over. Just buildings. Only another city. Why not just build it in Arizona or something and pretend it was the moon? Why not—


  Stop kidding himself. Nell was going. He was staying here.


  Nell spent her last four days on Earth with Henry. At this time, a little of the passion returned to their love. It was ragged and hurried, but the immediacy of their predicament added a fury to their sex and life, so that it blazed like blown coals.


  Nell left on the Tuesday shuttle from SeaTac. Henry had thought that he would not see it off, but found himself getting up and getting ready long before Nell had to go. They drove to the airport in silence. Nell would take an orbital scramjet to Stevenson Station, geosynchronous over North America, then depart on the weekly moon run on Thursday.


  Their final kiss was passionate and complete. The desperation of the previous week was gone, and in its place was a timeless togetherness, as if they always had and always would be sharing that kiss. And Henry understood, in the throes of that kiss, that this timelessness totally encompassed his desire, past and future. I mate for life, Henry thought, and I have found my mate.


  And then the scramjet carried Henry’s love away.


  From Living on the Moon


  An Essay Concerning Lunar Architectural Possibilities


  by Nell Branigan


  My artistic model for this city is the living cell.


  I envision smooth, warm walls curving to low arched ceilings, whose opacity will change with the changing light and landscape. I imagine the environmental support systems and operating machinery of the cell showing bluntly here and there, but incorporated-literally—into the function and form of the whole, just as mitochondria and chloroplasts are in living cells.


  I imagine a city of light and subtle colors, stretching out and up in graceful curves, runners and points, stretching like a neuron, with neurotransmitters sparking off the end of dendrites and axons, sparking back to the Earth—or outward, into the greater emptiness beyond.


  Mornings were not so bad. Henry had not taken the Stanford position after all, but had moved back to Georgia, to a log cabin that had once been his grandfather’s hobby project. Henry scratched out poems, and within six months had another book ready. He was mildly famous now—or so he supposed, for he had stopped paying attention to such things—and the book brought an unprecedented advance. For the first time in his career, Henry would not need to teach or live off of one grant or another. And Nell regularly sent home an enormous sum from her paycheck, since she had very little to spend it on, and wanted him to use whatever he might need of it.


  The Project would provide him a trip to the moon and back once a year. Henry counted the days until the trip with alternating hope and trepidation. It wouldn’t be the same as being together with Nell. It might be worse than not being with her at all. He couldn’t say when, but after a while he realized that he had decided not to go.


  Nights were terrible. Nell would call often, and once a week use the full-virtual interfax. Henry imagined his grandfather coming back to life and entering the cabin—only to find the cabin haunted by a ghost. Nell’s form moved and spoke with Henry on these weekly visitations, and then was gone. But the short transmission delay was enough to tell him it was not Nell, there, on Earth, in Georgia. He could not smell her hair nor kiss her face. They could only stare into one another’s eyes over three hundred and eighty-four thousand kilometers.


  Henry prided himself on not breaking down in front of Nell, but some nights he stayed awake, crying until morning. Especially during the full moon. It hung oppressively in the dark, shone as if it had reason, as if it had passion. But all of its brightness was just a reflection. The moon was distant and dead, only a virtual world, an apparition of meaning, tricking the eye. Henry tried to be brave, to not pull the curtains on it, but many times he could not stand the light, and, with a sob, yanked them closed.


  But he forced himself to watch the news reports, and follow the more accessible architectural journals. Progress on the moon was quick, but there was an enormous amount of work to be done in transforming the pre-existing colony into a real city, with the attendant support structures and contingencies for change. It soon became obvious that the Project was going to run into delays, perhaps lengthy ones.


  But the city was going to get built. Lower cost trips up and down Earth’s gravity well, and the new micro construction techniques had made the economics of low gravity manufacturing feasible, and the communications and transportation base the moon was already providing meant the colony had long been breaking even financially. The moon had begun to turn a profit. And soon, skilled and semi-skilled workers would be needed, by the thousands. The moon was going to become many an emigrant’s destination.


  So they were building a city, both for those already there, and for those who would come. Sophisticated systems had to grow, and grow together precisely. Changes must be made to accommodate small miscalculations or the random aberrations of molecules. Myriad design problems must be met and mastered, and Nell had to be out on the surface, constantly consulting with contractors and crafters as to changes and adaptations, or inside watching command and control simulations in virtual. Yet enclosures of unprecedented physical security were being built, for paper-thin walls could shield against vacuum and meteor strike. And, with one sixth the gravity, there were long arches, massive lintels, never possible on Earth. A city of cathedrals, it seemed to Henry.


  As Nell’s city took shape, Henry began truly to see the magnitude and wonder of the work his wife had envisioned. Yet still, it was the moon, and the only life was human life—but human life on a grand scale, he must admit. But no wild waterfalls. No briarpatches giving life to form, bringing form to life.


  And then, one day before Nell’s weekly visit, Henry received a signal from Lunar Administration.


  He immediately knew something was wrong, for this was a day that Nell expected to be too busy even to call.


  He flicked his virtual fax to full interactive, expecting Nell to explain to him what the big deal was.


  Instead, a chubby, professionally dressed woman appeared before him.


  “Dr. Colterman?”


  “Just Mister.” Henry blinked to see her. There was dust in the room, and some particles danced brightly in her image, as they might in sunlight.


  “I’m Elmira Honner.”


  “You’re—” Henry vaguely remembered the name.


  “Supervisor of the Lunar Project.”


  “Ah. Nell’s boss. Yes. What?” He realized he sounded curt. Why was this woman calling him in Georgia, reminding him of the moon?


  “I’m afraid I have bad news.”


  Oh, God. The vacuum. The lifeless stretches. But maybe not—


  “Your wife was killed this afternoon, Mr. Colterman. Nell Branigan is dead.”


  She had been killed in a construction accident while supervising the foundations for a communications center. The micro machines had thought she was debris, and had—almost instantaneously-disassembled and transported Nell and two others, molecule by molecule, to be spread out over a twenty kilometer stretch. The algorithm that had caused the harm had not been one of Nell’s, but a standard Earth program modified by one of the contractors without previous clearance. The glitch was based on the fact that the moon’s surface was lifeless. The algorithm hadn’t needed to recognize life on the lunar surface before, had done its job in directing the micro construction molecules, and so the bug had gone undetected. Until now.


  Henry said nothing. He bowed his head, and let pain slosh over him, into him, like the tide. Nell, dead on the dead moon. Nell.


  Honner waited a respectful moment. Henry was vaguely aware that she hadn’t signed off.


  “Mr. Colterman?” she said. “Mr. Colterman, there is something else.”


  Henry’s eyes began to tear, but he was not crying yet. Brief transmission delay. Three hundred eighty-four thousand kilometers. Not yet. Not even grief was faster than light. “What?” he said. “What else do you want?”


  “Your wife left something. Something for you. It’s on the edge of a secluded crater, some kilometers away from the colony.”


  Something? Henry could not think. “What is it?”


  “We’re not exactly sure. We thought you could, perhaps, tell us.”


  “Yes?”


  Honner seemed more uncomfortable now, unsure of herself, and not used to the feeling.


  “You’ll have to come, Mr. Colterman. It isn’t something that even full virtual can really . . . encompass. Also, we’re not exactly sure what to do about this thing—”


  “No.”


  “Mr. Colterman, sir, respectfully, I—”


  “Don’t you see that I can’t. Not now. There’s nothing—” His voice broke into a sob. He didn’t care. He was crying.


  “Mr. Colterman, I’m sorry. Mr. Colterman, Nell told me she wanted you to come and see it. She said it was the only way she could ever get you to visit the moon.”


  “She told you that?”


  “I was her friend.”


  “She wants me to come to the moon.”


  “I’m very sorry, Mr. Colterman. If there’s anything we can do—”


  “Nell wants me to come to the moon.”


  He spent most of the scramjet ride to Stevenson Station gazing numbly at the Earth, and most of the lunar transport time working and reworking a poem. He called it “The Big Empty,” and it was done just before the transport landed.


  Honner met him at the dock, and together they took a skimmer to the crater where Nell had left . . . whatever it was that remained. Henry watched the gray-black dust skirt underneath the skimmer, and thought: that is Nell. Now this dust has a name.


  When they got to the crater, at first Henry did not understand what he was seeing. Honner suggested they debark, and they both donned the thin-skinned surface suits that Henry had seen in virtual, and never believed would be real protection. Apparently they were. He walked to the edge of the crater, to a beacon that was flashing faintly against the black sky. The beacon was attached to a greenish stone, with one side chiseled flat. On that face was the simple inscription


  For Henry


  He gazed out over the crater, down its bumps and declivities, trying to discern—


  “It isn’t actually a crater,” Honner said. Her voice seemed pitched for the distance she stood away from him, and it took Henry a moment to realize his headgear had some sort of sophisticated transceiver embedded in it. There was, of course, no air here.


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’ve begun a search of her notes, but so far we have no explanation. Nell . . . grew this, as far as we can tell.”


  “Grew?”


  “In a manner of speaking. There was no crater here before. Also, it changes. We don’t think it’s getting bigger, but we do have our concerns. As you’re aware, micro instantiation poses certain risks—” Honner appeared to have run out of tactful ways of expressing her misgivings. She came to stand beside Henry at the crater’s edge. “It seems to be powered by Earthshine, if you can believe such a thing—”


  Nell grew this. The words resonated in Henry’s mind. And then he saw it for what it was. Portions and rows. The undulations of corn and wheat, the tangle of tomatoes, the wispy irony of weeds, here and there. Not a copy, not even an imitation.


  For it was made from the rocks and dust of the moon, inhabited by micro construction machines, and animated by Nell’s algorithms. Nell’s vision. Nell. An expression. An evocation. Of course, of course. Life on the moon.


  “It’s a garden.”


  “What? I don’t see that.”


  “It’s a sculpture. No. It’s a garden. I think people are meant to go down in there.”


  “I still don’t see—”


  Art is the symbol of life, and the embodiment of the life it symbolizes, Nell had said. This was not a real garden, any more than the painting of a tomato was a real tomato. But it was the way gardens felt. And if anybody knows how gardens feel, what it is like to lie down among the tomatoes, it is me and Nell, Henry thought. Oh yes, a garden.


  Henry touched the carved letters on the green stone. “Yes, I think it’s pretty, Nell,” he said.


  
    Life on the Moon


    by Henry Colterman


    After I ventured into the Big Empty,


    a smaller movement between hard and fast stars,


    after I ventured to the moon, and the dust of the moon,


    and to those smooth ceramic halls, those lustrous and benign spaces,


    and to the evaporated surface,


    the empty mineral stretch and score,


    I could not find you.


    You moved on.


    Yet you are still there.


    You are in the valence between spaces.


    I cannot kiss the fall of your hair; I cannot lie


    beside you in the silence.


    Not yet.


    You hang mute and bright.


    You rise gently from the undermass,


    the crystal and stone, like a sleeper


    half-waking, then back to dreams


    of the moon, subtle as lips,


    now harsh and warm as breath.


    Rise and fall.


    Nell, for love,


    you have given the moon seasons.

  


  TELEABSENCE


  Michael A. Burstein


  How a technology is a envisioned and how it’s actually used may be quite different.


  Tony put on the spex and scrunched his hands into the tight datagloves. He pushed a button on the right earpiece, and the world around him changed.


  He had been sitting in his little room, with torn clothes scattered about, a broken dresser, and a dirty window that looked out onto a brick wall. Now he found himself in a classroom. The floor was clean and the walls were a bright yellow. Tony counted fifteen desks arranged in a roomy and orderly fashion, fewer desks than he had ever seen in a classroom before.


  Tony had jacked in at a few minutes before nine so he’d have a chance to explore before anyone else showed up, and he started with the windows. These windows weren’t broken, like those at his own school, and it looked as if morning sunlight actually streamed in from a clear blue sky. He opened one and stuck his head out to see an incredibly large playground a few stories down; nothing like the old broken-down one in his neighborhood, where Mom never let him go, even in the middle of the day. Not that Tony was about to do so, ever; he was just as scared of the gunfire as his Mom was.


  Tony pulled his head back into the room and continued exploring. Walking around felt strange, since he could feel his legs not moving as he sat in his room. And yet, in this classroom he was standing, and moving his hands around caused the rest of his body to follow. He traced the edge of the room, sliding along the screenboard at the front with the alphabet printed above it, and along the walls on the side, which were decorated with the artwork of the school’s students. There was a calendar, set to this month, September. He also noticed a seating chart, with each student’s name in different handwriting.


  He came to a mirror in the back corner of the room, and stopped short. Staring back at him wasn’t his deep brown face and curly black hair that was all too familiar, but an image of a white kid with blond hair, dressed in a button-down shirt and slacks. The spex and gloves didn’t appear in the mirror either, just sparkling brown eyes and smooth pink hands. Tony moved his arms and face around, and noticed that the mirror image did so too. No wonder the gloves are so small, Tony thought, this kid has got to be at least a year younger than me. Maybe this isn’t a sixth grade class—


  A sharp buzz startled Tony and he jumped. At the front of the room appeared a pretty white woman who looked as old as Tony’s teachers, but she wasn’t scowling the way Tony’s teachers always did. Instead, she was smiling. Despite that, Tony felt scared.


  “Good morning, Andrew,” she said. “I’m surprised to see you here early.” Her voice was soothing to Tony’s ears, and he calmed down. There was no way she would figure out that he wasn’t Andrew; the mirror had shown him exactly as he appeared in this virtual classroom.


  “Hello, Miss . . .” Tony trailed off. He knew that he had taken Andrew’s place, but he had no idea what the teacher’s name was.


  “Why are you here early? You’re usually one of the last to jack in.”


  “Ummm . . . well . . .” Tony looked around as he stalled, and spotted a nameplate on the desk. Fortunately, it was facing towards him.


  “Miss Ellis, I just felt like taking a look around before we started.” Tony’s voice sounded like his own to his ears, which worried him. Would Miss Ellis be able to hear that he wasn’t Andrew?


  Apparently not. “Okay, Andrew, though you won’t have much time.” She looked at her watch. “In just a minute—”


  Another buzz, and this time a cute girl popped in, already seated at a desk. “Good morning, Miss Ellis.”


  “Good morning, Sheryl.”


  “Hi Andrew!”


  Tony wasn’t sure how to respond, but it seemed safest to say little. “Hi, Sheryl.”


  Sheryl opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by another buzz. The ritual repeated itself over the next few minutes; another kid popped in each time, some already sitting, some at the door, and one or two in the corners, until there were fourteen other students. Most were white, although he saw two who were black and three who he thought were Chinese. Tony noticed how happy they all looked, as they milled about talking to each other. Tony wanted to mingle, but was afraid, and so he stayed off to the side, studying the seating chart. Andrew was assigned to the front row, second seat. At least he would know where to sit when class began.


  He traced the name of the student he was replacing, Andrew Drummond. Now he had a full name to attach to the spex.


  Another buzz, deeper and longer, startled Tony, and a chill went through him. What if that was Andrew jacking in? He would ruin everything, and everyone would know that Tony was a fake! Tony looked around, scared, but didn’t see anyone that resembled the kid in the mirror.


  “Okay, class,” said Miss Ellis, “it’s nine o’clock. Time to begin.” So that’s what that different buzz meant. Tony relaxed into his—into Andrew’s—seat. As long as he had Andrew’s spex, he realized, he was Andrew, and there was no way that the real Andrew could pop in and prove otherwise. Tony wished he could be Andrew all the time, but at least he could be Andrew for the school day. Then he’d have to return to his own life. For the first time, he dreaded the final bell that would go off at three o’clock.


  Miss Ellis began the class by taking attendance. Tony remembered to respond when he heard Andrew’s name, which was second, right after Melissa Connor, who sat to his left. Once Miss Ellis noted that all were present, she told the class to take out their homework from last night.


  At first, Tony didn’t know what to do. He felt a lump in his throat as he realized that he couldn’t take out last night’s homework since he wasn’t really Andrew. He knew the punishment he could suffer for not having his homework with him, and he started to tremble.


  Then he noticed what Melissa was doing. She pushed some button on her desk and her computer screen flashed, and now she was waiting patiently. Maybe the homework is also done in virtual space, Tony thought, and he looked at the buttons on his desk. Sure enough, among all the letters and numbers of the keyboard there was a button labelled “HOMEWORK.” Tony pushed it with relief.


  His screen blinked, and a message came up: “Please enter your homework password.”


  Oh no! I don’t know Andrew’s password! Tony thought. Now what? Maybe Miss Ellis wouldn’t notice if he just sat there looking intently at the screen. If he kept his head down, perhaps she wouldn’t call on him. Then he wouldn’t be found out.


  “Melissa? Please tell us how you did the first problem.”


  The first problem was an easy math problem, but Melissa got it wrong. Tony braced himself for the explosion, but it didn’t come.


  “That’s okay,” said Miss Ellis instead. She worked out the problem on the screenboard in front and showed Melissa where her mistake had been. Tony was shocked. She hadn’t yelled at Melissa for being wrong, and Melissa hadn’t make any rude comments back or started crying.


  “Andrew? Would you please explain the next problem?”


  Bad luck. It looked as if Miss Ellis went through the class alphabetically when going over homework, and naturally that meant Andrew was next. But Tony knew he couldn’t go over the next problem. What could he do?


  “Andrew? Is there a problem?”


  Tony looked up. Miss Ellis wasn’t frowning, and she didn’t seem upset at all. She hadn’t yelled at Melissa for being wrong; maybe Tony could pretend to be having a problem as Andrew and not get yelled at.


  “Yes, Miss Ellis. Ummm . . . I forgot my password.”


  “Oh, is that all? You should have said something.” Miss Ellis came over to his desk, pushed a few keys, and accessed the assignment for him. It made sense, he realized, that she would be able to do that. The homework that Andrew had done came up on the screen. Feeling relieved, Tony puzzled out the solution to the second problem, which fortunately Andrew had done correctly. Tony treasured the “Very good” that Miss Ellis said in his direction, even if it was followed by “Andrew.”


  The class continued throughout the morning, with Miss Ellis going from subject to subject. A little math, some English, a bit of art. Tony especially enjoyed the art, as being in a virtual classroom enabled him to create beautiful pictures almost by just thinking of them. He could paint pictures in three dimensions, and he even created a collage using video images that moved and sound effects that came from a classroom library of such things. It almost got him discovered, because apparently Andrew was not too keen on this subject, and Miss Ellis became suspicious of “Andrew’s” new-found enthusiasm for light sculpting. But it turned out all right; Miss Ellis was actually more pleased than suspicious to see Andrew taking an interest.


  A little after eleven o’clock the buzz sounded, announcing the lunch period. Miss Ellis and the students jacked out one by one. Tony envied the other students; he imagined them in comfortable homes, sitting at tables with steaming hot plates piled up with food.


  Tony himself didn’t jack out. He spent the entire forty minutes in the virtual classroom, relishing every minute he was there. He played with his desk computer, using it to create more works of art and to read history textbooks that changed the words they used when Tony punched in that he didn’t understand something. He didn’t mind the stomach rumbles he felt near the end of the period; he was used to them.


  “Now, class, we’re going to learn a little geography. Who can tell me what this is?” Miss Ellis pushed a button at the top of the blackboard, and a holographic map appeared, floating halfway between her desk and the class. Tony recognized it and raised his hand. So did most of the class.


  Miss Ellis called on Tony. “Yes, Andrew?”


  “It’s the United States.” Tony thought it was the most beautiful map he had ever seen. It shimmered in the air, floating in and out of insubstantiality. The features—states, cities, mountains, and rivers, just to name a few—were displayed in many different intense colors. There was a vibrancy to this map which made it more real than any flat map Tony had seen in his own classroom.


  “Very good, Andrew. Well, class, today I want to introduce you to the various parts of our country, and I think the best way of doing that is to have you do it for us. Who wants to be first to tell us where they’re from?”


  The girl sitting to Tony’s right raised her hand. “Janice?”


  “I live in Florida, Miss Ellis, in Neptune Beach, near Jacksonville. But I just moved there from San Francisco.”


  “Can you point out both places on the map?”


  Janice punched a few keys on her desk computer, and a small spot in northeastern Florida lit up in green. A second later, so did a spot in northern California.


  “Very good! Someone else?”


  One of the Asian girls raised her hand. “Sandra?”


  Sandra hit a few keys and a spot near Washington, D.C. turned green. “I live in Silver Spring, Maryland.”


  Miss Ellis continued going through the class, and the students became very enthusiastic about it. “I’m in East Lansing, Michigan!” shouted a kid named Brian, who had just moved from Los Alamos, New Mexico. “I live near Boston!” shouted another. Each student’s hometown was lit up, either by Miss Ellis or by the student.


  Tony felt scared. He lived in Harlem, in New York City, and desperately wanted to volunteer that information, but he couldn’t. He was supposed to be Andrew, and he didn’t know exactly where Andrew lived. He knew it was out on Long Island, because the car with the spex had displayed Long Island license plates. But where on Long Island?


  And how did the other students use the computer to light up the map?


  The next one to go was Sheryl, who had been the first student to pop in after Tony. She used her computer to light up Suffolk County, on Long Island. “I live in Port Jefferson,” she said, “right near Andrew.”


  “Andrew, would you like to locate your hometown as well?” asked Miss Ellis. “You could come up to the map since it’s already lit up.”


  Feeling trapped, Tony ran up to the map, stabbed at Suffolk County with his—Andrew’s—finger, and sprinted back to his seat.


  Miss Ellis went through the rest of the class. All over the map, the hometowns were lit up in green. “Who would like to talk about their hometown first?”


  Tony felt Miss Ellis’s eyes staring right at him, and worried that she might call on him. Her eyes passed over him, though, and she called on Brian. Tony exhaled a breath that he didn’t realize he had been holding.


  Since he knew Los Alamos better than East Lansing, Brian chose to talk about his original hometown instead of where he was now. Tony barely paid attention as Brian talked about the joys of small town life and then displayed some pictures from a family photo album that he was able to pull up using his computer. Miss Ellis then discussed the arid mountainous area where the town was located, and how there had been a scientific laboratory there until the year 2010.


  Janice went next, and again Tony was too scared to pay attention. Janice described San Francisco, and, possibly still thinking about lunch, mentioned the delicious seafood and sourdough bread. Miss Ellis talked about other things, such as the earthquakes that San Francisco had experienced, and the Golden Gate Bridge, which she said had been one of the longest suspension bridges in the country until the earthquake just last year that destroyed it. She showed three dimensional video images of the earthquake, and even made the classroom shake up a bit, so the students could experience a bit of what an earthquake was like.


  Janice continued, “But now I live in Florida, and it’s really nice, except it gets awful hot in the summer. But let me show you!” With that, Janice hit a few keys, and on the screenboard appeared a picture of a large white house. “See! There’s my front yard!”


  “Oh, yeah?” said Brian. Using his computer, he erased the picture of Janice’s house. A few seconds later, a picture of Brian appeared, wearing spex and sitting in some sort of large black chair with arms that closed in front. Tony felt uneasy, looking at that picture.


  Brian waved his hand in class, and so did the Brian in the picture. “See!” he said. “That’s me in real time!”


  “Oh yeah?” said Janice. “Well, watch—”


  “Janice! Brian!” Miss Ellis interrupted. Oh no, thought Tony, now they’re going to get it. He braced himself for the shouting. Instead, the two students each mumbled an apology.


  “It’s okay,” Miss Ellis said. “I understand why you’re excited, I just didn’t want you to get out of hand. You see, class, one of the nice things about being here is that we all jack in from different places. Each of you can learn from one another about the great diversity we have in this country. Here you are, telling each other about your hometowns, even though you may live thousands of miles away from your classmates. I figure it will also give you a chance to find out more about each other, since it is so early in the school year.”


  Sheryl raised her hand, which worried Tony. “Couldn’t people do that before?”


  “Well, yes,” Miss Ellis replied, “but it wasn’t so immediate. In fact, you’re experiencing something now that in the past only college students could usually experience. And they had to travel physically to one common location to share their backgrounds, which was much more expensive and time consuming. You don’t need to do that at all.”


  Miss Ellis turned to Tony. “Andrew, since Sheryl asked a question, why don’t you tell us about your common hometown of Port Jefferson?”


  Tony looked down at his desk. His stomach felt queasy. If only Sheryl hadn’t brought attention to herself, and then to him as well. Or if only Sheryl hadn’t been here in the first place. Then he could make up anything he wanted about Port Jefferson, and Miss Ellis would never know. But Sheryl would see right through any lies he might tell, and anyway, Tony didn’t like to lie.


  But wasn’t that what he was doing right now, pretending to be Andrew?


  “Andrew? Are you okay?”


  “Yes, Miss Ellis. I—”


  Tony was interrupted by a sharp buzz, and he looked up. At the front of the classroom appeared an older man with thick grey hair. He headed straight for Tony, a scowl on his face, and Tony looked down again, in fear.


  He heard Miss Ellis speak. “Mr. Drummond, what are you doing here?”


  The man didn’t answer Miss Ellis. He went right up to Tony and said, “Give them back! They’re mine!”


  Tony shivered. It had been too good to last; now he was going to be found out. This man was obviously Andrew’s father, come to get the spex back.


  “Mr. Drummond!” said Miss Ellis, with an angry tone that was familiar to Tony. “I would appreciate it if you would not interrupt my class to talk with your son! Can’t this wait until later?”


  “This is not me—I mean, this is not my son!” Mr. Drummond shouted.


  There was silence for a moment. Tony felt Miss Ellis move next to him and Mr. Drummond. “What’s going on?” she asked.


  “This kid stole my—I mean, my son’s spex!”


  Tony looked up at Miss Ellis, and saw her smile. Facing Mr. Drummond, she said, “That’s you, isn’t it, Andrew?”


  For the first time since he appeared, “Mr. Drummond” looked uncomfortable. “Ummm, yeah, Miss Ellis. I had to use Dad’s spex to jack in. Whoever this is—” he pointed at Tony—“stole my own spex.”


  “Ah-ha. Andrew, go home. I’ll take care of this.”


  “Ummm. You won’t tell my Dad, will you? I don’t want him to know that I’ve been careless.”


  “No, I won’t tell him. Now go. I’ll contact you later.”


  The image of Andrew’s father vanished, and Miss Ellis turned to Tony. He was on the verge of tears.


  “Well, young man, who are you?”


  He sniffled, and whispered, “My name’s Tony.”


  “Tony? Did you steal Andrew’s spex?”


  “Yes.” He could barely hear himself.


  Miss Ellis sighed. “Why?”


  Tony looked up into Miss Ellis’s eyes, and it all started pouring out of him. “I just wanted to go to a good school, one where I wouldn’t be afraid, where the teachers and kids are nice, where I don’t have to worry about guns or drugs or being beaten up or—” Tony stopped. He felt as if everyone was staring at him. They probably were, but it was too late to take back anything he had said.


  “I found the spex in Manhattan, Miss Ellis. I know it was wrong, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to go to school somewhere nice. I’m sorry.” He started to sob.


  “Class, I’ll be back in a moment. No one jack out.”


  Miss Ellis tapped at the air to the side of her face, and the classroom around Tony vanished.


  Tony found himself alone with Miss Ellis in a much smaller room furnished with a desk, chair and sofa. He had been sitting at a desk; now he was standing. He was still crying, though. He wasn’t worried that Miss Ellis would beat him, since she really couldn’t hurt him through the spex. She might yell at him instead, but when she spoke her voice was calm.


  “Tony, I’ve brought us here so we could talk alone for a few minutes, away from the rest of the class. I hope you don’t mind, but I didn’t think you’d want to continue talking about this in front of everyone.”


  Tony nodded, and wiped away the tears on his face using his sleeve. He didn’t want to get the datagloves wet. “Thanks.”


  Miss Ellis sat on the chair, and motioned Tony to the sofa. As he sat down, he spotted his image in a mirror he hadn’t seen before. He still looked like Andrew.


  “Tony, why don’t we start with you telling me about yourself, like where you live and what your full name is.”


  “I’m not going to get into trouble, am I?” he asked.


  Miss Ellis smiled. “No, you’re not, Tony. I want to help you.”


  Tony told Miss Ellis about his life; in particular, about the horrors of his awful school. He was surprised to discover that Miss Ellis also lived in Manhattan, but downtown, below the fence. When Miss Ellis found out that Tony was black, she made some adjustments and asked Tony to check his appearance in the mirror. Tony was surprised to see a black kid facing back. It still didn’t look like him, so he told Miss Ellis more about his real appearance. He watched as Miss Ellis changed the image again, until it more closely resembled his true appearance.


  When Tony was satisfied, Miss Ellis gave him a long hard look. “Tony, I’m not going to tell you how wrong you were to steal the spex, because I can see how bad you already feel.” She paused. “And, frankly, I agree with what you did.”


  Tony was surprised. The teacher thought it was okay that he stole something?


  “I guess it’s because I remember when those spex you’re wearing were first developed. They were praised as being the first step to solving the problem of violence in schools—if the students weren’t physically in one real place, they wouldn’t be able to hurt each other.”


  “Do you mean that I was supposed to have the spex in the first place? Is that why you approve?”


  “Well, I don’t really approve of the stealing. But I understand. After all, Tony, you and kids like you were the main reason they were invented in the first place. But I guess people forgot that it’s not enough to develop the proper technology. You’ve got to fund it too.”


  Miss Ellis stood up and walked across the room, her back to Tony. She took a deep breath, and then turned around to face him.


  “Tony? Would you like to stay in telepresence school? Not have to go back to your old school ever again?”


  Tony’s eyes opened wide and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. “You mean I can stay?” He tried to keep the eagerness out of his voice.


  “Well, not as Andrew. This is going to be difficult to arrange. Technically, you can’t come to telepresence school unless you can afford it, and obviously you can’t. But we might be able to sneak you in.”


  Tony couldn’t believe what he had just heard. “Sneak me in? Isn’t that as bad as my taking a pair of spex?”


  “Yes and no. I might be able to work it out so that you have your own set of spex, and can attend my class on a regular basis. We’d have to get you a full simulator too, if you want to participate in outdoor games. But you won’t be able to attend as yourself.”


  “You just said I can’t be Andrew. I don’t understand.”


  Miss Ellis sighed. “Tony, I believe you have a right to be here, as much right as any other student. But I personally can’t afford to pay for you. And I suspect that your parents can’t either.”


  “My Mom. We don’t know where Dad is.”


  “Your mother, then. The problem, Tony, is that the computer that runs telepresence school keeps track of every student through the spex, and so it knows how to charge you. Your little visit today cost Andrew’s family some money.”


  This made Tony feel worse. “Then maybe I shouldn’t be here at all.”


  “No, Tony, you can be here. I have a—a friend who can do something to a pair of spex so you won’t be charged, but the cost of attending will be spread out onto all the other students. That way, no one student will be charged too much for you, and you’ll be able to attend the school.”


  “Isn’t that stealing?”


  Miss Ellis thought a moment. “Technically, yes, but the theft is so small and spread out that no one would notice. Besides, it’s the only way I can arrange it.


  “So, Tony, would you like to attend telepresence school?”


  “Yes, Miss Ellis, very much,” he whispered. After all, he told himself, it couldn’t be completely wrong if the teacher was willing to do it.


  “Okay, but we can’t let you enroll as Tony, because the other students know who you are.”


  “Does that mean I have to be white?”


  “No, Tony, of course not. No one else has seen your real appearance but me, so you can look like yourself if you wish. That’s no problem. But we’ll have to call you by a different name, and probably pretend that you live somewhere other than Manhattan. Will that be okay?”


  “Fine. Ummm . . . Miss Ellis?”


  “Yes?”


  “Why are you doing this?”


  Miss Ellis frowned, and for a moment Tony worried that he had just said the wrong thing. But then she smiled. “Never mind, Tony, it isn’t something you need to worry about. In the meantime, you’d better give me your phone number and go home. Tell your mother I’ll call her tonight.”


  “Excellent work, Howard.”


  “Thank you, Miss Ellis,” Tony said. For three months now he had been enrolled at the telepresence school, in the same class that he had visited using Andrew’s spex. Tony now had spex of his own, along with a full simulator, and had begun to strike up a few friendships with the other students, including, oddly enough, Andrew.


  Of course, they didn’t think of him as Tony. He was “Howard,” from a middle-class family living in Forest Hills on Long Island. Forest Hills had once been a part of the city, but was now a neighborhood in one of the three independent boroughs, a place where it was reasonable to assume that a family had the money to send a child to telepresence school.


  At first, Tony felt strange pretending to be from someplace where he was not. But Miss Ellis had brought him through a virtual representation of the neighborhood before bringing him into the school, and fortunately, none of the other students had tried to trip him up with questions about his hometown.


  Which was good, because Tony was happy here. He couldn’t remember ever having been happier.


  “Howard? Are you with us?”


  “Oh, sorry, Miss Ellis, I was just thinking.” Tony felt his cheeks flush as the rest of the students turned around to stare at him in his back row seat. Fortunately, no one could see his embarrassment in the virtual classroom.


  “As I was saying, it’s time for playground recess, so everyone get ready.” With that, Miss Ellis tapped at the air next to her ear, and the class was virtually transported to the playground “outside.” They did this every day of school, but it never stopped to amaze Tony. He always felt a warm sun and cool breeze playing against his face, which seemed perfectly real, even though he knew it had to be an illusion.


  He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath; the stale air reminded him that he was really in the simulator back in his apartment. As he was about to breathe out, he felt someone tap him on the hand.


  “You’re it!” He opened his eyes; it was Andrew who had tagged him, and who was now running as fast as he could go. Tony usually played with Andrew and Janice anyway, so he smiled and raced towards Andrew as fast as he could go, on virtual legs.


  They played tag and ran around for most of the recess period, and near the end, the three friends sat down on a bench to rest up. It would soon be time to return to the classroom. Janice took a minute to catch her breath, then jacked out to get a glass of water, leaving Tony and Andrew alone.


  “Boy, that was fun!” Andrew said.


  “Yeah, it sure was.”


  “Listen, Howard, I’ve been thinking. You live in Forest Hills, right?”


  “Ummm . . . yeah, I do.”


  “Well, that’s practically next door to me! Why can’t we get together in the real world?”


  Uh-oh. Tony was afraid that Andrew would suggest something like this. “Wouldn’t it be too difficult? I mean, you don’t really live next door.”


  “So?”


  “So it would be a problem for me to come out to Port Jefferson.”


  “Hey, is that all? My Dad can drive me to your house, then, no problem. He usually has business to do in Manhattan anyway, and sometimes lets me come along with him. I think I can get him to drop me off at your place for a day.”


  That was the last thing Tony wanted to hear. “I don’t know,” he replied, speaking slowly. “I don’t think my Mom wants me to have friends over.”


  “Can’t we just go hang out in Forest Park or something? We wouldn’t have to spend the day at your house. My Dad could just drop me off there.”


  “Well . . .”


  “Besides, we can invite someone else along too.”


  “Who?” Who lived close enough to join them?


  “Sheryl.” Andrew smiled. “I’ve seen the way you look at her. You like her, don’t you?”


  “No,” Tony lied. He felt pained.


  “I know! Let me go ask her now! We can try to get together this weekend!” Andrew jumped up and started shouting Sheryl’s name.


  “No! Andrew, please don’t!” Tony started to cry.


  Andrew sat back down. “Howard, what’s wrong? I’m just suggesting a little friendly get-together.”


  “We can’t get together at my house. We can’t.”


  “Why not?”


  Tony thought hard. He liked Andrew, and he knew that Andrew liked him. They hung out together almost every recess, and usually worked together when Miss Ellis made everyone find partners for school projects. Surely Tony could trust him, couldn’t he?


  Besides, he still felt very bad about lying. No matter how much he wanted to be here, no matter how much Miss Ellis said he had a right to be here, it still bothered him. Perhaps if someone else knew, someone like Andrew, it would make him feel better. After all, Andrew liked him. Surely Andrew would keep the secret.


  And, come to think of it, there was no way Andrew would tell anyone. If he did, his father would find out about the time Andrew was careless about his spex.


  “Howard? Why not?”


  A deep breath, then: “Because my name’s not Howard. It’s Tony.”


  Two days later, on Friday afternoon, Miss Ellis asked Tony to stay after school so they could have a private talk. After all the other students jacked out, she asked, “Tony? I notice that you and Andrew don’t seem to be getting along as well as you used to. Is there a reason for this?”


  Tony squirmed in his seat. Miss Ellis wasn’t smiling. “Uh, no, Miss Ellis.”


  “Are you sure?”


  He remained silent for what seemed like a minute.


  “Tony, did you tell Andrew about our little arrangement?”


  He didn’t say a word. He couldn’t; his throat was choked with fear.


  “Tony? Did you tell Andrew?”


  He croaked out a whisper. “Yes, Miss Ellis. I had to.”


  She sighed. “Tony, I was afraid of this. You shouldn’t have told him.”


  “But Miss Ellis, he wanted to come over and visit me. I couldn’t let him. I had to tell him why; I wasn’t about to lie to him.”


  She smiled bitterly. “No, I guess not. Tony, I applaud your honesty, but this afternoon you and I are going to have to face Mr. Drummond.”


  “Mr. Drummond? Do you mean Andrew actually told his father?”


  “Yes, and it gets worse. Mr. Drummond is a lawyer, and he’s on the board of trustees of the telepresence school program. Do you know what that means?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “It means that he’s one of the people who makes policies for the school. He makes decisions on how money is spent to keep the school operating. And I don’t think he wants to see us because he agrees with how we’re spending the school’s money.”


  “I’m sorry, Miss Ellis. I didn’t mean to get you into trouble.”


  “It’s all right, Tony. In a way, your honesty makes me proud. But—” she pushed a button and a clock appeared on the screen—“we have only half an hour until Mr. Drummond jacks in to talk with us. I suggest you jack out for that time and talk to your mother; let her know what’s going on. Then come back.”


  “Can Mom come too?”


  Miss Ellis looked at Tony sadly. “I’m afraid not, Tony. You only have one set of spex at home, and Mr. Drummond wants to see you, not your mother. But don’t worry. I’ll be here too.”


  Tony had a hard time telling his mother about what had happened. He was worried that she would be very angry at him for ruining his chances of attending a good school. Fortunately, her attitude had been similar to his teacher’s.


  “We’ll figure something out, Tony, we always have,” she said while hugging him tightly. “You just go back and talk to Mr. Drummond. Maybe you can make him change his mind about you. Show him what a good boy you are.”


  Tony jacked in, for what he thought might be the last time, and was back in the classroom with Miss Ellis. She was talking to Mr. Drummond.


  At the sound of the buzz signaling Tony’s arrival, the two adults turned to face him.


  “So here’s the young man,” said Mr. Drummond gruffly. Tony took a good, long look at Mr. Drummond, and tried not to seem afraid. Mr. Drummond towered over Tony impressively. His hair was thick and grey, and he wore an elaborate suit with a vest and chain. Tony also noticed that Mr. Drummond was sporting a pair of metal frame glasses, which didn’t make sense to him. In real life, after all, Mr. Drummond had to be wearing a pair of spex, so having his image wear glasses had to be a personal choice.


  Tony almost laughed at that—how silly of Andrew’s father to have his image wear glasses!—but he bit off the laugh quickly. Mr. Drummond’s glasses probably mean as much to him as my skin color means to me.


  Tony greeted him solemnly. Mr. Drummond returned the greeting with an embarrassed smile and turned back to Miss Ellis.


  “As much as you may like the boy, it’s unfair to the rest of us to keep him enrolled at this school. Your little billing stunt is grounds for dismissal, you know.”


  “Yes, I know. But, Mr. Drummond, if you knew what Tony had to face each day in a regular school—”


  “That is not the issue here. I understand what Tony has to deal with at his local school. But look at what his presence does to our own resources.” He tapped at the air and a sheet of figures appeared on the screenboard.


  “The fact that you tried to spread the expense out to everyone is commendable, Miss Ellis, but it’s still patently unfair to those families who are just barely able to send their children to telepresence school. If you look at these records, you can clearly see that some families are about to receive bills that may only be slightly higher than expected—but still higher. Did you honestly expect that no one would take notice?”


  Miss Ellis turned to look at Tony. “I hoped,” she said.


  “Well, I’m afraid it’s not possible. The money simply doesn’t exist. The school cannot afford to keep him here.”


  “He’s one of the best students in the school. Is there nothing we can do for him?”


  Mr. Drummond sighed. “What about all the other Tonys out there? We’d be unfair to all of them if we favored just one particular student. This is a private institution, not a public one. It’s completely supported by the families, and quite a few of us are stretched to the limit. I’m sorry.”


  “I knew you had to be rich to attend,” Tony heard himself say.


  Mr. Drummond frowned at Tony. “Tony, to you we may seem rich, but believe me, we’re just getting by. Perhaps we don’t find it as difficult to live as you do, but we honestly can’t afford to keep you here.”


  He turned back to Miss Ellis. “We’ll have to make arrangements to retrieve the simulator and the spex. I have to go now; I have a trustees meeting to attend.” He tapped his earpiece and disappeared, leaving Tony and Miss Ellis alone in the classroom.


  “I guess I won’t be able to stay, then.” Tony said. “But I don’t want to go back to my old school.” He started to cry.


  “Tony, don’t cry. Listen to me. There is a way out.”


  The following Monday afternoon, Tony took the subway down to Greenwich Village. He had to show a pass at 96th Street in order to continue under the fence, but Miss Ellis had arranged everything.


  He went to the address Miss Ellis had given him, a brownstone on West 10th Street, and rang the doorbell. A black woman opened the door. She had a thick red scar seared across her right cheek.


  Tony stammered. “I’m sorry, I’m looking for Miss Ellis. I must have the wrong place.” He started to back down the steps.


  “It’s okay, Tony, this is my house.”


  Tony stared at her, afraid to enter. The voice was right, but . . .


  She laughed. “It’s me, Tony. Come on in.”


  Tony hesitated, then followed her into the house. “I’m sorry, Miss Ellis, it’s just that—”


  “I understand. I’ve set up a classroom in back.”


  They entered a small room with a tiny green blackboard in one corner and two small desks. Written on the board with actual chalk were the words, “Welcome, Tony.” Sitting on the desks were notebooks and textbooks. They looked old and worn, but also loved.


  Tony looked at Miss Ellis and smiled. She smiled back. Even with the scar, she was the most beautiful sight in the world. “Well, let’s get started,” she said. “I told you things would be different.”


  A BIRTHDAY


  Esther M. Friesner


  I WAKE UP KNOWING THAT this is a special day. Today is Tessa’s birthday. She will be six. That means she will start school and I won’t see her during the day at all.


  My friends will have a party for Tessa and for me. The invitation sits on my bedside table, propped up against the telephone so I can’t possibly forget it. I wish I could. There are pink pandas tumbling around the borders of the card and inside my friend Paula has written in the details of time and place in her beautiful handwriting. I get up, get dressed, get ready for the day ahead.


  Before I leave the apartment I make sure that I haven’t locked Squeaker in the closet again. Squeaker is my cat. You’d think it would be hard for a cat to hide in a studio apartment, but Squeaker manages. Tessa loves cats and pandas, just like me. She told me so.


  I am almost out the door when I remember the invitation. Tessa hasn’t seen it yet. Today will be my last chance to show it to her. I keep forgetting to take it with me, not because I want to deprive my daughter of anything but because of what this birthday means to us both. I don’t like to think about it. I tuck the invitation into my purse and go to work.


  I arrive a little before nine. Mom always said I never plan ahead, but I do now.


  There are flowers on my desk at work, six pink fairy roses in a cut glass bud vase with a spill of shiny white ribbon tied around its neck. There is a freedom card propped open on the keyboard in front of my terminal, signed by most of the women in the office. I hang up my jacket and check my IN box for work, but there is nothing there, no excuse to turn on my terminal. Still, a good worker finds work to do even when there’s none, and I do so want to touch the keys.


  I sit down and reach for a sampler sheet to rub over my thumb and slip into the terminal. Damn, the pad’s empty! I know I had some left yesterday, what happened? I can’t turn on my terminal without giving it a sample of my cell-scrapings so the system knows it’s me. Who’s been getting at my things!


  I’ll kill her!


  No. I mustn’t lose my temper like this. I have to set a good example for my girl. It’s important for a woman to make peace, to compromise. No one wins a war. Maybe whoever took the last of my sampler sheets needed it more than I do.


  Maybe she had to stay late, work overtime, an d everyone else locked their pads away in their desks so she had to help herself to mine.


  “Good morning, Linda.” It’s my boss, Mr. Beeton. His melon face is shiny with a smile. “I see you’ve found my little surprise.”


  “Sir?” I say.


  “Now, now, I know what day this is just as well as you do. Do you think the ladies are the only ones who want to wish you the best for the future? Just became there’s a door on my office, it doesn’t mean I’m sealed inside, ignorant of my girls’ lives.” He pats me on the back and says, “I’m giving you the day off, with pay. Have fun.” And then he is gone, a walrus in a blue-gray suit waddling up the aisle between the rows of terminals.


  I don’t want to have the day off. What will I do?


  Where will I go? The party isn’t until six o’clock tonight. There is so much I need to say to her before then. I suppose I could go to the bank, but that’s only ten seconds’ worth of time. It’s nowhere near enough. Here at work I could keep finding excuses to—


  Mr. Beeton is at the end of the aisle, staring at me. He must be wondering why I’m still sitting here, staring at a blank screen. I’d better go. I put on my jacket and walk away from my terminal. It will still be here tomorrow. So will part of me.


  I hear the murmurs as I walk to the door. The women are smiling at me as I pass, sad smiles, encouraging smiles, smiles coupled with the fleeting touch of a hand on mine. “I’m so happy for you,” they say. “You’re so strong.”


  “I’ve been praying for you.”


  “Have a good time.”


  “Have a good life.”


  “See you tomorrow.”


  But what will they see? I think about how many sick days I have left. Not enough. I will have to come back tomorrow, and I will have to work as if everything were still the same.


  As I walk down the hall to the elevator I have to pass the Ladies’ Room. I hear harsh sounds, tearing sounds.


  Someone is in there, crying. I don’t have to work today; I can take the time to go in and see who it is, what’s wrong. Maybe I can help. Maybe this will kill some time.


  The crying is coming from one of the stalls. “Who’s there?” I call. The crying stops. There is silence, broken only by the drip of water from a faucet and a shallow, sudden intake of breath from the stall.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask. “Please, I can help you.”


  “Linda?” The voice is too fragile, too quavery for me to identify. “Is that you?


  I thought Beeton gave you the day off.”


  “He did,” I tell whoever it is in them. “I was just on my way out.”


  “Go ahead, then.” Now the voice is a little stronger, a little surer when giving a direct command. “Have fun.” Another shudder of breath frays the edges of her words.


  I think I know who it is in there now..Anyway, it’s worth a guess. “Ms. Thayer?”


  What is she doing in here? The executives have their own bathrooms.


  A latch flicks; the stall door swings open. Ms. Thayer is what I dreamed I’d be someday, back when I was a Business major freshman in college: a manager never destined to waste her life in the middle reaches of the company hierarchy, a comer and a climber with diamond-hard drive fit to cut through any glass ceiling her superiors are fool enough to place in her way. Sleekly groomed, tall and graceful in a tailored suit whose modest style still manages to let the world know it cost more than my monthly take-home pay, Ms. Thayer is a paragon. Every plane of expensive fabric lies just so along a body trimmed and toned and tanned to perfection. Only the front of her slim blue skirt seems to have rucked itself a little out of line. It bulges just a bit, as if—as if—


  Oh.


  “Would you like me to come with you?” I ask her. I don’t need to hear confessions. “If it’s today, I mean.” If I’m wrong, she’ll let me know.


  She nods her head. Her nose is red and there is a little trace of slime on her upper lip. Her cheeks are streaked with red, her eyes squinched half-shut to hold back more tears. “I called,” she tells me. “I have a four o’clock appointment. Upstairs, they think I’m going to the dentist.”


  “I’ll meet you in the lobby, then, at three-thirty,” I promise. And I add, because I know this is what she needs to hear more than anything, “It’s not so bad.” She squeezes my hand and flees back into the shelter of the stall. I hear the tears again, but they are softer this time. She is no longer so afraid.


  I could take her sorrow from her as I took her fear by telling her there are ways to make what lies ahead a blessing, but I won’t do that. She’d never believe me, anyhow. I know I would never have believed anyone when it was me.


  Besides, I was in college. I knew it all, better than anyone who’d been there, and the evening news was full of stories to back up my conviction that I’d chosen purgatory over hell. You’re supposed to be able to survive purgatory.


  I should have known better. Surviving isn’t living, it’s only breath that doesn’t shudder to a stop, a heart that keeps lurching through beat after beat after beat long after it’s lost all reason to keep on beating. I was wrong. But I was in college, Mom and Dad had given up so much to provide the difference between my meager scholarship and the actual cost of tuition, books, room and board. They said, “Make us proud.”


  When I dropped out in junior year and got this job as a secretary, they never said a word.


  I think I need a cup of coffee. I know I need a place to sit and think about what I’ll do to fill the hours between now and three-thirty, three-thirty and six. There’s a nice little coffee shop a block from the office, so I go there and take a booth. The morning rush is over; no one minds.


  The waitress knows me. Her name is Caroline. She is twenty-six, just two years older than me. Usually I come here for lunch at the counter, when there’s lots of customers, but we still find time to talk. She knows me and I know her. Her pink uniform balloons over a belly that holds her sixth baby. She admires me for the way I can tease her about it. “Isn’t that kid here yet?” I ask.


  “Probably a boy,” she answers. “Men are never on time.” We both laugh.


  “So how far along are you?”


  “Almost there. You don’t wanna know how close.”


  “No kidding? So why are you still—?”


  “Here? Working?” She laughs. “Like I’ve got a choice!” She takes my older and brings me my food. I eat scrambled eggs and bacon and toast soaked with butter.


  I drink three cups of coffee, black. I don’t want to live forever. I leave Caroline a big tip because its no joke having five—six kids to raise today’s prices, and a husband who doesn’t earn much more than minimum wage.


  I get a good idea while I am smearing strawberry jam over my last piece of toast: The Woman’s Center. I do weekend volunteer work there, but there’s no reason I can’t go over today and see if they can use me. I’m free.


  I try to hail a cab but all of them are taken, mostly by businessmen. Once I see an empty one sail past, but he keeps on going when I wave. Maybe he is nearsighted and can’t see me through the driver’s bulletproof bubble. Maybe he is out of sampler sheets for his automatic fare-scan and is hurrying to pick up some more. Maybe he just assumes diet because I am a woman of a certain age I really don’t want to ride in a cab at all.


  I walk a block west and take the bus. Busses don’t need fare-scan terminals because it always costs the same for every ride and you don’t need to key in the tip. Tokens are enough. I ride downtown across the aisle a woman with two small children, a boy and a girl. The boy is only two or three years old and sits in his mother’s lap, making rrrum-rrrum noises with his toy truck. The little girl looks about four and regards her brother scornfully. She sits in her own scat with her hands folded in the lap of her peach-colored spring coat. She wants the world to know that she is all grown up and impatient to leave baby things behind. I wonder it she’ll like kindergarten as much as Tessa did? She didn’t cry at all when it was time to go, even though it meant I couldn’t see her in the mornings.


  Things are pretty quiet at the Woman’s Center. After all, it is a weekday, a workday. You have to work if you want to live. But Oralee is there. Oralee is always there, tall and black and ugly as a dog’s dinner, the way my mom would say. She is the Center manager. It doesn’t pay much, but it’s what she wants to do. She is seated at her desk—and old wooden relic from some long-gone public school—and when she sees me she is surprised.


  Then she remembers.


  “Linda, happy freedom!” She rises from her chair and rushes across the room to embrace me. Her skin is very soft and smells like lilacs. I don’t know what to do or say. Oralee lives with her lover Corinne, so I don’t feel right about hugging her back, no matter how much I like her or how grateful I am for all she’s done for me over the years. I would be easier if she hadn’t told me the truth about herself. A lesbian is a lesbian, I have no trouble hugging Corinne, but what Oralee is scares me. She clings to Corinne not because she loves her, but because it’s safe, because she’ll never have to risk anything that way, because her body craves touching. Oralee is always telling us we have to be brave, but she is a coward, pretending she’s something she’s not, out of fear. I can understand, but I can’t like her for it.


  Oralee leads me back to her desk and motions for me to sit down. She leans forward, her elbows on the blotter, a pen twiddling through her fingers. “So, to what do we owe the honor?” she asks, a grin cutting through the scars that make her face look like a topographical map with mountains pinched up and valleys gouged in. Today she wears the blue glass eye that doesn’t match working brown one and that startles people who don’t know her.


  “My boss gave me the day off,” I tell her. “With pay.”


  “Well, of course he did. Soul-salving bastard.”


  “I have to be somewhere at three-thirty, but I though that until then you might have something for me to do here.”


  Oralee pushes her chair a little away from her desk. The casters squeak and the linoleum floor complains. She runs her fingers over her shaven skull in though.


  “Well, Joan and Cruz are already handling all the paperwork . . . Our big fund-raising drive’s not on until next week, no need for follow-up phone calls, the envelopes are all stuffed and in the mail . . .”


  My heart sinks as she runs down a list of things that don’t want doing. I try not to think about the empty hours I’ll have to face if Oralee can’t use me. To distract myself while I await her verdict, I look at all the things cluttering up her desktop. There is an old soup can covered with yellow-flowered shelving paper, full of paper clips, and another one full of pens and pencils. Three clay figurines of the Goddess lie like sunbathers with pendulous breasts and swollen bellies offered up to the shameless sky. Oralee made the biggest one herself, in a ceramics class. She uses Her for a paperweight. Oralee says she is a firm believer in making do with what you’ve got. Mr. Beeton would laugh out loud if he could see the antiquated terminal she uses. All you need to access it is a password that you type in on the keys so just anyone can get into your files if they discover what it is. At least this way the Woman’s Center saves money on sampler pads, even if that’s not the real reason.


  The photo on the desk is framed with silver, real silver. Oralee has to polish it constantly to keep the tarnish at bay. The young black woman in the picture is smiling, her eyes both her own, her face smooth and silky-looking as the inner skin of a shell, her hair a soft, dark cloud that enhances her smile more beautifully than any silver frame.


  At the bottom of the frame, under the glass with the photograph, there is a newspaper clipping. It’s just the headline and it’s not very big. The event it notes was nothing extraordinary enough to merit more prominent placement on the page: ABORTION CLINIC BOMBED. TWO DEAD, THREE INJURED. The clipping came from a special paper, more like a newsletter for the kind of people: who would read TWO DEAD, THREE INJURED and smile. Oralee tells us that most of the papers weren’t like that; they used to call them birth control clinics or family planning clinics or even just women’s clinics. As if we’re none of us old enough to remember when it changed! She talks about those days—the times when the bombings were stepped up and the assaults on women trying to reach the clinics got ugly and the doctors and sometimes their families were being threatened, being killed—as if they’d lasted as long as the Dark Ages instead of just four years. Thank goodness everything’s settled down. We’re civilized people, after all. We can compromise.


  “I know!” Oralee snaps her fingers, making me look up. “You can be a runner.


  That is—” She hesitates.


  “Yes, I can do that,” I tell her.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Just give me what I need and tell me where I have to go. It’s all right, really. I need to go to the bank myself anyway.”


  “Are you sure?” she asks again. Why does she doubt me? Do I look so fragile? No.


  I take good care of my’ body, wash my hair every day, even put on a little lipstick sometimes. It’s not like before, that hard time when I first came to the city, when I was such a fool. I almost lost my job, then, because I was letting myself go so badly. I know better, now. It’s my duty to set a good example. Children past a certain age start to notice things like how Mommy looks and how Mommy acts. I’ve read all the books. You get the child you deserve.


  Oralee goes into the back room where they keep the refrigerator. She comes back with a compartmentalized cold pack the size of a clutch purse, a factory-fresh sampler pad, and a slip of paper. “You can put this in your pocketbook if you want,” she tells me, giving me the cold pack. “Make sure you only keep it open long enough to take out or put in one sample at a time. And for the love of God, don’t mix up the samples!”


  I smile at how vehement she sounds. “I’ve done this before, Oralee,” I remind her.


  “Sure you have; sorry. Here are the names and addresses. Bus tokens are in the clay pot on the table by the front door. You don’t have to bring back the pack when you’re done; just drop it off next time you’re here.” She cocks her head.


  “If you are coming back?”


  “Of course I am,” I say, surprised that she’d think I wouldn’t.


  “Oh,” she says. “Because I thought—you know—after today’s over. Well, whatever. Good luck.”


  There are five flames on the list, most of them in the neighborhood close to the Woman’s Center, only one of them farther uptown. It’s a glorious spring day.


  Soon it will be Easter. The holiday came late this year, almost the end of April. I think April is a pretty name to give a girl—April, full of hope and promise, full of beauty. Maybe I should have named my daughter April. I laugh away the thought. What’s done is done, too late now to change Tessa’s name. Too late.


  When I get to the first place I’m surprised by how old the woman is who answers the door. I introduce myself and say that the Woman’s Center sent me. I show her the cold pack and the sampler pad, telling her what I’ll do for her at the bank.


  She has black hair that is so shot through with silver threads it looks gray, and her fingers are stained with tobacco. She stands in the doorway, stony-eyed, barring me from the dark apartment beyond, making me stand in the hall while I run through my entire explanation.


  After I have finished and I’m standing there, holding out one sampler sheet, she speaks: “I’m not Vicky,” she says. “I’m her mother. God will judge you people.


  You go to hell.” And she slams the door in my face.


  I feel like a fool, but by the time I reach the next address on the list the feeling has faded. It’s better here. The woman’s name is Maris and she lives alone. She urges me to come in, to have a cup of tea, some cookies, anything I’d like. Her apartment is small but tasteful, a lot of wicker, a lot of sunlight.


  “God bless you,” she says. “I was just about at my wits’ end. I thought if I had to go through that one more time I’d go crazy. It ‘s supposed to get easier with time, but it just gets harder. I’ve got three more years to go before I’m free.


  Never again, believe me; never again.”


  She rubs the sampler sheet over her thumb and watches like a hawk as I fumble it into its thin plastic envelope. The envelope goes into the cold pack and the cold pack goes back into my purse. “Are you sure you remember my password?” she asks as she sees me to the door.


  “Yes, but please change it after today,” I tell her.


  The third and fourth women are not as hospitable as Maris, but there is no one there to tell me to go to hell. One of them is an artist, the other lost her job, and Maris, I recall, told me she’d taken a sick day off from work just on the off chance the Woman’s Center could find a runner to come help her. It feels very strange to me, sitting in rooms freckled with spring sunshine, to be talking with strange women when I would normally be at work. In the course of these three visitations I drink three cups of tea and also share a little gin with the woman who has lost her job. My head spins with passwords and special instructions, my hands clasp a pile of three plain brown self-addressed stamped envelopes by the time I teeter out the door in search of my final contact.


  I take the bus uptown. Out the window I see news leaves unfurl in blurs of green made more heartstoppingly tender by the gin. It was a mistake to drink, but if I looked into the glass I didn’t have to look into the woman’s eyes. I decide to get off the bus a few blocks away from my stop. A walk will clear my head.


  The blue and red and white lights flash, dazzling me. Two police cars and a crowd have gathered outside a restaurant that’s trying to be a Paris sidewalk cafe. A man is clinging to the curlicued iron fence around one of the trees in front of the place, his face a paler green than the leaves above his head. I smell vomit, sour and pungent. I watch where I step as I try to make my way through the crowd.


  One of the policemen is holding a shopping bag and trying to make the crowd back away. The bottom of the shopping bag looks wet. Another one is telling the people over and over that there is nothing here for them to see, but they know better.


  A third stands with pad in hand, interviewing a waiter. The waiter looks young and frightened. He keeps saying, “I didn’t know, I had no idea, she came in and ordered a Caesar salad and a cup of tea, then she paid the bill and started to go. I didn’t even notice she’d left that bag under the table until that man grabbed it and started to run after her.” He points to the man embracing the iron girdle of the tree. “I didn’t know a thing.”


  The girl is in the fourth policeman’s custody. I think she must be sixteen, although she could he older and small for her age. Her face is flat, vacant.


  What does she see? The policeman helps; her into the back of his squad car and slams the door. “Said she couldn’t face it, going to a clinic, having it recorded like a decent woman. Bitch,” I hear him mutter. “Murderer.”


  As I walk past, quickening my step as much as I can without beginning to ran, I hear the waiter’s fluting voice say, “I don’t think it was dead when she got here.”


  A man answers the door when I ring the bell at my last stop. “Frances Hughes?” I ask nervously. Has a prankster cal led the Woman’s Center, giving a man’s name that sounds like a woman’s? Oralee says it’s happened before. Sometimes a prank call only leads to a wild goose chase, but sometimes when the runner arrives they’re waiting for her. Trudy had her wrist broken and they destroyed all the samples she’d collected so far. It was just like those stories about Japanese soldiers lost for years on small islands in the Pacific, still fighting a war that was over decades ago.


  The man smiles at me. “No, I’m her husband,” he says. “Won’t you come in?”


  Frances Hughes is waiting for me in the living room. She is one of those women whose face reflects years of breeding and who looks as if she were born to preside over a fine china tea service on a silver tray. If I drink one more cup of tea I think I’ll die, but I accept the cup she passes to me because she needs to do this.


  “We can’t thank you enough,” her husband says as he sits down in the Queen Anne armchair across from mine. Frances sits on the sofa, secure behind a castle wall of cups and saucers, sliced lemons and sugar cubes and lacy silver tongs. “I wanted to do it, but Frances insisted we call you.”


  “You know you couldn’t do it, George,” says Frances. “Remember how hard it was for you in the clinic, and after?”


  “I could do it,” he insists stubbornly.


  “But you don’t have to,” she tells him softly. “Spare yourself, for me.” She reaches over to stroke his hand. There is an old love between them and I feel it flow in waves of strength from her to him.


  I leave their building still carrying just three brown envelopes. They don’t want me to mail them any cash, like the others; they only want me to dose Frances’ personal account and transfer the funds into George’s.


  I also have a check in my wallet from Mr. George Hughes made out to the Woman’s Center. He gave it to me when I was leaving the apartment, while I set my purse aside on a miniature bookcase and rebuttoned my jacket. He said, “We were very wrong.” I didn’t know what he meant. Then, just as I was picking up my purse, my eye lit on the title of one of the volumes in that bookcase.


  “No Remorse?”


  It is the book that changed things for good, for ill. You can still find it for sale all over. My aunt Lucille gave a copy to my mother. My mother has not spoken to her since. They study it in schools with the same awe they give to Uncle Tom’s Cabin and Mein Kampf. Some say, “It stopped the attacks, the bombings, it saved lives.” Others say, “It didn’t stop the deaths. So what if they’re forced to suffer? It still sanctioned murder.” Some reply, “It threw those damned extremists a sop, it truly freed women.” And others yet say, “It sold out our true freedom for a false peace, it made us terror’s slaves.” I say nothing about it at all. All I know is what it did to me.


  I looked at Frances’ husband and I wanted to believe that the book had come there by accident, left behind by a caller who was now no longer welcome under that roof. But when he looked away from me and his face turned red, I knew the truth. I took the check. “You go to hell,” I told him, the same way Vicky’s mother said it to me.


  I will not use Frances Hughes’ password and sample to steal: I could, but I won’t. I will not betray as I hope not to be betrayed. But George Hughes doesn’t know that. Let him call ahead to his bank, change the password. Let him be the one to come down and face the truth of what he’s helped to bring about, this dear-won, bloodyminded peace. Let him twist in the wind.


  There is almost no line worth mentioning at the bank. It is a small branch office with only one live employee to handle all transactions past a certain level of complexity. All others can be taken care of through the ATMs. There is only one ATM here. As I said, this is a small branch.


  I prefer small banks. Larger ones sometimes have live employees on duty whose only job is to make sure that no one uses the ATMs to perform transactions for a third party. That would be cheating.


  I stand behind a man who stands behind a woman. She looks as if she is at least fifty years old, but when it is her turn she does not take one of the sampler sheets from the dispenser. Instead she opens her purse and takes out a cold pack like mine, a little smaller. Her hands are shaking as she extracts the sheet, inserts it, and types in the password.


  The child is no more than nine months old. It can coo and gurgle. It can paw at the screen with its plump, brown hands. “Hi, sugar,” the woman says, her voice trembling. “It’s Nana, darlin’, hi. It’s your nana. Your mama couldn’t come here today; she sick. She’ll come see you soon, I promise. I love you, baby. I love—”


  The screen is dark. A line of shining letters politely requests that the woman go on with her transaction. She stares at the screen, tight-lipped, and goes on.


  Bills drop one after another into the tray. She scoops them out without even bothering to look down, crams them into her purse, and walks out, seeing nothing but the door.


  The man ahead of me dashes a sampler sheet over his thumb, inserts it, and does his business. He looks young in his twenties. He is handsome. The girls must have a hard time resisting him, especially if he knows how to turn on the charm.


  He may have the ability to make them think he is failing in love with them, the passion of novels, spontaneous, intense, rapture by accident.


  Accidents happen. Accidents can change your life, but only if you let them.


  While he is waiting for the ATM to process his transaction, he turns his head so that I can see his profile. He looks like a comic book hero, steadfast and noble, loyal and true. If there were an accident, he would accompany her to the clinic. He would hold her hand and stay with her for as long as the doctors allowed. And then it would all be over for him and he could go home, go about his business. No one would insist on making sure he stayed sorry for what was done.


  There is no picture on the screen for him.


  I am next. I do the other transactions first. Maris has a little three-year-old boy, like the one I saw on the bus. He can talk quite well for his age. He holds up a blue teddy bear to the screen. “T’ank you, Mommy,” he says. “I name him Tadda-boy. Give Mommy a big kiss, Tadda-boy.” He presses the bear’s snout to the glass.


  The artist’s little girl is still only a few months old. This is easy. I never had any trouble when Tessa was this young. I could pretend I was watching a commercial for disposable diapers on the t.v. It got harder after Tessa learned to do things, to roll over, to push herself onto hands and knees, to toddle, to talk . . .


  The woman who lost her job has a one-year-old with no hair and the bright, round eyes of the blue teddy bear. I can’t tell whether this is a boy or a girl, but I know he or she will be blond. Tessa is blond. She looked like a fuzzy-headed little duckling until she was almost two.


  I see why Frances Hughes did not let George handle this. The child lies on its back, staring straight up with dull eyes. It must be more than a year old, judging from its size, but it makes no attempt to move, not even to rum its head. I feel sorry for Frances. Then I remember the book in their house and for a moment I am tempted to believe that there is a just God.


  Of course I know better.


  It’s my turn. I glance over my shoulder. A line has formed behind me. Four people are waiting. They look impatient. One of them is a woman in her sixties.


  She looks angry. I guess they have been standing in line long enough to notice that I am not just doing business for myself.


  I leave the ATM and walk to the back of the line. As I pass the others I murmur how sorry I am for making them wait, how there was no one waiting behind me when I began my transactions. The three people who were merely impatient now smile at me. The woman in her sixties is at the end of the line. She waits until I have taken my place behind her, then she turns around and spits in my face.


  “Slut!” she shouts. “Murdering bitch! You and all the rest like you, baby killers, damned whores, can’t even face up to your sins! Get the hell out of—”


  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” The bank’s sole live employee is standing between us. He is a big man, a tall man. I have yet to see one of these small branches where the only live worker is not built like a bodyguard. That is part of the job too.


  “You should toss her out, not me!” the woman snaps. She lunges for me, swatting at me with her purse. I take a step backwards, holding the envelopes tight to my chest. I am afraid to drop them. She might get her hands on one and tear it up.


  The man restrains her. “Ma’am, I don’t want to have to call the police.”


  This works. She settles down. Bristling, she stalks out of the bank, cursing me loudly. The man looks at me but does not smile. “In the future, please limit yourself to personal transactions,” he says.


  “Thank you,” I say, dabbing the woman’s spittle from my cheek with a tissue.


  It is my turn again. I want to kiss the sampler sheet before I run it across my thumb, but I know that if I do that, I will not be able to access my account. I wonder how long we will have together? Sometimes it is ten seconds, sometimes fifteen. Maybe they will give us twenty because it’s Tessa’s birthday. I take a deep breath and insert the sampler sheet, then enter my password.


  There she is! Oh my God, there she is, my baby, my daughter, my beautiful little girl! She is smiling twirling to show off her lovely pink party dress with all the crisp ruffles. Her long blonde hair floats over her shoulders like a cloud.


  “Hi, Mama!” she chirps.


  “Hi, baby.“My hand reaches out to caress her cheek. I have to hold it back.


  Touching the screen is not allowed. It either cuts off the allotted seconds entirely, or cuts them short, or extends them for an unpredictable amount of time. Few risk the gamble. I can’t; not today.


  I take out the invitation and hold it up so that Tessa can see it. “Look, honey,” I say. “Pandas!”


  “I’m going to school tomorrow,” Tessa tells me. “I’m a big girl now. I’m almost all grown up.”


  “Baby . . .”


  “My eyes are blinking so fast, so fast! Tessa becomes a sweet pink and gold blur. “Baby, I love you so much. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry for what I did, but I was so young, I couldn’t—Oh, my baby!”


  And I will touch her, I will! It’s all lies they tell us anyway, about how touching the screen will affect how long we may see our children, about how now we are safe to choose, about how our compromise was enough to stop the clinic bombings and the assassinations of doctors and the fear. I don’t believe them! I will hold my child!


  Glass, smooth and dark.


  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


  I go with my own business left undone. The man takes a spray bottle of glass cleaner and a cloth from his desk and wipes away the prints of my hands, the image of my lips.


  There is another small bank that I like on the east side. I think I’ll go there.


  I start to walk. It’s getting late. Paula must be making all kinds of last-minute phone calls, settling the details of my party. They call it freedom.


  I call it nothing.


  At first I hated her, you know. I hated my own child. She was there, always there, on every CRT device I chose to use in college, in public, at home. After the procedure, the college clinic forwarded the developmental information that the central programming unit needed to establish her birthdate. The tissue was sent along too, so that they could project a genetically accurate image of my child. She wasn’t there until her birthdate, but then—!


  Then there was no escaping her. Not if I wanted to use a computer, or an ATM, or even turn on any but the most antiquated model of a television set. I hated her.


  I hated her the way some hate the children of rape who also live behind the glass, after. But they exult in what they’ve done, how they’ve had the last laugh, how they’ve cheated their assailants of the final insult. I have seen them in the banks, at the ATMs, even at work, once. Who’s got the power now? they shout at the children, and they laugh until they cry. Sometimes they only cry.


  I fled her. I ran away—away from college, away from home, away from so much that had been my life before. Away from Tessa. A mandatory sentence of six years of persecution for one mistake, one accident, seemed like an eternity. She was almost the end of my future and my sanity.


  And then, one day, it changed. One day I looked at her and she wasn’t a punishment; she was my little girl, my Tessa with her long, silky blonde curls and her shining blue eyes and her downy cheeks that must smell like roses, like apples. One day I was tired of hating. tired of running. One day I looked at her and I felt love.


  Now they’re taking my baby away.


  No.


  I find a phone booth. “Hello, Ms. Thayer? I’m sorry, something’s come up. I can’t go with you to the clinic today . . . Yes, this is Linda . . . No, really, you’ll be all right. No one will bother you; it’s against the law. And after, you’ll handle it just fine . . . Sure, you will. I did.”


  “Hello, Mr. Beeton? This is Linda. I don’t think I’ll be in tomorrow . . . Yes, I know you can’t give me two days off with pay. That’s all right.”


  “Hello, Paula? Linda. Listen, there’s a spare key with my neighbor, Mrs. Giancarlo. Feed Squeaker . . . No, just do it, I can’t talk now. And for God’s sake, don’t let him hide in the closet. I have to go. Good-bye.”


  I am walking east. I realize that I am still holding the envelopes full of all the money the women need. Singly they are small sums, but put them all together . . . I could buy a lot of pretty things for Tessa with so much money. I could afford to keep her, if I were rich as Frances Hughes.


  There are no mail boxes near the river. I’m letting them all down, all of them except for Frances Hughes and her husband. I’m so sorry. Maybe I should call Oralee—? No. She’s, a coward. I despise her. If I turn back to find a mailbox, I might turn back forever. Then I’ll be a coward too. It’s Tessa who’s been so brave, so loving so alone for so long, and still she smiles for me. Tessa is the only one that matters.


  I lean against the railing and see another shore. Gulls keen and dip their wings above the river. Starveling trees claw the sky. The envelopes flutter from my hands, kissing the water. No one is near. I take off my shoes to help me step over the railing. The concrete is cold through my stockings.


  There she is. I see her as I have always seen her, smiling up at me through the sleek, shining surface that keeps us apart. She is giggling as she reaches out for the envelopes. Oh, greedy little girl! You can’t spend all that. Now that you’re six, maybe Mama will give you an allowance, just like the big girls.


  After all, you’re going to school tomorrow. But first, let Mama give you a kiss.


  We fly into each other’s arms. Oh, Tessa, your lips are so cool! Your laughter rushes against my ears. I breathe in, and you fill my heart.


  Happy birthday, my darling.


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  THE SOUL SELECTS HER OWN SOCIETY


  Connie Willis


  U ntil recently it was thought that Emily Dickinson’s poetic output ended in 1886, the year she died. Poems 186B and 272?, however, suggest that not only did she write poems at a later date, but that she was involved in the “great and terrible events” at the turn of the century.


  The poems in question originally came to light in 1991, while Nathan Fleece was working on his doctorate. Fleece, who found the poems under a hedge in the Dickinsons’ backyard, classified the poems as belonging to Dickinson’s Early or Only Slightly Eccentric Period, but a recent examination of the works has yielded up an entirely different interpretation of the circumstances under which the poems were written.


  The sheets of paper on which the poems were written are charred around the edges, and that of Number 272 has a large round hole burnt in it. Martha Hodge-Banks claims that said charring and hole were caused by “a pathetic attempt to age the paper and forgetting to watch the oven,” but the large number of dashes makes it clear they were written by Dickinson, as well as the fact that the poems are almost totally indecipherable. Dickinson’s unreadable handwriting has been authenticated by any number of scholars, including Elmo Spencer in Emily Dickinson: Handwriting or Hieroglyphics?, and M. P. Cursive, who wrote, “Her a’s look like c’s, her e’s look like 2’s, and the whole thing looks like chicken scratches.”


  The charring seemed to indicate either that the poems had been written while smoking or in the midst of some catastrophe, and I began examining the text for clues.


  Fleece had deciphered Number 272 as beginning, “I never saw a friend—I never saw a moom—,” which made no sense at all, and on closer examination I saw that the stanza actually read:


  
    “I never saw a fiend—


    I never saw a bomb—


    And yet of both of them I dreamed—


    While in the—dreamless tomb—”

  


  A much more authentic translation, particularly in regard to the rhyme scheme. “Moom” and “tomb” actually rhyme, which is something Dickinson hardly ever did, preferring near-rhymes such as “mat/gate,” “tune/sun,” and “balm/hermaphrodite.”


  The second stanza was more difficult, as it occupied the area of the round hole, and the only readable portion was a group of four letters farther down that read “ulla.”


  This was assumed by Fleece to be part of a longer word such as “bullary” (a convocation of popes), or possibly “dullard” or “hullabaloo.”’


  I, however, immediately recognized “ulla” as the word H. G. Wells had reported hearing the dying Martians utter, a sound he described as “a sobbing alternation of two notes . . . a desolating cry.”


  “Ulla” was a clear reference to the 1900 invasion by the Martians, previously thought to have been confined to England, Missouri, and the University of Paris. The poem fragment, along with 186B, clearly indicated that the Martians had landed in Amherst and that they had met Emily Dickinson.


  At first glance, this seems an improbable scenario due to both the Martians’ and Emily Dickinson’s dispositions. Dickinson was a recluse who didn’t meet anybody, preferring to hide upstairs when neighbors came to call and to float notes down on them. Various theories have been advanced for her self-imposed hermitude, including Bright’s Disease, an unhappy love affair, eye trouble, and bad skin. T. L. Mensa suggests the simpler theory that all the rest of the Amherstonians were morons.


  None of these explanations would have made it likely that she would like Martians any better than Amherstates, and there is the added difficulty that, having died in 1886, she would also have been badly decomposed.


  The Martians present additional difficulties. The opposite of recluses, they were in the habit of arriving noisily, attracting reporters, and blasting at everybody in the vicinity. There is no record of their having landed in Amherst, though several inhabitants mention unusually loud thunderstorms in their diaries, and Louisa May Alcott, in nearby Concord, wrote in her journal, “Wakened suddenly last night by a loud noise to the west. Couldn’t get back to sleep for worrying. Should have had Jo marry Laurie. To Do: Write sequel in which Amy dies. Serve her right for burning manuscript.”


  There is also indirect evidence for the landing. Amherst, frequently confused with Lakehurst, was obviously the inspiration for Orson Welles’s setting the radio version of War of the Worlds in New Jersey. In addition, a number of the tombstones in West Cemetery are tilted at an angle, and, in some cases, have been knocked down, making it clear that the Martians landed not only in Amherst, but in West Cemetery, very near Dickinson’s grave.


  Wells describes the impact of the shell as producing “a blinding glare of vivid green light” followed by “such a concussion as I have never heard before or since.” He reports that the surrounding dirt “splashed,” creating a deep pit and exposing drainpipes and house foundations. Such an impact in West Cemetery would have uprooted the surrounding coffins and broken them open, and the resultant light and noise clearly would have been enough to “wake the dead,” including the slumbering Dickinson.


  That she was thus awakened, and that she considered the event an invasion of her privacy, is made clear in the longer poem, Number 186B, of which the first stanza reads: “I scarce was settled in the grave—When came—unwelcome guests—Who pounded on my coffin lid—Intruders—in the dust—”


  Why the “unwelcome guests” did not hurt her, in light of their usual behavior, and how she was able to vanquish them, are less apparent, and we must turn to H. G. Wells’s account of the Martians for answers.


  On landing, Wells tells us, the Martians were completely helpless due to Earth’s greater gravity, and remained so until they were able to build their fighting machines. During this period they would have posed no threat to Dickinson except that of company.


  Secondly, they were basically big heads. Wells describes them as having eyes, a beak, some tentacles, and “a single large tympanic drum” at the back of the head which functioned as an ear. Wells theorized that the Martians were “descended from beings not unlike ourselves, by a gradual development of brain and hands . . . at the expense of the body.” He concluded that, without the body’s vulnerability and senses, the brain would become “selfish and cruel” and take up mathematics, but Dickinson’s effect on them suggests that the overenhanced development of their neocortexes had turned them instead into poets.


  The fact that they picked off people with their heat-rays, sucked human blood, and spewed poisonous black smoke over entire counties, would seem to contraindicate poetic sensibility, but look how poets act. Take Shelley, for instance, who went off and left his first wife to drown herself in the Serpentine so he could marry a woman who wrote monster movies. Or Byron. The only people who had a kind word to say about him were his dogs. Take Robert Frost.


  The Martians’ identity as poets is corroborated by the fact that they landed seven shells in Great Britain, three in the Lake District, and none at all in Liverpool. It may have determined their decision to land in Amherst.


  But they had reckoned without Dickinson’s determination and literary technique, as Number 186B makes clear. Stanza Two reads:


  
    “I wrote a letter—to the fiends—


    And bade them all be—gone—


    In simple words—writ plain and clear—


    “I vant to be alone.”

  


  “Writ plain and clear” is obviously an exaggeration, but it is manifest that Dickinson wrote a note and delivered it to the Martians, as the next line makes even more evident: “They [indecipherable] it with an awed dismay—”


  Dickinson may have read it aloud or floated the note down to them in their landing pit in her usual fashion, or she may have unscrewed the shell and tossed it in, like a hand grenade.


  Whatever the method of delivery, however, the result was “awed dismay” and then retreat, as the next line indicates:


  
    “They—promptly took—their leave—”

  


  It has been argued that Dickinson would have had no access to writing implements in the graveyard, but this fails to take into consideration the Victorian lifestyle. Dickinson’s burial attire was a white dress, and all Victorian dresses had pockets.


  During the funeral Emily’s sister Lavinia placed two heliotropes in her sister’s hand, whispering that they were for her to take to the Lord. She may also have slipped a pencil and some Post-its into the coffin, or Dickinson, in the habit of writing and distributing notes, may simply have planned ahead.


  In addition, grave poems are a well-known part of literary tradition. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, in the throes of grief after the death of his beloved Elizabeth Siddell, entwined poems in her auburn hair as she lay in her coffin.


  However the writing implements came to be there, Dickinson obviously made prompt and effective use of them. She scribbled down several stanzas and sent them to the Martians, who were so distressed at them that they decided to abort their mission and return to Mars.


  The exact cause of this deadly effect has been much debated, with several theories being advanced. Wells was convinced that microbes killed the Martians who landed in England, who had no defense against Earth’s bacteria, but such bacteria would have taken several weeks to infect the Martians, and it was obviously Dickinson’s poems which caused them to leave, not dysentery.


  Spencer suggests that her illegible handwriting led the Martians to misread her message and take it as some sort of ultimatum. A. Huyfen argues that the advanced Martians, being good at punctuation, were appalled by her profligate use of dashes and random capitalizing of letters. S. W. Lubbock proposes the theory that they were unnerved by the fact that all of her poems can be sung to the tune of “The Yellow Rose of Texas.”


  It seems obvious, however, that the most logical theory is that the Martians were wounded to the heart by Dickinson’s use of near-rhymes, which all advanced civilizations rightly abhor. Number 186B contains two particularly egregious examples: “gone/alone” and “guests/dust,” and the burnt hole in 272 may indicate something even worse.


  The near-rhyme theory is corroborated by H. G. Wells’s account of the damage done to London, a city in which Tennyson ruled supreme, and by an account of a near-landing in Ong, Nebraska, recorded by Muriel Addleson:


  
    We were having our weekly meeting of the Ong Ladies Literary Society when there was a dreadful noise outside, a rushing sound, like something falling off the Grange Hall. Henrietta Muddie was reading Emily Dickinson’s “I Taste a Liquor Never Brewed,” out loud, and we all raced to the window but couldn’t see anything except a lot of dust, so Henrietta started reading again and there was a big whoosh, and a big round metal thing like a cigar rose straight up in the air and disappeared.

  


  It is significant that the poem in question is Number 214, which rhymes with “pearl” and “alcohol.” Dickinson saved Amherst from Martian invasion and then, as she says in the final two lines of 186B, “rearranged” her “grassy bed—And Turned—and went To sleep.”


  She does not explain how the poems got from the cemetery to the hedge, and we may never know for sure, as we may never know whether she was being indomitably brave or merely crabby.


  What we do know is that these poems, along with a number of her other poems, document a heretofore unguessed-at Martian invasion. Poems 186B and 272, therefore, should be reassigned to the Very Late or Deconstructionist Period, not only to give them their proper place as Dickinson’s last and most significant poems, but also so that the full symbolism intended by Dickinson can be seen in their titles. The properly placed poems will be Numbers 1775 and 1776, respectively, a clear Dickinsonian reference to the Fourth of July, and to the second Independence Day she brought about by banishing the Martians from Amherst.


  NOTE: It is unfortunate that Wells didn’t know about the deadly effect of near-rhymes. He could have grabbed a copy of the Poems, taken it to the landing pit, read a few choice lines of “The Bustle in a House,” and saved everybody a lot of trouble.


  [image: ]


  UN-BIRTHDAY BOY


  James White


  “Normality” involves comparison to a standard—but how do you judge the standard?


  Every morning he tried very hard not to waken into his unhappy world, but the wall beeper would only get louder until he turned it off to let his mother know that he was awake and would be out for breakfast as soon as he had washed and dressed. The voices of the three other children came through the adjoining wall, louder and more excited than usual because today was Danal’s birthday and there would be a party and presents. He especially hated waking up on a birthday because those days were the unhappiest of all for him since he had never had one.


  He was the only member of the family with his own room, he thought as he cleaned himself all over with the special sponge that was supposed to help take away the smell that they all said came from his body, then he deliberately looked out of the window while he dressed. Not so long ago he had needed his mother or one of the other children to help him with his fastenings, but now he was able to dress and look outside at the same time. Even his father, while visiting his room to do nasty things to him, had said that he was showing a change for the better and that it was about time.


  But there was never any change in the view from his window, just the same haze of stars moving past like banks of bright speckled fog and the sun-shadows moving slowly along the metal framework that held their house to the rim of the spacestation.


  All at once the other room became quiet and empty. He waited for as long as he could then followed the others into breakfast before his mother could come in to ask him if he was feeling sick again.


  It was the fourteenth birthday party that he had attended, five for each of the two older children and four for the youngest one who was his favorite, although there might have been others that he had been too young to remember. They always began at breakfast time so that his father could join in and distribute the presents before dressing for work. Because it took so long to get into and out of a spacesuit and to check everything, the children would not see him again until it was nearly bedtime. His father spent the last hour of the day playing with the children in their rooms, but some of the things he did to him when they were alone together were not nice so that he would have been pleased not to have a lather at all.


  “Since this is another birthday,” said his father, smiling at everyone in turn, “we have again been given permission to let you spend today playing in the Center. Your mother will stay with you until I finish for the day and we come back for another party. This time the area of wall netting has been extended and the metal projections padded so that there is no risk of you injuring yourselves. But don’t get overexcited or jump off too fast because a collision at speed with the net supports or each other will hurt and would certainly spoil the rest of the birthday for you. And if someone was to be seriously injured you might not be allowed to play in the Center again. So be very careful, all of you.”


  Why, he thought, does he always look at me when he says things like that?


  “And now,” his father went on, “the presents . . .”


  Danal, the birthday boy, was given his present first. It was a large box wrapped in used computer paper, and while he was opening it his younger brother Cawn and sister Wana were given smaller presents so that they would not feel bad because it wasn’t their birthday. It wasn’t his birthday, either, it was never ever his birthday, so he was given a present as well. It turned out to be a well-worn, animal soft toy, a castoff that had been given to Wana when she had been only two.


  He said “Thank you,” like the others, and put it down beside his bowl even though he wanted to pull its legs off and throw it at them. When he saw the nice things that the others were getting he tried not to speak, but the angry words came out any way.


  “Why don’t I get presents like that?” he said, waving his arms and al most knocking over the food bowl as he tried to point at all of them at once.


  “This thing is for, for babies. Why don’t you give me toys and games that light up and make noises and do things? You don’t want me here. You don’t love me, not like the way you do the others. I heard them talking about it. You, you don’t even give me nice things to eat!”


  This time it was little Wana who pointed. She was the youngest and smallest of the children and she al ways talked to him as if he wasn’t stupid. With her tiny hand almost touching his face she said, “Why are your eyes all wet?”


  “Of course we love you like the others,” said his mother. “It is just that—”


  “—It isn’t easy to have toys sent ‘way out here,” his father joined in.


  “There are weight restrictions on nonessential supplies for personal use, and we have to take good care of them. If you promise to be very careful and not lose your temper if the game is too difficult, Danal or Cawn will let you play with one of their old ones until you’re able to—”


  “No!” said Danal in a very loud voice. “I let him play with a game last year, remember? It was a flight simulator, an old one but still working, and he smashed it into bits before bedtime. He has hands like clumsy feet and he talks funny and he’s got a big head with no brains in it. I won’t do it, I won’t.”


  “Me, too,” said Cawn in a quieter voice. “He always breaks things. He’s rough and he’s not like us and we don’t like him. Why don’t you just send him away?”


  “Stop talking like that, right now,” said his father, “and listen to me. He can’t help what he does and maybe he will learn not to break things one of these years. Maybe it was the accident when he was a baby, or being so long in that survival pod with not enough food in the dispenser that made him slow-witted. He was nearly dead when we found him. You have to make allowances for him not being . . .”


  An argument started between his mother and father and the two boys; the same argument that happened at every birthday party for as long as he could remember. It made him feel very bad. He was wiping his eyes with his fingers when Wana leaned sideways in her chair towards him.


  “I like you,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to go away. I think you’re nice and fat and cuddly, and you’ve got a big, funny head.”


  All at once he felt a warm, sad, glad feeling that made his eyes get wet again, but he could not find the words to tell her about it. The argument was still going on between Danal, Cawn, and his parents, but it stopped when his father stood up.


  “Enjoy your presents,” he said. “It’s time I left for work.”


  “Coward,” said his mother, rising to go to the door with him. The boys stopped arguing and went back to exploring their presents and deliberately ignoring him. He was staring down at the old soft doll when he felt Wana’s fingers poking into his arm.


  When he looked at her he saw that she was watching the two older boys and pushing her bowl sideways to wards him. It was still half-filled with big, flat, pieces of yellow and red fruit floating in thick juice and his mouth watered just looking at it.


  “Thank you. Wana,” he said, reaching for the bowl. “Would you like some of mine?”


  She looked down at the gray, lumpy contents of his bowl and said, “Yuk.”


  “Me, too,” he said.


  He had succeeded in making one of the pieces of soft, slippery fruit stay on the spoon and was lifting it care fully to his mouth when his mother came back and started scolding every body except him.


  “Don’t let him eat that!” she said.


  “How many times have I told you not to give him any of your food? He has an allergy to fruit and practically everything else in this place. Don’t ask-an allergy means that certain things make him sick or brings him out in itchy spots. Wana, don’t ever give him your breakfast again. And you boys are old enough to know better. Why didn’t you stop her? Go into the living room and play with your toys. Leave the door open so I can hear what you’re doing . . .”


  From the living room he could still hear her talking to herself as she cleared the breakfast things. The two boys were playing with the new game Danal had been given for his birthday and they did not look at him. Wana had brought out the old teaching game that all of the others had used when they were younger, a flat box that showed moving pictures on top while a voice inside explained what was happening in very simple words.


  “Thank you, Wana, anyway,” he said. But she was ignoring him, too, because she did not like being scold ed and was blaming him for what had happened. But he knew that she would not stay mad at him for long so he said, “What is that thing?”


  After a long silence she said, “It’s a bird.”


  “But what’s it doing?” he said.


  “There isn’t anything holding it up. Is it in a Center, in free fall?”


  “Can’t you hear the words?” said Wana crossly. “It’s flying, holding itself up by pushing down against the air with its wings, those broad arms with the fuzzy edges.”


  He could hear words better, he had learned over the years, than could any other member of the family. It was more difficult if they were whispered behind doors or a dividing wall, but he was still able to hear every word they said. He had not told them about his ability because he was afraid it would make the boys like him even less if he was better at anything than they were. Wana was different. She was nice and she liked him, most of the time.


  “I can hear but I don’t understand all the words. What is an angle of incidence and a coefficient of—”


  “I don’t understand those words, either,” she broke in. “It’s just a bird, flying up in the air and away from the ground.”


  She still seemed to be angry with him and that made him feel bad. Maybe he should try to make her laugh.


  Very carefully he climbed up to stand balanced on the chair, which was soft and unsteady under his feet, and began to flap his arms up and down faster and faster. Wana looked up at him, smiling, until one of his feet slipped over the edge of the cushion and he fell onto the floor.


  “I tried very hard,” he said, “but I didn’t fly into the air.”


  “We’re playing a difficult game here that needs a lot of concentration,” said Danal. He gave a nasty laugh and went on, “And you didn’t rise in the air because your hands aren’t wide enough. Sit down and stop fooling around.”


  “Did you hurt yourself?” said Wana, being friends again. “You can play this game with me if you like. I’ll show you what keys to press to change the pictures.”


  He wanted to play the game, and push the tiny, close-together buttons that would change the pictures or make parts of them bigger or cause them to stop moving. But if he was clumsy, and he was always clumsy, he might break off one of the tiny control keys and ruin the game and she would not like him again.


  He rubbed the wetness from his eyes and said, “No, I’ll just watch you, and behave myself.”


  “Oh, that’s good,” said Wana, and laughed.


  Unlike the other two, she was too young and nice to hide the relief she was feeling or say things that meant something else.


  She changed the pictures to show other kinds of birds and fish and animals, and some of them looked like their parents with no clothes on, but they always came back to the first big, beautiful bird with the slow-moving arms. They were watching it yet again when their mother came in.


  “Everyone is being very quiet,” she said, “Has somebody broken some thing or done something naughty that you don’t want to tell me about? Or are you all enjoying your games too much to want to go up to the Center?”


  Everybody said “No” so quickly that he could not tell who said it first.


  His mother smiled and said, “Then let’s go. Everyone, zip up your cover alls and make sure your shoes won’t come off. I’ll carry the picnic. Danal and Cawn, lead the way Wana next and you . . .” she bent down to check his feet, “. . . had better stay close to me.”


  “They’re all right,” he said. “I can tie the laces myself now.”


  “Good boy,” she said, patting him on the head. “Now hold onto my hand and come along.”


  They left the house and followed the others along the corridor outside, and began climbing the ramps and ladders leading up to the Center. The higher they climbed the easier it be came, but slower because his feet would barely stay on the ground and he had to hold onto his mother’s hand or the netting that was stretched tightly along the walls to keep from floating away. The others were moving far ahead of them, shouting with excitement as they pulled themselves faster along the netting, but his mother held him back and told him to be patient.


  By the time they emerged into the Center, Danal and Cawn were already drifting into the big, empty middle and Wana was making a slow, careful jump to follow them.


  Apart from the small pictures of big places shown on learning games, this was the biggest empty place he had ever seen. It would have taken about fifty adults with their arms held out sideways and holding onto each other’s hands to stretch from any one side of the hollow space to the side opposite. The last time he had been here his father had told him very slowly that it was the station’s cargo bay, that the extending arms of the handling equipment were folded flat against the inner walls and all the sharp edges protected by raised safety nets, padding or sheets of packing when not in use, and that the circular red and yellow door he could see be hind the netting was opened only when there was a ship in dock discharging stores or people. His father had stopped trying to explain when it became clear that he had not under stood what was being said. But he remembered the words, and now he was older and knew what most of them meant.


  Neither had he any trouble understanding the meaning of his mother’s words even when he was pretending not to hear some of them.


  “Be careful,” she was saying, “and stay close to the netting. Pull yourself along it with your hands, but slowly so you won’t drift away. If you get into trouble, shout and I’ll come for you. Don’t jump too hard because you’re very strong and if you hit something when you are moving too fast, you will be hurt. Another reason why I don’t want you to jump into the middle with the others is that if you started spinning there would be nothing to hold onto to stop yourself and you would be dizzy and frightened . . .”


  She was still warning him to be careful as he began pulling himself along the net and stopping every few minutes to let his legs swing backwards and up to point toward the middle where the others were floating and turning slow somersaults.


  Sometimes he stopped himself with just one hand although it was harder to hold steady that way. His mother had stopped worrying out loud about him so he decided to try something new.


  If he was forbidden to jump up to the middle like the others, maybe he could try jumping from the padded side of a cabinet to another one nearby and stay close to the netting on the way over, like his mother had told him to do.


  The first few times he tried it the netting kept sloping up to meet him before he reached the other cabinet, until he remembered that the Center was a hollow sphere with curving sides and he should aim higher. He looked all around and discovered that his mother was almost hidden from sight by a projecting cabinet, and any way, all of her attention was on the others who were shouting at her to watch them. He watched, too.


  They were drawing up their legs and folding their arms tightly around their knees, and for some reason this made them spin faster. When he tried to do the same behind the shelter of the cabinet, he could not roll himself up as tightly as they could but it worked anyway. It was great fun even though it made him dizzy. He went back to trying to jump between cabinets.


  He must still have been dizzy from the spinning, because as soon as he jumped he knew that he had pushed too hard with his feet and that his aim had been bad. He was going to pass right over the thing instead of landing low down on its side. He was high enough for his mother to see him, but she was still watching the others.


  He grabbed at the padded upper edge of the cabinet as it floated past below him, but could not hold onto it, and all that happened was that he started himself turning end over end again. The netting was farther below him than it had been during the earlier jumps he had tried, and he was traveling farther across it before it began curving up to meet him. But then he saw that instead of landing on the netting he was going to come down on a flat, white box that was projecting above it.


  He hit the top and one side with his feet, the impact making the box explode slowly into flat, white fragments. He saw then that it was made from thick layers of light, stiff plastic, bigger sheets of the same stuff that was used as packing for the other children’s games. The sheets had been held together with strips of white tape to cover a panel that had a vision screen and colored buttons on it.


  Most of the plastic sheets were being held together by the tape but a few of them had been knocked loose and were drifting away.


  His mother chose that moment to look in his direction again.


  “I told you to play close to me,” she called, “What are you doing?”


  “N-Nothing,” he said loudly “Wana,” she went on. “Be a good girl and jump over there and see what he’s doing, then bring him back here.


  It’s time for the picnic.”


  The loosened sheets of white plastic were drifting away from the vision screen. He would have to replace them before Wana arrived because she might ask questions about them loudly enough for their mother to overhear and begin scolding him. He grabbed the edge of the nearest sheet in both hands and brought it down quickly toward the screen, but something funny happened. The plastic sheet seemed to be pushing against something invisible that could only be the air. The pressure rolled him back ward slowly until he bounced into the netting and had to grab it with one hand to keep from floating away.


  Laughing, and with all thought of tidying up the area leaving his mind, he tried it again.


  This time he slid one foot under the net and pressed the sole of the other one down on top of it so that a thick strand was held between them to keep him from drifting away, then he began flapping his sheet up and down. He discovered that whenever he moved the sheet downward in front of him he was pushed back wards and he could feel his lower foot pulling against the netting, and when he lifted it upward his upper foot was pressed gently against the netting instead of trying to leave it. Feeling con fused, he looked at his brothers playing above him and the memory of Danal’s words to him when he had been flapping his arms up and down like the big bird came back to him.


  You can’t fly, he had said, because your hands aren’t wide enough.


  But if he tried it with a sheet of plastic in each hand he felt sure that they would be plenty wide enough.


  “What are you doing?” said Wana, who had arrived unnoticed behind him.


  “Shush, don’t let mother hear you,” he said without looking around at her.


  “I’m trying to fly like a bird, but it isn’t working right.”


  “Birds are supposed to fly straight,” she said in a very loud whisper, “not go up and down like that. Can I play, too?”


  “Yes,” he said. “The bits of plastic are over there. But what am I doing wrong?”


  When he tried to fly straight and level, pushing down with the plastic wings the way the big bird in the education game had done, it made his head and shoulders come up while his legs stayed where they were; and when he lifted the wings, that made him nose-dive into the netting. He tried to fly straight upward by putting his wings together above his head and sweeping them outward and down to the sides of his knees. That caused him to rise quickly but when he swept his wings up again he moved back against the net again.


  Then by accident, but mostly because he was losing patience with the whole stupid business, he twisted his wrists sideways during the up sweep and found that he kept on moving upward. He tried other things, and found that when he stretched the wings out flat from his sides without flapping them, he slowed almost to a stop. Holding only one wing steady when he was moving made him turn slowly in that direction.


  “Wana, look!” he said, forgetting to whisper in his excitement. “When you push down against the air you go up, and if you turn the sheets sideways so they slide through the air edge-on, you don’t move back at all and you’re ready for another push down . . .”


  “Like this?” said Wana, who had been watching him closely. She laughed and called, “Danal, Cawn.


  Look, I’m flying like a bird. Wheeee!”


  The two big sheets of plastic were making her tiny body look even smaller, and the quick, excited movements of her shorter arms were pushing her along faster than he was able to go. In her eagerness she was sometimes for getting to turn the sheets completely edge-on during the up-sweeps so that she was wobbling all over the place, but already she was nearly halfway up to where the boys were playing.


  “Yes,” he said. “But don’t move your arms so fast. You look like the pictures of the little fat birds. Try to fly like the big, slow one.


  “Like this,” he added, flying after her.


  His mother began scolding him as soon as she saw them moving away from the netting, but by that time Danal and Cawn were shouting questions at Wana and himself so loudly that he was able to pretend not to hear her. The boys wanted to know where they had found the plastic sheets and how they were able to fly like that? Wana reached them first, but flew helplessly past and fluttered all over the place as she tried to slow down and go back to them. He watched her for a moment, trying to understand the things she was doing wrong, then he used his wings to raise his head and chest so that his legs swung around until he was moving backward. When he started flying in the new direction it surprised him how easy it was to slow to a stop close to where the boys were hanging motionless and watching him without speaking.


  “That, that was neat . . .” Danal began. But the few minutes of silence had allowed their mother’s voice to be heard and they had no excuse for ignoring her.


  “Mom, there’s no problem,” Danal went on. “He won’t hurt himself, or us. Honestly, he’s doing just fine. Cawn, grab my other hand and bend your knees until your feet are flat against mine, then let go and push hard. We have to get back to the net and get some wings of our own . . .”


  “Wait,” he said, hoping that he wasn’t going to do something stupid again. “It would take a longer time for both of you to get down to the net and crawl over to the plastic sheets. Maybe, maybe if you held onto my legs I could fly you down faster.”


  “Right,” said Danal without hesitation. “Cawn, grab his other leg.”


  He felt his body begin a slow, twisting spin as their hard fingers tightened in a double grip around his ankles and he was afraid that he would not be able to control himself. But when he started flying again, sweeping the wings from high above his head and sideways to his knees, the weight of the boys dragging behind seemed to stabilize him. By spilling the air from one wing or the other, he was able to turn until he was heading toward the area of netting containing the plastic sheets.


  “That’s very good,” said Danal.


  “No it isn’t,” said Cawn. “We’re not moving.”


  “We’re moving, but slowly,” said Danal. In the show-offy words he used when he was trying to sound grown-up like their father, he went on, “He has the inertia of three bodies instead of one to overcome. Watch the way he twists his wrists before the up-sweep, and remember how he does it. We’re moving faster now . . .”


  They let go of his legs just before he reached the netting, and within a few minutes they had wings, too. At first they were very clumsy, flying into the netting or projecting cabinets while they laughed and shouted at each other. But very soon they were flying close to the netting without touching it, and playing follow-my-leader around and over the padded equipment. Their mother had stopped calling to them to come back for their picnic, but that was because they were making too much noise to hear her and having too much fun to want to stop for anything as boring as food.


  He thought that she might be angry and would scold them when they got home, but when he looked across at her she was smiling.


  “Let’s try to do something difficult,” said Danal, using his adult’s voice again, “like flying close together in line abreast formation right across the Center. Theoretically, in the weight less condition, the wings should en able us to control movement in three dimensions, right? So line up on the net, let go at the same time, and fly” On the first attempt their line was anything but straight, mostly because Wana got excited and flew too far ahead of everyone else. The second and third attempts were better al though their line was still a bit crooked. During the fourth attempt when they were holding a tight, neat formation and moving toward the middle, Cawn kicked his right wing, breaking the sheet of plastic in two.


  With only a wing and a half to fly on, he kept turning sideways even when he tried to move the half wing twice as fast as the good one.


  Cawn turned away quickly and flew down to the net, returning a few minutes later with another sheet of plastic held between his knees.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, handing him the new wing. “It was an accident.”


  It was the first time that Cawn had said anything to him that had not had words like “Big” or “Stupid” in it somewhere.


  “Right,” said Danal, flying closer and looking straight at him. “I’ve been thinking. Flying in formation isn’t very hard to do. We should do something with our wings that is fun but more difficult, don’t you think?”


  Before he could reply, Wana shouted, “Oh, yes,” and Cawn said “Like what?”


  The game they devised wasn’t all his idea because Danal and Cawn and even Wana suggested changes that made it more complicated and much more fun. They played it right in the middle of the Center, flying around and over and under each other as close as they could without touching—like a slow, ungainly swarm of giant insects. Their mother had stopped telling them to be careful and was just watching and smiling up at them.


  They had all become very good at the game, there were no more collisions or broken wings, and even though it was exciting and hard work he was having fun, much more fun than he could have believed possible. That was because the others were not treating him like he was stupid any more. But it was a quiet game because they were all concentrating so hard on what they were doing that there was no time to waste on shouting or even laughing.


  Their busy silence was broken by the voice of his father who had joined his mother on the net.


  “Weightless flying,” he said quietly “Whose bright idea was that?”


  “When I tell you,” his mother replied, “you won’t believe me.”


  “You mean . . . him?”


  “Yes,” she said, “the un-birthday boy” His father was silent for so long that he felt sure that he was going to be scolded, but instead said, “They’re very good at it, especially him. But let’s face it, even with the best will in the world we never were qualified to handle this kind of situation. He is not a normal child.”


  “No,” said his mother


  “Do you think this sudden aptitude for weightless maneuvering,” his father went on very quietly, “means that he’s beginning to mature mentally as well as physically, or is that just wishful thinking on my part? It’s a pity we won’t get the chance to find out.”


  “Why not?” said his mother sharply.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Keep your voice down,” he whispered, “I don’t want him to hear us, at least not until we decide how and what to tell him. We notified the childcare authorities when we found him, remember, but in the circumstances I wasn’t sure if they would be able to do anything about him. They have.


  He’ll be leaving us very soon.


  “Children,” he went on, raising his voice, “I’m sorry for cutting short your fun, but you’ll have to come home right away. There is a ship expected soon, an unscheduled visitor, and the Center must be readied for its arrival. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure there are more plastic wings available the next time you play here. Quickly, please.”


  The others were protesting loudly, but he kept quiet because he was remembering the things his father had been saying about him that he was not supposed to overhear, and wondering what they meant. Suddenly the nice, warm feeling of belonging that she had felt since the flying game had started was leaving him, and he was I feeling afraid.


  They were returning to the net, and showing off by flying in the tightest formation they had ever tried, when he said, “Danal, can I fly with you like this next time? This is the best birthday there has ever been. Thank you.” Cawn laughed. “But it isn’t even I your birthday.”


  “Stop teasing him, Cawn,” said Danal. Keeping one eye on his place in the formation he went on, “It isn’t your birthday, so far as we know, because nobody here knows when you were born. We don’t even know your name, but after today we’ll have to stop calling you stupid. You found the SB plastic sheets and were smart enough to see how we could fly with them. If we had found them we would probably have done the same, but you did it first, and as a result we had more fun than we ever have before. So don’t worry, we will not fly again without our instructor. It is we who should thank you.


  “If you want to,” he went on, “you can make this your birthday, too, and from now on we’ll have parties on the same day. Why are your eyes wet?”


  “I don’t know,” he said.


  By the time they reached their waiting parents, there were adults crawling all over the Center, removing the padding from the machines and detaching and stowing the netting. His parents said that they could have their picnic at home, and after that they did not speak, which was not the way they usually behaved on a birthday.


  He had no interest in the picnic be cause, no matter what the others got, he would be given the usual soft, tasteless mush. On other birthdays this made him angry, but today they all told him that he could play with their games if he was very careful. He had just finished a long, complicated game without either winning or breaking anything when he heard the distant sound of the docking siren.


  His father left quickly and his mother sat down beside him. She put a thin hand on the back of his neck.


  “Please,” he said, “I don’t want to leave you. I like it here, now.”


  She began pushing her fingers through his hair, the way he liked her to do, without speaking.


  “I-I know you don’t like me,” he said, “because I’m big and stupid and sometimes I break things and make you angry. And because you don’t give me nice food to eat and father does nasty things when I am alone in my room—”


  “But he had to do those things to you,” she broke in, “to find out why ordinary food made you sick and the reasons for the other things wrong with you. We explained it to you, but you didn’t understand. He didn’t mean to hurt you, or risk frightening the other children.


  “Don’t worry,” she went on, tightening her fingers in his hair and shaking his head gently, “he will never do those things to you again.”


  “It’s all right,” he said quickly. “He can do it again if he wants to. The food you give me is all right, too, and I don’t mind getting other people’s old presents. But I’m not as stupid and clumsy as I was, you saw me flying in the Center and, and I’ll try to be better and not break things and speak my words properly and—” Suddenly he turned and wrapped his arms so tightly around her that she moaned and her breath puffed into his face. He had forgotten that he was not supposed to hug the other members of the family like that.


  “I’m sorry” he said, letting his arms fall loose again. “It’s just that today was nice, the nicest day I ever had.


  Even Danal and Cawn like me now and, and I’m getting smarter. Please, I don’t want to be sent away.”


  The others had stopped eating and playing their games to look at their mother. Danal said, “Why should he be sent away?”


  When she replied she was looking only at him but seemed to be answering everybody.


  “I’m sorry” she said, “but you don’t belong here. You already know or suspect some of this, because sometimes the boys say things they shouldn’t. But this may be the last chance I have to tell you how you came to be here and why you have to go away. I believe that you have become intelligent enough to understand what I’m saying.”


  He had been found as a very young infant who was close to death in a survival pod that was thought to have come from a small ship which had detonated nearby, scattering its wreckage so finely that they had been unable to discover anything about the number or identity of the occupants. The incident had been reported to the childcare authorities on the home world, but that was very far away and the response time was expected to be in proportion to the distance. As a temporary mea sure, because of his father’s profession plus the fact that they were the only couple with children on the station, they had offered themselves as temporary foster-parents.


  They had not thought that the period would be a lengthy one because everyone had expected him to die.


  “But you didn’t die,” she went on, “although many times we thought you would. Especially when the nice, ordinary food we tried to give you brought out a rash on your entire body, or raised your temperature or made you throw up or dirty your bed.


  You kept growing bigger but not much smarter and you couldn’t talk right and you broke things all the time. We didn’t know what was wrong with you, and when your father tried to find out, you cried and I made him stop it. The stuff we give you now doesn’t taste nice, but it is specially prepared so as not to make you sick. We hadn’t the proper facilities for treating you here and our authorities, who would know better what to do, have been very slow to respond so that we became the only family you had.


  “We tried to treat you and love you as one of the family,” she went on, placing her other thin, boney arm tightly around him, “we really did.


  Your lather and I, I mean your foster-father and I, came to like you a lot, and we will miss you. But now we have to pass you on to people who will know how to treat you properly. You have never been happy here and—”


  “But I’m happy now—” he began, when the voice of his father on the communicator made him break off “We’re ready for the handover,” he said over the sound of many other voices talking loudly in the back ground. “Quickly, dear, bring him to the rec room. Bring everyone to the rec room.”


  That was a room big enough to hold everyone on the station, his mother had once told him, which was fitted with machines and games that exercised the body as well as the mind. She had laughed and added that only grown-ups were allowed to go there because the adults drank things that were not suitable for children.


  Now he would be able to see it but he didn’t want to go.


  “No!” his mother replied in a voice even louder than his father’s. “It’s been hard enough trying to say good bye to him here. Having to do it all again in public wouldn’t be fair to him or the other children, or me. Give us a few more minutes together, then I’ll bring him to you.”


  “You don’t understand, dear,” said his father. “Bring everybody. You’ll all want to see this. They sent another doctor to look after him. But it wasn’t our child care authorities who sent her, it was theirs!”


  He was afraid, and on the way he hung back for as long as possible until his mother pushed him through the recreation room door. But when he saw the figure standing in a clear area of floor beside a table that barely came up to her knees, something so strange and wonderful happened in his mind that he could hardly breathe.


  She was big and thick and so tall that her head almost touched the room’s high ceiling. Her legs and arms and body bulged out so much that they made her white coveralls look tight, and there were two big, soft bulges on the front of her chest. She had a big head, too, and hair like his except that it was black with gray streaks in it. Without knowing why, he let go of his mother’s hand and ran to her. She knelt down quickly so that he ran straight into her open arms.


  They squeezed him so tightly that he could hardly breathe. But they were big, soft arms, not like his mother’s thin, hard ones, so they didn’t hurt him. Her eyes were like his, too, because they were beginning to get wet.


  She pushed the soft, pink edges of her mouth against his forehead for a moment, which was the first time anyone had done that to him, then gently moved his arms from around her neck and stood up. Looking at the people crowding the room, she began to speak nonsense words. But there was a box on the table beside her, which repeated them so that he knew what she was saying even though he didn’t understand all the words.


  “Based on the elapsed time since the accident to their survey vessel,” she said, “plus the genetic information available to us on his parents’ medical files, which dictates the hair and eye coloring and other inherited physical characteristics, I have no doubt that this is their son. Because of the vast distances involved between the accident site and our respective home worlds, the bureaucratic delays, the general disbelief on both sides that it was possible for him to survive for so long, a very long time passed before we learned about the survivor or your people would allow us to do anything about him. Regrettably, the greater share of the blame is ours because, instinctively, and we now realize mistakenly, our two cultures disliked and distrusted each other and I deliberately avoided making the contact in depth that would have reduced our growing hostility. But this incident, the way you have cared for this child as one of your own, will end what could have become a very dangerous situation.


  “The major responsibility for that,” she went on, looking only at his father, “lies with you, Doctor, and your family. With minimum physiological information and a subject who was too young to be able to speak or help himself, not only did you devise the food regimen that enabled him to survive in good health, your family adopted him, cared for and brought him up as one of your own. Fostering such a child must have posed extreme difficulties for everyone concerned, and if the positions had been reversed I do not believe that I could have coped with them, but I am sure that my later physical examination will only confirm the fact that you have raised a strong and healthy seven-year-old Earth-human boy. My sincere professional and personal compliments to all of you.


  “Now that we are beginning to learn more about your culture,” she continued, “including the deep significance you place on a person’s birth-date and correct personal identification, I can tell you that his name is Thomas Carmichael although, because of his youth, we would call him Tommy . . .”


  “Tomee,” said Wana, leaning back onto her tail to look up at her, “is a nice name.”


  Cawn said, “And now he has a birthday, too.”


  “Now,” said Danal, “he has two birthdays.”


  She smiled down at them and went on, “Now that they know you have kept him alive, he has many relatives who are anxious to have him home as soon as possible . . .”


  He heard but did not listen to the other things everyone was saying because he was hugging and saying good-bye to the only family he had ever known. He was careful not to squeeze their thin, shiny bodies too hard, and he was especially gentle with little Wana who had always been his best friend. Without knowing why he did what the giant, gray-haired woman had done to him, he pushed his mouth against the top of her tiny, round head just between the eyes.


  Her eyes were not like his because they opened and closed from the sides and they didn’t get wet, but he had the feeling that she wished they could.


  DECENCY


  Robert Reed


  THE VENERABLE old Hubble telescope saw it first. A silvery splash moving against the stars, the object proved enormous—larger than some worlds—and it was faster than anything human-built, still out among the comets but coming, the first touch of cold light just beginning to brake its terrific fall. “It’s a light sail,” astronomers announced, giddy as children, drunk by many means. “Definitely artificial. Probably automated. No crew, minimal mass. Photons move the thing, and even accounting for deceleration, it’s going to make a quick flyby of the Earth.”


  By the time the sail crossed Saturn’s orbit, a three-inch reflector cost its weight in platinum. Amateur astronomers were quitting their day jobs in order to spend nights plotting trajectories. Novice astronomers, some armed with nothing but binoculars or rifle sights, risked frostbite for the privilege of a glimpse. But it was the professionals who remained the most excited: every topflight facility in the northern hemisphere studied the object, measuring its mass, its albedo, its vibrations, and its damage—ragged mile-wide punctures scattered across its vast surface, probably stemming from collisions with interstellar comets. The sail’s likely point of origin was a distant G-class sun; its voyage must have taken a thousand years, perhaps more. Astronomers tried to contact the automated pilot. Portions of the radio spectrum were cleared voluntarily for better listening. Yet nothing was heard, ever. The only sign of a pilot was a subtle, perhaps accidental, twisting of the sail, the pressure of sunlight altering its course, the anticipated flyby of the Earth becoming an impact event.


  Insubstantial as a soap bubble, the sail offered little risk to people or property. Astronomers said so. Military and political people agreed with them. And despite Hollywood conventions, there was no great panic among the public. No riots. No religious upheavals. A few timid souls took vacations to New Zealand and Australia, but just as many southerners came north to watch the spectacle. There were a few ugly moments involving the susceptible and the emotionally troubled; but generally people responded with curiosity, a useful fatalism, and the gentle nervousness that comes with a storm front or a much-anticipated football game.


  The world watched the impact. Some people used television, others bundled up and stepped outdoors. In the end, the entire northern sky was shrouded with the brilliant sail. In the end, as the Earth’s gravity embraced it, scientists began to find structures within its thin, thin fabric. Like a spiderweb, but infinitely more complex, there were fibers and veins that led to a central region—a square mile of indecipherable machinery—and the very last images showed damaged machines, the sail’s tiny heart wounded by a series of swift murderous collisions.


  The impact itself was beautiful. Ghostly fires marked where the leading edge bit into the stratosphere. Without sound or fuss, the sail evaporated into a gentle rain of atomized metals. But the spiderweb structures were more durable, weathering the impact, tens of thousands of miles of material falling over three continents and as many oceans, folding and fracturing on their way down, the most massive portions able to kill sparrows and crack a few windows and roof tiles.


  No planes were flying at the time, as a precaution. Few people were driving. Subsequent figures showed that human death rates had dropped for that critical hour, a worldly caution in effect; then they lifted afterward, parties and carelessness taking their inevitable toll.


  The sail’s central region detached itself at the end, then broke into still smaller portions. One portion crashed along the shore of Lake Superior. The Fox affiliate in Duluth sent a crew, beating the military by twenty minutes. The only witness to the historic event was a temperamental bull moose. Only when it was driven off did the crew realize that the sail wasn’t an automated probe. A solitary crew member lay within a fractured diamond shell, assorted life-support equipment heaped on all sides. Despite wounds and the fiery crash, it was alive—an organism built for gravity, air, and liquid water. A trembling camera showed the world its first genuine alien sprawled out on the forest floor, a dozen jointed limbs reaching for its severed web, and some kind of mouth generating a clear, strong, and pitiful wail that was heard in a billion homes.


  A horrible piercing wail.


  The scream of a soul in perfect agony.


  Caleb was one of the guards supplied by the U.S. Marines.


  Large in a buttery way, with close-cropped hair and tiny suspicious eyes, Caleb was the kind of fellow who would resemble a guard even without his uniform or bulky side arm. His service record was flawless. Of average intellect and little creativity, nonetheless he possessed a double dose of what, for lack of a better word, could be called shrewdness.


  Working the security perimeter, he helped control access to the alien. The bug, as he dubbed it, without a shred of originality. Twice in the first two days he caught unauthorized civilians attempting to slip inside—one using a false ID, the other hiding inside bales of computer paper. Late on the third day he found a fellow guard trying to smuggle out a piece of the bug’s shell. “It’s a chunk of diamond,” was the man’s pitiful defense. “Think what it’s worth, Caleb. And I’ll give you half . . . what do you say . . .?”


  Nothing. He saw no reason to respond, handcuffing the man—a sometime acquaintance—then walking him back toward the abrupt little city that had sprung up on the lakeshore. Double-walled tents were kept erect with pressurized air and webs of rope, each tent lit and heated, the rumble of generators and compressors making the scene appear busier than it was. Most people were asleep; it was three in the morning. A quarter moon hung overhead, the January stars like gemstones, brighter and more perfect than the battered diamond shard that rode against Caleb’s hip. But the sky barely earned a glance, and despite the monumental events of the last weeks and days, the guard felt no great fortune for being where he was. His job was to deliver the criminal to his superiors, which he did, and he did it without distraction, acting with a rigorous professionalism.


  The duty officer, overworked and in lousy spirits, didn’t want the shard. “You take it back to the science people,” he ordered. “I’ll call ahead. They’ll be watching for you.”


  Mistrust came with the job; Caleb expected nothing less from his superior.


  The bug was at the center of the city, under a converted circus tent. Adjacent tents and trailers housed the scientists and their machinery. One facility was reserved for the press, but it was almost empty, what with the hour and the lack of fresh events. Overflow equipment was stored at the back of the tent, half-unpacked and waiting to be claimed by experts still coming from the ends of the world. Despite the constant drone of moving air, Caleb could hear the bug now and again. A wail, a whimper. Then another, deeper wail. Just for a moment, the sound caused him to turn his head, listening now, feeling something that he couldn’t name, something without a clear source. An emotion, liquid and intense, made him pay close attention. But then the bug fell silent, or at least it was quieter than the man-made wind, and the guard was left feeling empty, a little cold, confused and secretly embarrassed.


  He was supposed to meet a Dr. Lee in the press tent; those were his orders, but nobody was waiting for him.


  Caleb stood under a swaying fluorescent light, removing the diamond shard from his pocket and examining it for the first time. Cosmic dust and brutal radiations had worn at it; he’d seen prettier diamonds dangling from men’s ears. What made it valuable? Why care half this much about the bug? The Earth had never been in danger. The sail’s lone passenger was dying. Everyone who visited it said it was just a matter of time. To the limits of his vision, Caleb could see nothing that would significantly change people’s lives. Scientists would build and destroy reputations. Maybe some fancy new machines would come from their work. Maybe. But the young man from central Missouri understood that life would go on as it always had, and so why get all worked up in the first place?


  “You’ve got something for me?”


  Caleb looked up, finding a middle-aged woman walking toward him. A very tired, red-eyed woman. She was one of the nation’s top surgeons, although he didn’t know or particularly care.


  “I’ll take that for you—”


  “Sorry, ma’am.” He had read her ID tag, adding, “I’m expecting Marvin Lee. Material studies.”


  “I know. But Marvin’s busy, and I like the press tent’s coffee. Since I was coming this way, I volunteered.”


  “But I can’t give it to you. Ma’am.” Caleb could see how the shard had been stolen in the first place.


  Red eyes rolled, amused with his paranoia.


  Not for the first time, he felt frustration. No sense of protocol here; no respect for sensible rules. The name on the ID was Hilton. Showing none of his feeling, Caleb said, “Perhaps you could take me to him, Dr. Hilton. If it’s no trouble.”


  “I guess.” She poured black coffee into a Styrofoam cup, a knowing little smile appearing. “Now I get it. You’re after a trip to the big tent, aren’t you?”


  Hadn’t he just said that?


  A sly wink, and she said, “Come on then. I’ll take you.”


  They left the press tent, the doctor without a coat and the guard not bothering to zip his up. A twenty-yard walk, then they entered the bug’s enormous tent, three sets of sealed doors opening for them. The last pair of guards waved them on without a look. Caleb smelled liquor, for just a moment, and as he stepped through the door he was wondering whom to warn about this serious breach of the rules—


  —and there was a horrible, horrible wail.


  Caleb stopped in midstride, his breath coming up short, a bolt of electricity making his spine straighten up and his face reflexively twist as if in agony.


  Turning, showing the oddest half-grin, Dr. Hilton inquired, “Is something wrong?”


  It took him a moment to say, “No, I’m fine.”


  “But it’s your first time here, isn’t it?”


  What was her point?


  “You’ve heard stories about it, haven’t you?”


  “Some.”


  “And you’re curious. You want to see it for yourself.”


  “Not particularly,” he answered, with conviction.


  Yet she didn’t believe him. She seemed to enjoy herself. “Marvin’s on the other side. Stay with me.”


  Caleb obeyed. Walking between banks of instruments, he noticed that the technicians wore bulky, heavily padded headphones to blunt the screams. Now and again, at unpredictable moments, the bug would roar, and again Caleb would pause, feeling a little ill for that terrible moment when the air itself seemed to rip apart. Then just as suddenly there was silence, save for the clicking machines and hushed, respectful voices. In silence, Caleb found himself wondering if the guards drank because of the sounds. Not that he could condone it, but he could anticipate their excuse. Then he stepped off a floor of particle boards, onto rocky earth punctuated with tree stumps, and in the middle of that cleared patch of forest, stretched out on its apparent back, was the very famous bug. Not close enough to touch, but nearly so. Not quite dead, but not quite alive, either.


  There was some kind of face on a wounded appendage, a silent mouth left open, and what seemed to be eyes that were huge and strange and haunted. Dark liquid centers stared helplessly at the tent’s high ceiling. It was no bug, Caleb realized. It didn’t resemble an insect, or any mammal, for that matter. Were those legs? Or arms? Did it eat with that flexible mouth? And how did it breathe? Practical questions kept offering themselves, but he didn’t ask any of them. Instead, he turned to the surgeon, dumbfounded. “Why bring me here?” he inquired.


  She was puzzled. “I’m sorry, isn’t that what you wanted? I assumed seeing Marvin was an excuse.”


  Not at all.


  “You know,” she informed him, “anyone else would give up a gland to be here. To stand with us.”


  True. He didn’t quite see why, but he knew it was true.


  Another pair of guards watched them from nearby. They knew the doctor. They had seen her come and go dozens of times, struggling to help her patient. In the course of three days, they had watched her face darken, her humor growing cynical, and her confidence languishing as every effort failed. They felt sorry for her. Maybe that was why they allowed Caleb to stand too close to government property. The soldier lacked clearance, but he was with Hilton, and he was safe looking, and how could this tiny indiscretion hurt? It made no sense to be hard-asses. Glancing at their watches, they measured the minutes before their shift ended . . . and once more that gruesome critter gave a big roar . . . !


  “It’s in pain,” Caleb muttered afterward.


  The doctor looked at him, then away. “Are you sure?”


  What a strange response. Of course it was in pain. He searched for the usual trappings of hospitals and illness. Where were the dangling bags of medicine and food? “Are you giving it morphine?” he asked, fully expecting to be told, “Of course.”


  But instead Hilton said, “Why? Why morphine?”


  As if speaking to an idiot, Caleb said each word with care. “In order to stop the pain, naturally.”


  “Except morphine is an intricate, highly specific compound. It kills the hurt in Marines, but probably not in aliens.” She waited a moment, then gestured. “You’ve got more in common—biochemically speaking—with these birch trees. Or a flu virus, for that matter.”


  He didn’t understand, and he said so.


  “This creature has DNA,” she explained, “but its genetic codes are all different. It makes different kinds of amino acids, and very unusual proteins. Enzymes nothing like ours. And who knows what kinds of neurotransmitters.”


  The alien’s mouth opened, and Caleb braced himself.


  It closed, and he sighed.


  “We’ve found organs,” said Hilton, sipping her coffee. “Some we know, some we don’t. Three hearts, but two are punctured. Dead. The scar tissue shows radiation tracks. Count them, and we get an estimate of the tissue’s age. A thousand years, maybe. Which means it was injured when it flew through a dust storm, probably on its way out of the last solar system.”


  The alien was about the size of a good riding horse. It seemed larger only because of its peculiar flattened shape. The wounds were surgically precise holes, wisps of dust having pierced diamond as well as flesh. Knowing what ballistic wounds meant, he asked, “How is it even alive?”


  “Implanted machinery, in part. Most of the machinery isn’t working, but what does is repairing some tissues, some organs.” She took a big swallow of coffee. “But its wounds may not have been the worst news. Marvin and my other esteemed colleagues think that the cosmic buckshot crippled most of the sail’s subsystems. The reactors, for instance. There were three of them, a city block square each, thick as a playing card. Without power, the creature had no choice but to turn everything off, including itself. A desperation cryogenic freeze, probably for most of the voyage. And it didn’t wake until it was over our heads, almost. Its one maneuver might have been a doomed skydiver’s attempt to strike a mound of soft hay.”


  Caleb turned and asked, “Will it live?”


  Hilton was tiring of the game. “Eventually, no. There’s talk about another freeze, but we can’t even freeze humans yet.”


  “I said it was in pain, and you said, ‘Are you sure?’ ”


  “It’s not us. We can’t measure its moods, or how it feels. Empirical evidence is lacking—”


  As if to debate the point, the alien screamed again. The eyes kept shaking afterward, the closing mouth making a low wet sound. Watching the eyes, Caleb asked, “Do you think it means, ‘Hi, how are you?’ ”


  Hilton didn’t respond. She didn’t have time.


  Again the alien’s mouth opened, black eyes rippling as the air was torn apart; and Caleb, hands to his ears and undistracted by nasty gray abstractions, knew exactly what that horrible noise meant.


  Not a doubt in him, his decision already made.


  For three days and several hours, a worldwide controversy had been brewing, sweeping aside almost every other human concern.


  What should be done with the alien?


  Everyone who would care knew about the wounds and screams. Almost everyone had seen those first horrid tapes of the creature, and they’d watched the twice-daily news conferences, including Dr. Hilton’s extended briefings. No more network cameras were being allowed inside the central tent, on the dubious ground of cleanliness. (How did you infect such an odd creature with ordinary human pathogens?) But the suffering continued, without pause, and it was obvious that the people in charge were overmatched. At least according to those on the outside.


  The United Nations should take over, or some trustworthy civilian agency. Said many.


  But which organization would be best?


  And assuming another caretaker, what kinds of goals would it try to accomplish?


  Some observers wanted billions spent in a crash program, nothing more important now than the alien’s total recovery. Others argued for a kind death, then a quick disposal of the body, all evidence of the tragedy erased in case a second sail-creature came searching for its friend. But the Earth was littered with wreckage; people couldn’t hope to salvage every incriminating fiber. That led others to argue that nothing should be done, allowing Nature and God their relentless course. And should death come, the body could be preserved in some honorable way, studied or not, and should more aliens arrive in some distant age—unlikely as that seemed—they could see that people were decent, had done their best, and no blame could possibly be fixed to them.


  Anne Hilton despised all those options. She wanted to heal her patient, but crash programs were clumsy and expensive, and she was a pragmatic doctor who realized that human patients would suffer as a result, no money left for their mortal ills. Besides, she doubted if there was time. The fiery crash had plainly damaged the tissue-repairing systems. And worse, there was no easy way to give the creature its simplest needs. Its oxygen use was falling.


  Nitrogen levels were building in the slow, clear blood. Teams of biochemists had synthesized a few simple sugars, amino acids, and other possible metabolites; yet the creature’s success with each was uneven, the intravenous feedings canceled for now.


  The truth told, Hilton’s patient was collapsing at every level, and all that remained for the doctor was some of the oldest, most venerable skills.


  Patience.


  Prayer.


  And whatever happened: “Do no harm.”


  For the next days, months, and years, Dr. Anne Hilton would wrestle with her memories, trying to decide why she had acted as she did that morning. Why get coffee at that particular moment? Why offer to retrieve the diamond shard? And why invite Caleb on that impromptu tour?


  The last question had many answers. She had assumed that he wanted a tour, that he was being stubborn about the shard for no other reason. And because he was a Marine, he represented authority, order, and ignorance. She’d already had several collisions with his sort, politicians and other outsiders without enough mental activity to form a worthy thought. Maybe she’d hoped that shocking him would help her mood. She’d assumed that he was a big thoughtless lump of a man, the very worst kind . . . ! Imagine. Stationed here for three days, guarding something wondrous, and precious, yet he didn’t have the feeblest grasp of what was happening . . . !


  The last scream done, Caleb asked, “Where’s its brain?”


  She glanced at him, noticing a change in his eyes.


  “Doctor?” he asked. “Do you know where it does its thinking?”


  She was suddenly tired of dispensing free knowledge, yet something in his voice made her answer. A sip of coffee, an abbreviated gesture. Then she said, “Below the face. Inside what you’d call its chest,” and with that she turned away.


  She should have watched him.


  She could have been more alert, like any good doctor, reading symptoms and predicting the worst.


  But an associate was approaching, some nonvital problem needing her best guess. She didn’t guess that anything was wrong until she saw her associate’s face change. One moment he was smiling. Then he became suddenly confused. Then, horrified. And only after that did she bother to ask herself why that Marine would want to know where to find the brain.


  Too late, she wheeled around.


  Too late and too slow, she couldn’t hope to stop him, or even slow him. Caleb had removed his side arm from its holster, one hand holding the other’s wrist, the first shot delivered to the chest’s exact center, missing the brain by an inch. Security cameras on all sides recorded the event, in aching detail. The alien managed to lift one limb, two slender fingers reaching for the gun. Perhaps it was defending itself. Or perhaps, as others have argued, it simply was trying to adjust its killer’s aim. Either way, the gesture was useless. And Hilton was superfluous. Caleb emptied his clip in short order, achieving a perfectly spaced set of holes. Two bullets managed to do what bits of relativistic dust couldn’t, devastating a mind older than civilization. And the eyes, never human yet obviously full of intelligence, stared up at the tent’s high ceiling, in thanks, perhaps, seeing whatever it is that only the doomed can see.


  There was a trial.


  The charge, after all the outcry and legal tap dancing, was reduced to felony destruction of federal property. Caleb offered no coordinated defense. His attorneys tried to argue for some kind of alien mind control, probably wishing for the benefit of the doubt. But Caleb fired them for trying it, then went on the stand to testify on his own behalf. In a quiet, firm voice, he described his upbringing in the Ozarks and the beloved uncle who had helped raise him, taking him hunting and fishing, instructing him in the moral codes of the decent man.


  “ ‘Aim to kill,’ he taught me. ‘Don’t be cruel to any creature, no matter how lowborn.’ ” Caleb stared at the camera, not a dab of doubt entering his steady voice. “When I see suffering, and when there’s no hope, I put an end to it. Because that’s what’s right.” He gave examples of his work: Small game. A lame horse. And dogs, including an arthritic Labrador that he’d raised from a pup. Yet that wasn’t nearly enough reason, and he knew it. He paused for a long moment, wiping his forehead with his right palm. Then with a different voice, he said, “I was a senior, in high school, and my uncle got the cancer. In his lungs, his bones. Everywhere.” He was quieter, if anything. Firmer. More in control, if that was possible. “It wasn’t the cancer that killed him. His best shotgun did. His doctor and the sheriff talked it over, deciding that he must have held the twelve gauge up like this, then tripped the trigger like this.” An imaginary gun lay in his outstretched arms, the geometry difficult even for a healthy oversized man. For the first time, the voice broke. But not badly and not for long. “People didn’t ask questions,” Caleb explained, arms dropping. “They knew what my uncle was feeling. What he wanted. They knew how we were, the two of us. And where I come from, decent people treat people just as good as they’d treat a sick farm cat. Dying stinks, but it might as well be done fast. And that’s all I’ve got to say about that.”


  He was sentenced to five years of hard labor, serving every month without incident, without complaint, obeying the strict rules well enough that the prison guards voted him to be a model citizen of their intense little community.


  Released, Caleb returned to Missouri, taking over the daily operations of the impoverished family farm.


  Networks and news services pleaded for interviews; none were granted.


  Some idiots tried sneaking onto his property. They were met by dogs and a silent ex-Marine—lean as a fence post now—and the famous shotgun always cradled in his wiry long arms.


  He never spoke to trespassers.


  His dogs made his views known.


  Eventually, people tired of running in the woods. Public opinions began to soften. The alien had been dying, it was decided. Nothing good could have been done for it. And if the Marine wasn’t right in what he did, at least he’d acted according to his conscience.


  Caleb won his privacy.


  There were years when no one came uninvited.


  Then it was a bright spring day twenty-some years after the killing, and a small convoy drove in past the warning signs, through the tall barbed-wire gates, and right up to the simple farmhouse. As it happened, a Marine colonel had been selected to oversee the operation. Flanked by government people, he met with the middle-aged farmer, and with a crisp no-nonsense voice said, “Pack your bags, soldier. But I’ll warn you, you don’t need to bring much.”


  “Where am I going?”


  “I’ll give you one guess.”


  Something had happened; that much was obvious. With a tight, irritated voice, Caleb told the colonel, “I want you all off my land. Now.”


  “Goddamn! You really don’t know, do you?” The colonel gave a big laugh, saying, “Nothing else is on the news anymore.”


  “I don’t have a television,” said Caleb.


  “Or a family anymore. And precious few friends.” He spoke as if he’d just read the man’s file. Then he pointed skyward, adding, “I just assumed you’d have seen it. After dusk is a good time—”


  “I get to bed early,” was Caleb’s excuse. Then a sudden hard chill struck him. He leaned against his doorjamb, thinking that he understood, the fight suddenly starting to leave him. “There’s another sail, isn’t there? That’s what this is all about.”


  “One sail? Oh, that’s wonderful!” All the government men were giggling. “Make it three hundred and eighteen sails, and that’s just today’s count!”


  “An armada of them,” said someone.


  “Gorgeous, gorgeous,” said another, with feeling.


  Caleb tried to gather himself. Then with a calm, almost inaudible voice, he asked, “But what do you want with me?”


  “We don’t want you,” was the quick reply.


  No?


  “They do.” The colonel kept smiling. “They asked specifically for you, soldier.”


  He knew why. Not a doubt in him.


  Caleb muttered, “Just a minute,” and dropped back into the house, as if to get ready.


  The colonel waited for a couple seconds, then knew better. He burst through the door and tried to guess where Caleb would have gone. Upstairs? No, there was an ominous click from somewhere on his right. Caleb was in a utility room, his shotgun loaded and cocked, the double barrels struggling to reach his long forehead; and the colonel grabbed the gun’s butt and trigger, shouting, “No! Wait!” Then half a dozen government men were helping him, dark suits left rumpled and torn. But they wrestled the shotgun away from their charge, and the colonel stood over him, asking, “What were you thinking? Why in hell would you—?”


  “I killed one of theirs,” Caleb said. “Now they want their revenge. Isn’t that it?”


  “Not close.” The colonel was too breathless to put much into his laugh. “In fact, I don’t think you could be more wrong, soldier. The last thing they want to kill is you . . . !”


  Caleb was packed into a new shuttle and taken to orbit, an ungainly lunar tug carrying him the rest of the way. There was a new moon in a high, safe orbit. One of the sail creatures had captured a modest nickel-iron asteroid and brought it there. Healthy and whole, the creature scarcely resembled its dead brother. Its vast sail was self-repairing, and it possessed an astonishing grace, superseding the most delicate butterfly. Partially folded, riding the captive asteroid, it swallowed the tug, guiding it into a docking facility built recently from the native ores. Other tugs had brought up dignitaries, scientists, and a complete medical team. Everyone had gathered in the central room. As the onetime guard drifted into view, there was applause—polite but not quite enthusiastic—and from some of the faces, envy. Incandescent green envy.


  Anne Hilton was among that number.


  Old and long retired, she was present at the request of the sail creatures. Caleb didn’t recognize her at first glance. She shook his hand, tried smiling, then introduced him to each member of her team. “We’re just advisers,” she informed him. “Most of the work will be done by our host.”


  Caleb flinched, just for a moment.


  Their “host” didn’t resemble the first alien, save for the artificial trappings. Sail creatures were an assemblage of sentient species. Perhaps dozens of them. Caleb had seen photographs of this particular species: fishlike; human-sized; blackish gills flanking an unreadable carpish mouth. It had disgusted him at first glance, and the memory of it disgusted him now.


  Dr. Hilton asked, “Would you like to meet her?”


  He spoke honestly, saying, “Not particularly.”


  “But she wants to meet you.” A cutting smile, then she promised, “I’ll take you to her. Come on.”


  They had done this before, more than two decades ago. She had taken him to meet an alien, and for at least this moment she could feel superior in the same way. In charge.


  There was a narrow tunnel with handholds, toeholds.


  Suddenly they were alone, and with a soft, careful voice, Caleb confessed, “I don’t understand. Why me?”


  “Why not you?” Hilton growled.


  “I’m not smart. Or clever. Not compared to everyone else up here, I’m not.”


  She lifted her eyebrows, watching him.


  “These aliens should pick a scientist. Someone who cares about stars and planets . . .”


  “You’re going to be young again.” Hilton said the words as if delivering a curse. “It’ll take her some time to learn our genetics, but she’s promised me that she can reverse the aging process. A twenty-year-old body again.”


  “I know.”


  “As for being smart,” she said, “don’t worry. She’s going to tease your neurons into dividing, like inside a baby’s head. By the time you leave us, you’ll be in the top ninety-nine percentile among humans. And as creative as can be.”


  He nodded, already aware of the general plan.


  Then they were near the entrance to her chamber. Hilton stopped, one hand resting on Caleb’s nearer arm, a firm and level voice telling him, “I would do anything—almost—for the chance to go where you’re going. To live for aeons, to see all those wondrous places!”


  In a quiet, almost conspiratorial tone, he said, “I’ll tell her to take you instead of me.”


  Hilton knew that he meant it, and she grew even angrier.


  Then again, Caleb asked, “Why me?”


  “They think they know you, I guess. They’ve been studying our telecommunications noise for years, and you certainly earned their attention.” Her withered face puckered, tasting something sour. “You acted out of a kind of morality. You didn’t hesitate, and you didn’t make excuses. Then you accepted the hardships of prison, and the hardships that came afterward. Being able to live alone like you did . . . well, that’s a rare talent for our species, and it’s invaluable . . .”


  He gave a little nod, a sigh.


  “These creatures don’t treasure intelligence,” she exclaimed. “That’s something they can grow, in vats. The same with imagination. But there’s some quality in you that makes you worth taking . . .”


  A dull ocher button would open the hatch.


  Hilton reached for it, and her hand was intercepted, frail bones restrained by an unconscious strength.


  Caleb put his face close to hers, and whispered.


  “What I did for that alien,” he confessed, “I would have done for a dog.” She opened her mouth, but said nothing. After a moment, he continued: “Or a bug. Or anything.”


  She stared at him, pulling at her hand until he abruptly let go.


  “Time to get this business started,” Caleb announced.


  With an elbow, he smacked the button. There was a hiss, a little wind blowing as the hatch pulled open, carrying with it the smell of warm water and things unnamed.


  He turned and left her.


  And she hugged herself as if cold, and she watched him, her mouth open and nothing to say, the ex-Marine growing small with the distance as her bewilderment grew vast and bitter and black.


  THE DEAD


  Michael Swanwick


  Three boy zombies in matching red jackets bused our table, bringing water, lighting candles, brushing away the crumbs between courses. Their eyes were dark, attentive, lifeless; their hands and faces so white as to be faintly luminous in the hushed light. I thought it in bad taste, but “This is Manhattan,” Courtney said. “A certain studied offensiveness is fashionable here.”


  The blond brought menus and waited for our order.


  We both ordered pheasant. “An excellent choice,” the boy said in a clear, emotionless voice. He went away and came back a minute later with the freshly strangled birds, holding them up for our approval. He couldn’t have been more than eleven when he died and his skin was of that sort connoisseurs call “milk-glass,” smooth, without blemish, and all but translucent. He must have cost a fortune.


  As the boy was turning away, I impulsively touched his shoulder. He turned back. “What’s your name, son?” I asked.


  “Timothy.” He might have been telling me the specialite de maison. The boy waited a breath to see if more was expected of him, then left.


  Courtney gazed after him. “How lovely he would look,” she murmured, “nude. Standing in the moonlight by a cliff. Definitely a cliff. Perhaps the very one where he met his death.”


  “He wouldn’t look very lovely if he’d fallen off a cliff.”


  “Oh, don’t be unpleasant.”


  The wine steward brought our bottle. “Chateau Latour ‘17.” I raised an eyebrow. The steward had the sort of old and complex face that Rembrandt would have enjoyed painting. He poured with pulseless ease and then dissolved into the gloom. “Good lord, Courtney, you seduced me on cheaper.”


  She flushed, not happily. Courtney had a better career going than I. She out-powered me. We both knew who was smarter, better connected, more likely to end up in a corner office with the historically significant antique desk. The only edge I had was that I was a male in a seller’s market. It was enough.


  “This is a business dinner, Donald,” she said, “nothing more.”


  I favored her with an expression of polite disbelief I knew from experience she’d find infuriating. And, digging into my pheasant, murmured, “Of course.” We didn’t say much of consequence until dessert, when I finally asked, “So what’s Loeb-Soffner up to these days?”


  “Structuring a corporate expansion. Jim’s putting together the financial side of the package, and I’m doing personnel. You’re being headhunted, Donald.” She favored me with that feral little flash of teeth she made when she saw something she wanted. Courtney wasn’t a beautiful woman, far from it. But there was that fierceness to her, that sense of something primal being held under tight and precarious control that made her hot as hot to me. “You’re talented, you’re thuggish, and you’re not too tightly nailed to your present position. Those are all qualities we’re looking for.”


  She dumped her purse on the table, took out a single-folded sheet of paper. “These are the terms I’m offering.” She placed it by my plate, attacked her torte with gusto.


  I unfolded the paper. “This is a lateral transfer.”


  “Unlimited opportunity for advancement,” she said with her mouth full, “if you’ve got the stuff.”


  “Mmm.” I did a line-by-line of the benefits, all comparable to what I was getting now. My current salary to the dollar—Ms. Soffner was showing off. And the stock options. “This can’t be right. Not for a lateral.”


  There was that grin again, like a glimpse of shark in murky waters. “I knew you’d like it. We’re going over the top with the options because we need your answer right away—tonight preferably. Tomorrow at the latest. No negotiations. We have to put the package together fast. There’s going to be a shitstorm of publicity when this comes out. We want to have everything nailed down, present the fundies and bleeding hearts with a fait accompli.”


  “My God, Courtney, what kind of monster do you have hold of now?”


  “The biggest one in the world. Bigger than Apple. Bigger than Home Virtual. Bigger than HIVac-IV,” she said with relish. “Have you ever heard of Koestler Biological?”


  I put my fork down.


  “Koestler? You’re peddling corpses now?”


  “Please. Postanthropic biological resources.” She said it lightly, with just the right touch of irony. Still, I thought I detected a certain discomfort with the nature of her client’s product.


  “There’s no money in it.” I waved a hand toward our attentive waitstaff. “These guys must be—what—maybe two percent of the annual turnover? Zombies are luxury goods: servants, reactor cleanups, Hollywood stunt deaths, exotic services”—we both knew what I meant—“a few hundred a year, maybe, tops. There’s not the demand. The revulsion factor is too great.”


  “There’s been a technological breakthrough.” Courtney leaned forward. “They can install the infrasystem and controllers and offer the product for the factory-floor cost of a new subcompact. That’s way below the economic threshold for blue-collar labor.


  “Look at it from the viewpoint of a typical factory owner. He’s already downsized to the bone and labor costs are bleeding him dry. How can he compete in a dwindling consumer market? Now let’s imagine he buys into the program.” She took out her Mont Blanc and began scribbling figures on the tablecloth. “No benefits. No liability suits. No sick pay. No pilferage. We’re talking about cutting labor costs by at least two thirds. Minimum! That’s irresistible, I don’t care how big your revulsion factor is. We project we can move five hundred thousand units in the first year.”


  “Five hundred thousand,” I said. “That’s crazy. Where the hell are you going to get the raw material for—?”


  “Africa.”


  “Oh, God, Courtney.” I was struck wordless by the cynicism it took to even consider turning the sub-Saharan tragedy to a profit, by the sheer, raw evil of channeling hard currency to the pocket Hitlers who ran the camps. Courtney only smiled and gave that quick little flip of her head that meant she was accessing the time on an optic chip.


  “I think you’re ready,” she said, “to talk with Koestler.”


  At her gesture, the zombie boys erected projector lamps about us, fussed with the settings, turned them on. Interference patterns moired, clashed, meshed. Walls of darkness erected themselves about us. Courtney took out her flat and set it up on the table. Three taps of her nailed fingers and the round and hairless face of Marvin Koestler appeared on the screen. “Ah, Courtney!” he said in a pleased voice. “You’re in—New York, yes? The San Moritz. With Donald.” The slightest pause with each accessed bit of information. “Did you have the antelope medallions?” When we shook our heads, he kissed his fingertips. “Magnificent! They’re ever so lightly braised and then smothered in buffalo mozzarella. Nobody makes them better. I had the same dish in Florence the other day, and there was simply no comparison.”


  I cleared my throat. “Is that where you are? Italy?”


  “Let’s leave out where I am.” He made a dismissive gesture, as if it were a trifle. But Courtney’s face darkened. Corporate kidnapping being the growth industry it is, I’d gaffed badly. “The question is—what do you think of my offer?”


  “It’s . . . interesting. For a lateral.”


  “It’s the start-up costs. We’re leveraged up to our asses as it is. You’ll make out better this way in the long run.” He favored me with a sudden grin that went mean around the edges. Very much the financial buccaneer. Then he leaned forward, lowered his voice, maintained firm eye contact. Classic people-handling techniques. “You’re not sold. You know you can trust Courtney to have checked out the finances. Still, you think: It won’t work. To work the product has to be irresistible, and it’s not. It can’t be.”


  “Yes, sir,” I said. “Succinctly put.”


  He nodded to Courtney. “Let’s sell this young man.” And to me, “My stretch is downstairs.”


  He winked out.


  Koestler was waiting for us in the limo, a ghostly pink presence. His holo, rather, a genial if somewhat coarse-grained ghost afloat in golden light. He waved an expansive and insubstantial arm to take in the interior of the car and said, “Make yourselves at home.”


  The chauffeur wore combat-grade photomultipliers. They gave him a buggish, inhuman look. I wasn’t sure if he was dead or not. “Take us to Heaven,” Koestler said.


  The doorman stepped out into the street, looked both ways, nodded to the chauffeur. Robot guns tracked our progress down the block.


  “Courtney tells me you’re getting the raw materials from Africa.”


  “Distasteful, but necessary. To begin with. We have to sell the idea first—no reason to make things rough on ourselves. Down the line, though, I don’t see why we can’t go domestic. Something along the lines of a reverse mortgage, perhaps, life insurance that pays off while you’re still alive. It’d be a step toward getting the poor off our backs at last. Fuck ‘em. They’ve been getting a goddamn free ride for too long; the least they can do is to die and provide us with servants.”


  I was pretty sure Koestler was joking. But I smiled and ducked my head, so I’d be covered in either case. “What’s Heaven?” I asked, to move the conversation onto safer territory.


  “A proving ground,” Koestler said with great satisfaction, “for the future. Have you ever witnessed bare-knuckles fisticuffs?”


  “No.”


  “Ah, now there’s a sport for gentlemen! The sweet science at its sweetest. No rounds, no rules, no holds barred. It gives you the real measure of a man—not just of his strength but his character. How he handles himself, whether he keeps cool under pressure—how he stands up to pain. Security won’t let me go to the clubs in person, but I’ve made arrangements.”


  Heaven was a converted movie theater in a run-down neighborhood in Queens. The chauffeur got out, disappeared briefly around the back, and returned with two zombie bodyguards. It was like a conjurer’s trick. “You had these guys stashed in the trunk!” I asked as he opened the door for us.


  “It’s a new world,” Courtney said. “Get used to it.”


  The place was mobbed. Two, maybe three hundred seats, standing room only.


  A mixed crowd, blacks and Irish and Koreans mostly, but with a smattering of uptown customers as well. You didn’t have to be poor to need the occasional taste of vicarious potency. Nobody paid us any particular notice. We’d come in just as the fighters were being presented.


  “Weighing two-five-oh, in black trunks with a red stripe,” the ref was bawling, “the gang-bang gangsta, the bare-knuckle brawla, the man with tha—”


  Courtney and I went up a scummy set of back stairs. Bodyguard-us-bodyguard, as if we were a combat patrol out of some twentieth-century jungle war. A scrawny, potbellied old geezer with a damp cigar in his mouth unlocked the door to our box. Sticky floor, bad seats, a good view down on the ring. Gray plastic matting, billowing smoke.


  Koestler was there, in a shiny new hologram shell. It reminded me of those plaster Madonnas in painted bathtubs that Catholics set out in their yards. “Your permanent box?” I asked.


  “All of this is for your sake, Donald—you and a few others. We’re pitting our product one-on-one against some of the local talent. By arrangement with the management. What you’re going to see will settle your doubts once and for all.”


  “You’ll like this,” Courtney said. “I’ve been here five nights straight. Counting tonight.” The bell rang, starting the fight. She leaned forward avidly, hooking her elbows on the railing.


  The zombie was gray-skinned and modestly muscled, for a fighter. But it held up its hands alertly, was light on its feet, and had strangely calm and knowing eyes.


  Its opponent was a real bruiser, a big black guy with classic African features twisted slightly out of true, so that his mouth curled up in a kind of sneer on one side. He had gang scars on his chest and even uglier marks on his back that didn’t look deliberate but like something he’d earned on the streets. His eyes burned with an intensity just this side of madness.


  He came forward cautiously but not fearfully, and made a couple of quick jabs to get the measure of his opponent. They were blocked and countered.


  They circled each other, looking for an opening.


  For a minute or so, nothing much happened. Then the gangster feinted at the zombie’s head, drawing up its guard. He drove through that opening with a slam to the zombie’s nuts that made me wince.


  No reaction.


  The dead fighter responded with a flurry of punches, and got in a glancing blow to its opponent’s cheek. They separated, engaged, circled around.


  Then the big guy exploded in a combination of killer blows, connecting so solidly it seemed they would splinter every rib in the dead fighter’s body. It brought the crowd to their feet, roaring their approval.


  The zombie didn’t even stagger.


  A strange look came into the gangster’s eyes, then, as the zombie counterattacked, driving him back into the ropes. I could only imagine what it must be like for a man who had always lived by his strength and his ability to absorb punishment to realize that he was facing an opponent to whom pain meant nothing. Fights were lost and won by flinches and hesitations. You won by keeping your head. You lost by getting rattled.


  Despite his best blows, the zombie stayed methodical, serene, calm, relentless. That was its nature.


  It must have been devastating.


  The fight went on and on. It was a strange and alienating experience for me. After a while I couldn’t stay focused on it. My thoughts kept slipping into a zone where I found myself studying the line of Courtney’s jaw, thinking about later tonight. She liked her sex just a little bit sick. There was always a feeling, fucking her, that there was something truly repulsive that she really wanted to do but lacked the courage to bring up on her own.


  So there was always this urge to get her to do something she didn’t like. She was resistant; I never dared try more than one new thing per date. But I could always talk her into that one thing. Because when she was aroused, she got pliant. She could be talked into anything. She could be made to beg for it.


  Courtney would’ve been amazed to learn that I was not proud of what I did with her—quite the opposite, in fact. But I was as obsessed with her as she was with whatever it was that obsessed her.


  Suddenly Courtney was on her feet, yelling. The hologram showed Koestler on his feet as well. The big guy was on the ropes, being pummeled. Blood and spittle flew from his face with each blow. Then he was down; he’d never even had a chance. He must’ve known early on that it was hopeless, that he wasn’t going to win, but he’d refused to take a fall. He had to be pounded into the ground. He went down raging, proud and uncomplaining. I had to admire that.


  But he lost anyway.


  That, I realized, was the message I was meant to take away from this. Not just that the product was robust. But that only those who backed it were going to win. I could see, even if the audience couldn’t, that it was the end of an era. A man’s body wasn’t worth a damn anymore. There wasn’t anything it could do that technology couldn’t handle better. The number of losers in the world had just doubled, tripled, reached maximum. What the fools below were cheering for was the death of their futures.


  I got up and cheered too.


  In the stretch afterward, Koestler said, “You’ve seen the light. You’re a believer now.”


  “I haven’t necessarily decided yet.”


  “Don’t bullshit me,” Koestler said. “I’ve done my homework, Mr. Nichols. Your current position is not exactly secure. Morton-Western is going down the tubes. The entire service sector is going down the tubes. Face it, the old economic order is as good as fucking gone. Of course you’re going to take my offer. You don’t have any other choice.”


  The fax outed sets of contracts. “A Certain Product,” it said here and there. Corpses were never mentioned.


  But when I opened my jacket to get a pen Koestler said, “Wait, I’ve got a factory. Three thousand positions under me. I’ve got a motivated workforce. They’d walk through fire to keep their jobs. Pilferage is at zero. Sick time practically the same. Give me one advantage your product has over my current workforce. Sell me on it. I’ll give you thirty seconds.”


  I wasn’t in sales and the job had been explicitly promised me already. But by reaching for the pen, I had admitted I wanted the position. And we all knew whose hand carried the whip.


  “They can be catheterized,” I said—“no toilet breaks.”


  For a long instant Koestler just stared at me blankly. Then he exploded with laughter. “By God, that’s a new one! You have a great future ahead of you, Donald. Welcome aboard.”


  He winked out.


  We drove on in silence for a while, aimless, directionless. At last Courtney leaned forward and touched the chauffeur’s shoulder.


  “Take me home,” she said.


  Riding through Manhattan I suffered from a waking hallucination that we were driving through a city of corpses. Gray faces, listless motions. Everyone looked dead in the headlights and sodium-vapor streetlamps. Passing by the Children’s Museum I saw a mother with a stroller through the glass doors. Two small children by her side. They all three stood motionless, gazing forward at nothing. We passed by a stop-and-go where zombies stood out on the sidewalk drinking forties in paper bags. Through upper-story windows I could see the sad rainbow trace of virtuals playing to empty eyes. There were zombies in the park, zombies smoking blunts, zombies driving taxies, zombies sitting on stoops and hanging out on street corners, all of them waiting for the years to pass and the flesh to fall from their bones.


  I felt like the last man alive.


  Courtney was still wired and sweaty from the fight. The pheromones came off her in great waves as I followed her down the hall to her apartment. She stank of lust. I found myself thinking of how she got just before orgasm, so desperate, so desirable. It was different after she came, she would fall into a state of calm assurance; the same sort of calm assurance she showed in her business life, the aplomb she sought so wildly during the act itself.


  And when that desperation left her, so would I. Because even I could recognize that it was her desperation that drew me to her, that made me do the things she needed me to do. In all the years I’d known her, we’d never once had breakfast together.


  I wished there was some way I could deal her out of the equation. I wished that her desperation were a liquid that I could drink down to the dregs. I wished I could drop her in a winepress and squeeze her dry.


  At her apartment, Courtney unlocked her door and in one complicated movement twisted through and stood facing me from the inside. “Well,” she said. “All in all, a productive evening. Good night, Donald.”


  “Good night? Aren’t you going to invite me inside?”


  “No.”


  “What do you mean, no?” She was beginning to piss me off. A blind man could’ve told she was in heat from across the street. A chimpanzee could’ve talked his way into her pants. “What kind of idiot game are you playing now?”


  “You know what no means, Donald. You’re not stupid.”


  “No I’m not, and neither are you. We both know the score. Now let me in, goddamnit.”


  “Enjoy your present,” she said, and closed the door.


  I found Courtney’s present back in my suite. I was still seething from her treatment of me and stalked into the room, letting the door slam behind me so that I was standing in near-total darkness. The only light was what little seeped through the draped windows at the far end of the room. I was just reaching for the light switch when there was a motion in the darkness.


  Jackers! I thought, and all in panic lurched for the light switch, hoping to achieve I don’t know what. Credit-jackers always work in trios, one to torture the security codes out of you, one to phone the numbers out of your accounts and into a fiscal trapdoor, a third to stand guard. Was turning the lights on supposed to make them scurry for darkness, like roaches? Nevertheless, I almost tripped over my own feet in my haste to reach the switch. But of course it was nothing like what I’d feared.


  It was a woman.


  She stood by the window in a white silk dress that could neither compete with nor distract from her ethereal beauty, her porcelain skin. When the lights came on, she turned toward me, eyes widening, lips parting slightly. Her breasts swayed ever so slightly as she gracefully raised a bare arm to offer me a lily. “Hello, Donald,” she said huskily. “I’m yours for the night.” She was absolutely beautiful.


  And dead, of course.


  Not twenty minutes later I was hammering on Courtney’s door. She came to the door in a Pierre Cardin dressing gown and from the way she was still cinching the sash and the disarray of her hair I gathered she hadn’t been expecting me.


  “I’m not alone,” she said.


  “I didn’t come here for the dubious pleasures of your fair white body.” I pushed my way into the room. (But couldn’t help remembering that beautiful body of hers, not so exquisite as the dead whore’s, and now the thoughts were inextricably mingled in my head: death and Courtney, sex and corpses, a Gordian knot I might never be able to untangle.)


  “You didn’t like my surprise?” She was smiling openly now, amused.


  “No, I fucking did not!”


  I took a step toward her. I was shaking. I couldn’t stop fisting and unfisting my hands.


  She fell back a step. But that confident, oddly expectant look didn’t leave her face. “Bruno,” she said lightly. “Would you come in here?”


  A motion at the periphery of vision. Bruno stepped out of the shadows of her bedroom. He was a muscular brute, pumped, ripped, and as black as the fighter I’d seen go down earlier that night. He stood behind Courtney, totally naked, with slim hips and wide shoulders and the finest skin I’d ever seen.


  And dead.


  I saw it all in a flash.


  “Oh, for God’s sake, Courtney!” I said, disgusted. “I can’t believe you. That you’d actually . . . That thing’s just an obedient body. There’s nothing there—no passion, no connection, just . . . physical presence.”


  Courtney made a kind of chewing motion through her smile, weighing the implications of what she was about to say. Nastiness won.


  “We have equity now,” she said.


  I lost it then. I stepped forward, raising a hand, and I swear to God I intended to bounce the bitch’s head off the back wall. But she didn’t flinch—she didn’t even look afraid. She merely moved aside, saying, “In the body, Bruno. He has to look good in a business suit.”


  A dead fist smashed into my ribs so hard I thought for an instant my heart had stopped. Then Bruno punched me in my stomach. I doubled over, gasping. Two, three, four more blows. I was on the ground now, rolling over, helpless and weeping with rage.


  “That’s enough, baby. Now put out the trash.”


  Bruno dumped me in the hallway.


  I glared up at Courtney through my tears. She was not at all beautiful now. Not in the least. You’re getting older, I wanted to tell her. But instead I heard my voice, angry and astonished, saying, “You . . . you goddamn, fucking necrophile!”


  “Cultivate a taste for it,” Courtney said. Oh, she was purring! I doubted she’d ever find life quite this good again. “Half a million Brunos are about to come on the market. You’re going to find it a lot more difficult to pick up living women in not so very long.”


  I sent away the dead whore. Then I took a long shower that didn’t really make me feel any better. Naked, I walked into my unlit suite and opened the curtains. For a long time I stared out over the glory and darkness that was Manhattan.


  I was afraid, more afraid than I’d ever been in my life.


  The slums below me stretched to infinity. They were a vast necropolis, a never-ending city of the dead. I thought of the millions out there who were never going to hold down a job again. I thought of how they must hate me—me and my kind—and how helpless they were before us. And yet. There were so many of them and so few of us. If they were to all rise up at once, they’d be like a tsunami, irresistible. And if there was so much as a spark of life left in them, then that was exactly what they would do.


  That was one possibility. There was one other, and that was that nothing would happen. Nothing at all.


  God help me, but I didn’t know which one scared me more.


  GONE


  John Crowley


  ELMER’S AGAIN.


  You waited in a sort of exasperated amusement for yours, thinking that if you had been missed last time yours would likely be among the households selected this time, though how that process of selection went on no one knew, you only knew that a new capsule had been detected entering the atmosphere (caught by one of the thousand spy satellites and listening-and-peering devices that had been trained on the big Mother Ship in orbit around the moon for the past year) and though the capsule had apparently burned up in the atmosphere, that’s just what had happened the time before, and then elmers everywhere. You could hope that you’d be skipped or passed over—there were people who had been skipped last time when all around them neighbors and friends had been visited or afflicted, and who would appear now and then and be interviewed on the news, though having nothing, after all, to say, it was the rest of us who had the stories—but in any case you started looking out the windows, down the drive, listening for the doorbell to ring in the middle of the day.


  Pat Poynton didn’t need to look out the window of the kid’s bedroom where she was changing the beds, the only window from which the front door could be seen, when her doorbell rang in the middle of the day. She could almost hear, subliminally, every second doorbell on Ponader Drive, every second doorbell in South Bend go off just at that moment. She thought: Here’s mine.


  They had come to be called elmers (or Elmers) all over this country at least after David Brinkley had told a story on a talk show about how when they built the World’s Fair in New York in 1939, it was thought that people out in the country, people in places like Dubuque and Rapid City and South Bend, wouldn’t think of making a trip east and paying five dollars to see all the wonders, that maybe the great show wasn’t for the likes of them; and so the fair’s promoters hired a bunch of people, ordinary-looking men with ordinary clothes wearing ordinary glasses and bow ties, to fan out to places like Vincennes and Austin and Brattleboro and just talk it up. Pretend to be ordinary folks who had been to the fair, and hadn’t been high-hatted, no sirree, had a wonderful time, the wife too, and b’gosh had Seen the Future and could tell you the sight was worth the five dollars they were asking, which wasn’t so much since it included tickets to all the shows and lunch. And all these men, whatever their real names were, were all called Elmer by the promoters who sent them out.


  Pat wondered what would happen if she just didn’t open the door. Would it eventually go away? It surely wouldn’t push its way in, mild and blobby as it was (from the upstairs window she could see that it was the same as the last ones) and that made her wonder how after all they had all got inside—as far as she knew there weren’t many who had failed to get at least a hearing. Some chemical hypnotic maybe that they projected, calming fear. What Pat felt standing at the top of the stair and listening to the doorbell pressed again (timidly, she thought, tentatively, hopefully) was amused exasperation, just like everyone else’s: a sort of oh-Christ-no with a burble of wonderment just below it, and even expectation: for who wouldn’t be at least intrigued by the prospect of his, or her, own lawn mower, snow shoveler, hewer of wood, and drawer of water, for as long as it lasted?


  “Mow your lawn?” it said when Pat opened the door. “Take out trash? Mrs. Poynton?”


  Now actually in its presence, looking at it through the screen door, Pat felt most strongly a new part of the elmer feeling: a giddy revulsion she had not expected. It was so not human. It seemed to have been constructed to resemble a human being by other sorts of beings who were not human and did not understand very well what would count as human with other humans. When it spoke its mouth moved (mouth hole must move when speech is produced) but the sound seemed to come from somewhere else, or from nowhere.


  “Wash your dishes? Mrs. Poynton?”


  “No,” she said, as citizens had been instructed to say. “Please go away. Thank you very much.”


  Of course the elmer didn’t go away, only stood bobbing slightly on the doorstep like a foolish child whose White Rose salve or Girl Scout cookies haven’t been bought.


  “Thank you very much,” it said, in tones like her own. “Chop wood? Draw water?”


  “Well gee,” Pat said, and, helplessly, smiled.


  What everyone knew, besides the right response to give to the elmer, which everyone gave and almost no one was able to stick to, was that these weren’t the creatures or beings from the Mother Ship itself up above (so big you could see it, pinhead sized, crossing the face of the affronted moon) but some kind of creation of theirs, sent down in advance. An artifact, the official word was; some sort of protein, it was guessed; some sort of chemical process at the heart of it or head of it, maybe a DNA-based computer or something equally outlandish, but no one knew because of the way the first wave of them, flawed maybe, fell apart so quickly, sinking and melting like the snowmen they sort of resembled after a week or two of mowing lawns and washing dishes and pestering people with their Good Will Ticket, shriveling into a sort of dry flocked matter and then into nearly nothing at all, like cotton candy in the mouth.


  “Good Will Ticket?” said the elmer at Pat Poynton’s door, holding out to her a tablet of something not paper, on which was written or printed or anyway somehow indited a little message. Pat didn’t read it, didn’t need to, you had the message memorized by the time you opened your door to a second-wave elmer like Pat’s. Sometimes lying in bed in the morning in the bad hour before the kids had to be got up for school Pat would repeat like a prayer the little message that everybody in the world it seemed was going to be presented with sooner or later:


  
    GOOD WILL


    YOU MARK BELOW


    ALL ALL RIGHT WITH LOVE AFTERWARDS


    WHY NOT SAY YES


    YES

  


  And no space for No, which meant—if it was a sort of vote (and experts and officials, though how such a thing could have been determined Pat didn’t know, were guessing that’s what it was), a vote to allow or to accept the arrival or descent of the Mother Ship and its unimaginable occupants or passengers—that you could only refuse to take it from the elmer: shaking your head firmly and saying No clearly but politely, because even taking a Good Will Ticket might be the equivalent of a Yes, and though what it would be a Yes to exactly no one knew, there was at least a ground swell of opinion in the think tanks that it meant acceding to or at least not resisting World Domination.


  You weren’t, however, supposed to shoot your elmer. In places like Idaho and Siberia that’s what they were doing, you heard, though a bullet or two didn’t seem to make any difference to them, they went on pierced with holes like characters in the Dick Tracy comics of long ago, smiling shyly in at your windows, Rake your leaves? Yard work? Pat Poynton was sure that Lloyd would not hesitate to shoot, would be pretty glad that at last something living or at least moving and a certified threat to freedom had at last got before him to be aimed at. In the hall-table drawer Pat still had Lloyd’s 9mm Glock pistol; he had let her know he wanted to come get it but he wasn’t getting back into this house, she’d use it on him herself if he got close enough.


  Not really, no, she wouldn’t. And yet.


  “Wash windows?” the elmer now said.


  “Windows,” Pat said, feeling a little of the foolish self-consciousness people feel who are inveigled by comedians or MCs into having conversations with puppets, wary in the same way too, the joke very likely being on her. “You do windows?”


  It only bobbed before her like a big water toy.


  “Okay,” she said, and her heart filled. “Okay come on in.”


  Amazing how graceful it really was; it seemed to navigate through the house and the furniture as though it were negatively charged to them, the way it drew close to the stove or the refrigerator and then was repelled gently away, avoiding collision. It seemed to be able to compact or compress itself too, make itself smaller in small spaces, grow again to full size in larger spaces.


  Pat sat down on the couch in the family room, and watched. It just wasn’t possible to do anything else but watch. Watch it take the handle of a bucket; watch it open the tops of bottles of cleansers, and seem to inhale their odors to identify them; take up the squeegee and cloth she found for it. The world, the universe, Pat thought (it was the thought almost everyone thought who was just then taking a slow seat on his or her davenport in his or her family room or in his or her vegetable garden or junkyard or wherever and watching a second-wave elmer get its bearings and get down to work): how big the world, the universe is, how strange; how lucky I am to have learned it, to be here now seeing this.


  So the world’s work, its odd jobs anyway, were getting done as the humans who usually did them sat and watched, all sharing the same feelings of gratitude and glee, and not only because of the chores being done: it was that wonder, that awe, a universal neap tide of common feeling such as had never been experienced before, not by this species, not anyway since the days on the old old veldt when every member of it could share the same joke, the same dawn, the same amazement. Pat Poynton, watching hers, didn’t hear the beebeep of the school-bus horn.


  Most days she started watching the wall clock and her wrist-watch alternately a good half-hour before the bus’s horn could be expected to be heard, like an anxious sleeper who continually awakes to check his alarm clock to see how close it has come to going off. Her arrangement with the driver was that he wouldn’t let her kids off before tooting. He promised. She hadn’t explained why.


  But today the sounding of the horn had sunk away deeply into her backbrain, maybe three minutes gone, when Pat at last reheard it or remembered having heard and not noticed it. She leapt to her feet, an awful certainty seizing her; she was out the door as fast as her heartbeat accelerated, and was coming down the front steps just in time to see down at the end of the block the kids disappearing into and slamming the door of Lloyd’s classic Camaro (whose macho rumble Pat now realized she had also been hearing for some minutes). The cherry-red muscle car, Lloyd’s other and more beloved wife, blew exhaust from double pipes that stirred the gutter’s leaves, and leapt forward as though kicked.


  She shrieked, and spun around, seeking help; there was no one in the street. Two steps at a time, maddened and still crying out, she went up the steps and into the house, tore at the pretty little Hitchcock phone table, the phone spilling in parts, the table’s legs leaving the floor, its jaw dropping, and the Glock 9mm nearly falling out: Pat caught it and was out the door with it and down the street calling out her ex-husband’s full name, coupled with imprecations and obscenities her neighbors had never heard her utter before, but the Camaro was of course out of hearing and sight by then.


  Gone. Gone gone gone. The world darkened and the sidewalk tilted up toward her as though to smack her face. She was on her knees, not knowing how she had got to them, also not knowing whether she would faint or vomit.


  She did neither, and after a time got to her feet. How had this gun, heavy as a hammer, got in her hand? She went back in the house and restored it to the raped little table, and bent to put the phone, which was whimpering urgently, back together.


  She couldn’t call the police; he’d said—in the low soft voice he used when he wanted to sound implacable and dangerous and just barely controlled, eyes rifling threat at her—that if she got the police involved in his family he’d kill all of them. She didn’t entirely believe it, didn’t entirely believe anything he said, but he had said it. She didn’t believe the whole Christian survivalist thing he was supposedly into, thought he would not probably take them to a cabin in the woods to live off elk as he had threatened or promised, would probably get no farther than his mother’s house with them.


  Please Lord let it be so.


  The elmer hovered grinning in her peripheral vision like an accidental guest in a crisis as she banged from room to room, getting her coat on and taking it off again, sitting to sob at the kitchen table, searching yelling for the cordless phone, where the hell had it been put this time. She called her mother, and wept. Then, heart thudding hard, she called his. One thing you didn’t know, about elmers (Pat thought this while she waited for her mother-in-law’s long cheery phone-machine message to get over) was whether they were like cleaning ladies and handymen, and you were obliged not to show your feelings around them; or whether you were allowed to let go, as with a pet. Abstract question, since she had already.


  The machine beeped, and began recording her silence. She punched the phone off without speaking.


  Toward evening she got the car out at last and drove across town to Mishiwaka. Her mother-in-law’s house was unlit, and there was no car in the garage. She watched a long time, till it was near dark, and came back. There ought to have been elmers everywhere, mowing lawns, taptapping with hammers, pulling wagonloads of kids. She saw none.


  Her own was where she had left it. The windows gleamed as though coated with silver film.


  “What?” she asked it. “You want something to do?” The elmer bounced a little in readiness, and put out its chest—so, Pat thought, to speak—and went on smiling. “Bring back my kids,” she said. “Go find them and bring them back.”


  It seemed to hesitate, bobbing between setting off on the job it had been given and turning back to refuse or maybe to await further explanation; it showed Pat its three-fingered cartoon hands, fat and formless. You knew, about elmers, that they would not take vengeance for you, or right wrongs. People had asked, of course they had. People wanted angels, avenging angels; believed they deserved them. Pat too: she knew now that she wanted hers, wanted it right now.


  She stared it down for a time, resentful; then she said forget it, sorry, just a joke sort of; there’s nothing really to do, just forget it, nothing more to do. She went past it, stepping first to one side as it did too and then to the other side; when she got by she went into the bathroom and turned on the water in the sink full force, and after a moment did finally throw up, a wrenching heave that produced nothing but pale sputum.


  Toward midnight she took a couple of pills and turned on the TV.


  What she saw immediately was two spread-eagled sky divers circling each other in the middle of the air, their orange suits rippling sharply in the wind of their descent. They drifted closer together, put gloved hands on each other’s shoulders. Earth lay far below them, like a map. The announcer said it wasn’t known just what happened, or what grievances they had, and at that moment one clouted the other in the face. Then he was grabbed by the other. Then the first grabbed the second. Then they flipped over in the air, each with an arm around the other’s neck in love or rage, their other arms arm wrestling in the air, or dancing, each keeping the other from releasing his chute. The announcer said thousands on the ground watched in horror, and indeed now Pat heard them, an awful moan or shriek from a thousand people, a noise that sounded just like awed satisfaction, as the two sky divers—locked, the announcer said, in deadly combat—shot toward the ground. The helicopter camera lost them and the ground camera picked them up, like one being, four legs thrashing; it followed them almost to the ground, when people rose up suddenly before the lens and cut off the view: but the crowd screamed, and someone right next to the camera said What the hell.


  Pat Poynton had already seen these moments, seen them a couple of times. They had broken into the soaps with them. She pressed the remote. Demonic black men wearing outsize clothing and black glasses threatened her, moving to a driving beat and stabbing their forefingers at her. She pressed again. Police on a city street, her own city she learned, drew a blanket over someone shot. The dark stain on the littered street. Pat thought of Lloyd. She thought she glimpsed an elmer on an errand far off down the street, bobbing around a corner.


  Press again.


  That soothing channel where Pat often watched press conferences or speeches, awaking sometimes from half-sleep to find the meeting over or a new one begun, the important people having left or not yet arrived, the backs of milling reporters and government people who talked together in low voices. Just now a senator with white hair and a face of exquisite sadness was speaking on the Senate floor. “I apologize to the gentleman,” he said. “I wish to withdraw the word snotty. I should not have said it. What I meant by that word was: arrogant, unfeeling, self-regarding; supercilious; meanly relishing the discomfiture of your opponents and those hurt by your success. But I should not have said snotty. I withdraw snotty.”


  She pressed again, and the two sky divers again fell toward earth.


  What’s wrong with us? Pat Poynton thought.


  She stood, black instrument in her hand, a wave of nausea seizing her again. What’s wrong with us? She felt as though she were drowning in a tide of cold mud, unstoppable; she wanted not to be here any longer, here amid this. She knew she did not, hadn’t ever, truly belonged here at all. Her being here was some kind of dreadful sickening mistake.


  “Good Will Ticket?”


  She turned to face the great thing, gray now in the TV’s light. It held out the little plate or tablet to her. All all right with love afterwards. There was no reason at all in the world not to.


  “All right,” she said. “All right.”


  It brought the ticket closer, held it up. It now seemed to be not something it carried but a part of its flesh. She pressed her thumb against the square beside the YES. The little tablet yielded slightly to her pressure, like one of those nifty buttons on new appliances that feel, themselves, like flesh to press. Her vote registered, maybe.


  The elmer didn’t alter, or express satisfaction or gratitude, or express anything except the meaningless delight it had been expressing, if that’s the word, from the start. Pat sat again on the couch, and turned off the television. She pulled the afghan (his mother had made it) from the back of the couch and wrapped herself in it. She felt the calm euphoria of having done something irrevocable, though what exactly she had done she didn’t know. She slept there a while, the pills having grown importunate in her bloodstream at last; lay in the constant streetlight that tiger-striped the room, watched over by the unstilled elmer till gray dawn broke.


  IN HER CHOICE, in the suddenness of it, what could almost be described as the insouciance of it if it had not been experienced as so urgent, Pat Poynton was not unique or even unusual. Worldwide, polls showed, voting was running high against life on earth as we know it, and in favor of whatever it was that your YES was said to, about which opinions differed. The alecks of TV smart and otherwise detailed the rising numbers, and an agreement seemed to have been reached among them all, an agreement shared in by government officials and the writers of newspaper editorials, to describe this craven unwillingness to resist as a sign of decay, social sickness, repellently nonhuman behavior: the news-people reported the trend toward mute surrender and knuckling under with the same faces they used for the relaying of stories about women who drowned their children or men who shot their wives to please their lovers, or of snipers in faraway places who brought down old women out gathering firewood: and yet what was actually funny to see (funny to Pat and those like her who had already felt the motion of the soul, the bone-weariness too, that made the choice so obvious) was that in their smooth tanned faces was another look never before seen there, seen before only on the faces of the rest of us, in our own faces: a look for which Pat Poynton anyway had no name but knew very well, a kind of stricken longing: like, she thought, the bewildered look you see in kids’ faces when they come to you for help.


  It was true that a certain disruption of the world’s work was becoming evident, a noticeable trend toward giving up, leaving the wheel, dropping the ball. People spent less time getting to the job, more time looking upward. But just as many now felt themselves more able to buckle down, by that principle according to which you get to work and clean your house before the cleaning lady comes. The elmers had been sent, surely, to demonstrate that peace and cooperation were better than fighting and selfishness and letting the chores pile up for others to do.


  For soon they were gone again. Pat Poynton’s began to grow a little listless almost as soon as she had signed or marked or accepted her Good Will Ticket, and by evening next day, though it had by then completed a list of jobs Pat had long since compiled but in her heart had never believed she would get around to, it had slowed distinctly. It went on smiling and nodding, like an old person in the grip of dementia, even as it began dropping tools and bumping into walls, and finally Pat, unwilling to witness its dissolution and not believing she was obliged to, explained (in the somewhat overdistinct way we speak to not real bright teenage baby-sitters or newly hired help who have just arrived from elsewhere and don’t speak good English) that she had to go out and pick up a few things and would be back soon; and then she drove aimlessly out of town and up toward Michigan for a couple of hours.


  Found herself standing at length on the dunes overlooking the lake, the dunes where she and Lloyd had first. But he had not been the only one; he was only the last of a series that seemed for a moment both long and sad. Chumps. Herself too, fooled bad, not once or twice either.


  Far off, where the shore of the silver water curved, she could see a band of dark firs, the northern woods maybe beginning. Where he had gone or threatened to go. Lloyd had been part of a successful class-action suit against the company where he’d worked and where everybody had come down with Sick Building Syndrome, Lloyd being pissed off enough (though not ever really deeply affected as far as Pat could ever tell) to hold out with a rump group for a higher settlement, which they got, too, that was what got him the classic Camaro and the twenty acres of Michigan woods. And lots of time to think.


  Bring them back, you bastard, she thought; at the same time thinking that it was her, that she should not have done what she did, or should have done what she did not do; that she loved her kids too much, or not enough.


  They would bring her kids back; she had become very sure of that, fighting down every rational impulse to question it. She had voted for an inconceivable future, but she had voted for it for only one reason: it would contain—had to contain—everything she had lost. Everything she wanted. That’s what the elmers stood for.


  She came back at nightfall, and found the weird deflated spill of it strung out through the hallway and (why?) halfway down the stairs to the rec room, like the aftermath of a foam fire-extinguisher accident, smelling (Pat thought, others described it differently) like buttered toast; and she called the 800 number we all had memorized.


  And then nothing. There were no more of them, if you had been missed you now waited in vain for the experience that had happened to nearly everyone else, uncertain why you had been excluded but able to claim that you, at least, would not have succumbed to their blandishments; and soon after, it became apparent that there would be no more, no matter how well they would be received, because the Mother Ship or whatever exactly it was that was surely their origin also went away: not away in any trackable or pursuable direction, just away, becoming less distinct on the various tracking and spying devices, producing less data, fibrillating, becoming see-through finally and then unable to be seen. Gone. Gone gone gone.


  And what then had we all acceded to, what had we betrayed ourselves and our leadership for, abandoning all our daily allegiances and our commitments so carelessly? Around the world we were asking that, the kind of question that results in those forlorn religions of the abandoned and forgotten, those who have been expecting big divine things any moment and then find out they are going to get nothing but a long, maybe a more than lifelong, wait and a blank sky overhead. If their goal had been to make us just dissatisfied, restless, unable to do anything at all but wait to see what would now become of us, then perhaps they had succeeded; but Pat Poynton was certain they had made a promise, and would keep it: the universe was not so strange, so unlikely, that such a visitation could occur and come to nothing. Like many others she lay awake looking up into the night sky (so to speak, up into the ceiling of her bedroom in her house on Ponader Drive, above or beyond which the night sky lay) and said over to herself the little text she had assented or agreed to: Good will. You mark below. All all right with love afterwards. Why not say yes?


  At length she got up, and belted her robe around her; she went down the stairs (the house so quiet, it had been quiet with the kids and Lloyd asleep in their beds when she had used to get up at five and make instant coffee and wash and dress to get to work but this was quieter) and put her parka on over her robe; she went out barefoot into the backyard.


  Not night any longer but a clear October dawn, so clear the sky looked faintly green, and the air perfectly still: the leaves falling nonetheless around her, letting go one by one, two by two, after hanging on till now.


  God how beautiful, more beautiful somehow than it had been before she decided she didn’t belong here; maybe she had been too busy trying to belong here to notice.


  All all right with love afterwards. When though did afterwards start? When?


  There came to her as she stood there a strange noise, far off and high up, a noise that she thought sounded like the barking of some dog pack, or maybe the crying of children let out from school, except that it wasn’t either of those things; for a moment she let herself believe (this was the kind of mood a lot of people were understandably in) that this was it, the inrush or onrush of whatever it was that had been promised. Then out of the north a sort of smudge or spreading dark ripple came over the sky, and Pat saw that overhead a big flock of geese was passing, and the cries were theirs, though seeming too loud and coming from somewhere else or from everywhere.


  Going south. A great ragged V spread out over half the sky.


  “Long way,” she said aloud, envying them their flight, their escape; and thinking then no they were not escaping, not from earth, they were of earth, born and raised, would die here, were just doing their duty, calling out maybe to keep their spirits up. Of earth as she was.


  She got it then, as they passed overhead, a gift somehow of their passage, though how she could never trace afterwards, only that whenever she thought of it she would think also of those geese, those cries, of encouragement or joy or whatever they were. She got it: in pressing her Good Will Ticket (she could see it in her mind, in the poor dead elmer’s hand) she had not acceded or given in to something, not capitulated or surrendered, none of us had though we thought so and even hoped so: no she had made a promise.


  “Well yes,” she said, a sort of plain light going on in her backbrain, in many another too just then in many places, so many that it might have looked—to someone or something able to perceive it, someone looking down on us and our earth from far above and yet able to perceive each of us one by one—like lights coming on across a darkened land, or like the bright pinpricks that mark the growing numbers of Our Outlets on a TV map, but that were actually our brains, getting it one by one, brightening momentarily, as the edge of dawn swept westward.


  They had not made a promise, she had: good will. She had said yes. And if she kept that promise it would all be all right, with love, afterwards: as right as it could be.


  “Yes,” she said again, and she raised her eyes to the sky, so vacant, more vacant now than before. Not a betrayal but a promise; not a letting-go but a taking-hold. Good only for as long as we, all alone here, kept it. All all right with love afterwards.


  Why had they come, why had they gone to such effort, to tell us that, when we knew it all along? Who cared that much, to come to tell us? Would they come back, ever, to see how we’d done?


  She went back inside, the dew icy on her feet. For a long time she stood in the kitchen (the door unshut behind her) and then went to the phone.


  He answered on the second ring. He said hello. All the unshed tears of the last weeks, of her whole life probably, rose up in one awful bolus in her throat; she wouldn’t weep though, no not yet.


  “Lloyd,” she said. “Lloyd, listen. We have to talk.”
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  THE 43 ANTAREAN DYNASTIES


  Mike Resnick


  To thank the Maker Of All Things for the birth of his first male offspring, the Emperor Maloth IV ordered his architects to build a temple that would forever dwarf all other buildings on the planet. It was to be made entirely of crystal, and the spire-covered roof, which looked like a million glistening spear-points aimed at the sun, would be supported by 217 columns, to honor his 217 forebears. When struck, each column would sound a musical note that could be heard for kilometers, calling the faithful to prayer.


  The structure would be known as the Temple of the Honored Sun, for his heir had been born exactly at midday, when the sun was highest in the sky. The temple took 27 Standard years to complete, and although races from all across the galaxy would come to Antares III to marvel at it, Maloth further decreed that no aliens or non-believers would ever be allowed to enter it and desecrate its sacred corridors with their presence . . .


  A man, a woman, and a child emerge from the Temple of the Honored Sun. The woman holds a camera to her eye, capturing the same image from a dozen unimaginative angles. The child, his lip sparsely covered with hair that is supposed to imply maturity, never sees beyond the game he is playing on his pocket computer. The man looks around to make sure no one is watching him, grinds out a smokeless cigar beneath his heel, and then increases his pace until he joins them.


  They approach me, and I will myself to become one with my surroundings, to insinuate myself into the marble walls and stone walkways before they can speak to me.


  I am invisible. You cannot see me. You will pass me by.


  “Hey, fella—we’re looking for a guide,” says the man. “You interested?”


  I stifle a sigh and bow deeply. “I am honored,” I say, glad that they do not understand the subtleties of Antarean inflection.


  “Wow!” exclaims the woman, aiming her camera at me. “I never saw anything like that! It’s almost as if you folded your torso in half! Can you do it again?”


  I am reminded of an ancient legend, possibly aprocryphal though I choose to believe it. An ambassador who was equally fascinated by the way the Antarean body is jointed, once asked Komarith I, the founder of the 38th Dynasty, to bow a second time. Komarith merely stared at him without moving until the embarrassed ambassador slunk away. He went on to rule for 29 years and was never known to bow again.


  It has been a long time since Komarith, almost seven millennia now, and Antares and the universe have changed. I bow for the woman while she snaps her holographs.


  “What’s your name?” asks the man.


  “You could not pronounce it,” I reply. “When I conduct members of your race, I choose the name Hermes.”


  “Herman, eh?”


  “Hermes,” I correct him.


  “Right. Herman.”


  The boy finally looks up. “He said Hermes, Dad.”


  The man shrugs. “Whatever.” He looks at his timepiece. “Well, let’s get started.”


  “Yeah,” chimes in the child. “They’re piping in the game from Roosevelt III this afternoon. I’ve got to get back for it.”


  “You can watch sports anytime,” says the woman. “This may be your only chance to see Antares.”


  “I should be so lucky,” he mutters, returning his attention to his computer.


  I recite my introductory speech almost by rote. “Allow me to welcome you to Antares III, and to its capital city of Kalimetra, known throughout the galaxy as the City of a Million Spires.”


  “I didn’t see any million spires when we took the shuttle in from the spaceport,” says the child, whom I could have sworn was not listening. “A thousand or two, maybe.”


  “There was a time when there were a million,” I explain. “Today only 16,304 remain. Each is made of quartz or crystal. In late afternoon, when the sun sinks low in the sky, they act as a prism for its rays, creating a flood of exotic colors that stretches across the thoroughfares of the city. Races have come from halfway across the galaxy to experience the effect.”


  “Sixteen thousand,” murmurs the woman. “I wonder what happened to the rest?”


  No one knew why Antareans found the spires so aesthetically pleasing. They towered above the cities, casting their shadows and their shifting colors across the landscape. Tall, delicate, exquisite, they reflected a unique grandness of vision and sensitivity of spirit. The rulers of Antares III spent almost 38,000 years constructing their million spires.


  During the Second Invasion, it took the Canphorite armada less than two weeks to destroy all but 16,304 of them . . .


  The woman is still admiring the spires that she can see in the distance. Finally she asks who built them, as if they are too beautiful to have been created by Antareans.


  “The artisans and craftsmen of my race built everything you will see today,” I answer.


  “All by yourselves?”


  “Is it so difficult for you to believe?” I ask gently.


  “No,” she says defensively. “Of course not. It’s just that there’s so much . . .”


  “Kalimetra was not created in a day or a year, or even a millennium,” I point out. “It is the cumulative achievement of 43 Antarean Dynasties.”


  “So we’re in the 43rd Dynasty now?” she asks.


  It was Zelorean IX who officially declared Kalimetra to be the Eternal City. Neither war nor insurrection had ever threatened its stability, and even the towering temples of his forefathers gave every promise of lasting for all eternity. It was a Golden Age, and he could see no reason why it should not go on forever . . .


  “The last absolute ruler of the 43rd Dynasty has been dust for almost three thousand years,” I explain. “Since then we have been governed by a series of conquerors, each alien race superseding the last.”


  “Thank goodness they didn’t destroy your buildings,” says the woman, turning to admire a water fountain, which for some reason appears to her to be a mystical alien artifact. She is about to take a holo when the child restrains her.


  “It’s just a goddamned water bubbler, Ma,” he says.


  “But it’s fascinating,” she says. “Imagine what kind of beings used it in ages past.”


  “Thirsty ones,” says the bored child.


  She ignores him and turns back to me. “As I was saying, it must be criminal to rob the galaxy of such treasures.”


  “Yeah, well somebody destroyed some buildings around here,” interjects the child, who seems intent on proving someone wrong about something. “Remember the hole in the ground we saw over that way?” He points in the direction of the Footprint. “Looks like a bomb crater to me.”


  “You are mistaken,” I explain, leading them over to it. “It has always been there.”


  “It’s just a big sinkhole,” says the man, totally unimpressed.


  “It is worshipped by my people as the Footprint of God,” I explain. “Once, many eons ago, Kalimetra was in the throes of a years-long drought. Finally Jorvash, our greatest priest, offered his own life if God would bring the rains. God replied that it would not rain until He wept again, and we had not yet suffered enough to bring forth His tears of compassion. But He promised that He would strike a bargain with Jorvash.” I pause for effect, but the man is lighting another cigar and the child is concentrating on his pocket computer. “The next morning Jorvash was found dead inside his temple, while God had created this depression with His foot and filled it with water. It sustained us until He finally wept again.”


  The woman seems flustered. “Um . . . I hate to ask,” she finally says, “but could you repeat that story? My recorder wasn’t on.”


  The man looks uncomfortable. “She’s always forgetting to turn the damned thing on,” he explains, and flips me a coin. “For your trouble.”


  Lobilia was the greatest poet in the history of Antares III. Although he died during the 23rd Dynasty, most of his work survived him. But his masterpiece, “The Long Night of the Exile”—the epic of Bagata’s Exile and his triumphant Return—was lost forever.


  Though he was his race’s most famous bard, Lobilia himself was illiterate, unable even to write his own name. He created his poetry extemporaneously, embellishing upon it with each retelling. He recited his epic just once, and was so satisfied with its form that he refused to repeat it for the scribes who were waiting for a final version and hadn’t written it down.


  “Thank you,” says the woman, deactivating the recorder after I finish. She pauses. “Can I buy a book with some more of your quaint folk legends?”


  I decide not to explain the difference between a folk legend and an article of belief. “They are for sale in the gift shop of your hotel,” I reply.


  “You don’t have enough books?” mutters the man.


  She glares at him, but says nothing, and I lead them to the Tomb, which always impresses visitors.


  “This is the Tomb of Bedorian V, the greatest ruler of the 37th Dynasty,” I say. “Bedorian was a commoner, a simple farmer who deposed the notorious Maelastri XII, himself a mighty warrior who was the last ruler of the 36th Dynasty. It was Bedorian who decreed universal education for all Antareans.”


  “What did you have before that?”


  “Our females were not allowed the privilege of literacy until Bedorian’s reign.”


  “How did this guy finally die?” asks the man, who doesn’t really care but is unwilling to let the woman ask all the questions.


  “Bedorian was assassinated by one of his followers,” I reply.


  “A male, no doubt,” says the woman wryly.


  “Before he died,” I continue, “he united three warring states without fighting a single battle, decreed that all Antareans should use a common language, and outlawed the worship of kreneks.”


  “What are kreneks?”


  “They are poisonous reptiles. They killed many worshippers in nameless, obscene ceremonies before Bedorian IV came to power.”


  “Yeah?” says the child, alert again. “What were they like?”


  “What is obscene to one being is simply boring to another,” I say. “Terrans find them dull.” Which is not true, but I have no desire to watch the child snicker as I describe the rituals.


  “What a shame,” says the woman, though her voice sounds relieved. “Still, you certainly seem to know your history.”


  I want to answer that I just make up the stories. But I am afraid if I say it, she will believe it.


  “Where did you learn all this stuff?” she continues.


  “To become a licensed guide,” I reply, “an Antarean must undergo fourteen years of study, and must also speak a minimum of four alien languages fluently. Terran is always one of the four.”


  “That’s some set of credentials,” comments the man. “I made it through one year of dental school and quit.”


  And yet, it is you who are paying me.


  “I’m surprised you don’t work at one of the local universities,” he continues.


  “I did once.”


  Which is true. But I have my family to feed—and tourists’ tips, however small and grudgingly given, are still greater than my salary as a teacher.


  A rapu—an Antarean child—insinuates his way between myself and my clients. Scarcely more than an infant, he is dressed in rags, and his face is smudged with dirt. There are open sores on the reticulated plates of his skin, and his golden eyes water constantly. He begs plaintively for credits in his native tongue. When there is no response, he extends his hand in what has become a universal gesture that says: You are rich. I am poor and hungry. Give me money.


  “Yours?” asks the man, frowning, as his wife takes half a dozen holos in quick succession.


  “No, he is not mine.”


  “What is he doing here?”


  “He lives in the street,” I answer, my compassion for the rapu alternating with my humilation at having to explain his presence and situation. “He is asking for coins so that he and his mother will not go hungry tonight.”


  I look at the rapu and think sadly: Timing is everything. Once, long ago, we strode across our world like gods. You would not have gone hungry in any of the 43 Dynasties.


  The human child looks at his Antarean counterpart. I wonder if he realizes how fortunate he is. His face gives no reflection of his thoughts; perhaps he has none. Finally he picks his nose and goes back to manipulating his computer.


  The man stares at the rapu for a moment, then flips him a two-credit coin. The rapu catches it, bows and blesses the man, and runs off. We watch him go. He raises the coin above his head, yelling happily—and a moment later, we are surrounded by twenty more street urchins, all filthy, all hungry, all begging for coins.


  “Enough’s enough!” says the man irritably. “Tell them to get the hell out of here and go home, Herman.”


  “They live here,” I explain gently.


  “Right here?” demands the man. He stomps the ground with his foot, and the nearest rapus jump back in fright. “On this spot? Okay, then tell them to stay here where they live and not follow us.”


  I explain to the rapus in our own tongue that these tourists will not give them coins.


  “Then we will go to the ugly pink hotel where all the Men stay and rob their rooms.”


  “That is none of my concern,” I say. “But if you are caught, it will go hard with you.”


  The oldest of the urchins smiles at my warning.


  “If we are caught, they will lock us up, and because it is a jail they will have to feed us, and we will be protected from the rain and the cold—it is far better than being here.”


  I have no answer for rapus whose only ambition is to be warm and dry and well-fed, but merely shrug. They run off, laughing and singing, as if they are human children off to play some game.


  “Damned aliens!” mutters the man.


  “That is incorrect,” I say.


  “Oh?”


  “A matter of semantics,” I point out gently. “They are indigenous. You are the aliens.”


  “Well, they could do with some lessons in behavior from us aliens, then,” he growls.


  We walk up the long ramp to the Tomb and are about to enter it, when the woman stops.


  “I’d like a holo of the three of you standing in the entrance,” she announces. She smiles at me. “Just to prove to our friends we were here, and that we met a real Antarean.”


  The man walks over and stands on one side of me. The child reluctantly moves to my other side.


  “Now put your arm around Herman,” says the woman.


  The child steps back, and I see a mixture of contempt and disgust on his face. “I’ll pose with it, but I won’t touch it!”


  “You do what your mother says!” snaps the man.


  “No way!” says the child, stalking sulkily back down the ramp. “You want to hug him, you go ahead!”


  “You listen to me, young man!” says the man, but the child does not stop or give any indication that he has heard, and soon he disappears behind a temple.


  It was Tcharock, the founder of the 30th Dynasty, who decreed that the person of the Emperor was sacrosanct and could not be touched by any being other than his medics and his concubines, and then only with his consent.


  His greatest advisor was Chaluba, who extended Tcharock’s rule to more than 80% of the planet and halted the hyper-inflation that had been the 29th Dynasty’s legacy to him.


  One night, during a state function, Chaluba inadvertantly brushed against Tcharock while introducing him to the Ambassador from far Domar.


  The next morning Tcharock regretfully gave the signal to the executioner, and Chaluba was beheaded. Despite this unfortunate beginning, the 30th Dynasty survived for 1,062 Standard years.


  The woman, embarrassed, begins apologizing to me. But I notice that she, too, avoids touching me. The man goes off after the child, and a few moments later the two of them return—which is just as well, for the woman has begun repeating herself.


  The man pushes the child toward me, and he sullenly utters an apology. The man takes an ominous step toward him, and he reluctantly reaches out his hand. I take it briefly—the contact is no more pleasant for me than for him—and then we enter the Tomb. Two other groups are there, but they are hundreds of meters away, and we cannot hear what their guides are saying.


  “How high is the ceiling?” asks the woman, training her camera on the exquisite carvings overhead.


  “38 meters,” I say. “The Tomb itself is 203 meters long and 67 meters wide. The body of Beldorian V is in a large vault beneath the floor.” I pause, thinking as always of past glories. “On the Day of Mourning, the day the Tomb was completed, a million Antareans stood patiently in line outside the Tomb to pay their last respects.”


  “I don’t mean to ask a silly question,” says the woman, “but why are all the buildings so enormous?”


  “Ego,” suggests the man, confident in his wisdom.


  “The Maker Of All Things is huge,” I explain. “So my people felt that any monuments to Him should be as large as possible, so that He might be comfortable inside them.”


  “You think your God can’t find or fit into a small building?” asks the man with a condescending smile.


  “He is everyone’s God,” I answer. “And while He can of course find a small temple, why should we force Him to live in one?”


  “Did Beldorian have a wife?” asks the woman, her mind back to smaller considerations.


  “He had five of them,” I answer. “The tomb next to this one is known as The Place of Beldorian’s Queens.”


  “He was a polygamist?”


  I shake my head. “No. Beldorian simply outlived his first four queens.”


  “He must have died a very old man,” says the woman.


  “He did not,” I answer. “There is a belief among my people that those who achieve public greatness are doomed to private misery. Such was Beldorian’s fate.” I turn to the child, who has been silent since returning, and ask him if he has any questions, but he merely glares at me without speaking.


  “How long ago was this place built?” asks the man.


  “Beldorian V died 6,302 Standard years ago. It took another 17 years to build and prepare the Tomb.”


  “6,302 years,” he muses. “That’s a long time.”


  “We are an ancient race,” I reply proudly. “A human anthropologist has suggested that our 3rd Dynasty commenced before your ancestors crossed over the evolutionary barrier into sentience.”


  “Maybe we spent a long time living in the trees,” says the man, clearly unimpressed and just a bit defensive. “But look how quickly we passed you once we climbed down.”


  “If you say so,” I answer noncommittally.


  “In fact, everybody passed you,” he persists. “Look at the record: How many times has Antares been conquered?”


  “I am not sure,” I lie, for I find it humiliating to speak of it.


  When the Antareans learned that Man’s Republic wish to annex their world, they gathered their army in Zanthu and then marched out onto the battlefield, 300,000 strong. They were the cream of the planet’s young warriors, gold of eye, the reticulated plates of their skin glistening in the morning sun, prepared to defend their homeworld.


  The Republic sent a single ship that flew high overhead and dropped a single bomb, and in less than a second there was no longer an Antarean army, or a city of Zanthu, or a Great Library of Cthstoka.


  Over the millennia Antares was conquered four times by Man, twice by the Canphor Twins, and once each by Lodin XI, Emra, Ramor, and the Sett Empire. It was said that the parched ground had finally quenched its thirst by drinking a lake of Antarean blood.


  As we leave the Tomb, we come to a small, skinny rapu. He sits on a rock, staring at us with his large, golden eyes, his expression rapt in contemplation.


  The human child pointedly ignores him and continues walking toward the next temple, but the adults stop.


  “What a cute little thing!” enthuses the woman. “And he looks so hungry.” She digs into her shoulder bag and withdraws a sweet that she has kept from breakfast. “Here,” she says, holding it up. “Would you like it?”


  The rapu never moves. This is unique not only in the woman’s experience, but also in mine, for he is obviously undernourished.


  “Maybe he can’t metabolize it,” suggests the man. He pulls a coin out, steps over to the rapu, and extends his hand. “Here you go, kid.”


  The rapu, his face frozen in contemplation, makes no attempt to grab the coin.


  And suddenly I am thinking excitedly: You disdain their food when you are hungry, and their money when you are poor. Could you possibly be the One we have awaited for so many millennia, the One who will give us back our former glory and initiate the 44th Dynasty?


  I study him intently, and my excitement fades just as quickly as it came upon me. The rapu does not disdain their food and their money. His golden eyes are clouded over. Life in the streets has so weakened him that he has become blind, and of course he does not understand what they are saying. His seeming arrogance comes not from pride or some inner light, but because he is not aware of their offerings.


  “Please,” I say, gently taking the sweet from the woman without coming into actual contact with her fingers. I walk over and place it in the rapu’s hand. He sniffs it, then gulps it down hungrily and extends his hand, blindly begging for more.


  “It breaks your heart,” says the woman.


  “Oh, it’s no worse than what we saw on Bareimus V,” responds the man. “They were every bit as poor—and remember that awful skin disease that they all had?”


  The woman considers, and her face reflects the unpleasantness of the memory. “I suppose you’re right at that.” She shrugs, and I can tell that even though the child is still in front of us, hand outstretched, she has already put him from her mind.


  I lead them through the Garden of the Vanished Princes, with its tormented history of sacrifice and intrigue, and suddenly the man stops.


  “What happened here?” he asks, pointing to a number of empty pedestals.


  “History happened,” I explain. “Or avarice, for sometimes they are the same thing.” He seems confused, so I continue: “If any of our conquerors could find a way to transport a treasure back to his home planet, he did. Anything small enough to be plundered was plundered.”


  “And these statues that have been defaced?” he says, pointing to them. “Did you do it yourselves so they would be worthless to occupying armies?”


  “No,” I answer.


  “Well, whoever did that”—he points to a headless statue—“ought to be strung up and whipped.”


  “What’s the fuss?” asks the child in a bored voice. “They’re just statues of aliens.”


  “Actually, the human who did that was rewarded with the governorship of Antares III,” I inform them.


  “What are you talking about?” says the man.


  “The second human conquest of the Antares system was led by Commander Lois Kiboko,” I begin. “She defaced or destroyed more than 3,000 statues. Many were physical representations of our deity, and since she and her crew were devout believers in one of your religions, she felt that these were false idols and must be destroyed.”


  “Well,” the man replies with a shrug, “it’s a small price to pay for her saving you from the Lodinites.”


  “Perhaps,” I say. “The problem is that we had to pay a greater price for each successive savior.”


  He stares at me, and there is an awkward silence. Finally I suggest that we visit the Palace of the Supreme Tyrant.


  “You seem such a docile race,” she says awkwardly. “I mean, so civilized and unaggressive. How did your gene pool ever create a real, honest-to-goodness tyrant?”


  The truth is that our gene pool was considerably more aggressive before a seemingly endless series of alien conquests decimated it. But I know that this answer would make them uncomfortable, and could affect the size of my tip, so I lie to them instead. (I am ashamed to admit that lying to aliens becomes easier with each passing day. Indeed, I am sometimes amazed at the facility with which I can create falsehoods.)


  “Every now and then each race produces a genetic sport,” I say, and I can see she believes it, “and we Antareans are so docile, to use your expression, that this particular one had no difficulty achieving power.”


  “What was his name?”


  “I do not know.”


  “I thought you took fourteen years’ worth of history courses,” she says accusingly, and I can tell she thinks I am lying to her, whereas every time I have actually lied she has believed me.


  “Our language has many dialects, and they have all evolved and changed over 36,000 years,” I point out. “Some we have deciphered, but to this day many of them remain unsolved mysteries. In fact, right at this moment a team of human archaeologists is hard at work trying to uncover the Tyrant’s name.”


  “If it’s a dead language, how are they going to manage that?”


  “In the days when your race was still planetbound, there was an artifact called the Rosetta Stone that helped you translate an ancient language. We have something similar—ours is known as the Bosperi Scroll—that comes from the Great Tyrant’s era.”


  “Where is it?” asks the woman, looking around.


  “I regret to inform you that both the archaeologists and the Bosperi Scroll are currently in a museum on Deluros VIII.”


  “Smart,” says the man. “They can protect it better on Deluros.”


  “From who?” asks the woman.


  “From anyone who wants to steal it, of course,” he says, as if explaining it to a child.


  “But I mean, who would want to steal the key to a dead language?”


  “Do you know what it would be worth to a collector?” answers the man. “Or a thief who wanted to ransom it?”


  They discuss it further, but the simple truth is that it is on Deluros because it was small enough to carry, and for no other reason. When they are through arguing I tell her that it is because they have devices on Deluros that will bring back the faded script, and she nods her head thoughtfully.


  We walk another 400 kilometers and come to the immense Palace of the Kings. It is made entirely of gold, and becomes so hot from the rays of the sun that one can touch the outer surface only at night. This was the building in which all the rulers of the 7th through the 12th Dynasties resided. It was from here that my race received the Nine Proclamations of Ascendency, and the Charter of Universal Rights, and our most revered document, the Mabelian Declaration.


  It was a wondrous time to have lived, when we had never tasted defeat and all problems were capable of solution, when stately caravans plied their trade across secure boundaries and monarchs were just and wise, when each day brought new triumphs and the future held infinite promise.


  I point to the broken and defaced stone chair. “Once there were 246 jewels and precious stones embedded in the throne.”


  The child walks over to the throne, then looks at me accusingly. “Where are they?” he demands.


  “They were all stolen over the millennia,” I reply.


  “By conquerers, of course,” offers the woman with absolute certainty.


  “Yes,” I say, but again I am lying. They were stolen by my own people, who traded them to various occupying armies for food or the release of captive loved ones.


  We spend a few more minutes examining the vanished glory of the Palace of the Kings, then walk out the door and approach the next crumbling structure. It is the Hall of the Thinkers, revered to this day by all Antareans, but I know they will not understand why a race would create such an ediface to scholarship, and I haven’t the energy to explain, so I tell them that it is the Palace of the Concubines, and of course they believe me. At one point the child, making no attempt to mask his disappointment, asks why there are no statues or carvings showing the concubines, and I think very quickly and explain that Lois Kiboko’s religious beliefs were offended by the sexual frankness of the artifacts and she had them all destroyed.


  I feel guilty about this lie, for it is against the Code of Just Behavior to suggest that a visitor’s race may have offended in any way. Ironically, while the child voices his disappointment, I notice that none of the three seems to have a problem accepting that another human would destroy millennia-old artwork that upset his sensibilities. I decide that since they feel no guilt, this one time I shall feel none either. (But I still do. Tradition is a difficult thing to transcend.)


  I see the man anxiously walking around, looking into corners and behind pedestals, and I ask him if something is wrong.


  “Where’s the can?” he says.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “The can. The bathroom. The lavatory.” He frowns. “Didn’t any of these goddamned concubines ever have to take a crap?”


  I finally discern what he wants and direct him to a human facility that has been constructed just beyond the Western Door.


  He returns a few minutes later, and I lead them all outside, past the towering Onyx Obelisk that marked the beginning of the almost-forgotten 4th Dynasty. We stop briefly at the Temple of the River of Light, which was constructed over the river, so that the sacred waters flow through the temple itself.


  We leave and turn a corner, and suddenly a single structure completely dominates the landscape.


  “What’s that?” asks the woman.


  “That is the Spiral Ramp to Heaven,” I answer.


  “What a fabulous name!” she enthuses. “I just know a fabulous story goes with it!” She turns to me expectantly.


  “There was a time, before our scientists knew better, that people thought you could reach heaven if you simply built a tall enough ramp.”


  The child guffaws.


  “It is true,” I continue. “Construction was begun during the 2nd Dyntasy, and continued for more than 700 years until midway through the 3rd. It looks as if you can see the top from here, but you actually are looking only at the bottom half of it. The rest is obscured by clouds.”


  “How high does it go?” asked the woman.


  “More than nine kilometers,” I say. “Three kilometers higher than our tallest mountain.”


  “Amazing!” she exclaims.


  “Perhaps you would like a closer look at it?” I suggest. “You might even wish to climb the first kilometer. It is a very gentle ascent until you reach the fifth kilometer.”


  “Yes,” she replies happily. “I think I’d like that very much.”


  “I’m not climbing anything,” says the man.


  “Oh, come on,” she urges him. “It’ll be fun!”


  “The air’s too thin and the gravity’s too heavy and it’s too damned much like work. One of these days I’m going to choose our itinerary, and I promise you it won’t involve so goddamned much walking.”


  “Can we go back and watch the game?” asks the child eagerly.


  The man takes one more look at the Spiral Ramp to Heaven. “Yeah,” he says. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s go back.”


  “We really should finish the tour,” says the woman. “We’ll probably never be in this sector of the galaxy again.”


  “So what? It’s just another backwater world,” replies the man. “Don’t tell your friends about the Stairway to the Stars or whatever the hell it’s called and they’ll never know you missed it.”


  Then the woman comes up with what she imagines will be the clinching argument. “But you’ve already agreed to pay for the tour.”


  “So we’ll cut it short and pay him half as much,” says the man. “Big deal.”


  The man pulls a wad of credits out of his pocket and peels off three ten-credits notes. Then he pauses, looks at me, pockets them, and presses a fifty-credit note into my hand instead.


  “Ah, hell, you kept your end of the bargain, Herman,” he says. Then he and the woman and child begin walking back to the hotel.


  The first aliens ever to visit Antares were rude and ill-mannered barbarians, but Perganian II, the greatest Emperor of the 31st Dynasty, decreed that they must be treated with the utmost courtesy. When the day of their departure finally arrived, the aliens exchanged farewells with Perganian, and one of them thrust a large, flawless blue diamond into the Emperor’s hand in payment for his hospitality.


  After the aliens left the courtyard, Perganian let the diamond drop to the ground, declaring that no Antarean could be purchased for any price.


  The diamond lay where it had fallen for three generations, becoming a holy symbol of Antarean dignity and independence. It finally vanished during a dust storm and was never seen again.
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  NO PLANETS STRIKE


  Gene Wolfe


  
    Some say that ever ‘gainst that season comes


    Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated,


    This bird of dawning singeth all night long


    And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad;


    The nights are wholesome; then no planets strike,


    No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm,


    So hallow’d and so gracious is that time.


    —Hamlet I.i.

  


  YOU SURE YOU REALLY want to hear about all this? I mean, me and Bully weren’t really the main ones.


  Okay. Is that thing on?


  Hi. My name’s Donnie, and I’m a donkey. My friend’s name is Bully, only he’s not really a bull, you know what I mean? They cut off his—you know. So he wouldn’t get mad. That’s something lots of people don’t understand, they think he can’t. He can, only he hardly ever does. But if he does, watch out, because he’s big and real strong. I’m not big, but I’m strong anyhow. You’d be surprised how much I can carry or how hard I can kick, and I can run a lot faster than you think, too.


  As well as I can figure, we were born on Earth, only they didn’t call it that back there, they called it Texas. There was a big school that had farms and ranches all over for trying out new seeds and new ways of growing silage and all that. And before we were ever born they did stuff to us to make us as smart as most people, and worked on our tongues and mouths some, too. Not enough to make us sound like you—we know we don’t—but enough so you could understand us.


  The idea was that there’s still a lot of places like this one, where people are poor and use animals where rich people’d use machines. Like carrying firewood. If they’re rich enough to have a donkey, they use him for that, or somebody like Bully to plow or pull a cart that’s too big for me. They do all that here, probably you’ve seen it. And they thought if we could talk to those people and understand what they told us, it might be better.


  I guess it didn’t work out too good though, because after a few years they dropped the whole thing and sold us off. I really didn’t know Bully up till then. I guess I’d seen him, but there were a lot around, cows mostly. If I did, I didn’t pay attention. Maybe you’ve talked to him already?


  He’s mostly red and white, because there’s Hereford in him, and black because of other stuff. His hump’s from Santa Gertrudis, which is what his more was, so there’s Indian cattle and longhorns back there. I’m little, and gray like you see except for this mark on my back.


  The way we got together was, the same man bought us both. His name was Mango. Mango the Clown. He taught us a lot of stuff we’d never known about back on the ranch, like various acts and Bully to let people ride on his back. We went to so many foreign worlds with Mango that I lost count after a while. I can count up to ten, usually. It was more than that, so I started counting tens. I know you’d do it different, but that was the only thing I could think of that would work for me, or Bully either. But after a while I sort of forgot, because what difference did it make? Besides, sometimes we went back to one where we’d been before if the tip had been good.


  We’re clowns too, and we’re pretty famous now. I guess you’ve seen us.


  We’d get painted up and put on ruffs. That’s what you call the big collars, they’re ruffs. Mango’d beat his drum to get us a crowd, and we’d put on one of our clown acts.


  Like, Mango would be trying to lead me, only Bully would be lying down and Mango not see him, and he’d back into one of Bully’s horns and jump, and Bully’d beller. We didn’t any of us talk when we did our acts, and that sure was a swell idea of Mango’s, I mean nobody talking, because it would’ve got us killed here on Sidhe. Quick, too. There’s witches here, and the Beautiful Ones don’t like them one little bit.


  Then Mango’d put his finger up to his head and have an idea, and wink at everybody. He’d tie me to Bully so Bully’d pull me along, and that way I’d have to go. He’d do it, and Bully wouldn’t get up. Mango’d kick him and poke him and holler at him, but Buily’d just yawn. Finally Mango’d back off and talk to both of us, only without talking, if you know what I mean. Talk with his eyes and face and hands, and his whole body. He’d show how he got us when we were little, and what good care he’d taken of us—we’d shake our heads at that—how he’d fed us and nursed us when we were sick. Then he’d say how all that was over now. He was going to sell us to the butcher—pointing to a butcher’s shop, if there was one on that street—and the butcher’d cut our throats and skin us, and chop us up to sell. He’d say that I was pork, Mango’d say, and he’d say Bully was donkey meat.


  That’d get Bully mad. He’d jump up and paw the ground and snort, and then he’d chase Mango around and around in a big circle, with me still tied to him standing in the middle and turning around to watch them. Pretty soon he’d get tired and Mango’d get tired, and they wouldn’t run any more, just walk. Then Bully’d lie down where he’d been lying down before, with Mango panting and mopping up sweat.


  That’s when I’d come up behind him and stand on my hind legs, and tap him on the shoulder with one of my front hoofs—that usually got the biggest laugh in the whole act. He’d turn around the wrong way, and I’d be down again. I’d try to get him to get on my back, pulling on his clown coat with my teeth and pushing him with my head, and making regular donkey noises, but he never would get the idea. After a lot of that—as long as it was getting good laughs—I’d get him to standing straddle-legged and then run between his legs and sort of scoop him up. Mango was one of those tall, skinny birds, and he’d have to pull his legs way up to keep his feet from dragging. Then I’d climb up on Bully’s back, and he’d stand up, and the three of us would go ‘round in a circle, me on Bully and Mango on me. And after that we’d pass the hat.


  That was just one act, you understand. We had a lot of others, and if the money was good in a certain part of town, we’d go back there again next day and put on a different act. When we’d played out a city, we’d go on to another one, and when we’d played all the cities or Mango could find a way to get to some other world cheap, away we’d go. There were places where we could’ve stayed on and on, if you ask me, just going around five or six towns. But that wasn’t Mango. If he’d wanted to live like that, he’d never have become a clown at all, he said. He told me once he wanted to see new smiles, and maybe that was it.


  We’d loop back sometimes, and loop around. But somehow we were always outward bound, out toward the rim and farther every year. He’d meet somebody, some sailor usually, and he’d talk about someplace he’d just been to, what a hellhole it was. And after that, Mango’d always be itching to go there. He’d talk about it and me and Bully’d say it sounded pretty bad, all the killing and storms, bad air, nothing but trouble. And Mango’d say think how much they’d love us there, how they need somebody like us. When Mango looked in a mirror, I don’t think he saw what other people saw, but something a whole lot bigger and nicer. And the longer he’s gone, the more I get to thinking he was right, that was what was there, and not the long skinny bird with the long skinny face that I always saw when I looked at him. Now I like to think he’s gone someplace better, that he’s played out this universe and caught a ship up to a new one where there’s sweet grass and clean water all over. Only Mango’d go down below, if he could. He’d think about how bad it was and how they needed us, and he’d say it was just for a couple weeks and go.


  That’s how it was going to be when we came here. Just a couple weeks. We’ve been here close to ten years, I think, me and Bully have now.


  There aren’t a lot of worlds with their own intelligent native races, I guess everybody knows that. And the ones that have them, that world’s theirs, and generally they won’t let humans settle on it at all. Sidhe’s different, because the intelligent race here is the Beautiful Ones and there’s nothing else in the galaxy like them. That’s what I hear, and it’s probably a real good thing too. The Beautiful Ones will let people come, only they can’t have children here. Probably you’ve heard about that already.


  People need a lot of high-class science to change genes and make something better. You take Bully and me. It was one of the smartest women on Earth that did us, and all the others there that could have done it too could’ve sat down in her living room. The Beautiful Ones don’t have any science and don’t want it, but they’ve got that built in, just like Bully’s got all his stomachs. Whenever one’s fixing to have a child, that child’s going to look a lot like she wanted it to. She doesn’t have to do anything but want, and the more she wants it the closer she gets.


  So when the first humans got here, and they had ships and crawlers and all that, the Beautiful Ones thought that stuff was really swell, and every generation got to looking more and more like people until pretty soon it was like it is now, and the Beautiful Ones look a whole lot better than real people do, taller than Mango, most of them, and faces so pretty it sort of hurts to look at them, especially when you know they’re not people at all. You’ve seen some, right?


  Well, maybe I do, but I can’t say it very good. I haven’t got all the words. They move around like they’re dancing all the time. And as soon as you see one, you know she’s the best dancer in the whole universe. Or he is. Their hair’s like the gold stuff you see in a jewelry store, and their skin’s the color of bread baking, just starting to get brown. Their teeth are just so, and their eyes are all kinds of funny colors, and change while you’re looking at them. That’s what Mango said. I can’t see most colors very good, but he knew a lot about them. I can’t dance, either, not a lick, but I sing a little. Is that enough about the Beautiful Ones?


  Okay. They wanted people to settle here, and they still do. Most won’t, because word’s gotten around. You were pretty brave to come, is what I think.


  Well, I sure hope they don’t. They’re not very good at keeping promises. I don’t think it’s forgetting or even badness as much as it’s just that the promising idea doesn’t make much sense to them. They don’t really understand it. If I were you I’d get out quick and not tell anybody I was going till I’d gone.


  People still come, though, mostly the ones that are too poor to go anyplace else. You know how it is. If a world thinks you’re probably going to need a lot of help, they won’t let you come. Not even just to stop over. But Sidhe will take all those, and the more kids they’ve got before they get here the better, so they’ll grow up right here. Because on Sidhe nobody’s going to look out for you except maybe your relatives and the folks next door.


  We didn’t have any relatives here, and we weren’t living next door to anybody, really. We were going all around the way we always did, so there was just us. People kept telling us the Beautiful Ones wouldn’t ever let us leave, so pretty soon Mango wanted to go and we came here and asked around at the spaceport. That’s when we found out the people had been right. The Beautiful Ones weren’t letting anybody go off world unless there was somebody that had gotten away already that was asking about them, and nobody was asking about us. The sailors were afraid to get off their ships, even, because they figured the Beautiful Ones wouldn’t let them back on. Some Beautiful Ones would go out to the port at night, or when it was dark weather or raining, and dance for them, dance around the ship, mostly, or make a figure-of-eight around two ships, when there was two ships, and sometimes a sailor would come out.


  Then a female or male would hook up with him, depending on what he wanted, and show him how to dance. Or her, if the sailor was a woman, and they’d all dance some more. And finally they’d go off together, with the sailor grinning and waving to his friends on the ship. That sailor’d hardly ever come back, though.


  We tried and tried, Mango talking to various ones, only nothing ever came of it. There were days—I remember two—when we went out to the port, Mango thinking we were going to get on a ship sure, only we never quite would. Then one day he said he thought he had a way to do it, but it would only work for him, not for us, so he was going to take it, and when he got offworld he’d start in on anybody from Earth that he could find, viewing the ambassador, and letters, and all that, and get us off too. We said fine, because I didn’t believe he’d really get off himself and neither did Bully.


  This is something I’d rather I didn’t have to tell about, but I guess I do. The way Mango’d found, or thought he had, was to hide in a cargo canister.


  The one he picked was full of furs, and the captain wanted it fumigated before he’d take it on board for fear there was fleas in them or something. So they opened it up and sprayed stuff in and Mango coughed, and that was how they found him.


  And they killed him. There was two Beautiful Ones there to see nobody got away on that ship, is what we heard, and they chopped him up with their swords.


  No, they can’t make swords or much of anything. But they make people make the things for them, swords and lots of other stuff. That’s why they want people here, to make stuff for them and make stuff to trade. Like those furs. It was people who caught the animals and skinned them, and the Beautiful Ones were going to trade them offworld and buy stuff they wanted, flitters and blasters and ships of their own. So they want a ton of people to do that.


  Sure they want kids. There’s Beautiful Ones on the other worlds around here now to get more people to come, and if it’s a big family they’ll pay passage. But they don’t want any kids born here, because they’re scared of them. They’re afraid that what their mothers will want is somebody that can beat up the Beautiful Ones. The mothers would want it, too, I guess, only wanting doesn’t work for people . . .


  All right, if you’d really like to hear. I don’t know anything about anything except clowning, I know that, and maybe it’s just being here too long. But sometimes I wonder if the Beautiful Ones aren’t right and the people wrong. Maybe people do get what they want a little, sometimes, or even animals like me and Bully do. Because everybody here kept talking about it. How if ever it happened and the Beautiful Ones didn’t kill it, that’d be one that’d put people on top and the Beautiful Ones on the bottom, or anyhow make them treat people better. That kid would be, when he grew up.


  Oh, sure. It happens. It happens a lot. Some woman and her husband get careless, or maybe just a boy and a girl. But the Beautiful Ones always hear. And pretty soon after the baby comes, they come too. What happened this time—


  Right. I’m starting off before I’m hitched up, I guess.


  With Mango gone, Bully and me figured to go on clowning by ourselves. We worked up a couple of acts for just the two of us, and we could pass the hat like we had before, holding it in our teeth. Only the first time we did it I could see it wasn’t going to work. For one thing, we couldn’t paint our faces the way Mango had, and without paint it didn’t feel right. Another one was somebody was always grabbing us and saying we belonged to him. We had to hurt a couple of those birds pretty bad, and we didn’t like that.


  So pretty soon even Bully could see we needed somebody, and we found this boy, Ezry, that hadn’t ever had a father and his mother was gone. We pay him to own us, only he has to do what we say. There’s been some bad times besides the good ones, but it’s worked out pretty well. We’re satisfied, and so’s he. He paints our faces and buttons our ruffs, and beats Mango’s drum to get us a crowd just like Mango used to. Did you catch our act?


  It’s really pretty simple. I’m carrying a basket of corn on each side of me, and I come out and try to eat it myself. I circle around this way, only I can’t get it. Then I try it the other way, going faster and faster, and get out of breath and walk around funny like I’m dizzy, and finally I fall down. It gets a big laugh.


  Then Bully comes out, and he’s got a basket on each side too, only his are bigger and full of hay. He reaches around as far as he can and gets a few straws, then he reaches around the other way and gets a few more. He’s got this thing where he tries to hook a basket with his horn, and he almost gets it. Maybe he does get it a little, but then it slips off. Then he starts trying to untie the rope around his belly with his back hoofs, first the left one, then the right. Finally he puts his head down and looks between his front legs at his back ones, left then right. And he tries to use them both at the same time, and naturally sits down. About then I get up and try reaching my mouth straight over my back, and that doesn’t work either.


  Then Ezry comes out and whispers in our ears, and after that I eat hay out of Bully’s baskets and he eats corn out of mine, and then we pass the hat.


  That act gets some good laughs and brings in the cash, but there’s more to it. See, we’re saying to everybody that we’ve got to pull together and look out for each other, and that goes right along with this family you want to know about.


  They were just country people from some village up-river. He lumbered up there, he said, and had a little sawmill and so on. Well, she was about to have the kid, and where they lived there wasn’t anybody to help her, and you know somebody’s going to tell the Beautiful Ones next time some come through. It’s bound to happen. So they’d come down here trying to get a ship out, and you know how that is. You know what happened to Mango. Then she goes into labor.


  It was Ezry that found out about them when the place where they’d been staying wouldn’t let them back in, and I guess if he’d told her husband about Bully and me maybe they wouldn’t have come at all. But maybe they would, because they didn’t have any time to fool around. We bedded her down on clean hay that Bully forked out of our loft, and it could’ve been worse. People found out, naturally. You can’t hide a thing like that very long here in the city where people are poor and got to live so close together. So they came and stood around and gawked, because most of them hadn’t ever seen a real newborn for years and years, and some that came here as kids never had.


  We got witches here. I guess you’ve heard. A lot of the worlds I’ve been on, they don’t think there are any, but we’ve got plenty. If you ask me it’s because somebody has to store up all the stuff people know. On most worlds it’s computers and maybe teachers, and some in books. But on a world like Sidhe, well, they got a little school started here. It’s the first one on Sidhe.


  Anyway, this witch comes and tells everybody that this new kid the woman had, he’s going to be the one. When he gets big he’s going to kick the Beautiful Ones’ teeth out and black their eyes, and after that people here are going to get a better shake. They’ll be able to have kids of their own if they want them, and have a say in the way their taxes get spent and all that.


  Then somebody laughed, a little skinny bird it was that’d worked his way to the front. This witch starts screeching at him, and he starts hollering back at her, so Bully shuts him up. Bully’s got this big deep voice, you know? He says it’s all true, and if the little bird don’t believe it, he’ll put a horn right through him, and anybody that runs off and tells Beautiful Ones about the new kid is in for a dose of the same.


  Well, Bully’s the best friend I’ve got, right? So I chime in. My voice isn’t deep like his, but I can be pretty loud when I want to. The little bird shuts up and sort of stares at us, and after a minute I see they all are. Then he says, like he can’t hardly get it out, he thought we didn’t talk. So I say tonight we do, and Bully chimes in for me and says only tonight, but they better not talk themselves if they know what he means. So that’s how we got to be sort of famous.


  Right there’s where we got lucky, too, because it’s when the sheepherders came. There’s a couple horses right beside this place Bully and me rent, and I guess somebody’d come in and got a horse, and when he got out into the country he told everybody. Anyway there was eight or ten sheepherders, and there’s some real bad animals here on Sidhe, so if you’re going to keep sheep you’d better be a real tough bird with some real tough dogs. They all had those big sticks, too, and when they talked folks listened.


  So it was quiet, pretty quiet anyhow, for a week or so, and the Beautiful Ones never did catch on. Then three teachers from the new school came by—I guess three was all they had back then. They’d been passing the hat for this country family, and they’d gotten up quite a nice chunk of change.


  Oh, sure, me and Bully put in some too, for Mango.


  And with that much they were able to get a ship, just like they’d wanted when they came here. Folks say they went to some world called Biladmaser. Only some say Barrmaser, so I guess nobody really knows, or somebody heard somebody else wrong, you know how that is. But I know they really did get on a ship, because I took her and her new kid out to the port and watched her and her husband climb in it, him carrying the kid. Then I watched—we all did, that’s Bully and me and Ezry—till it took off. I don’t know if she waved or anything, except for when she was about to go in, because I couldn’t see for sure. Ezry says she did, and he’s got real good eyes. But I was the one she sat on, her nursing her new kid, all the way out there. Every time Bully reminds me he was the first one to talk to the people the night the new kid was born, I remind him about that.


  Really? You think they’re back here? You don’t say! Out in the boondocks somewhere, I guess. It’d have to be. Only I don’t know anything about it. I never heard a thing about them coming back till you said so, and probably I’ll forget, too, as soon as you’re out of here.


  You ever think about how the Beautiful Ones are going to stick your feet in the fire if they hear you know something like that? You better know exactly where they are, and no mistakes, and who’s hiding them and the rest of it. Because they’re going to keep on doing this and that till you tell them all that stuff. You ever see them when they throw them into the street after a little conversation like that? Fingernails torn off, and they can’t stand up or anything. They holier for their friends and relatives, but their friends and relatives know there’s Beautiful Ones watching to see who tries to help. Pretty soon the street dogs come. The ones that got thrown out can generally keep them off at first, but when there gets to be too many to count, it’s all over.


  Yeah, I figured you didn’t really know anything about her and her husband and the kid coming back. I figured you were just blowing off, because I do it too, sometimes—smartass is what Bully says. You have a real nice trip back to Earth, and when you get there you tell them I really don’t know much of anything about whatever might be going on out here.


  How could I? I’m just a donkey.


  BELUTHAHATCHIE


  Andy Duncan


  Everybody else got off the train at Hell, but I figured, it’s a free country. So I commenced to make myself a mite more comfortable. I put my feet up and leaned back against the window, laid my guitar across my chest and settled in with my hat tipped down over my eyes, almost. I didn’t know what the next stop was but I knew I’d like it better than Hell.


  Whoo! I never saw such a mess. All that crowd of people jammed together on the Hell platform so tight you could faint standing up. One old battle-hammed woman hollering for Jesus, most everybody else just mumbling and crying and hugging their bags and leaning into each other and waiting to be told where to go. And hot? Man, I ain’t just beating my gums there. Not as hot as the Delta, but hot enough to keep old John on the train. No, sir, I told myself, no room out there for me.


  Fat old conductor man pushed on down the aisle kinda slow, waiting on me to move. I decided I’d wait on that, too.


  “Hey, nigger boy.” He slapped my foot with a rolled-up newspaper. Felt like the Atlanta paper. “This ain’t no sleeping car.”


  “Git up off me, man. I ain’t done nothing.”


  “Listen at you. Who you think you are, boy? Think you run the railroad? You don’t look nothing like Mr. George Pullman.” The conductor tried to put his foot up on the seat and lean on his knee, but he gave up with a grunt.


  I ran one finger along my guitar strings, not hard enough to make a sound but just hard enough to feel them. “I ain’t got a ticket, neither,” I bit off, “but it was your railroad’s pleasure to bring me this far, and it’s my pleasure to ride on a little further, and I don’t see what cause you got to be so astorperious about it, Mr. Fat Ass.”


  He started puffing and blowing. “What? What?” He was teakettle hot. You’d think I’d done something. “What did you call me, boy?” He whipped out a strap, and I saw how it was, and I was ready.


  “Let him alone.”


  Another conductor was standing outside the window across the aisle, stooping over to look in. He must have been right tall and right big too, filling up the window like that. Cut off most of the light. I couldn’t make out his face, but I got the notion that pieces of it was sliding around, like there wan’t quite a face ready to look at yet. “The Boss will pick him up at the next stop. Let him be.”


  “The Boss?” Fat Ass was getting whiter all the time.


  “The Boss said it would please him to greet this nigger personally.”


  Fat Ass wan’t studying about me anymore. He slunk off, looking back big-eyed at the man outside the window. I let go my razor and let my hand creep up out of my sock, slow and easy, making like I was just shifting cause my leg was asleep.


  The man outside hollered: “Board! All aboard! Next stop, Beluthahatchie!”


  That old mama still a-going. “Jesus! Save us, Jesus!”


  “All aboard for Beluthahatchie!”


  “Jesus!”


  We started rolling out.


  “All aboard!”


  “Sweet Je—” And her voice cut off just like that, like the squawk of a hen Meemaw would snatch for Sunday dinner. Wan’t my business. I looked out the window as the scenery picked up speed. Wan’t nothing to see, just fields and ditches and swaybacked mules and people stooping and picking, stooping and picking, and by and by a porch with old folks sitting on shuck-bottomed chairs looking out at all the years that ever was, and I thought I’d seen enough of all that to last me a while. Wan’t any of my business at all.


  When I woke up I was lying on a porch bench at another station, and hanging on one chain was a blown-down sign that said Beluthahatchie. The sign wan’t swinging cause there wan’t no breath of air. Not a soul else in sight neither. The tracks ran off into the fields on both ends as far as I could see, but they was all weeded up like no train been through since the Surrender. The windows over my head was boarded up like the bank back home. The planks along the porch han’t been swept in years by nothing but the wind, and the dust was in whirly patterns all around. Still lying down, I reached slowly beneath the bench, groping the air, till I heard, more than felt, my fingers pluck a note or two from the strings of my guitar. I grabbed it by the neck and sat up, pulling the guitar into my lap and hugging it, and I felt some better.


  Pigeons in the eaves was a-fluttering and a-hooting all mournful-like, but I couldn’t see ‘em. I reckon they was pigeons. Meemaw used to say that pigeons sometimes was the souls of dead folks let out of Hell. I didn’t think those folks back in Hell was flying noplace, but I did feel something was wrong, bad wrong, powerful wrong. I had the same crawly feeling as before I took that fatal swig—when Jar Head Sam, that harp-playing bastard, passed me a poisoned bottle at a Mississippi jook joint and I woke up on that one-way train.


  Then a big old hound dog ambled around the corner of the station on my left, and another big old hound dog ambled around the corner of the station on my right. Each one was nearbouts as big as a calf and so fat it could hardly go, swanking along with its belly on the planks and its nose down. When the dogs snuffled up to the bench where I was sitting, their legs give out and they flopped down, yawned, grunted, and went fast to sleep like they’d been poleaxed. I could see the fleas hopping across their big butts. I started laughing.


  “Lord, the hellhounds done caught up to me now! I surely must have led them a chase, I surely must. Look how wore out they are!” I hollered and cried, I was laughing so hard. One of them broke wind real long, and that set me off again. “Here come the brimstone! Here come the sulfur! Whoo! Done took my breath. Oh, Lordy.” I wiped my eyes.


  Then I heard two way-off sounds, one maybe a youngun dragging a stick along a fence, and the other maybe a car motor.


  “Well, shit,” I said.


  Away off down the tracks, I saw a little spot of glare vibrating along in the sun. The flappity racket got louder and louder. Some fool was driving his car along on the tracks, a bumpety-bump, a bumpety-bump. It was a Hudson Terraplane, right sporty, exactly like what Peola June used to percolate around town in, and the chrome on the fender and hood was shining like a conk buster’s hair.


  The hound dogs was sitting up now, watching the car. They was stiff and still on each side of my bench, like deacons sitting up with the dead.


  When the car got nigh the platform it lurched up out of the cut, gravel spitting, gears grinding, and shut off in the yard at the end of the porch where I was sitting. Sheets of dust sailed away. The hot engine ticked. Then the driver’s door opened, and out slid the devil. I knew him well. Time I saw him slip down off the seat and hitch up his pants, I knew.


  He was a sunburnt, bandy-legged, pussel-gutted li’l peckerwood. He wore braces and khaki pants and a dirty white undershirt and a big derby hat that had white hair flying out all around it like it was attached to the brim, like if he’d tip his hat to the ladies his hair would come off too. He had a bright-red possum face, with beady, dumb black eyes and a long sharp nose, and no chin at all hardly and a big goozlum in his neck that jumped up and down like he couldn’t swallow his spit fast enough. He slammed the car door and scratched himself a little, up one arm and then the other, then up one leg till he got to where he liked it. He hunkered down and spit in the dust and looked all unconcerned like maybe he was waiting on a tornado to come along and blow some victuals his way, and he didn’t take any more notice of me than the hound dogs had.


  I wan’t used to being treated such. “You keep driving on the tracks thataway, boss,” I called, “and that Terraplane gone be butt-sprung for sure.”


  He didn’t even look my way. After a long while, he stood up and leaned on a fender and lifted one leg and looked at the bottom of his muddy clod-hopper, then put it down and lifted the other and looked at it too. Then he hitched his pants again and headed across the yard toward me. He favored his right leg a little and hardly picked up his feet at all when he walked. He left ruts in the yard like a plow. When he reached the steps, he didn’t so much climb ‘em as stand his bantyweight self on each one and look proud, like each step was all his’n now, and then go on to claim the next one too. Once on the porch, he sat down with his shoulders against a post, took off his hat and fanned himself. His hair had a better hold on his head than I thought, what there was of it. Then he pulled out a stick and a pocketknife and commenced to whittle. But he did all these things so deliberate and thoughtful that it was almost the same as him talking, so I kept quiet and waited for the words to catch up.


  “It will be a strange and disgraceful day unto this world,” he finally said, “when I ask a gut-bucket nigger guitar player for advice on auto-MO-bile mechanics, or for anything else except a tune now and again.” He had eyes like he’d been shot twice in the face. “And furthermore, I am the Lord of Darkness and the Father of Lies, and if I want to drive my 1936 Hudson Terraplane, with its six-cylinder seventy-horsepower engine, out into the middle of some loblolly and shoot out its tires and rip up its seats and piss down its radiator hole, why, I will do it and do it again seven more times afore breakfast, and the voice that will stop me will not be yourn. You hearing me, John?”


  “Ain’t my business,” I said. Like always, I was waiting to see how it was.


  “That’s right, John, it ain’t your business,” the devil said. “Nothing I do is any of your business, John, but everything you do is mine. I was there the night you took that fatal drink, John. I saw you fold when your gut bent double on you, and I saw the shine of your blood coming up. I saw that whore you and Jar Head was squabbling over doing business at your funeral. It was a sorry-ass death of a sorry-ass man, John, and I had a big old time with it.”


  The hound dogs had laid back down, so I stretched out and rested my feet on one of them. It rolled its eyes up at me like its feelings was hurt.


  “I’d like to see old Jar Head one more time,” I said. “If he’ll be along directly, I’ll wait here and meet his train.”


  “Jar Head’s plumb out of your reach now, John,” the devil said, still whittling. “I’d like to show you around your new home this afternoon. Come take a tour with me.”


  “I had to drive fifteen miles to get to that jook joint in the first place,” I said, “and then come I don’t know how far on the train to Hell and past it. I’ve done enough traveling for one day.”


  “Come with me, John.”


  “I thank you, but I’ll just stay here.”


  “It would please me no end if you made my rounds with me, John.” The stick he was whittling started moving in his hand. He had to grip it a little to hang on, but he just kept smiling. The stick started to bleed along the cuts, welling up black red as the blade skinned it. “I want to show off your new home place. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, John?” The blood curled down his arm like a snake.


  I stood up and shook my head real slow and disgusted, like I was bored by his conjuring, but I made sure to hold my guitar between us as I walked past him. I walked to the porch steps with my back to the devil, and I was headed down them two at a time when he hollered out behind, “John! Where do you think you’re going?”


  I said real loud, not looking back: “I done enough nothing for one day. I’m taking me a tour. If your ass has slipped between the planks and got stuck, I’ll fetch a couple of mules to pull you free.”


  I heard him cuss and come scrambling after me with that leg a-dragging, sounding just like a scarecrow out on a stroll. I was holding my guitar closer to me all the time.


  I wan’t real surprised that he let those two hound dogs ride up on the front seat of the Terraplane like they was Mrs. Roosevelt, while I had to walk in the road alongside, practically in the ditch. The devil drove real slow, talking to me out the window the whole time.


  “Whyn’t you make me get off the train at Hell, with the rest of those sorry people?”


  “Hell’s about full,” he said. “When I first opened for business out here, John, Hell wan’t no more’n a wide spot in the road. It took a long time to get any size on it. When you stole that dime from your poor old Meemaw to buy a French post card and she caught you and flailed you across the yard, even way back then, Hell wan’t no bigger’n Baltimore. But it’s about near more’n I can handle now, I tell you. Now I’m filling up towns all over these parts. Ginny Gall. Diddy-Wah-Diddy. West Hell—I’d run out of ideas when I named West Hell, John.”


  A horsefly had got into my face and just hung there. The sun was fierce, and my clothes was sticking to me. My razor slid hot along my ankle. I kept favoring my guitar, trying to keep it out of the dust as best I could.


  “Beluthahatchie, well, I’ll be frank with you, John. Beluthahatchie ain’t much of a place. I won’t say it don’t have possibilities, but right now it’s mostly just that railroad station, and a crossroads, and fields. One long, hot, dirty field after another.” He waved out the window at the scenery and grinned. He had yellow needly teeth. “You know your way around a field, I reckon, don’t you, John?”


  “I know enough to stay out of ‘em.”


  His laugh was like a man cutting tin. “I swear you are a caution, John. It’s a wonder you died so young.”


  We passed a right lot of folks, all of them working in the sun. Pulling tobacco. Picking cotton. Hoeing beans. Old folks scratching in gardens. Even younguns carrying buckets of water with two hands, slopping nearly all of it on the ground afore they’d gone three steps. All the people looked like they had just enough to eat to fill out the sad expression on their faces, and they all watched the devil as he drove slowly past. All those folks stared at me hard, too, and at the guitar like it was a third arm waving at ‘em. I turned once to swat that blessed horsefly and saw a group of field hands standing in a knot, looking my way and pointing.


  “Where all the white folks at?” I asked.


  “They all up in heaven,” the devil said. “You think they let niggers into heaven?” We looked at each other a long time. Then the devil laughed again. “You ain’t buying that one for a minute, are you, John?”


  I was thinking about Meemaw. I knew she was in heaven, if anyone was. When I was a youngun I figured she musta practically built the place, and had been paying off on it all along. But I didn’t say nothing.


  “No, John, it ain’t that simple,” the devil said. “Beluthahatchie’s different for everybody, just like Hell. But you’ll be seeing plenty of white folks. Overseers. Train conductors. Sheriff’s deputies. If you get uppity, why, you’ll see whole crowds of white folks. Just like home, John. Everything’s the same. Why should it be any different?”


  “ ‘Cause you’re the devil,” I said. “You could make things a heap worse.”


  “Now, could I really, John? Could I really?”


  In the next field, a big man with hands like gallon jugs and a pink splash across his face was struggling all alone with a spindly mule and a plow made out of slats. “Get on, sir,” he was telling the mule. “Get on with you.” He didn’t even look around when the devil come chugging up alongside.


  The devil gummed two fingers and whistled. “Ezekiel. Ezekiel! Come on over here, boy.”


  Ezekiel let go the plow and stumbled over the furrows, stepping high and clumsy in the thick dusty earth, trying to catch up to the Terraplane and not mess up the rows too bad. The devil han’t slowed down any—in fact, I believe he had speeded up some. Left to his own doin’s, the mule headed across the rows, the plow jerking along sideways behind him.


  “Yessir?” Ezekiel looked at me sorta curious like, and nodded his head so slight I wondered if he’d done it at all. “What you need with me, boss?”


  “I wanted you to meet your new neighbor. This here’s John, and you ain’t gone believe this, but he used to be a big man in the jook joints in the Delta. Writing songs and playing that dimestore git fiddle.”


  Ezekiel looked at me and said, “Yessir, I know John’s songs.” And I could tell he meant more than hearing them. “Yes, John mighta been famous and saved enough whore money to buy him a decent instrument if he hadn’t up and got hisself killed. Yes, John used to be one high-rolling nigger, but you ain’t so high now, are you John?” I stared at the li’l peckerwood and spit out: “High enough to see where I’m going, Ole Massa.”


  I heard Ezekiel suck in his breath. The devil looked away from me real casual and back to Ezekiel, like we was chatting on a veranda someplace.


  “Well, Ezekiel, this has been a nice long break for you, but I reckon you ought to get on back to work now. Looks like your mule’s done got loose.” He cackled and speeded up the car. Ezekiel and I both walked a few more steps and stopped. We watched the back of the Terraplane getting smaller, and then I turned to watch his face from the side. I han’t seen that look on any of my people since Mississippi.


  I said, “Man, why do you all take this shit?”


  He wiped his forehead with his wrist and adjusted his hat. “Why do you?” he asked. “Why do you, John?” He was looking at me strange, and when he said my name it was like a one-word sentence all its own.


  I shrugged. “I’m just seeing how things are. It’s my first day.”


  “Your first day will be the same as all the others, then. That sure is the story with me. How come you called him Ole Massa just now?”


  “Don’t know. Just to get a rise out of him, I reckon.”


  Away off down the road, the Terraplane had stopped, engine still running, and the little cracker was yelling. “John! You best catch up, John. You wouldn’t want me to leave you wandering in the dark, now would you?”


  I started walking, not in any gracious hurry though, and Ezekiel paced me. “I asked ‘cause it put me in mind of the old stories. You remember those stories, don’t you? About Ole Massa and his slave by name of John? And how they played tricks on each other all the time?”


  “Meemaw used to tell such when I was a youngun. What about it?”


  He was trotting to keep up with me now, but I wan’t even looking his way. “And there’s older stories than that, even. Stories about High John the Conqueror. The one who could—”


  “Get on back to your mule,” I said. “I think the sun has done touched you.”


  “—the one who could set his people free,” Ezekiel said, grabbing my shoulder and swinging me around. He stared into my face like a man looking for something he’s dropped and has got to find.


  “John!” the devil cried.


  We stood there in the sun, me and Ezekiel, and then something went out of his eyes, and he let go and walked back across the ditch and trudged after the mule without a word.


  I caught up to the Terraplane just in time for it to roll off again. I saw how it was, all right.


  A ways up the road, a couple of younguns was fishing off the right side of a plank bridge, and the devil announced he would stop to see had they caught anything, and if they had, to take it for his supper. He slid out of the Terraplane, with it still running, and the dogs fell out after him, a-hoping for a snack, I reckon. When the devil got hunkered down good over there with the younguns, facing the swift-running branch, I sidled up the driver’s side of the car, eased my guitar into the back seat, eased myself into the front seat, yanked the thing into gear and drove off. As I went past I saw three round O’s—a youngun and the devil and a youngun again.


  It was a pure pleasure to sit down, and the breeze coming through the windows felt good too. I commenced to get even more of a breeze going, on that long, straightaway road. I just could hear the devil holler back behind:


  “John! Get your handkerchief-headed, free-school Negro ass back here with my auto-MO-bile! Johhhhnnn!”


  “Here I come, old boss,” I said, and I jerked the wheel and slewed that car around and barreled off back toward the bridge. The younguns and the dogs was ahead of the devil in figuring things out. The younguns scrambled up a tree as quick as squirrels, and the dogs went loping into a ditch, but the devil was all preoccupied, doing a salty jump and cussing me for a dadblasted blagstagging liver-lipped stormbuzzard, jigging around right there in the middle of the bridge, and he was still cussing when I drove full tilt onto that bridge and he did not cuss any less when he jumped clean out from under his hat and he may even have stepped it up some when he went over the side. I heard a ker-plunk like a big rock chunked into a pond just as I swerved to bust the hat with a front tire and then I was off the bridge and racing back the way we’d come, and that hat mashed in the road behind me like a possum.


  I knew something simply awful was going to happen, but man! I slapped the dashboard and kissed my hand and slicked it back across my hair and said aloud, “Lightly, slightly, and politely.” And I meant that thing. But my next move was to whip that razor out of my sock, flip it open and lay it on the seat beside me, just in case.


  I came up the road fast, and from way off I saw Ezekiel and the mule planted in the middle of his field like rocks. As they got bigger I saw both their heads had been turned my way the whole time, like they’d started looking before I even came over the hill. When I got level with them I stopped, engine running, and leaned on the horn until Ezekiel roused himself and walked over. The mule followed behind, like a yard dog, without being cussed or hauled or whipped. I must have been a sight. Ezekiel shook his head the whole way. “Oh, John,” he said. “Oh, my goodness. Oh, John.”


  “Jump in, brother,” I said. “Let Ole Massa plow this field his own damn self.”


  Ezekiel rubbed his hands along the chrome on the side of the car, swiping up and down and up and down. I was scared he’d burn himself. “Oh, John.” He kept shaking his head. “John tricks Ole Massa again. High John the Conqueror rides the Terraplane to glory.”


  “Quit that, now. You worry me.”


  “John, those songs you wrote been keeping us going down here. Did you know that?”


  “I ‘preciate it.”


  “But lemme ask you, John. Lemme ask you something before you ride off. How come you wrote all those songs about hellhounds and the devil and such? How come you was so sure you’d be coming down here when you died?”


  I fidgeted and looked in the mirror at the road behind. “Man, I don’t know. Couldn’t imagine nothing else. Not for me, anyway.”


  Ezekiel laughed once, loud, boom, like a shotgun going off.


  “Don’t be doing that, man. I about jumped out of my britches. Come on and let’s go.”


  He shook his head again. “Maybe you knew you was needed down here, John. Maybe you knew we was singing, and telling stories, and waiting.” He stepped back into the dirt. “This is your ride, John. But I’ll make sure everybody knows what you done. I’ll tell ‘em that things has changed in Beluthahatchie.” He looked off down the road. “You’d best get on. Shoot—maybe you can find some jook joint and have some fun afore he catches up to you.”


  “Maybe so, brother, maybe so.”


  I han’t gone two miles afore I got that bad old crawly feeling. I looked over to the passengers’ side of the car and saw it was all spattered with blood, the learner and the carpet and the chrome on the door, and both those mangy hound dogs was sprawled across the front seat wallowing in it, both licking my razor like it was something good, and that’s where the blood was coming from, welling up from the blade with each pass of their tongues. Time I caught sight of the dogs, they both lifted their heads and went to howling. It wan’t no howl like any dog should howl. It was more like a couple of panthers in the night.


  “Hush up, you dogs!” I yelled. “Hush up, I say!” One of the dogs kept on howling, but the other looked me in the eyes and gulped air, his jowls flapping, like he was fixing to bark, but instead of barking said: “Hush yourself, nigger.”


  When I looked back at the road, there wan’t no road, just a big thicket of bushes and trees a-coming at me. Then came a whole lot of screeching and scraping and banging, with me holding onto the wheel just to keep from flying out of the seat, and then the car went sideways and I heard an awful bang and a crack and then I didn’t know anything else. I just opened my eyes later, I don’t know how much later, and found me and my guitar lying on the shore of the Lake of the Dead.


  I had heard tell of that dreadful place, but I never had expected to see it for myself. Preacher Dodds whispered to us younguns once or twice about it, and said you have to work awful hard and be awful mean to get there, and once you get there, there ain’t no coming back. “Don’t seek it, my children, don’t seek it,” he’d say.


  As far as I could see, all along the edges of the water, was bones and carcasses and lumps that used to be animals—mules and horses and cows and coons and even little dried-up birds scattered like hickory chips, and some things lying away off that might have been animals and might not have been, oh Lord, I didn’t go to look. A couple of buzzards was strolling the edge of the water, not acting hungry nor vicious but just on a tour, I reckon. The sun was setting, but the water didn’t cast no shine at all. It had a dim and scummy look, so flat and still that you’d be tempted to try to walk across it, if any human could bear seeing what lay on the other side. “Don’t seek it, my children, don’t seek it.” I han’t sought it, but now the devil had sent me there, and all I knew to do was hold my guitar close to me and watch those buzzards a-picking and a-pecking and wait for it to get dark. And Lord, what would this place be like in the dark?


  But the guitar did feel good up against me thataway, like it had stored up all the songs I ever wrote or sung to comfort me in a hard time. I thought about those field hands a-pointing my way, and about Ezekiel sweating along behind his mule, and the way he grabbed aholt of my shoulder and swung me around. And I remembered the new song I had been fooling with all day in my head while I was following that li’l peckerwood in the Terraplane.


  “Well, boys,” I told the buzzards, “if the devil’s got some powers I reckon I got some, too. I didn’t expect to be playing no blues after I was dead. But I guess that’s all there is to play now. ‘Sides, I’ve played worse places.”


  I started humming and strumming, and then just to warm up I played “Rambling on My Mind” cause it was, and “Sweet Home Chicago” cause I figured I wouldn’t see that town no more, and “Terraplane Blues” on account of that damn car. Then I sang the song I had just made up that day.


  
    I’m down in Beluthahatchie, baby,


    Way out where the trains don’t run


    Yes, I’m down in Beluthahatchie, baby,


    Way out where the trains don’t run


    Who’s gonna take you strolling now


    Since your man he is dead and gone


    My body’s all laid out mama


    But my soul can’t get no rest


    My body’s all laid out mama


    But my soul can’t get no rest


    Cause you’ll be sportin with another man


    Lookin for some old Mr. Second Best


    Plain folks got to walk the line


    But the Devil he can up and ride


    Folks like us we walk the line


    But the Devil he can up and ride


    And I won’t never have blues enough


    Ooh, to keep that Devil satisfied.

  


  When I was done it was black dark and the crickets was zinging and everything was changed.


  “You can sure get around this country,” I said, “just a-sitting on your ass.”


  I was in a cane-back chair on the porch of a little wooden house, with bugs smacking into an oil lamp over my head. Just an old cropper place, sitting in the middle of a cotton field, but it had been spruced up some. Somebody had swept the yard clean, from what I could see of it, and on a post above the dipper was a couple of yellow flowers in a nailed-up Chase & Sanborn can.


  When I looked back down at the yard, though, it wan’t clean anymore. There was words written in the dirt, big and scrawly like from someone dragging his foot.


  
    DON’T GET A BIG HEAD JOHN


    I’LL BE BACK

  


  Sitting on my name was those two fat old hound dogs. “Get on with your damn stinking talking selves,” I yelled, and I shied a rock at them. It didn’t go near as far as I expected, just sorta plopped down into the dirt, but the hounds yawned and got up, snuffling each other, and waddled off into the dark.


  I stood up and stretched and mumbled. But something was still shifting in the yard, just past where the light was. Didn’t sound like no dogs, though.


  “Who that? Who that who got business with a wore out dead man?”


  Then they come up toward the porch a little closer where I could see. It was a whole mess of colored folks, men in overalls and women in aprons, granny women in bonnets pecking the ground with walking sticks, younguns with their bellies pookin out and no pants on, an old man with Coke-bottle glasses and his eyes swimming in your face nearly, and every last one of them grinning like they was touched. Why, Preacher Dodds woulda passed the plate and called it a revival. They massed up against the edge of the porch, crowding closer in and bumping up against each other, and reaching their arms out and taking hold of me, my lapels, my shoulders, my hands, my guitar, my face, the little ones aholt of my pants legs—not hauling on me or messing with me, just touching me feather light here and there like Meemaw used to touch her favorite quilt after she’d already folded it to put away. They was talking, too, mumbling and whispering and saying, “Here he is. We heard he was coming and here he is. God bless you friend, God bless you brother, God bless you son.” Some of the womenfolks was crying, and there was Ezekiel, blowing his nose on a rag.


  “Y’all got the wrong man,” I said, directly, but they was already heading back across the yard, which was all churned up now, no words to read and no pattern neither. They was looking back at me and smiling and touching, holding hands and leaning into each other, till they was all gone and it was just me and the crickets and the cotton.


  Wan’t nowhere else to go, so I opened the screen door and went on in the house. There was a bed all turned down with a feather pillow, and in the middle of the checkered oilcloth on the table was a crock of molasses, a jar of buttermilk, and a plate covered with a rag. The buttermilk was cool like it had been chilling in the well, with water beaded up on the sides of the jar. Under the rag was three hoecakes and a slab of bacon.


  When I was done with my supper, I latched the front door, lay down on the bed and was just about dead to the world when I heard something else out in the yard—swish, swish, swish. Out the window I saw, in the edge so of the porch light, one old granny woman with a shuck broom, smoothing out the yard where the folks had been. She was sweeping it as clean as for company on a Sunday. She looked up from under her bonnet and showed me what teeth she had and waved from the wrist like a youngun, and then she backed on out of the light, swish swish swish, rubbing out her tracks as she went.


  ITSY BITSY SPIDER


  James Patrick Kelly


  When I round out that my rather was still alive after all these years and living at Strawberry Fields, I thought he’d gotten just what he deserved. Retroburbs are where the old, scared people go to hide. I’d always pictured the people in them as deranged losers. Visiting some fantasy world like the disneys or Carlucci’s Carthage is one thing, moving to one is another. Sure, 2038 is messy, but it’s a hell of a lot better than nineteen-sixty-whatever.


  Now that I’d arrived at 144 Bluejay Way, I realized that the place was worse than I had imagined. Strawberry Fields was pretending to be some long-lost suburb of the late twentieth century, except that it had the sterile monotony of cheap VR. It was clean, all right, and neat, but it was everywhere the same. And the scale was wrong. The lots were squeezed together and all the houses had shrunk—like the dreams of their owners. They were about the size of a one-car garage, modular units tarted up at the factory to look like ranches, with old double-hung storm windows and hardened siding of harvest gold, barn red, forest green. Of course, there were no real garages; faux Mustangs and VW buses cruised the quiet streets. Their carbrains were listening for a summons from Barbara Chesley next door at 142, or the Goltzes across the street, who might be headed to Penny Lanes to bowl a few frames, or the hospital to die.


  There was a beach chair with blue nylon webbing on the front stoop of 144 Bluejay Way. A brick walk led to it, dividing two patches of carpet moss, green as a dream. There were names and addresses printed in huge lightstick letters on all the doors in the neighborhood; no doubt many Strawberry Fielders were easily confused. The owner of this one was Peter Fancy. He had been born Peter Fanelli, but had legally taken his stage name not long after his first success as Prince Hal in Henry IV Part 1. I was a Fancy too; the name was one of the few things of my father’s I had kept.


  I stopped at the door and let it look me over. “You’re Jen,” it said.


  “Yes.” I waited in vain for it to open or to say something else. “I’d like to see Mr. Fancy, please.” The old man’s house had worse manners than he did. “He knows I’m coming,” I said. “I sent him several messages.” Which he had never answered, but I didn’t mention that.


  “Just a minute,” said the door. “She’ll be right with you.”


  She? The idea that he might be with another woman now hadn’t occurred to me. I’d lost track of my father a long time ago—on purpose. The last time we’d actually visited overnight was when I was twenty. Mom gave me a ticket to Port Gemini, where he was doing the Shakespeare in Space program. The orbital was great, but staying with him was like being under water. I think I must have held my breath for the entire week. After that, there were a few, sporadic calls, a couple of awkward dinners—all at his instigation. Then twenty-three years of nothing.


  I never hated him, exactly. When he left, I just decided to show solidarity with Mom and be done with him. If acting was more important than his family, then to hell with Peter Fancy. Mom was horrified when I told her how I felt. She cried and claimed the divorce was as much her fault as his. It was too much for me to handle; I was only eleven years old when they separated. I needed to be on someone’s side and so I had chosen her. She never did stop trying to talk me into finding him again, even though after a while it only made me mad at her. For the past few years, she’d been warning me that I’d developed a warped view of men.


  But she was a smart woman, my mom—a winner. Sure, she’d had troubles, but she’d founded three companies, was a millionaire by twenty-five. I missed her.


  A lock clicked and the door opened. Standing in the dim interior was a little girl in a gold-and-white checked dress. Her dark, curly hair was tied in a ribbon. She was wearing white ankle socks and black Mary Jane shoes that were so shiny they had to be plastic. There was a Band-Aid on her left knee.


  “Hello, Jen. I was hoping you’d really come.” Her voice surprised me. It was resonant, impossibly mature. At first glance I’d guessed she was three, maybe four; I’m not much good at guessing kids’ ages. Now I realized that this must be a bot—a made person.


  “You look just like I thought you would.” She smiled, stood on tiptoe and raised a delicate little hand over her head. I had to bend to shake it. The hand was warm, slightly moist, and very realistic. She had to belong to Strawberry Fields; there was no way my father could afford a bot with skin this real.


  “Please come in.” She waved on the lights. “We’re so happy you’re here.” The door closed behind me.


  The playroom took up almost half of the little house. Against one wall was a miniature kitchen. Toy dishes were drying in a rack next to the sink; the pink refrigerator barely came up to my waist. The table was full-sized; it had two normal chairs and a booster chair. Opposite this was a bed with a ruffled Pumpkin Patty bedspread. About a dozen dolls and stuffed animals were arranged along the far edge of the mattress. I recognized most of them: Pooh, Mr. Moon, Baby Rollypolly, the Sleepums, Big Bird. And the wallpaper was familiar too: Oz figures like Toto and the Wizard and the Cowardly Lion on a field of Munchkin blue.


  “We had to make a few changes,” said the bot. “Do you like it?”


  The room seemed to tilt then. I took a small, unsteady step and everything righted itself. My dolls, my wallpaper, the chest of drawers from Grandma Fanelli’s cottage in Hyannis. I stared at the bot and recognized her for the first time.


  She was me.


  “What is this,” I said, “some kind of sick joke?” I felt like I’d just been slapped in the face.


  “Is something wrong?” the bot said. “Tell me. Maybe we can fix it.”


  I swiped at her and she danced out of reach. I don’t know what I would have done if I had caught her. Maybe smashed her through the picture window onto the patch of front lawn or shaken her until pieces started falling off. But the bot wasn’t responsible, my father was. Mom would never have defended him if she’d known about this. The old bastard. I couldn’t believe it. Here I was, shuddering with anger, after years of feeling nothing for him.


  There was an interior door just beyond some shelves filled with old-fashioned paper books. I didn’t take time to look as I went past, but I knew that Dr. Seuss and A.A. Milne and L. Frank Baum would be on those shelves. The door had no knob.


  “Open up,” I shouted. It ignored me, so I kicked it. “Hey!”


  “Jennifer.” The bot tugged at the back of my jacket. “I must ask you . . .”


  “You can’t have me!” I pressed my ear to the door. Silence. “I’m not this thing you made.” I kicked it again. “You hear?”


  Suddenly an announcer was shouting in the next room. “. . . Into the post to Russell, who kicks it out to Havlicek all alone at the top of the key, he shoots . . . and Baylor with the strong rebound.” The asshole was trying to drown me out.


  “If you don’t come away from that door right now,” said the bot, “I’m calling security.”


  “What are they going to do?” I said. “I’m the long-lost daughter, here for a visit. And who the hell are you, anyway?”


  “I’m bonded to him, Jen. Your father is no longer competent to handle his own affairs. I’m his legal guardian.”


  “Shit.” I kicked the door one last time, but my heart wasn’t in it. I shouldn’t have been surprised that he had slipped over the edge. He was almost ninety.


  “If you want to sit and talk, I’d like that very much.” The bot gestured toward a banana yellow beanbag chair. “Otherwise, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


  It was the shock of seeing the bot, I told myself—I’d reacted like a hurt little girl. But I was a grown woman and it was time to start behaving like one. I wasn’t here to let Peter Fancy worm his way back into my feelings. I had come because of Mom.


  “Actually,” I said, “I’m here on business.” I opened my purse. “If you’re running his life now, I guess this is for you.” I passed her the envelope and settled back, tucking my legs beneath me. There is no way for an adult to sit gracefully in a beanbag chair.


  She slipped the check out. “It’s from Mother.” She paused, then corrected herself, “Her estate.” She didn’t seem surprised.


  “Yes.”


  “It’s too generous.”


  “That’s what I thought.”


  “She must’ve taken care of you too?”


  “I’m fine.” I wasn’t about to discuss the terms of Mom’s will with my father’s toy daughter.


  “I would’ve liked to have known her,” said the bot. She slid the check back into the envelope and set it aside. “I’ve spent a lot of time imagining Mother.”


  I had to work hard not to snap at her. Sure, this bot had at least a human equivalent intelligence and would be a free citizen someday, assuming she didn’t break down first.


  But she had a cognizor for a brain and a heart fabricated in a vat. How could she possibly imagine my mom, especially when all she had to go on was whatever lies he had told her?


  “So how bad is he?”


  She gave me a sad smile and shook her head. “Some days are better than others. He has no clue who President Huong is or about the quake, but he can still recite the dagger scene from Macbeth. I haven’t told him that Mother died. He’d just forget it ten minutes later.”


  “Does he know what you are?”


  “I am many things, Jen.”


  “Including me.”


  “You’re a role I’m playing, not who I am.” She stood. “Would you like some tea?”


  “Okay.” I still wanted to know why Mom had left my father four hundred and thirty-eight thousand dollars in her will. If he couldn’t tell me, maybe the bot could.


  She went to her kitchen, opened a cupboard, and took out a regular-sized cup. It looked like a bucket in her little hand. “I don’t suppose you still drink Constant Comment?”


  His favorite. I had long since switched to rafallo. “That’s fine.” I remembered that when I was a kid my father used to brew cups for the two of us from the same bag because Constant Comment was so expensive. “I thought they went out of business long ago.”


  “I mix my own. I’d be interested to hear how accurate you think the recipe is.”


  “I suppose you know how I like it?”


  She chuckled.


  “So, does he need the money?”


  The microwave dinged. “Very few actors get rich,” said the bot. I didn’t think there had been microwaves in the sixties, but then strict historical accuracy wasn’t really the point of Strawberry Fields. “Especially when they have a weakness for Shakespeare.”


  “Then how come he lives here and not in some flop? And how did he afford you?”


  She pinched sugar between her index finger and thumb, then rubbed them together over the cup. It was something I still did, but only when I was by myself. A nasty habit; Mom used to yell at him for teaching it to me. “I was a gift.” She shook a teabag loose from a canister shaped like an acorn and plunged it into the boiling water. “From Mother.”


  The bot offered the cup to me; I accepted it nervelessly. “That’s not true.” I could feel the blood draining from my face.


  “I can lie if you’d prefer, but I’d rather not.” She pulled the booster chair away from the table and turned it to face me. “There are many things about themselves that they never told us, Jen. I’ve always wondered why that was.”


  I felt logy and a little stupid, as if I had just woken from a thirty-year nap. “She just gave you to him?”


  “And bought him this house, paid all his bills, yes.”


  “But why?”


  “You knew her,” said the bot. “I was hoping you could tell me.”


  I couldn’t think of what to say or do. Since there was a cup in my hand, I took a sip. For an instant, the scent of tea and dried oranges carried me back to when I was a little girl and I was sitting in Grandma Fanelli’s kitchen in a wet bathing suit, drinking Constant Comment that my father had made to keep my teeth from chattering. There were knots like brown eyes in the pine walls and the green linoleum was slick where I had dripped on it.


  “Well?”


  “It’s good,” I said absently and raised the cup to her. “No, really, just like I remember.”


  She clapped her hands in excitement. “So,” said the bot. “What was Mother like?”


  It was an impossible question, so I tried to let it bounce off me. But then neither of us said anything; we just stared at each other across a yawning gulf of time and experience. In the silence, the question stuck. Mom had died three months ago and this was the first time since the funeral that I’d thought of her as she really had been—not the papery ghost in the hospital room. I remembered how, after she divorced my father, she always took my calls when she was at the. office, even if it was late, and how she used to step on imaginary brakes whenever I drove her anywhere, and how grateful I was that she didn’t cry when I told her that Rob and I were getting divorced. I thought about Easter eggs and raspberry Pop Tarts and when she sent me to Antibes for a year when I was fourteen and that perfume she wore on my father’s opening nights and the way they used to waltz on the patio at the house in Waltham.


  “West is walking the ball up court, setting bis offense with fifteen seconds to go on the shot clock, nineteen in the half . . .”


  The beanbag chair that I was in faced the picture window. Behind me, I could hear the door next to the bookcase open.


  “Jones and Goodrich are in each other’s jerseys down low and now Chamberlain swings over and calls for the ball on the weak side . . .”


  I twisted around to look over my shoulder. The great Peter Fancy was making his entrance.


  Mom once told me that when she met my father, he was typecast playing men that women fall hopelessly in love with. He’d had great successes as Stanley Kowalski in Streetcar and Skye Masterson in Guys and Dolls and the Vicomte de Valmont in Les Liaisons Dangereuses. The years had eroded his good looks but had not obliterated them; from a distance he was still a handsome man. He had a shock of close-cropped white hair. The beautiful cheekbones were still there; the chin was as sharply defined as it had been in his first head-shot. His gray eyes were distant and a little dreamy, as if he were preoccupied with the War of the Roses or the problem of evil.


  “Jen,” he said, “what’s going on out here?” He still had the big voice that could reach into the second balcony without a mike. I thought for a moment he was talking to me.


  “We have company, Daddy,” said the bot, in a four-year-old trill that took me by surprise. “A lady.”


  “I can see that it’s a lady, sweetheart.” He took a hand from the pocket of his jeans, stroked the touchpad on his belt and his exolegs walked him stiffly across the room. “I’m Peter Fancy,” he said.


  “The lady is from Strawberry Fields.” The bot swung around behind my father. She shot me a look that made the terms and conditions of my continued presence clear: if I broke the illusion, I was out. “She came by to see if everything is all right with our house.” The bot disturbed me even more, now that she sounded like young Jen Fancy.


  As I heaved myself out of the beanbag chair, my father gave me one of those lopsided, flirting grins I knew so well. “Does the lady have a name?” He must have shaved just for the company, because now that he had come close I could see that he had a couple of fresh nicks. There was a button-sized patch of gray whiskers by his ear that he had missed altogether.


  “Her name is Ms. Johnson,” said the bot. It was my ex, Rob’s, last name. I had never been Jennifer Johnson.


  “Well, Ms. Johnson,” he said, hooking thumbs in his pants pockets. “The water in my toilet is brown.”


  “I’ll . . . um . . . see that it’s taken care of.” I was at a loss for what to say next, then inspiration struck. “Actually, I had another reason for coming.” I could see the bot stiffen. “I don’t know if you’ve seen Yesterday, our little newsletter? Anyway, I was talking to Mrs. Chesley next door and she told me that you were an actor once. I was wondering if I might interview you. Just a few questions, if you have the time. I think your neighbors might . . .”


  “Were?” he said, drawing himself up. “Once? Madame, I am now an actor and will always be.”


  “My Daddy’s famous,” said the bot.


  I cringed at that; it was something I used to say. My father squinted at me. “What did you say your name was?”


  “Johnson,” I said. “Jane Johnson.”


  “And you’re a reporter? You’re sure you’re not a critic?”


  “Positive.”


  He seemed satisfied. “I’m Peter Fancy.” He extended his right hand to shake. The hand was spotted and bony and it trembled like a reflection in a lake. Clearly whatever magic—or surgeon’s skill—it was that had preserved my father’s face had not extended to his extremities. I was so disturbed by his infirmity that I took his cold hand in mine and pumped it three, four times. It was dry as a page of one of the bot’s dead books. When I let go, the hand seemed steadier. He gestured at the beanbag.


  “Sit,” he said. “Please.”


  After I had settled in, he tapped the touchpad and stumped over to the picture window. “Barbara Chesley is a broken and bitter old woman,” he said, “and I will not have dinner with her under any circumstances, do you understand?” He peered up Bluejay Way and down.


  “Yes, Daddy,” said the bot.


  “I believe she voted for Nixon, so she has no reason to complain now.” Apparently satisfied that the neighbors weren’t sneaking up on us, he leaned against the windowsill, facing me. “Mrs. Thompson, I think today may well be a happy one for both of us. I have an announcement.” He paused for effect. “I’ve been thinking of Lear again.”


  The bot settled onto one of her little chairs. “Oh, Daddy, that’s wonderful.”


  “It’s the only one of the big four I haven’t done,” said my father. “I was set for a production in Stratford, Ontario, back in ‘99; Polly Matthews was to play Cordelia. Now there was an actor; she could bring tears to a stone. But then my wife Hannah had one of her bad times and I had to withdraw so I could take care of Jen. The two of us stayed down at my mother’s cottage on the Cape; I wasted the entire season tending bar. And when Hannah came out of rehab, she decided that she didn’t want to be married to an underemployed actor anymore, so things were tight for a while. She had all the money, so I had to scramble—spent almost two years on the road. But I think it might have been for the best. I was only forty-eight. Too old for Hamlet, too young for Lear. My Hamlet was very well received, you know. There were overtures from PBS about a taping, but that was when the BBC decided to do the Shakespeare series with that doctor, what was his name? Jonathan Miller. So instead of Peter Fancy, we had Derek Jacobi, whose brilliant idea it was to roll across the stage, frothing his lines like a rabid raccoon. You’d think he’d seen an alien, not his father’s ghost. Well, that was another missed opportunity, except, of course, that I was too young. Ripeness is all, eh? So I still have Lear to do. Unfinished business. My comeback.”


  He bowed, then pivoted solemnly so that I saw him in profile, framed by the picture window. “Where have I been? Where am I? Fair daylight?” He held up a trembling hand and blinked at it uncomprehendingly. “I know not what to say. I swear these are not my hands.”


  Suddenly the bot was at his feet. “O look upon me, sir,” she said, in her childish voice, “and hold your hand in benediction o’er me.”


  “Pray, do not mock me.” My father gathered himself in the flood of morning light. “I am a very foolish, fond old man, fourscore and upward, not an hour more or less; and to deal plainly, I fear I am not in my perfect mind.”


  He stole a look in my direction, as if to gauge my reaction to his impromptu performance. A frown might have stopped him, a word would have crushed him. Maybe I should have, but I was afraid he’d start talking about Mom again, telling me things I didn’t want to know. So I watched instead, transfixed.


  “Methinks I should know you . . .” He rested his hand briefly on the bot’s head. “. . . and know this stranger.” He fumbled at the controls and the exolegs carried him across the room toward me. As he drew nearer, he seemed to sluff off the years. “Yet I am mainly ignorant what place this is; and all the skill I have remembers not these garments, nor I know not where I did lodge last night.” It was Peter Fancy who stopped before me; his face a mere kiss away from mine. “Do not laugh at me; for, as I am a man, I think this lady to be my child. Cordelia.”


  He was staring right at me, into me, knifing through make-believe indifference to the wound I’d nursed all these years, the one that had never healed. He seemed to expect a reply, only I didn’t have the line. A tiny, sad squeaky voice within me was whimpering, You left me and you got exactly what you deserve. But my throat tightened and choked it off.


  The bot cried, “And so I am! I am!”


  But she had distracted him. I could see confusion begin to deflate him. “Be your tears wet? Yes, faith. I pray . . . weep not. If you have poison for me, I will drink it. I know you do not love me . . .”


  He stopped and his brow wrinkled. “It’s something about the sisters,” he muttered.


  “Yes,” said the bot, “ ‘. . . for your sisters have done me wrong . . .’ ”


  “Don’t feed me the fucking lines!” he shouted at her. “I’m Peter Fancy, god damn it!”


  After she calmed him down, we had lunch. She let him make the peanut butter and banana sandwiches while she heated up some Campbell’s tomato and rice soup, which she poured from a can made of actual metal. The sandwiches were lumpy because he had hacked the bananas into chunks the size of walnuts. She tried to get him to tell me about the daylilies blooming in the backyard, and the old Boston Garden, and the time he and Mom had had breakfast with Bobby Kennedy. She asked whether he wanted TV dinner or pot pie for supper. He refused all her conversational gambits. He only ate half a bowl of soup.


  He pushed back from the table and announced that it was her nap time. The bot put up a perfunctory fuss, although it was clear that it was my father who was tired out. However, the act seemed to perk him up. Another role for his resume: the doting father. “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “We’ll play your game, sweetheart. But just once—otherwise you’ll be cranky tonight.”


  The two of them perched on the edge of the bot’s bed next to Big Bird and the Sleepums. My father started to sing and the bot immediately joined in.


  “The itsy bitsy spider went up the water spout.”


  Their gestures were almost mirror images, except that his ruined hands actually looked like spiders as they climbed into the air.


  “Down came the rain, and washed the spider out.”


  The bot beamed at him as if he were the only person in the world.


  “Out came the sun, and dried up all the rain.


  “And the itsy bitsy spider went up the spout again.”


  When his arms were once again raised over his head, she giggled and hugged him. He let them fall around her, returning her embrace. “That’s a good girl,” he said. “That’s my Jenny.”


  The look on his face told me that I had been wrong: this was no act. It was as real to him as it was to me. I had tried hard not to, but I still remembered how the two of us always used to play together, Daddy and Jenny, Jen and Dad.


  Waiting for Mommy to come home.


  He kissed her and she snuggled under the blankets. I felt my eyes stinging.


  “But if you do the play,” she said, “when will you be back?”


  “What play?”


  “That one you were telling me. The king and his daughters.”


  “There’s no such play, Jenny.” He sifted her black curls through his hands. “I’ll never leave you, don’t worry now. Never again.” He rose unsteadily and caught himself on the chest of drawers.


  “Nighty noodle,” said the bot.


  “Pleasant dreams, sweetheart,” said my father. “I love you.”


  “I love you too.”


  I expected him to say something to me, but he didn’t even seem to realize that I was still in the room. He shambled across die playroom, opened the door to his bedroom and went in.


  “I’m sorry about that,” said the bot, speaking again as an adult.


  “Don’t be,” I said. I coughed—something in my throat. “It was fine. I was very . . . touched.”


  “He’s usually a lot happier. Sometimes he works in the garden.” The bot pulled the blankets aside and swung her legs out of the bed. “He likes to vacuum.”


  “Yes.”


  “I take good care of him.”


  I nodded and reached for my purse. “I can see that.” I had to go. “Is it enough?”


  She shrugged. “He’s my daddy.”


  “I meant the money. Because if it’s not, I’d like to help.”


  “Thank you. He’d appreciate that.”


  The front door opened for me, but I paused before stepping out into Strawberry Fields. “What about . . . after?”


  “When he dies? My bond terminates. He said he’d leave the house to me. I know you could contest that, but I’ll need to sell in order to pay for my twenty-year maintenance.”


  “No, no. That’s fine. You deserve it.”


  She came to the door and looked up at me, little Jen Fancy and the woman she would never become.


  “You know, it’s you he loves,” she said. “I’m just a stand-in.”


  “He loves his little girl,” I said. “Doesn’t do me any good—I’m forty-seven.”


  “It could if you let it.” She frowned. “I wonder if that’s why Mother did all this. So you’d find out.”


  “Or maybe she was just plain sorry.” I shook my head. She was a smart woman, my mom. I would’ve liked to have known her.


  “So, Ms. Fancy, maybe you can visit us again sometime.” The bot grinned and shook my hand. “Daddy’s usually in a good mood after his nap. He sits out front on his beach chair and waits for the ice cream truck. He always buys us some. Our favorite is Yellow Submarine. It’s vanilla with fat butterscotch swirls, dipped in white chocolate. I know it sounds kind of odd, but it’s good.”


  “Yes,” I said absently, thinking about all the things Mom had told me about my father. I was hearing them now for the first time. “That might be nice.”


  THE HAND YOU’RE DEALT


  Robert J. Sawyer


  
    And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free. —John 8:32

  


  “Got a new case for you,” said my boss, Raymond Chen. “Homicide.”


  My heart started pounding. Mendelia habitat is supposed to be a utopia. Murder is almost unheard of here.


  Chen was fat—never exercised, loved rich foods. He knew his lifestyle would take decades off his life, but, hey, that was his choice.


  “Somebody offed a soothsayer, over in Wheel Four,” he said, wheezing slightly.


  “Baranski’s on the scene now.”


  My eyebrows went up. A dead soothsayer? This could be very interesting indeed.


  I took my pocket forensic scanner and exited The Cop Shop. That was its real name—no taxes in Mendelia, after all. You needed a cop, you hired one. In this case, Chen had said, we were being paid by the Soothsayers’ Guild.


  That meant we could run up as big a bill as necessary—the SG was stinking rich. One of the few laws in Mendelia was that everyone had to use soothsayers.


  Mendelia consisted of five modules, each looking like a wagon wheel with spokes leading in to a central hub. The hubs were all joined together by a long axle, and separate travel tubes connected the outer edges of the wheels.


  The whole thing spun to simulate gravity out at the rims, and the travel tubes saved you having to go down to the zero-g of the axle to move from one wheel to the next.


  The Cop Shop was in Wheel Two. All the wheel rims were hollow, with buildings growing up toward the axle from the outer interior wall. Plenty of open spaces in Mendelia—it wouldn’t be much of a utopia without those. But our sky was a hologram, projected on the convex inner wall of the rim, above our heads. The Cop Shop’s entrance was right by Wheel Two’s transit loop, a series of maglev tracks along which robocabs ran. I hailed one, flashed my debit card at an unblinking eye, and the cab headed out. The Carling family, who owned the taxi concession, was one of the oldest and richest families in Mendelia.


  The ride took fifteen minutes. Suzanne Baranski was waiting outside for me. She was a good cop, but too green to handle a homicide alone. Still, she’d get a big cut of the fee for being the original responding officer—after all, the cop who responds to a call never knows who, if anyone, is going to pick up the tab. When there is money to be had, first-responders get a disproportionate share.


  I’d worked with Suze a couple of times before, and had even gone to see her play cello with the symphony once. Perfect example of what Mendelia’s all about, that. Suze Baranski had blue-collar parents. They’d worked as welders on the building of Wheel Five; not the kind who’d normally send a daughter for music lessons. But just after she’d been born, their soothsayer had said that Suze had musical talent. Not enough to make a living at it—that’s why she’s a cop by day—but still sufficient that it would be a shame not to let her develop it.


  “Hi, Toby,” Suze said to me. She had short red hair and big green eyes, and, of course, was in plain clothes—you wanted a uniformed cop, you called our competitors, Spitpolish, Inc.


  “Howdy, Suze,” I said, walking toward her. She led me over to the door, which had been locked off in the open position. A holographic sign next to it proclaimed: Skye Hissock Soothsayer Let Me Reveal Your Future! Fully Qualified for Infant and Adult Readings We stepped into a well-appointed lobby. The art was unusual for such an office—it was all original pen-and-ink political cartoons. There was Republic CEO Da Silva, her big nose exaggerated out of all proportion, and next to it, Axel Durmont, Earth’s current president, half buried in legislation printouts and tape that doubtless would have been red had this been a color rendering. The artist’s signature caught my eye, the name Skye with curving lines behind it that I realized were meant to represent clouds. Just like Suze, our decedent had had varied talents.


  “The body is in the inner private office,” said Suze, leading the way. That door, too, was already open. She stepped in first, and I followed.


  Skye Hissock’s body sat in a chair behind his desk. His head had been blown clean off. A great carnation bloom of blood covered most of the wall behind him, and chunks of brain were plastered to the wall and the credenza behind the desk.


  “Christ,” I said. Some utopia.


  Suze nodded. “Blaster, obviously,” she said, sounding much more experienced in such matters than she really was. “Probably a giga-watt charge.”


  I began looking around the room. It was opulent; old Skye had obviously done well for himself. Suze was poking around, too. “Hey,” she said, after a moment. I turned to look at her. She was climbing up on the credenza.


  The blast had knocked a small piece of sculpture off the wall—it lay in two pieces on the floor—and she was examining where it had been affixed. “Thought that’s what it was,” she said, nodding. “There’s a hidden camera here.”


  My heart skipped a beat. “You don’t suppose he got the whole thing on disk, do you?” I said, moving over to where she was. I gave her a hand getting down off the credenza, and we opened it up—a slightly difficult task; crusted blood had sealed its sliding doors. Inside was a dusty recorder unit. I turned to Skye’s desk, and pushed the release switch to pop up his monitor plate. Suze pushed the recorder’s playback button. As we’d suspected, the unit was designed to feed into the desk monitor.


  The picture showed the reverse angle from behind Skye’s desk. The door to the private office opened and in came a young man. He looked to be eighteen, meaning he was just the right age for the mandatory adult soothsaying.


  He had shoulder length dirty-blond hair, and was wearing a t-shirt imprinted with the logo of a popular meed. I shook my head. There hadn’t been a good multimedia band since The Cassies, if you ask me.


  “Hello, Dale,” said what must have been Skye’s voice. He spoke with deep, slightly nasal tones. “Thank you for coming in.”


  Okay, we had the guy’s picture, and his first name, and the name of his favorite meed. Even if Dale’s last name didn’t turn up in Skye’s appointment computer, we should have no trouble tracking him down.


  “As you know,” said Skye’s recorded voice, “the law requires two soothsayings in each person’s life. The first is done just after you’re born, with one or both of your parents in attendance. At that time, the soothsayer only tells them things they’ll need to know to get you through childhood. But when you turn eighteen, you, not your parents, become legally responsible for all your actions, and so it’s time you heard everything. Now, do you want the good news or the bad news first?”


  Here it comes, I thought. He told Dale something he didn’t want to hear, the guy flipped, pulled out a blaster, and blew him away.


  Dale swallowed. “The—the good, I guess.”


  “All right,” said Skye. “First, you’re a bright young man—not a genius, you understand, but brighter than average. Your IQ should run between 126 and 132. You are gifted musically—did your parents tell you that? Good. I hope they encouraged you.”


  “They did,” said Dale, nodding. “I’ve had piano lessons since I was four.”


  “Good, good. A crime to waste such raw talent. You also have a particular aptitude for mathematics. That’s often paired with musical ability, of course, so no surprises there. Your visual memory is slightly better than average, although your ability to do rote memorization is slightly worse. You would make a good long-distance runner, but . . .”


  I motioned for Suze to hit the fast-forward button; it seemed like a typical soothsaying, although I’d review it in depth later, if need be. Poor Dale fidgeted up and down in quadruple speed for a time, then Suze released the button.


  “Now,” said Skye’s voice, “the bad news.” I made an impressed face at Suze; she’d stopped speeding along at precisely the right moment. “I’m afraid there’s a lot of it. Nothing devastating, but still lots of little things. You will begin to lose your hair around your twenty-seventh birthday, and it will begin to gray by the time you’re thirty-two. By the age of forty, you will be almost completely bald, and what’s left at that point will be half brown and half gray.


  “On a less frivolous note, you’ll also be prone to gaining weight, starting at about age thirty-three—and you’ll put on half a kilo a year for each of the following thirty years if you’re not careful; by the time you’re in your mid-fifties, that will pose a significant health hazard. You’re also highly likely to develop adult-onset diabetes. Now, yes, that can be cured, but the cure is expensive, and you’ll have to pay for it—so either keep your weight down, which will help stave off its onset, or start saving now for the operation . . .”


  I shrugged. Nothing worth killing a man over. Suze fast-forwarded the tape some more.


  “—and that’s it,” concluded Skye. “You know now everything significant that’s coded into your DNA. Use this information wisely, and you should have a long, happy, healthy life.”


  Dale thanked Skye, took a printout of the information he’d just heard, and left. The recording stopped. It had been too much to hope for.


  Whoever killed Skye Hissock had come in after young Dale had departed. He was still our obvious first suspect, but unless there was something awful in the parts of the genetic reading we’d fast-forwarded over, there didn’t seem to be any motive for him to kill his soothsayer. And besides, this Dale had a high IQ, Skye had said. Only an idiot would think there was any sense in shooting the messenger.


  After we’d finished watching the recording, I did an analysis of the actual blaster burn. No fun, that: standing over the open top of Skye’s torso.


  Most of the blood vessels had been cauterized by the charge. Still, blasters were only manufactured in two places I knew of—Tokyo, on Earth, and New Monty. If the one used here had been made on New Monty, we’d be out of luck, but one of Earth’s countless laws required all blasters to leave a characteristic EM signature, so they could be traced to their registered owners, and—


  Good: it was an Earth-made blaster. I recorded the signature, then used my compad to relay it to The Cop Shop. If Raymond Chen could find some time between stuffing his face, he’d send an FTL message to Earth and check the pattern—assuming, of course, that the Jeffies don’t scramble the message just for kicks. Meanwhile, I told Suze to go over Hissock’s client list, while I started checking out his family—fact is, even though it doesn’t make much genetic sense, most people are killed by their own relatives.


  Skye Hissock had been fifty-one. He’d been a soothsayer for twenty-three years, ever since finishing his Ph.D. in genetics. He was unmarried, and both his parents were long dead. But he did have a brother named Rodger. Rodger was married to Rebecca Connolly, and they had two children, Glen, who, like Dale in Skye’s recording, had just turned eighteen, and Billy, who was eight.


  There are no inheritance taxes in Mendelia, of course, so barring a will to the contrary, Hissock’s estate would pass immediately to his brother.


  Normally, that’d be a good motive for murder, but Rodger Hissock and Rebecca Connolly were already quite rich: they owned a controlling interest in the company that operated Mendelia’s atmosphere-recycling plant.


  I decided to start my interviews with Rodger. Not only had brothers been killing each other since Cain wasted Abel, but the fingerprint lock (a standard ten-points-of-comparison model) on Skye’s private inner office was programmed to recognize only four people—Skye himself; his office cleaner, who Suze was going to talk to; another soothsayer named Jennifer Halasz, who sometimes took Skye’s patients for him when he was on vacation (and who had called in the murder, having stopped by apparently to meet Skye for coffee); and dear brother Rodger. Rodger lived in Wheel Four, and worked in One.


  I took a cab over to his office. Unlike Skye, Rodger had a real flesh-and-blood receptionist. Most companies that did have human receptionists used middle-aged, businesslike people of either sex. Some guys got so rich that they didn’t care what people thought; they hired beautiful blonde women whose busts had been surgically altered far beyond what any phenotype might provide.


  But Rodger’s choice was different. His receptionist was a delicate young man with refined, almost feminine features. He was probably older than he looked; he looked fourteen.


  “Detective Toby Korsakov,” I said, flashing my ID. I didn’t offer to shake hands—the boy looked like his would shatter if any pressure were applied. “I’d like to see Rodger Hissock.”


  “Do you have an appointment?” His voice was high, and there was just a trace of a lisp.


  “No. But I’m sure Mr. Hissock will want to see me. It’s important.”


  The boy looked very dubious, but he spoke into an intercom. “There’s a cop here, Rodger. Says it’s important.”


  There was a pause. “Send him in,” said a loud voice. The boy nodded at me, and I walked through the heavy wooden door—mahogany, no doubt imported all the way from Earth.


  I had thought Skye Hissock’s office was well-appointed, but his brother’s put it to shame. Objets d’art from a dozen worlds were tastefully displayed on crystal stands. The carpet was so thick I was sure my shoes would sink out of sight. I walked toward the desk. Rodger rose to greet me. He was a muscular man, thick-necked, with lots of black hair and pale gray eyes. We shook hands; his grip was a show of macho strength. “Hello,” he said. He boomed out the word, clearly a man used to commanding everyone’s attention. “What can I do for you?”


  “Please sit down,” I said. “My name is Toby Korsakov. I’m from The Cop Shop, working under a contract to the Soothsayer’s Guild.”


  “My God,” said Rodger. “Has something happened to Skye?”


  Although it was an unpleasant duty, there was nothing more useful in a murder investigation than being there to tell a suspect about the death and seeing his reaction. Most guilty parties played dumb far too long, so the fact that Rodger had quickly made the obvious connection between the SG and his brother made me suspect him less, not more. Still . . . “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news,” I said, “but I’m afraid your brother is dead.”


  Rodger’s eyes went wide. “What happened?”


  “He was murdered.”


  “Murdered,” repeated Rodger, as if he’d never heard the word before.


  “That’s right. I was wondering if you knew of anyone who’d want him dead?”


  “How was he killed?” asked Rodger. I was irritated that this wasn’t an answer to my question, and even more irritated that I’d have to explain it so soon. More than a few homicides had been solved by a suspect mentioning the nature of the crime in advance of him or her supposedly having learned the details. “He was shot at close range by a blaster.”


  “Oh,” said Rodger. He slumped in his chair. “Skye dead.” His head shook back and forth a little. When he looked up, his gray eyes were moist.


  Whether he was faking or not, I couldn’t tell.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “Do you know who did it?”


  “Not yet. We’re tracing the blaster’s EM signature. But there were no signs of forcible entry, and, well . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, there are only four people whose fingerprints opened the door to Skye’s inner office.”


  Rodger nodded. “Me and Skye. Who else?”


  “His cleaner, and another soothsayer.”


  “You’re checking them out?”


  “My associate is. She’s also checking all the people Skye had appointments with recently—people he might have let in of his own volition.”


  A pause. “Can I ask where you were this morning between ten and eleven?”


  “Here.”


  “In your office?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Your receptionist can vouch for that?”


  “Well . . . no. No, he can’t. He was out all morning. His sooth says he’s got a facility for languages. I give him a half-day off every Wednesday to take French lessons.”


  “Did anyone call you while he was gone?”


  Rodger spread his thick arms. “Oh, probably. But I never answer my own compad. Truth to tell, I like that half-day where I can’t be reached. It lets me get an enormous amount of work done without being interrupted.”


  “So no one can verify your presence here?”


  “Well, no . . . no, I guess they can’t. But, Crissakes, Detective, Skye was my brother . . .”


  “I’m not accusing you, Mr. Hissock—”


  “Besides, if I’d taken a robocab over, there’d be a debit charge against my account.”


  “Unless you paid cash. Or unless you walked.” You can walk down the travel tubes, although most people don’t bother.


  “You don’t seriously believe—”


  “I don’t believe anything yet, Mr. Hissock.” It was time to change the subject; he would be no use to me if he got too defensive. “Was your brother a good soothsayer?”


  “Best there is. Hell, he read my own sooth when I turned eighteen.”


  He saw my eyebrows go up. “Skye is nine years older than me; I figured, why not use him? He needed the business; he was just starting his practice at that point.”


  “Did Skye do the readings for your children, too?”


  An odd hesitation. “Well, yeah, yeah, Skye did their infant readings, but Glen—that’s my oldest; just turned 18—he decided to go somewhere else for his adult reading. Waste of money, if you ask me. Skye would’ve given him a discount.”


  My compad bleeped while I was in a cab. I turned it on.


  “Yo, Toby.” Raymond Chen’s fat face appeared on the screen. “We got the registration information on that blaster signature.”


  “Yeah?”


  Ray smiled. “Do the words `open-and-shut case’ mean anything to you?


  The blaster belongs to one Rodger Hissock. He bought it about eleven years ago.”


  I nodded and signed off. Since the lock accepted his fingerprint, rich little brother would have no trouble waltzing right into big brother’s inner office, and exploding his head. Rodger had method and he had opportunity.


  Now all I needed was to find his motive—and for that, continuing to interview the family members might prove useful.


  Eighteen-year-old Glen Hissock was studying engineering at Francis Crick University in Wheel Three. He was a dead ringer for his old man: built like a wrestler, with black hair and quicksilver eyes. But whereas father Rodger had a coarse, outgoing way about him—the crusher handshake, the loud voice—young Glen was withdrawn, soft-spoken, and nervous.


  “I’m sorry about your uncle,” I said, knowing that Rodger had already broken the news to his son.


  Glen looked at the floor. “Me too.”


  “Did you like him?”


  “He was okay.”


  “Just okay.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Where were you between ten and eleven this morning?”


  “At home.”


  “Was anyone else there?”


  “Nah. Mom and Dad were at work, and Billy—that’s my little brother—was in school.” He met my eyes for the first time. “Am I a suspect?”


  He wasn’t really. All the evidence seemed to point to his father. I shook my head in response to his question, then said, “I hear you had your sooth read recently.”


  “Yeah.”


  “But you didn’t use your uncle.”


  “Nah.”


  “How come?”


  A shrug. “Just felt funny, that’s all. I picked a guy at random from the online directory.”


  “Any surprises in your sooth?”


  The boy looked at me. “Sooth’s private, man. I don’t have to tell you that.”


  I nodded. “Sorry.”


  Two hundred years ago, in 2029, the Palo Alto Nanosystems Laboratory developed a molecular computer. You doubtless read about it in history class: during the Snow War, the U.S. used it to disassemble Bogatá atom by atom.


  Sometimes, though, you can put the genie back in the bottle.


  Remember Hamasaki and DeJong, the two researchers at PANL who were shocked to see their work corrupted that way? They created and released the nano-Gorts—self-replicating microscopic machines that seek out and destroy molecular computers, so that nothing like Bogatá could ever happen again.


  We’ve got PANL nano-Gorts here, of course. They’re everywhere in Free Space. But we’ve got another kind of molecular guardian, too—inevitably, they were dubbed helix-Gorts. It’s rumored the SG was responsible for them, but after a huge investigation, no indictments were ever brought. Helix-Gorts circumvent any attempt at artificial gene therapy. We can tell you everything that’s written in your DNA, but we can’t do a damned thing about it. Here, in Mendelia, you play the hand you’re dealt.


  My compad bleeped again. I switched it on. “Korsakov here.”


  Suze’s face appeared on the screen. “Hi, Toby. I took a sample of Skye’s DNA off to Rundstedt”—a soothsayer who did forensic work for us.


  “She’s finished the reading.”


  “And?” I said.


  Suze’s green eyes blinked. “Nothing stood out. Skye wouldn’t have been a compulsive gambler, or an addict, or inclined to steal another person’s spouse—which eliminates several possible motives for his murder. In fact, Rundstedt says Skye would have had a severe aversion to confrontation.” She sighed. “Just doesn’t seem to be the kind of guy who’d end up in a situation where someone would want him dead.”


  I nodded. “Thanks, Suze. Any luck with Skye’s clients?”


  “I’ve gone through almost all the ones who’d had appointments in the last three days. So far, they all have solid alibis.”


  “Keep checking. I’m off to see Skye’s sister-in-law, Rebecca Connolly. Talk to you later.”


  “Bye.”


  Sometimes I wonder if I’m in the right line of work. I know, I know—what a crazy thing to be thinking. I mean, my parents knew from my infant reading that I’d grow up to have an aptitude for puzzle-solving, plus superior powers of observation. They made sure I had every opportunity to fulfill my potentials, and when I had my sooth read for myself at eighteen, it was obvious that this would be a perfect job for me to pursue. And yet, still, I have my doubts. I just don’t feel like a cop sometimes.


  But a soothsaying can’t be wrong: almost every human trait has a genetic basis—gullibility, mean-spiritedness, a goofy sense of humor, the urge to collect things, talents for various sports, every specific sexual predilection (according to my own sooth, my tastes ran to group sex with Asian women—so far, I’d yet to find an opportunity to test that empirically).


  Of course, when Mendelia started up, we didn’t yet know what each gene and gene combo did. Even today, the SG is still adding new interpretations to the list. Still, I sometimes wonder how people in other parts of Free Space get along without soothsayers—stumbling through life, looking for the right job; sometimes completely unaware of talents they possess; failing to know what specific things they should do to take care of their health. Oh, sure, you can get a genetic reading anywhere—even down on Earth. But they’re only mandatory here.


  And my mandatory readings said I’d make a good cop. But, I have to admit, sometimes I’m not so sure . . .


  Rebecca Connolly was at home when I got there. On Earth, a family with the kind of money the Hissock-Connolly union had would own a mansion. Space is at a premium aboard a habitat, but their living room was big enough that its floor showed a hint of curvature. The art on the walls included originals by both Grant Wood and Bob Eggleton. There was no doubt they were loaded—making it all the harder to believe they’d done in Uncle Skye for his money.


  Rebecca Connolly was a gorgeous woman. According to the press reports I’d read, she was forty-four, but she looked twenty years younger. Gene therapy might be impossible here, but anyone who could afford it could have plastic surgery. Her hair was copper-colored, and her eyes an unnatural violet.


  “Hello, Detective Korsakov,” she said. “My husband told me you were likely to stop by.” She shook her head. “Poor Skye. Such a darling man.”


  I tilted my head. She was the first of Skye’s relations to actually say something nice about him as a person—which, after all, could just be a clumsy attempt to deflect suspicion from her. “You knew Skye well?”


  “No—to be honest, no. He and Rodger weren’t that close. Funny thing, that. Skye used to come by the house frequently when we first got married—he was Rodger’s best man, did he tell you that? But when Glen was born, well, he stopped coming around as much. I dunno—maybe he didn’t like kids; he never had any of his own. Anyway, he really hasn’t been a big part of our lives for, oh, eighteen years now.”


  “But Rodger’s fingerprints were accepted by Skye’s lock.”


  “Oh, yes. Rodger owns the unit Skye has his current offices in.”


  “I hate to ask you this, but—”


  “I’m on the Board of Directors of TenthGen Computing, Detective. We were having a shareholders’ meeting this morning. Something like eight hundred people saw me there.”


  I asked more questions, but didn’t get any closer to identifying Rodger Hissock’s motive. And so I decided to cheat—as I said, sometimes I do wonder if I’m in the right kind of job. “Thanks for your help, Ms. Connolly. I don’t want to take up any more of your time, but can I use your bathroom before I go?”


  She smiled. “Of course. There’s one down the hall, and one upstairs.”


  The upstairs one sounded more promising for my purposes. I went up to it, and the door closed behind me. I really did need to go, but first I pulled out my forensic scanner and started looking for specimens. Razors and combs were excellent places to find DNA samples; so were towels, if the user rubbed vigorously enough. Best of all, though, were toothbrushes. I scanned everything, but something was amiss. According to the scanner, there was DNA present from one woman—the XX chromosome pair made the gender clear. And there was DNA from one man. But three males lived in this house: father Rodger, elder son Glen, and younger son Billy.


  Perhaps this bathroom was used only by the parents, in which case I’d blown it—I’d hardly get a chance to check out the other bathroom. But no—there were four sets of towels, four toothbrushes, and there, on the edge of the tub, a toy aquashuttle . . . precisely the kind an eight-year-old boy would play with.


  Curious. Four people obviously used this john, but only two had left any genetic traces. And that made no sense—I mean, sure, I hardly ever washed when I was eight like Billy, but no one can use a washroom day in and day out without leaving some DNA behind.


  I relieved myself, the toilet autoflushed, and I went downstairs, thanked Ms. Connolly again, and left.


  Like I said, I was cheating—making me wonder again whether I really was cut out for a career in law enforcement. Even though it was a violation of civil rights, I took the male DNA sample I’d found in the Hissock-Connolly bathroom to Dana Rundstedt, who read its sooth for me.


  I was amazed by the results. If I hadn’t cheated, I might never have figured it out—it was a damn-near perfect crime.


  But it all fit, after seeing what was in the male DNA.


  The fact that of the surviving Hissocks, only Rodger apparently had free access to Skye’s inner office.


  The fact that Rodger’s blaster was the murder weapon.


  The fact that there were apparently only two people using the bathroom.


  The fact that Skye hated confrontation.


  The fact that the Hissock-Connolly family had a lot of money they wanted to pass on to the next generation.


  The fact that young Glen looked just like his dad, but was subdued and reserved.


  The fact that Glen had gone to a different soothsayer.


  The fact that Rodger’s taste in receptionists was . . . unusual.


  The pieces all fit—that part of my sooth, at least, must have been read correctly; I was good at puzzling things out. But I was still amazed by how elegant it was.


  Ray Chen would sort out the legalities; he was an expert at that kind of thing. He’d find a way to smooth over my unauthorized soothsaying before we brought this to trial.


  I got in a cab and headed off to Wheel Three to confront the killer.


  “Hold it right there,” I said, coming down the long, gently curving corridor at Francis Crick. “You’re under arrest.”


  Glen Hissock stopped dead in his tracks. “What for?”


  I looked around, then drew Glen into an empty classroom. “For the murder of your uncle, Skye Hissock. Or should I say, for the murder of your brother? The semantics are a bit tricky.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Glen, in that subdued, nervous voice of his.


  I shook my head. Soothsayer Skye had deserved punishment, and his brother Rodger was guilty of a heinous crime—in fact, a crime Mendelian society considered every bit as bad as murder. But I couldn’t let Glen get away with it. “I’m sorry for what happened to you,” I said. The mental scars no doubt explained his sullen, withdrawn manner.


  He glared at me. “Like that makes it better.”


  “When did it start?”


  He was quiet for a time, then gave a little shrug, as if realizing there was no point in pretending any longer. “When I was twelve—as soon as I entered puberty. Not every night, you understand. But often enough.” He paused, then: “How’d you figure it out?”


  I decided to tell him the truth. “There are only two different sets of DNA in your house—one female, as you’d expect, and just one male.”


  Glen said nothing.


  “I had the male DNA read. I was looking for a trait that might have provided a motive for your father. You know what I found.”


  Glen was still silent.


  “When your dad’s sooth was read just after birth, maybe his parents were told that he was sterile. Certainly the proof is there, in his DNA: an inability to produce viable sperm.” I paused, remembering the details Rundstedt had explained to me. “But the soothsayer back then couldn’t have known the effect of having the variant form of gene ABL-419d, with over a hundred T-A-T repeats. That variation’s function hadn’t been identified that long ago. But it was known by the time Rodger turned eighteen, by the time he went to see his big brother Skye, by the time Skye gave him his adult soothsaying.” I paused. “But Uncle Skye hated confrontation, didn’t he?”


  Glen was motionless, a statue.


  “And so Skye lied to your dad. Oh, he told him about his sterility, all right, but he figured there was no point in getting into an argument about what that variant gene meant.”


  Glen looked at the ground. When at last he did speak, his voice was bitter. “I had thought Dad knew. I confronted him—Christ sakes, Dad, if you knew you had a gene for incestuous pedophilia, why the hell didn’t you seek counseling? Why the hell did you have kids?”


  “But your father didn’t know, did he?”


  Glen shook his head. “That bastard Uncle Skye hadn’t told him.”


  “In fairness,” I said, “Skye probably figured that since your father couldn’t have kids, the problem would never come up. But your dad made a lot of money, and wanted it to pass to an heir. And since he couldn’t have an heir the normal way . . .”


  Glen’s voice was full of disgust. “Since he couldn’t have an heir the normal way, he had one made.”


  I looked the boy up and down. I’d never met a clone before. Glen really was the spitting image of the old man—a chip off the old block. But like any dynasty, the Hissock-Connolly clan wanted not just an heir, but an heir and a spare. Little Billy, ten years younger than Glen, was likewise an exact genetic duplicate of Rodger Hissock, produced from Rodger’s DNA placed into one of Rebecca’s eggs. All three Hissock males had indeed left DNA in that bathroom—exactly identical DNA.


  “Have you always known you were a clone?” I asked.


  Glen shook his head. “I only just found out. Before I went for my adult soothsaying, I wanted to see the report my parents had gotten when I was born. But none existed—my dad had decided to save some money. He didn’t need a new report done, he figured; my sooth would be identical to his, after all.


  When I went to get my sooth read and found that I was sterile, well, it all fell into place in my mind.”


  “And so you took your father’s blaster, and, since your fingerprints are essentially the same as his . . .”


  Glen nodded slowly. His voice was low and bitter. “Dad never knew in advance what was wrong with him—never had a chance to get help. Uncle Skye never told him. Even after Dad had himself cloned, Skye never spoke up.” He looked at me, fury in his cold gray eyes. “It doesn’t work, dammit—our whole way of life doesn’t work if a soothsayer doesn’t tell the truth. You can’t play the hand you’re dealt if you don’t know what cards you’ve got. Skye deserved to die.”


  “And you framed your dad for it. You wanted to punish him, too.”


  Glen shook his head. “You don’t understand, man. You can’t understand.”


  “Try me.”


  “I didn’t want to punish Dad—I wanted to protect Billy. Dad can afford the best damn lawyer in Mendelia. Oh, he’ll be found guilty, sure, but he won’t get life. His lawyer will cut it down to the minimum mandatory sentence for murder, which is—”


  “Ten years,” I said, realization dawning. “In ten years, Billy will be an adult—and out of danger from Rodger.”


  Glen nodded once.


  “But Rodger could have told the truth at any time—revealed that you were a clone of him. If he’d done that, he would have gotten off, and suspicion would have fallen on you. How did you know he wasn’t going to speak up?”


  Glen sounded a lot older than his eighteen years. “If Dad exposed me, I’d expose him—and the penalty for child molestation is also a minimum ten years, so he’d be doing the time anyway.” He looked directly at me. “Except being a murderer gets you left alone in jail, and being a pedophile gets you wrecked up.”


  I nodded, led him outside, and hailed a robocab.


  Mendelia is a great place to live, honest.


  And, hell, I did solve the crime, didn’t I? Meaning I am a good detective. So I guess my soothsayer didn’t lie to me.


  At least—at least I hope not . . .


  I had a sudden cold feeling that the SG would stop footing the bill long before this case could come to public trial.


  STANDING ROOM ONLY


  Karen Joy Fowler


  On Good Friday, 1865, Washington, D.C. was crowded with tourists and revelers. Even Willard’s, which claimed to be the largest hotel in the country, with room for 1200 guests, had been booked to capacity. Its lobbies and sitting rooms were hot with bodies. Gas light hissed from golden chandeliers, spilled over the doormen’s uniforms of black and maroon. Many of the revelers were women. In 1865, women were admired for their stoutness and went anywhere they could fit their hoop skirts. The women at Willard’s wore garishly colored dresses with enormous skirts and resembled great inverted tulips. The men were in swallow coats.


  Outside it was almost spring. The forsythia bloomed, dusting the city with yellow. Weeds leapt up in the public parks; the roads melted to mud. Pigs roamed like dogs about the city, and dead cats by the dozens floated in the sewers and perfumed the rooms of the White House itself.


  The Metropolitan Hotel contained an especially rowdy group of celebrants from Baltimore, who passed the night of April 13 toasting everything under the sun. They resurrected on the morning of the 14th, pale and spent, surrounded by broken glass and sporting bruises they couldn’t remember getting.


  It was the last day of Lent. The war was officially over, except for Joseph Johnston’s confederate army and some action out West. The citizens of Washington, D.C. still began each morning reading the daily death list. If anything, this task had taken on an added urgency. To lose someone you loved now, with the rest of the city madly, if grimly, celebrating, would be unendurable.


  The guests in Mary Surratt’s boarding house began the day with a breakfast of steak, eggs and ham, oysters, grits and whiskey. Mary’s seventeen-year old daughter, Anna, was in love with John Wilkes Booth. She had a picture of him hidden in the sitting room, behind a lithograph entitled “Morning, Noon, and Night.” She helped her mother clear the table and she noticed with a sharp and unreasonable disapproval that one of the two new boarders, one of the men who only last night had been given a room, was staring at her mother.


  Mary Surratt was neither a pretty women, nor a clever one, nor was she young. Anna was too much of a romantic, too star and stage-struck, to approve. It was one thing to lie awake at night in her attic bedroom, thinking of JW. It was another to imagine her mother playing any part in such feelings.


  Anna’s brother John once told her that five years ago a woman named Henrietta Irving had tried to stab Booth with a knife. Failing, she’d thrust the blade into her own chest instead. He seemed to be under the impression that this story would bring Anna to her senses. It had, as anyone could have predicted, the opposite effect. Anna had also heard rumors that Booth kept a woman in a house of prostitution near the White House. And once she had seen a piece of paper on which Booth had been composing a poem. You could make out the final version:


  
    Now in this hour that we part,


    I will ask to be forgotten never


    But, in thy pure and guileless heart,


    Consider me thy friend dear Eva.

  


  Anna would sit in the parlor while her mother dozed and pretend she was the first of these women, and if she tired of that, she would sometimes dare to pretend she was the second, but most often she liked to imagine herself the third.


  Flirtations were common and serious, and the women in Washington worked hard at them. A war in the distance always provides a rich context of desperation, while at the same time granting women a bit of extra freedom. They might quite enjoy it, if the price they paid were anything but their sons.


  The new men had hardly touched their food, cutting away the fatty parts of the meat and leaving them in a glistening greasy wasteful pile. They’d finished the whiskey, but made faces while they drank. Anna had resented the compliment of their eyes and, paradoxically, now resented the insult of their plates. Her mother set a good table.


  In fact, Anna did not like them and hoped they would not be staying. She had often seen men outside the Surratt Boarding House lately, men who busied themselves in unpersuasive activities when she passed them. She connected these new men to those, and she was perspicacious enough to blame their boarder Louis Wiechman for the lot of them, without ever knowing the extent to which she was right. She had lived for the past year in a confederate household in the heart of Washington. Everyone around her had secrets. She had grown quite used to this.


  Wiechman was a permanent guest at the Surratt boarding house, He was a fat, friendly man who worked in the office of the Commissary General of Prisons and shared John Surratt’s bedroom. Secrets were what Wiechman traded in. He provided John, who was a courier for the Confederacy, with substance for his covert messages south. But then Wiechman had also, on a whim, sometime in March, told the clerks in the office that a Secesh plot was being hatched against the President in the very house where he roomed.


  It created more interest than he had anticipated. He was called into the office of Captain McDavitt and interviewed at length. As a result, the Surratt boarding house was under surveillance from March through April, although, it is an odd fact that no records of the surveillance or the interview could be found later.


  Anna would surely have enjoyed knowing this. She liked attention as much as most young girls. And this was the backdrop of a romance. Instead, all she could see was that something was up and that her pious, simple mother was part of it.


  The new guest, the one who talked the most, spoke with a strange lisp and Anna didn’t like this either. She stepped smoothly between the men to pick up their plates. She used the excuse of a letter from her brother to go out directly after breakfast. “Mama,” she said. “I’ll just take John’s letter to poor Miss Ward.”


  Just as her brother enjoyed discouraging her own romantic inclinations, she made it her business to discourage the affections of Miss Ward with regard to him. Calling on Miss Ward with the letter would look like a kindness, but it would make the point that Miss Ward had not gotten a letter herself.


  Besides, Booth was in town. If Anna was outside, she might see him again.


  The thirteenth had been beautiful, but the weather on the fourteenth was equal parts mud and wind. The wind blew bits of Anna’s hair loose and tangled them up with the fringe of her shawl. Around the Treasury Building she stopped to watch a carriage sunk in the mud all the way up to the axle. The horses, a matched pair of blacks, were rescued first. Then planks were laid across the top of the mud for the occupants. They debarked, a man and a woman, the woman unfashionably thin and laughing giddily as with every unsteady step her hoop swung and unbalanced her, first this way and then that. She clutched the man’s arm and screamed when a pig burrowed past her, then laughed again at even higher pitch. The man stumbled into the mire when she grabbed him, and this made her laugh, too. The man’s clothing was very fine, although now quite speckled with mud. A crowd gathered to watch the woman—the attention made her helpless with laughter.


  The war had ended, Anna thought, and everyone had gone simultaneously mad. She was not the only one to think so. It was the subject of newspaper editorials, of barroom speeches. “The city is disorderly with men who are celebrating too hilariously,” the president’s day guard, William Crook, had written just yesterday. The sun came out, but only in a perfunctory, pale fashion.


  Her visit to Miss Ward was spoiled by the fact that John had sent a letter there as well. Miss Ward obviously enjoyed telling Anna so. She was very near-sighted and she held the letter right up to her eyes to read it. John had recently fled to Canada. With the war over, there was every reason to expect he would come home, even if neither letter said so.


  There was more news, and Miss Ward preened while she delivered it. “Bessie Hale is being taken to Spain. Much against her will,” Miss Ward said. Bessie was the daughter of ex-senator John P. Hale. Her father hoped that a change of scenery would help pretty Miss Bessie conquer her infatuation for John Wilkes Booth. Miss Ward, whom no one including Anna’s brother thought was pretty, was laughing at her. “Mr. Hale does not want an actor in the family,” Miss Ward said, and Anna regretted the generous impulse that had sent her all the way across town on such a gloomy day.


  “Wilkes Booth is back in Washington,” Miss Ward finished, and Anna was at least able to say that she knew this, he had called on them only yesterday. She left the Wards with the barest of good-byes.


  Louis Wiechman passed her on the street, stopping for a courteous greeting, although they had just seen each other at breakfast. It was now about ten A.M. Wiechman was on his way to church. Among the many secrets he knew was Anna’s. “I saw John Wilkes Booth in the barbershop this morning,” he told her. “With a crowd watching his every move.”


  Anna raised her head. “Mr. Booth is a famous thespian. Naturally people admire him.”


  She flattered herself that she knew JW a little better than these idolaters did. The last time her brother had brought Booth home, he’d followed Anna out to the kitchen. She’d had her back to the door, washing the plates. Suddenly she could feel that he was there. How could she have known that? The back of her neck grew hot, and when she turned, sure enough, there he was, leaning against the doorjamb, studying his nails.


  “Do you believe our fates are already written?” Booth asked her. He stepped into the kitchen. “I had my palm read once by a gypsy. She said I would come to a bad end. She said it was the worst palm she had ever seen.” He held his hand out for her to take. “She said she wished she hadn’t even seen it,” he whispered, and then he drew back quickly as her mother entered, before she could bend over the hand herself, reassure him with a different reading, before she could even touch him.


  “JW isn’t satisfied with acting,” her brother had told her once. “He yearns for greatness on the stage of history,” and if her mother hadn’t interrupted, if Anna had had two seconds to herself with him, this is the reading she would have done. She would have promised him greatness.


  “Mr. Booth was on his way to Ford’s Theatre to pick up his mail,” Wiechman said with a wink. It was an ambiguous wink. It might have meant only that Wiechman remembered what a first love was like. It might have suggested he knew the use she would make of such information.


  Two regiments were returning to Washington from Virginia. They were out of step and out of breath, covered with dust. Anna drew a handkerchief from her sleeve and waved it at them. Other women were doing the same. A crowd gathered. A vendor came through the crowd, selling oysters. A man in a tight-fitting coat stopped him. He had a disreputable look—a bad haircut with long sideburns. He pulled a handful of coins from one pocket and stared at them stupidly. He was drunk. The vendor had to reach into his hand and pick out what he was owed.


  “Filthy place!” the man next to the drunk man said. “I really can’t bear the smell. I can’t eat. Don’t expect me to sleep in that flea-infested hotel another night.” He left abruptly, colliding with Anna’s arm, forcing her to take a step or two. “Excuse me,” he said without stopping, and there was nothing penitent or apologetic in his tone. He didn’t even seem to see her.


  Since he had forced her to start, Anna continued to walk. She didn’t even know she was going to Ford’s Theatre until she turned onto Eleventh Street. It was a bad idea, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. She began to walk faster.


  “No tickets, Miss,” James R. Ford told her, before she could open her mouth. She was not the only one there. A small crowd of people stood at the theater door. “Absolutely sold out. It’s because the President and General Grant will be attending.”


  James Ford held an American flag in his arms. He raised it. “I’m just decorating the President’s box.” It was the last night of a lackluster run. He would never have guessed they would sell every seat. He thought Anna’s face showed disappointment. He was happy, himself, and it made him kind. “They’re rehearsing inside,” he told her. “For General Grant! You just go on in for a peek.”


  He opened the doors and she entered. Three women and a man came with her. Anna had never seen any of the others before, but supposed they were friends of Mr. Ford’s. They forced themselves through the doors beside her and then sat next to her in the straight-backed cane chairs just back from the stage.


  Laura Keene herself stood in the wings awaiting her entrance. The curtain was pulled back, so that Anna could see her. Her cheeks were round with rouge.


  The stage was not deep. Mrs. Mountchessington stood on it with her daughter, Augusta, and Asa Trenchard.


  “All I crave is affection,” Augusta was saying. She shimmered with insincerity.


  Anna repeated the lines to herself. She imagined herself as an actress, married to JW, courted by him daily before an audience of a thousand, in a hundred different towns. They would play the love scenes over and over again, each one as true as the last. She would hardly know where her real and imaginary lives diverged. She didn’t suppose there was much money to be made, but even to pretend to be rich seemed like happiness to her.


  Augusta was willing to be poor, if she was loved. “Now I’ve no fortune,” Asa said to her in response, “but I’m biling over with affections, which I’m ready to pour out all over you, like apple sass, over roast pork.”


  The women exited. He was alone on the stage. Anna could see Laura Keene mouthing his line, just as he spoke it. The woman seated next to her surprised her by whispering it aloud as well.


  “Well, I guess I know enough to turn you inside out, old gal, you sockdologizing old man-trap,” the three of them said. Anna turned to her seatmate who stared back. Her accent, Anna thought, had been English. “Don’t you love theater?” she asked Anna in a whisper. Then her face changed. She was looking at something above Anna’s head.


  Anna looked, too. Now she understood the woman’s expression. John Wilkes Booth was standing in the Presidential Box, staring down on the actor. Anna rose. Her seatmate caught her arm. She was considerably older than Anna, but not enough so that Anna could entirely dismiss her possible impact on Booth.


  “Do you know him?” the woman asked.


  “He’s a friend of my brother’s.” Anna had no intention of introducing them. She tried to edge away, but the woman still held her.


  “My name is Cassie Streichman.”


  “Anna Surratt.”


  There was a quick, sideways movement in the woman’s eyes. “Are you related to Mary Surratt?”


  “She’s my mother.” Anna began to feel just a bit of concern. So many people interested in her dull, sad mother. Anna tried to shake loose, and found, to her surprise, that she couldn’t. The woman would not let go.


  “I’ve heard of the boarding house,” Mrs. Streichman said. It was a courtesy to think of her as a married woman. It was more of a courtesy than she deserved.


  Anna looked up at the box again. Booth was already gone. “Let me go,” she told Mrs. Streichman, so loudly that Laura Keene herself heard. So forcefully that Mrs. Streichman finally did so.


  Anna left the theater. The streets were crowded and she could not see Booth anywhere. Instead, as she stood on the bricks, looking left and then right, Mrs. Streichman caught up with her. “Are you going home? Might we walk along?”


  “No. I have errands,” Anna said. She walked quickly away. She was cross now, because she had hoped to stay and look for Booth, who must still be close by, but Mrs. Streichman had made her too uneasy. She looked back once. Mrs. Streichman stood in the little circle of her friends, talking animatedly. She gestured with her hands like a European. Anna saw Booth nowhere.


  She went back along the streets to St. Patrick’s Church, in search of her mother. It was noon and the air was warm in spite of the colorless sun. Inside the church, her mother knelt in the pew and prayed noisily. Anna slipped in beside her.


  “This is the moment,” her mother whispered. She reached out and took Anna’s hand, gripped it tightly enough to hurt. Her mother’s eyes brightened with tears. “This is the moment they nailed him to the cross,” she said. There was purple cloth over the crucifix. The pallid sunlight flowed into the church through colored glass.


  Across town a group of men had gathered in the Kirkwood bar and were entertaining themselves by buying drinks for George Atzerodt. Atzerodt was one of Booth’s co-conspirators. His assignment for the day, given to him by Booth, was to kidnap the Vice President. He was already so drunk he couldn’t stand. “Would you say that the Vice President is a brave man?” he asked and they laughed at him. He didn’t mind being laughed at. It struck him a bit funny himself. “He wouldn’t carry a firearm, would he? I mean, why would he?” Atzerodt said. “Are there ever soldiers with him? That nigger who watches him eat. Is he there all the time?”


  “Have another drink,” they told him, laughing. “On us,” and you couldn’t get insulted at that.


  Anna and her mother returned to the boarding house. Mary Surratt had rented a carriage and was going into the country. “Mr. Wiechman will drive me,” she told her daughter. A Mr. Nothey owed her money they desperately needed; Mary Surratt was going to collect it.


  But just as she was leaving, Booth appeared. He took her mother’s arm, drew her to the parlor. Anna felt her heart stop and then start again, faster. “Mary, I must talk to you,” he said to her mother, whispering, intimate. “Mary.” He didn’t look at Anna at all and didn’t speak again until she left the room. She would have stayed outside the door to hear whatever she could, but Louis Wiechman had had the same idea. They exchanged one cross look, and then each left the hallway. Anna went up the stairs to her bedroom.


  She knew the moment Booth went. She liked to feel that this was because they had a connection, something unexplainable, something preordained, but in fact she could hear the door. He went without asking to see her. She moved to the small window to watch him leave. He did not stop to glance up. He mounted a black horse, tipped his hat to her mother.


  Her mother boarded a hired carriage, leaning on Mr. Wiechman’s hand. She held a parcel under her arm. Anna had never seen it before. It was flat and round and wrapped in newspaper. Anna thought it was a gift from Booth. It made her envious.


  Later at her mother’s trial, Anna would hear that the package had contained a set of field glasses. A man named Lloyd would testify that Mary Surratt had delivered them to him and had also given him instructions from Booth regarding guns. It was the single most damaging evidence against her. At her brother’s trial, Lloyd would recant everything but the field glasses. He was, he now said, too drunk at the time to remember what Mrs. Surratt had told him. He had never remembered. The prosecution had compelled his earlier testimony through threats. This revision would come two years after Mary Surratt had been hanged.


  Anna stood at the window a long time, pretending that Booth might return with just such a present for her.


  John Wilkes Booth passed George Atzerodt on the street at five P.M.. Booth was on horseback. He told Atzerodt he had changed his mind about the kidnapping. He now wanted the Vice President killed. At 10:15 or thereabouts. “I’ve learned that Johnson is a very brave man,” Atzerodt told him.


  “And you are not,” Booth agreed. “But you’re in too deep to back out now.” He rode away. Booth was carrying in his pocket a letter to the editor of The National Intelligencer. In it, he recounted the reasons for Lincoln’s death. He had signed his own name, but also that of George Atzerodt.


  The men who worked with Atzerodt once said he was a man you could insult and he would take no offense. It was the kindest thing they could think of to say. Three men from the Kirkwood bar appeared and took Atzerodt by the arms. “Let’s find another bar,” they suggested. “We have hours and hours yet before the night is over. Eat, drink. Be merry.”


  At six P.M. John Wilkes Booth gave the letter to John Matthews, an actor, asking him to deliver it the next day. “I’ll be out of town or I would deliver it myself,” he explained. A group of Confederate officers marched down Pennsylvania Avenue where John Wilkes Booth could see them. They were unaccompanied; they were turning themselves in. It was the submissiveness of it that struck Booth hardest. “A man can meet his fate or make it,” he told Matthews. “A man can rise to the occasion or fall beneath it.”


  At sunset, a man called Peanut John lit the big glass globe at the entrance to Ford’s Theatre. Inside, the presidential box had been decorated with borrowed flags and bunting. The door into the box had been forced some weeks ago in an unrelated incident and could no longer be locked.


  It was early evening when Mary Surratt returned home. Her financial affairs were still unsettled; Mr. Nothey had not even shown up at their meeting. She kissed her daughter. “If Mr. Nothey will not pay us what he owes,” she said, “I can’t think what we will do next. I can’t see a way ahead for us. Your brother must come home.” She went into the kitchen to oversee the preparations for dinner.


  Anna went in to help. Since the afternoon, since the moment Booth had not spoken to her, she had been overcome with unhappiness. It had not lessened a bit in the last hours; she now doubted it ever would. She cut the roast into slices. It bled beneath her knife and she thought of Henrietta Irving’s white skin and the red heart beating underneath. She could understand Henrietta Irving perfectly. All I crave is affection, she said to herself, and the honest truth of the sentiment softened her into tears. Perhaps she could survive the rest of her life, if she played it this way, scene by scene. She held the knife up, watching the blood slide down the blade, and this was dramatic and fit her Shakespearian mood.


  She felt a chill and when she turned around one of the new boarders was leaning against the doorjamb, watching her mother. “We’re not ready yet,” she told him crossly. He’d given her a start. He vanished back into the parlor.


  Once again, the new guests hardly ate. Louis Wiechman finished his food with many elegant compliments. His testimony in court would damage Mary Surratt almost as much as Lloyd’s. He would say that she seemed uneasy that night, unsettled, although none of the other boarders saw this. After dinner Mary Surratt went through the house, turning off the kerosene lights one by one.


  Anna took a glass of wine and went to sleep immediately. She dreamed deeply, but her heartbreak woke her again only an hour or so later. It stabbed at her lightly from the inside when she breathed. She could see John Wilkes Booth as clearly as if he were in the room with her. “I am the most famous man in America,” he said. He held out his hand, beckoned to her.


  Downstairs she heard the front door open and close. She rose and looked out the window, just as she had done that afternoon. Many people, far too many people were on the street. They were all walking in the same direction. One of them was George Atzerodt. Hours before he had abandoned his knife but he too would die, along with Mary Surratt. He had gone too far to back out. He walked with his hands over the shoulders of two dark-haired men. One of them looked up. He was of a race Anna had never seen before. The new boarders joined the crowd. Anna could see them when they passed out from under the porch overhang.


  Something big was happening. Something big enough to overwhelm her own hurt feelings. Anna dressed slowly and then quickly and more quickly. I live, she thought, in the most wondrous of times. Here was the proof. She was still unhappy, but she was also excited. She moved quietly past her mother’s door.


  The flow of people took her down several blocks. She was taking her last walk again, only backwards, like a ribbon uncoiling. She went past St. Patrick’s Church, down Eleventh Street. The crowd ended at Ford’s Theatre and thickened there. Anna was jostled. To her left, she recognized the woman from the carriage, the laughing woman, though she wasn’t laughing now. Someone stepped on Anna’s hoop skirt and she heard it snap. Someone struck her in the back of the head with an elbow. “Be quiet!” someone admonished someone else. “We’ll miss it.” Someone took hold of her arm. It was so crowded, she couldn’t even turn to see, but she heard the voice of Cassie Streichman.


  “I had tickets and everything,” Mrs. Streichman said angrily. “Do you believe that? I can’t even get to the door. It’s almost ten o’clock and I had tickets.”


  “Can my group please stay together?” a woman toward the front asked. “Let’s not lose anyone,” and then she spoke again in a language Anna did not know.


  “It didn’t seem a good show,” Anna said to Mrs. Streichman. “A comedy and not very funny.”


  Mrs. Streichman twisted into the space next to her. “That was just a rehearsal. The reviews are incredible. And you wouldn’t believe the waiting list. Years. Centuries! I’ll never have tickets again.” She took a deep, calming breath. “At least you’re here, dear. That’s something I couldn’t have expected. That makes it very real. And,” she pressed Anna’s arm, “if it helps in any way, you must tell yourself later there’s nothing you could have done to make it come out differently. Everything that will happen has already happened. It won’t be changed.”


  “Will I get what I want?” Anna asked her. She could not keep the brightness of hope from her voice. Clearly, she was part of something enormous. Something memorable. How many people could say that?


  “I don’t know what you want,” Mrs. Streichman answered. She had an uneasy look. “I didn’t get what I wanted,” she added. “Even though I had tickets. Good God! People getting what they want. That’s not the history of the world, is it?”


  “Will everyone please be quiet!” someone behind Anna said. “Those of us in the back can’t hear a thing.”


  Mrs. Streichman began to cry, which surprised Anna very much. “I’m such a sap,” Mrs. Streichman said apologetically. “Things really get to me.” She put her arm around Anna.


  “All I want,” Anna began, but a man to her right hushed her angrily.


  “Shut up!” he said. “As if we came all this way to listen to you.”
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  THE VERY PULSE OF THE MACHINE


  Michael Swanwick


  Click.


  The radio came on.


  “Hell.”


  Martha kept her eyes forward, concentrated on walking. Jupiter to one shoulder, Daedalus’s plume to the other. Nothing to it. Just trudge, drag, trudge, drag. Piece of cake.


  “Oh.”


  She chinned the radio off.


  Click.


  “Hell. Oh. Kiv. El. Sen.”


  “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Martha gave the rope an angry jerk, making the sledge carrying Burton’s body jump and bounce on the sulfur hardpan. “You’re dead, Burton, I’ve checked, there’s a hole in your face-plate big enough to stick a fist through, and I really don’t want to crack up. I’m in kind of a tight spot here and I can’t afford it, okay? So be nice and just shut the fuck up.”


  “Not. Bur. Ton.”


  “Do it anyway.”


  She chinned the radio off again.


  Jupiter loomed low on the western horizon, big and bright and beautiful and, after two weeks on Io, easy to ignore. To her left, Daedalus was spewing sulfur and sulfur dioxide in a fan two hundred kilometers high. The plume caught the chill light from an unseen sun and her visor rendered it a pale and lovely blue. Most spectacular view in the universe, and she was in no mood to enjoy it.


  Click.


  Before the voice could speak again, Martha said, “I am not going crazy, you’re just the voice of my subconscious, I don’t have the time to waste trying to figure out what unresolved psychological conflicts gave rise to all this, and I am not going to listen to anything you have to say.”


  Silence.


  The moonrover had flipped over at least five times before crashing sideways against a boulder the size of the Sydney Opera House. Martha Kivelsen, timid groundling that she was, was strapped into her seat so tightly that when the universe stopped tumbling, she’d had a hard time unlatching the restraints. Juliet Burton, tall and athletic, so sure of her own luck and agility that she hadn’t bothered, had been thrown into a strut.


  The vent-blizzard of sulfur dioxide snow was blinding, though. It was only when Martha had finally crawled out from under its raging whiteness that she was able to look at the suited body she’d dragged free of the wreckage.


  She immediately turned away.


  Whatever knob or flange had punched the hole in Burton’s helmet had been equally ruthless with her head.


  Where a fraction of the vent-blizzard—“lateral plumes” the planetary geologists called them—had been deflected by the boulder, a bank of sulfur dioxide snow had built up. Automatically, without thinking, Martha scooped up double-handfuls and packed them into the helmet. Really, it was a nonsensical thing to do; in a vacuum, the body wasn’t about to rot. On the other hand, it hid that face.


  Then Martha did some serious thinking.


  For all the fury of the blizzard, there was no turbulence. Because there was no atmosphere to have turbulence in. The sulfur dioxide gushed out straight from the sudden crack that had opened in the rock, falling to the surface miles away in strict obedience to the laws of ballistics. Most of what struck the boulder they’d crashed against would simply stick to it, and the rest would be bounced down to the ground at its feet. So that—this was how she’d gotten out in the first place—it was possible to crawl under the near-horizontal spray and back to the ruins of the moonrover. If she went slowly, the helmet light and her sense of feel ought to be sufficient for a little judicious salvage.


  Martha got down on her hands and knees. And as she did, just as quickly as the blizzard had begun—it stopped.


  She stood, feeling strangely foolish.


  Still, she couldn’t rely on the blizzard staying quiescent. Better hurry, she admonished herself. It might be an intermittent.


  Quickly, almost fearfully, picking through the rich litter of wreckage, Martha discovered that the mother tank they used to replenish their airpacks had ruptured. Terrific.


  That left her own pack, which was one-third empty, two fully charged backup packs, and Burton’s, also one-third empty. It was a ghoulish thing to strip Burton’s suit of her airpack, but it had to be done. Sorry, Julie. That gave her enough oxygen to last, let’s see, almost forty hours.


  Then she took a curved section of what had been the moonrover’s hull and a coil of nylon rope, and with two pieces of scrap for makeshift hammer and punch, fashioned a sledge for Burton’s body.


  She’d be damned if she was going to leave it behind.


  Click.


  “This is. Better.”


  “Says you.”


  Ahead of her stretched the hard, cold sulfur plain. Smooth as glass. Brittle as frozen toffee. Cold as hell. She called up a visor-map and checked her progress. Only forty-five miles of mixed terrain to cross and she’d reach the lander. Then she’d be home free. No sweat, she thought. Io was in tidal lock with Jupiter. So the Father of Planets would stay glued to one fixed spot in the sky. That was as good as a navigation beacon. Just keep Jupiter to your right shoulder, and Daedalus to your left. You’ll come out fine.


  “Sulfur is. Triboelectric.”


  “Don’t hold it in. What are you really trying to say?”


  “And now I see. With eye serene. The very. Pulse. Of the machine.” A pause. “Wordsworth.”


  Which, except for the halting delivery, was so much like Burton, with her classical education and love of classical poets like Spenser and Ginsberg and Plath, that for a second Martha was taken aback. Burton was a terrible poetry bore, but her enthusiasm had been genuine, and now Martha was sorry for every time she’d met those quotations with rolled eyes or a flip remark. But there’d be time enough for grieving later. Right now she had to concentrate on the task at hand.


  The colors of the plain were dim and brownish. With a few quick chin-taps, she cranked up their intensity. Her vision filled with yellows, oranges, reds—intense wax crayon colors. Martha decided she liked them best that way.


  For all its Crayola vividness, this was the most desolate landscape in the universe. She was on her own here, small and weak in a harsh and unforgiving world. Burton was dead. There was nobody else on all of Io. Nobody to rely on but herself. Nobody to blame if she fucked up. Out of nowhere, she was filled with an elation as cold and bleak as the distant mountains. It was shameful how happy she felt.


  After a minute, she said, “Know any songs?”


  Oh the bear went over the mountain. The bear went over the mountain. The bear went over the mountain. To see what he could see.


  “Wake. Up. Wake. Up.”


  To see what he could—


  “Wake. Up. Wake. Up. Wake.”


  “Hah? What?”


  “Crystal sulfur is orthorhombic.”


  She was in a field of sulfur flowers. They stretched as far as the eye could see, crystalline formations the size of her hand. Like the poppies of Flanders field. Or the ones in The Wizard of Oz. Behind her was a trail of broken flowers, some crushed by her feet or under the weight of the sledge, others simply exploded by exposure to her suit’s waste heat. It was far from being a straight path. She had been walking on autopilot, and stumbled and turned and wandered upon striking the crystals.


  Martha remembered how excited she and Burton had been when they first saw the fields of crystals. They had piled out of the moonrover with laughter and bounding leaps, and Burton had seized her by the waist and waltzed her around in a dance of jubilation. This was the big one, they’d thought, their chance at the history books. And even when they’d radioed Hols back in the orbiter and were somewhat condescendingly informed that there was no chance of this being a new life-form, but only sulfide formations such as could be found in any mineralogy text . . . even that had not killed their joy. It was still their first big discovery. They’d looked forward to many more.


  Now, though, all she could think of was the fact that such crystal fields occurred in regions associated with sulfur geysers, lateral plumes, and volcanic hot spots.


  Something funny was happening to the far edge of the field, though. She cranked up her helmet to extreme magnification and watched as the trail slowly erased itself. New flowers were rising up in place of those she had smashed, small but perfect and whole. And growing. She could not imagine by what process this could be happening. Electrodeposition? Molecular sulfur being drawn up from the soil in some kind of pseudocapillary action? Were the flowers somehow plucking sulfur ions from Io’s almost nonexistent atmosphere?


  Yesterday, the questions would have excited her. Now, her capacity for wonder was nonexistent. Moreover, her instruments were back in the moonrover. Save for the suit’s limited electronics, she had nothing to take measurements with. She had only herself, the sledge, the spare airpacks, and the corpse.


  “Damn, damn, damn,” she muttered. On the one hand, this was a dangerous place to stay in. On the other, she’d been awake almost twenty hours now and she was dead on her feet. Exhausted. So very, very tired.


  “O sleep! It is a gentle thing. Beloved from pole to pole. Coleridge.”


  Which, God knows, was tempting. But the numbers were clear: no sleep. With several deft chin-taps, Martha overrode her suit’s safeties and accessed its medical kit. At her command, it sent a hit of methamphetamine rushing down the drug/vitamin catheter.


  There was a sudden explosion of clarity in her skull and her heart began pounding like a jackhammer. Yeah. That did it. She was full of energy now. Deep breath. Long stride. Let’s go.


  No rest for the wicked. She had things to do. She left the flowers rapidly behind. Good-bye, Oz.


  Fade out. Fade in. Hours had glided by. She was walking through a shadowy sculpture garden. Volcanic pillars (these were their second great discovery; they had no exact parallel on Earth) were scattered across the pyroclastic plain like so many isolated Lipschitz statues. They were all rounded and heaped, very much in the style of rapidly cooled magma. Martha remembered that Burton was dead, and cried quietly to herself for a few minutes.


  Weeping, she passed through the eerie stone forms. The speed made them shift and move in her vision. As if they were dancing. They looked like women to her, tragic figures out of The Bacchae or, no, wait, The Trojan Women was the play she was thinking of. Desolate. Filled with anguish. Lonely as Lot’s wife.


  There was a light scattering of sulfur dioxide snow on the ground here. It sublimed at the touch of her boots, turning to white mist and scattering wildly, the steam disappearing with each stride and then being renewed with the next footfall. Which only made the experience all that much creepier.


  Click.


  “Io has a metallic core predominantly of iron and iron sulfide, overlain by a mantle of partially molten rock and crust.”


  “Are you still here?”


  “Am trying. To communicate.”


  “Shut up.”


  She topped the ridge. The plains ahead were smooth and undulating. They reminded her of the Moon, in the transitional region between Mare Serenitatis and the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains, where she had undergone her surface training. Only without the impact craters. No impact craters on Io. Least cratered solid body in the solar system. All that volcanic activity deposited a new surface one meter thick every millennium or so. The whole damned moon was being constantly repaved.


  Her mind was rambling. She checked her gauges, and muttered, “Let’s get this show on the road.”


  There was no reply.


  Dawn would come—when? Let’s work this out. Io’s “year,” the time it took to revolve about Jupiter, was roughly forty-two hours fifteen minutes. She’d been walking seven hours. During which Io would’ve moved roughly sixty degrees through its orbit. So it would be dawn soon. That would make Daedalus’s plume less obvious, but with her helmet graphics that wouldn’t be a worry. Martha swiveled her neck, making sure that Daedalus and Jupiter were where they ought to be, and kept on walking.


  Trudge, trudge, trudge. Try not to throw the map up on the visor every five minutes. Hold off as long as you can, just one more hour, okay, that’s good, and another two miles. Not too shabby.


  The sun was getting high. It would be noon in another hour and a half. Which meant—well, it really didn’t mean much of anything.


  Rock up ahead. Probably a silicate. It was a solitary six meters high brought here by who knew what forces and waiting who knew how many thousands of years just for her to come along and need a place to rest. She found a flat spot where she could lean against it, and, breathing heavily, sat down to rest. And think. And check the air-pack. Four hours until she had to change it again. Bringing her down to two airpacks. She had slightly under twenty-four hours now. Thirty-five miles to go. That was less than two miles an hour. A snap. Might run a little tight on oxygen there toward the end, though. She’d have to take care she didn’t fall asleep. Oh, how her body ached.


  It ached almost as much as it had in the ‘48 Olympics, when she’d taken the bronze in the women’s marathon. Or that time in the internationals in Kenya when she’d come up from behind to tie for second. Story of her life. Always in third place, fighting for second. Always flight crew and sometimes, maybe, landing crew, but never the commander. Never class president. Never king of the hill. Just once—once!—she wanted to be Neil Armstrong.


  Click.


  “The marble index of a mind forever. Voyaging through strange seas of thought, alone. Wordsworth.”


  “What?”


  “Jupiter’s magnetosphere is the largest thing in the solar system. If the human eye could see it, it would appear two and a half times wider in the sky than the sun does.”


  “I knew that,” she said, irrationally annoyed.


  “Quotation is. Easy. Speech is. Not.”


  “Don’t speak, then.”


  “Trying. To communicate!” She shrugged.


  “So go ahead—communicate.”


  Silence. Then, “What does. This. Sound like?”


  “What does what sound like?”


  “Io is a sulfur-rich, iron-cored moon in a circular orbit around Jupiter. What does this. Sound like? Tidal forces from Jupiter and Ganymede pull and squeeze Io sufficiently to melt Tartarus, its sub-surface sulfur ocean. Tartarus vents its excess energy with sulfur and sulfur dioxide volcanoes. What does. This sound like? Io’s metallic core generates a magnetic field that punches a hole in Jupiter’s magnetosphere, and also creates a high-energy ion flux tube connecting its own poles with the north and south poles of Jupiter. What. Does this sound like? Io sweeps up and absorbs all the electrons in the million-volt range. Its volcanoes pump out sulfur dioxide; its magnetic field breaks down a percentage of that into sulfur and oxygen ions; and these ions are pumped into the hole punched in the magnetosphere, creating a rotating field commonly called the Io torus. What does this sound like? Torus. Flux tube. Magnetosphere. Volcanoes. Sulfur ions. Molten ocean. Tidal heating. Circular orbit. What does this sound like?”


  Against her will, Martha had found herself first listening, then intrigued, and finally involved. It was like a riddle or a word-puzzle. There was a right answer to the question. Burton or Hols would have gotten it immediately. Martha had to think it through.


  There was the faint hum of the radio’s carrier beam. A patient, waiting noise.


  At last, she cautiously said, “It sounds like a machine.”


  “Yes. Yes. Yes. Machine. Yes. Am machine. Am machine. Am machine. Yes. Yes. Machine. Yes.”


  “Wait. You’re saying that Io is a machine? That you’re a machine? That you’re Io?”


  “Sulfur is triboelectric. Sledge picks up charges. Burton’s brain is intact. Language is data. Radio is medium. Am machine.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  Trudge, drag, trudge, drag. The world doesn’t stop for strangeness. Just because she’d gone loopy enough to think that Io was alive and a machine and talking to her, didn’t mean that Martha could stop walking. She had promises to keep, and miles to go before she slept. And speaking of sleep, it was time for another fast refresher—just a quarter-hit—of speed. Wow. Let’s go!


  As she walked, she continued to carry on a dialogue with her hallucination or delusion or whatever it was. It was too boring otherwise. Boring, and a tiny bit terrifying. So she asked, “If you’re a machine, then what is your function? Why were you made?”


  “To know you. To love you. And to serve you.” Martha blinked. Then, remembering Burton’s long reminiscences on her Catholic girlhood, she laughed. That was a paraphrase of the answer to the first question in the old Baltimore Catechism: Why did God make man? “If I keep on listening to you, I’m going to come down with delusions of grandeur.”


  “You are. Creator. Of machine.”


  “Not me.”


  She walked on without saying anything for a time. Then, because the silence was beginning to get to her again, “When was it I supposedly created you?”


  “So many a million of ages have gone. To the making of man. Alfred, Lord Tennyson.”


  “That wasn’t me, then. I’m only twenty-seven. You’re obviously thinking of somebody else.”


  “It was. Mobile. Intelligent. Organic. Life. You are. Mobile. Intelligent. Organic. Life.”


  Something moved in the distance. Martha looked up, astounded. A horse. Pallid and ghostly white, it galloped soundlessly across the plains, tail and mane flying.


  She squeezed her eyes tight and shook her head. When she opened her eyes again, the horse was gone. A hallucination. Like the voice of Burton/Io. She’d been thinking of ordering up another refresher of the meth, but now it seemed best to put it off as long as possible. This was sad, though. Inflating Burton’s memories until they were as large as Io. Freud would have a few things to say about that. He’d say she was magnifying her friend to a godlike status in order to justify the fact that she’d never been able to compete one-on-one with Burton and win. He’d say she couldn’t deal with the fact that some people were simply better at things than she was.


  Trudge, drag, trudge, drag.


  So, okay, yes, she had an ego problem. She was an overambitious, self-centered bitch. So what? It had gotten her this far, where a more reasonable attitude would have left her back in the slums of greater Levittown. Making do with an eight-by-ten room with bathroom rights and a job as a dental assistant. Kelp and talapia every night, and rabbit on Sunday. The hell with that. She was alive and Burton wasn’t—by any rational standard that made her the winner.


  “Are you. Listening?”


  “Not really, no.”


  She topped yet another rise. And stopped dead. Down below was a dark expanse of molten sulfur. It stretched, wide and black, across the streaked orange plains. A lake. Her helmet readouts ran a thermal topography from the negative 230°F at her feet of 65°F at the edge of the lava flow. Nice and balmy. The molten sulfur itself, of course, existed at higher ambient temperatures.


  It lay dead in her way.


  They’d named it Lake Styx.


  Martha spent half an hour muttering over her topo maps, trying to figure out how she’d gone so far astray. Not that it wasn’t obvious. All that stumbling around. Little errors that she’d made, adding up. A tendency to favor one leg over the other. It had been an iffy thing from the beginning, trying to navigate by dead reckoning.


  Finally, though, it was obvious. Here she was. On the shores of Lake Styx. Not all that far off course after all. Three miles, maybe, tops.


  Despair filled her.


  They’d named the lake during their first loop through the Galilean system, what the engineers had called the “mapping run.” It was one of the largest features they’d seen that wasn’t already on the maps from satellite probes or Earth-based reconnaissance. Hols had thought it might be a new phenomenon—a lake that had achieved its current size within the past ten years or so. Burton had thought it would be fun to check it out. And Martha hadn’t cared, so long as she wasn’t left behind. So they’d added the lake to their itinerary.


  She had been so transparently eager to be in on the first landing, so afraid that she’d be left behind, that when she suggested they match fingers, odd man out, for who stayed, both Burton and Hols had laughed. “I’ll play mother,” Hols had said magnanimously, “for the first landing. Burton for Ganymede and then you for Europa. Fair enough?” And ruffled her hair.


  She’d been so relieved, and so grateful, and so humiliated too. It was ironic. Now it looked like Hols—who would never have gotten so far off course as to go down the wrong side of the Styx—wasn’t going to get to touch rock at all. Not this expedition.


  “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” Martha muttered, though she didn’t know if she were condemning Hols or Burton or herself. Lake Styx was horse-shoe-shaped and twelve miles long. And she was standing right at the inner toe of the horseshoe.


  There was no way she could retrace her steps back around the lake and still get to the lander before her air ran out. The lake was dense enough that she could almost swim across it, if it weren’t for the viscosity of the sulfur, which would coat her heat radiators and burn out her suit in no time flat. And the heat of the liquid. And whatever internal flows and undertows it might have. As it was, the experience would be like drowning in molasses. Slow and sticky.


  She sat down and began to cry.


  After a time she began to build up her nerve to grope for the snap-coupling to her airpack. There was a safety for it, but among those familiar with the rig it was an open secret that if you held the safety down with your thumb and yanked suddenly on the coupling, the whole thing would come undone, emptying the suit in less than a second. The gesture was so distinctive that hot young astronauts-in-training would mime it when one of their number said something particularly stupid. It was called the suicide flick.


  There were worse ways of dying.


  “Will build. Bridge. Have enough. Fine control of. Physical processes. To build. Bridge.”


  “Yeah, right, very nice, you do that,” Martha said absently. If you can’t be polite to your own hallucinations . . . She didn’t bother finishing the thought. Little crawly things were creeping about on the surface of her skin. Best to ignore them.


  “Wait. Here. Rest. Now.”


  She said nothing but only sat, not resting. Building up her courage. Thinking about everything and nothing. Clutching her knees and rocking back and forth.


  Eventually, without meaning to, she fell asleep.


  “Wake. Up. Wake. Up. Wake. Up.”


  “Uhh?”


  Martha struggled up into awareness. Something was happening before her, out on the lake. Physical processes were at work. Things were moving.


  As she watched, the white crust at the edge of the dark lake bulged outward, shooting out crystals, extending. Lacy as a snowflake. Pale as frost. Reaching across the molten blackness. Until there was a narrow white bridge stretching all the way to the far shore.


  “You must. Wait,” Io said. “Ten minutes and. You can. Walk across. It. With ease.”


  “Son of a bitch!” Martha murmured. “I’m sane.”


  In wondering silence, she crossed the bridge that Io had enchanted across the dark lake. Once or twice the surface felt a little mushy underfoot, but it always held.


  It was an exalting experience. Like passing over from Death into Life.


  At the far side of the Styx, the pyroclastic plains rose gently toward a distant horizon. She stared up yet another long, crystal-flower-covered slope. Two in one day. What were the odds against that?


  She struggled upward, flowers exploding as they were touched by her boots. At the top of the rise, the flowers gave way to sulfur hardpan again. Looking back, she could see the path she had crunched through the flowers begin to erase itself. For a long moment she stood still, venting heat. Crystals shattered soundlessly about her in a slowly expanding circle.


  She was itching something awful now. Time to freshen up. Six quick taps brought up a message on her visor: Warning: Continued use of this drug at current levels can result in paranoia, psychosis, hallucinations, misperceptions, and hypomania, as well as impaired judgment. Fuck that noise. Martha dealt herself another hit. It took a few seconds. Then—whoops. She was feeling light and full of energy again. Best check the airpack reading. Man, that didn’t look good. She had to giggle. Which was downright scary.


  Nothing could have sobered her up faster than that high little druggie laugh. It terrified her. Her life depended on her ability to maintain. She had to keep taking meth to keep going, but she also had to keep going under the drug.


  She couldn’t let it start calling the shots. Focus. Time to switch over to the last airpack. Burton’s airpack. “I’ve got eight hours of oxygen left. I’ve got twelve miles yet to go. It can be done,” she said grimly. “I’m going to do it now.”


  If only her skin weren’t itching. If only her head weren’t crawling. If only her brain weren’t busily expanding in all directions.


  Trudge, drag, trudge, drag. All through the night. The trouble with repetitive labor was that it gave you time to think. Time to think when you were speeding also meant time to think about the quality of your own thought.


  You didn’t dream in real-time, she’d been told. You get it all in one flash, just as you’re about to wake up, and in that instant extrapolate a complex dream all in one whole. It feels as if you’ve been dreaming for hours. But you’ve only had one split second of intense nonreality.


  Maybe that’s what’s happening here.


  She had a job to do. She had to keep a clear head. It was important that she get back to the lander. People had to know. They weren’t alone anymore. Damnit, she’d just made the biggest discovery since fire!


  Either that, or she was so crazy she was hallucinating that Io was a gigantic alien machine. So crazy she’d lost herself within the convolutions of her own brain.


  Which was another terrifying thing she wished she hadn’t thought of. She’d been a loner as a child. Never made friends easily. Never had or been a best friend to anybody. Had spent half her girlhood buried in books. Solipsism terrified her—she’d lived right on the edge of it for too long. So it was vitally important that she determine whether the voice of Io had an objective, external reality. Or not.


  Well, how could she test it?


  Sulfur was triboelectric, Io had said. Implying that it was in some way an electrical phenomenon. If so, then it ought to be physically demonstrable.


  Martha directed her helmet to show her the electrical charges within the sulfur plains. Crank it up to the max.


  The land before her flickered once, then lit up in fairyland colors. Light! Pale oceans of light overlaying light, shifting between pastels, from faded rose to boreal blue, multilayered, labyrinthine, and all pulsing gently within the heart of the sulfur rock. It looked like thought made visual. It looked like something straight out of Disney Virtual, and not one of the nature channels either—definitely DV-3.


  “Damn,” she muttered. Right under her nose. She’d had no idea.


  Glowing lines veined the warping wings of subterranean electromagnetic forces. Almost like circuit wires. They crisscrossed the plains in all directions, combining and then converging—not upon her, but in a nexus at the sled. Burton’s corpse was lit up like neon. Her head, packed in sulfur dioxide snow, strobed and stuttered with light so rapidly that it shone like the sun.


  Sulfur was triboelectric. Which meant that it built up a charge when rubbed.


  She’d been dragging Burton’s sledge over the sulfur surface of Io for how many hours? You could build up a hell of a charge that way.


  So, okay. There was a physical mechanism for what she was seeing. Assuming that Io really was a machine, a triboelectric alien device the size of Earth’s moon, built eons ago for who knows what purpose by who knows what godlike monstrosities, then, yes, it might be able to communicate with her. A lot could be done with electricity.


  Lesser, smaller, and dimmer “circuitry” reached for Martha as well. She looked down at her feet. When she lifted one from the surface, the contact was broken, and the lines of force collapsed. Other lines were born when she put her foot down again. Whatever slight contact might be made was being constantly broken. Whereas Burton’s sledge was in constant contact with the sulfur surface of Io. That hole in Burton’s skull would be a highway straight into her brain. And she’d packed it in solid SO2 as well. Conductive and supercooled. She’d made things easy for Io.


  She shifted back to augmented real-color. The DV-3 SFX faded away.


  Accepting as a tentative hypothesis that the voice was a real rather than a psychological phenomenon. That Io was able to communicate with her. That it was a machine. That it had been built . . .


  Who, then, had built it?


  Click.


  “Io? Are you listening?”


  “Calm on the listening ear of night. Come Heaven’s melodious strains. Edmund Hamilton Sears.”


  “Yeah, wonderful, great. Listen, there’s something I’d kinda like to know—who built you?”


  “You. Did.”


  Slyly, Martha said, “So I’m your creator, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “What do I look like when I’m at home?”


  “Whatever. You wish. To.”


  “Do I breathe oxygen? Methane? Do I have antennae? Tentacles? Wings? How many legs do I have? How many eyes? How many heads?”


  “If. You wish. As many as. You wish.”


  “How many of me are there?”


  “One.” A pause. “Now.”


  “I was here before, right? People like me. Mobile intelligent life forms. And I left. How long have I been gone?”


  Silence. “How long—” she began again. “Long time. Lonely. So very. Long time.”


  Trudge, drag. Trudge, drag. Trudge, drag. How many centuries had she been walking? Felt like a lot. It was night again. Her arms felt like they were going to fall out of their sockets.


  Really, she ought to leave Burton behind. She’d never said anything to make Martha think she cared one way or the other where her body wound up. Probably would’ve thought a burial on Io was pretty damn nifty. But Martha wasn’t doing this for her. She was doing it for herself. To prove that she wasn’t entirely selfish. That she did too have feelings for others. That she was motivated by more than just the desire for fame and glory.


  Which, of course, was a sign of selfishness in itself. The desire to be known as selfless. It was hopeless. You could nail yourself to a fucking cross, and it would still be proof of your innate selfishness. “You still there, Io?” Click.


  “Am. Listening.”


  “Tell me about this fine control of yours. How much do you have? Can you bring me to the lander faster than I’m going now? Can you bring the lander to me? Can you return me to the orbiter? Can you provide me with more oxygen?”


  “Dead egg, I lie. Whole. On a whole world I cannot touch. Plath.”


  “You’re not much use, then, are you?” There was no answer. Not that she had expected one. Or needed it, either. She checked the topos and found herself another eighth-mile closer to the lander. She could even see it now under her helmet photomultipliers, a dim glint upon the horizon. Wonderful things, photomultipliers. The sun here provided about as much light as a full moon did back on Earth. Jupiter by itself provided even less. Yet crank up the magnification, and she could see the airlock awaiting the grateful touch of her gloved hand.


  Trudge, drag, trudge. Martha ran and reran and rereran the math in her head. She had only three miles to go, and enough oxygen for as many hours. The lander had its own air supply. She was going to make it.


  Maybe she wasn’t the total loser she’d always thought she was. Maybe there was hope for her, after all.


  Click.


  “Brace. Yourself.”


  “What for?”


  The ground rose up beneath her and knocked her off her feet.


  When the shaking stopped, Martha clambered unsteadily to her feet again. The land before her was all a jumble, as if a careless deity had lifted the entire plain up a foot and then dropped it. The silvery glint of the lander on the horizon was gone. When she pushed her helmet’s magnification to the max, she could see a metal leg rising crookedly from the rubbled ground.


  Martha knew the sheer strength of every bolt and failure point of every welding seam in the lander. She knew exactly how fragile it was. That was one device that was never going to fly again.


  She stood motionless. Unblinking. Unseeing. Feeling nothing. Nothing at all.


  Eventually she pulled herself together enough to think. Maybe it was time to admit it: she never had believed she was going to make it. Not really. Not Martha Kivelsen. All her life she’d been a loser. Sometimes—like when she qualified for the expedition—she lost at a higher level than usual. But she never got whatever it was she really wanted.


  Why was that, she wondered? When had she ever desired anything bad? When you get right down to it, all she’d ever wanted was to kick God in the butt and get his attention. To be a big noise. To be the biggest fucking noise in the universe. Was that so unreasonable?


  Now she was going to wind up as a footnote in the annals of humanity’s expansion into space. A sad little cautionary tale for mommy astronauts to tell their baby astronauts on cold winter nights. Maybe Burton could’ve gotten back to the lander. Or Hols. But not her. It just wasn’t in the cards.


  Click.


  “Io is the most volcanically active body in the solar system.”


  “You fucking bastard! Why didn’t you warn me?”


  “Did. Not. Know.”


  Now her emotions returned to her in full force. She wanted to run and scream and break things. Only there wasn’t anything in sight that hadn’t already been broken. “You shithead!” she cried. “You idiot machine! What use are you? What goddamn use at all?”


  “Can give you. Eternal life. Communion of the soul. Unlimited processing power. Can give Burton. Same.”


  “Hah?”


  “After the first death. There is no other. Dylan Thomas.”


  “What do you mean by that?” Silence.


  “Damn you, you fucking machine! What are you trying to say?”


  Then the devil took Jesus up into the holy city and set him on the highest point of the temple, and said to him, “If thou be the Son of God, cast thyself down: for it is written he shall give his angels charge concerning thee: and in their hands they shall bear thee up.”


  Burton wasn’t the only one who could quote scripture. You didn’t have to be Catholic, like her. Presbyterians could do it too.


  Martha wasn’t sure what you’d call this feature. A volcanic phenomenon of some sort. It wasn’t very big. Maybe twenty meters across, not much higher. Call it a crater, and let be. She stood shivering at its lip. There was a black pool of molten sulfur at its bottom, just as she’d been told. Supposedly its roots reached all the way down to Tartarus.


  Her head ached so badly.


  Io claimed—had said—that if she threw herself in, it would be able to absorb her, duplicate her neural patterning, and so restore her to life. A transformed sort of life, but life nonetheless. “Throw Burton in,” it had said. “Throw yourself in. Physical configuration will be. Destroyed. Neural configuration will be. Preserved. Maybe.”


  “Maybe?”


  “Burton had limited. Biological training. Understanding of neural functions may be. Imperfect.”


  “Wonderful.”


  “Or. Maybe not.”


  “Gotcha.”


  Heat radiated up from the bottom of the crater. Even protected and shielded as she was by her suit’s HVAC systems, she felt the difference between front and back. It was like standing in front of a fire on a very cold night.


  They had talked, or maybe negotiated was a better word for it, for a long time. Finally Martha had said, “You savvy Morse code? You savvy orthodox spelling?”


  “Whatever Burton. Understood. Is. Understood.”


  “Yes or no, damnit!”


  “Savvy.”


  “Good. Then maybe we can make a deal.”


  She stared up into the night. The orbiter was out there somewhere, and she was sorry she couldn’t talk directly to Hols, say good-bye and thanks for everything. But Io had said no. What she planned would raise volcanoes and level mountains. The devastation would dwarf that of the earthquake caused by the bridge across Lake Styx.


  It couldn’t guarantee two separate communications.


  The ion flux tube arched from somewhere over the horizon in a great looping jump to the north pole of Jupiter. Augmented by her visor, it was as bright as the sword of God.


  As she watched, it began to sputter and jump, millions of watts of power dancing staccato in a message they’d be picking up on the surface of Earth. It would swamp every radio and drown out every broadcast in the Solar System.


  THIS IS MARTHA KIVELSEN, SPEAKING FROM THE SURFACE OF IO ON BEHALF OF MYSELF, JULIET BURTON, DECEASED, AND JACOB HOLS, OF THE FIRST GALILEAN SATELLITES EXPLORATORY MISSION. WE HAVE MADE AN IMPORTANT DISCOVERY . . .


  Every electrical device in the System would dance to its song!


  Burton went first. Martha gave the sledge a shove, and out it flew, into empty space. It dwindled, hit, kicked up a bit of a splash. Then, with a disappointing lack of pyrotechnics, the corpse slowly sank into the black glop.


  It didn’t look very encouraging at all.


  Still . . .


  “Okay,” she said. “A deal’s a deal.” She dug in her toes and spread her arms. Took a deep breath. Maybe I am going to survive after all, she thought. It could be Burton was already halfway-merged into the oceanic mind of Io, and awaiting her to join in an alchemical marriage of personalities. Maybe I’m going to live forever. Who knows? Anything is possible.


  Maybe.


  There was a second and more likely possibility. All this could well be nothing more than a hallucination. Nothing but the sound of her brain short-circuiting and squirting bad chemicals in all directions. Madness. One last grandiose dream before dying. Martha had no way of judging.


  Whatever the truth might be, though, there were no alternatives, and only one way to find out.


  She jumped.


  Briefly, she flew.
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  MANEKI NEKO


  Bruce Sterling


  “I CAN’T GO ON,” HIS BROTHER said.


  Tsuyoshi Shimizu looked thoughtfully into the screen of his pasokon. His older brother’s face was shiny with sweat from a late-night drinking bout. “It’s only a career,” said Tsuyoshi, sitting up on his futon and adjusting his pajamas. “You worry too much.”


  “All that overtime!” his brother whined. He was making the call from a bar somewhere in Shibuya. In the background, a middle-aged office lady was singing karaoke, badly. “And the examination hells. The manager training programs. The proficiency tests. I never have time to live!”


  Tsuyoshi grunted sympathetically. He didn’t like these late-night videophone calls, but he felt obliged to listen. His big brother had always been a decent sort, before he had gone through the elite courses at Waseda University, joined a big corporation, and gotten professionally ambitious.


  “My back hurts,” his brother groused. “I have an ulcer. My hair is going gray. And I know they’ll fire me. No matter how loyal you are to the big companies, they have no loyalty to their employees anymore. It’s no wonder that I drink.”


  “You should get married,” Tsuyoshi offered.


  “I can’t find the right girl. Women never understand me.” He shuddered. “Tsuyoshi, I’m truly desperate. The market pressures are crushing me. I can’t breathe. My life has got to change. I’m thinking of taking the vows. I’m serious! I want to renounce this whole modern world.”


  Tsuyoshi was alarmed. “You’re very drunk, right?”


  His brother leaned closer to the screen. “Life in a monastery sounds truly good to me. It’s so quiet there. You recite the sutras. You consider your existence. There are rules to follow, and rewards that make sense. It’s just the way that Japanese business used to be, back in the good old days.”


  Tsuyoshi grunted skeptically.


  “Last week I went out to a special place in the mountains . . . Mount Aso,” his brother confided. “The monks there, they know about people in trouble, people who are burned out by modern life. The monks protect you from the world. No computers, no phones, no faxes, no e-mail, no overtime, no commuting, nothing at all. It’s beautiful, and it’s peaceful, and nothing ever happens there. Really, it’s like paradise.”


  “Listen, older brother,” Tsuyoshi said, “you’re not a religious man by nature. You’re a section chief for a big import-export company.”


  “Well . . . maybe religion won’t work for me. I did think of running away to America. Nothing much ever happens there, either.”


  Tsuyoshi smiled. “That sounds much better! America is a good vacation spot. A long vacation is just what you need! Besides, the Americans are real friendly since they gave up their handguns.”


  “But I can’t go through with it,” his brother wailed. “I just don’t dare. I can’t just wander away from everything that I know, and trust to the kindness of strangers.”


  “That always works for me,” Tsuyoshi said. “Maybe you should try it.”


  Tsuyoshi’s wife stirred uneasily on the futon. Tsuyoshi lowered his voice. “Sorry, but I have to hang up now. Call me before you do anything rash.”


  “Don’t tell Dad,” Tsuyoshi’s brother said. “He worries so.”


  “I won’t tell Dad.” Tsuyoshi cut the connection and the screen went dark.


  Tsuyoshi’s wife rolled over, heavily. She was seven months pregnant. She stared at the ceiling puffing for breath. “Was that another call from your brother?” she said.


  “Yeah. The company just gave him another promotion. More responsibilities. He’s celebrating.”


  “That sounds nice,” his wife said tactfully.


  NEXT MORNING, Tsuyoshi slept late. He was self-employed, so he kept his own hours. Tsuyoshi was a video format upgrader by trade. He transferred old videos from obsolete formats into the new high-grade storage media. Doing this properly took a craftsman’s eye. Word of Tsuyoshi’s skills had gotten out on the network, so he had as much work as he could handle.


  At ten A.M., the mailman arrived. Tsuyoshi abandoned his breakfast of raw egg and miso soup, and signed for a shipment of flaking, twentieth-century analog television tapes. The mail also brought a fresh overnight shipment of strawberries, and a homemade jar of pickles.


  “Pickles!” his wife enthused. “People are so nice to you when you’re pregnant.”


  “Any idea who sent us that.”


  “Just someone on the network.”


  “Great.”


  Tsuyoshi booted his mediator, cleaned his superconducting heads and examined the old tapes. Home videos from the 1980s. Someone’s grandmother as a child, presumably. There had been a lot of flaking and loss of polarity in the old recording medium.


  Tsuyoshi got to work with his desktop fractal detail generator, the image stabilizer, and the interlace algorithms. When he was done, Tsuyoshi’s new digital copies would look much sharper, cleaner, and better composed than the original primitive videotape.


  Tsuyoshi enjoyed his work. Quite often he came across bits and pieces of videotape that were of archival interest. He would pass the images on to the net. The really big network databases, with their armies of search engines, indexers, and catalogues, had some very arcane interests. The net machines would never pay for data, because the global information networks were noncommercial. But the net machines were very polite, and had excellent net etiquette. They returned a favor for a favor, and since they were machines with excellent, enormous memories, they never forgot a good deed.


  Tsuyoshi and his wife had a lunch of ramen with naruto, and she left to go shopping. A shipment arrived by overseas package service. Cute baby clothes from Darwin, Australia. They were in his wife’s favorite color, sunshine yellow.


  Tsuyoshi finished transferring the first tape to a new crystal disk. Time for a break. He left his apartment, took the elevator and went out to the comer coffee shop. He ordered a double iced mocha cappuccino and paid with a chargecard.


  His pokkecon rang. Tsuyoshi took it from his belt and answered it. “Get one to go,” the machine told him.


  “Okay,” said Tsuyoshi, and hung up. He bought a second coffee, put a lid on it and left the shop.


  A man in a business suit was sitting on a park bench near the entrance of Tsuyoshi’s building. The man’s suit was good, but it looked as if he’d slept in it. He was holding his head in his hands and rocking gently back and forth. He was unshaven and his eyes were red-rimmed.


  The pokkecon rang again. “The coffee’s for him?” Tsuyoshi said.


  “Yes,” said the pokkecon. “He needs it.”


  Tsuyoshi walked up to the lost businessman. The man looked up, flinching warily, as if he were about to be kicked. “What is it?” he said.


  “Here,” Tsuyoshi said, handing him the cup. “Double iced mocha cappuccino.”


  The man opened the cup, and smelled it. He looked up in disbelief. “This is my favorite kind of coffee . . . Who are you?”


  Tsuyoshi lifted his arm and offered a hand signal, his fingers clenched like a cat’s paw. The man showed no recognition of the gesture. Tsuyoshi shrugged, and smiled. “It doesn’t matter. Sometimes a man really needs a coffee. Now you have a coffee. That’s all.”


  “Well . . .” The man cautiously sipped his cup, and suddenly smiled. “It’s really great. Thanks!”


  “You’re welcome.” Tsuyoshi went home.


  His wife arrived from shopping. She had bought new shoes. The pregnancy was making her feet swell. She sat carefully on the couch and sighed.


  “Orthopedic shoes are expensive,” she said, looking at the yellow pumps. “I hope you don’t think they look ugly.”


  “On you, they look really cute,” Tsuyoshi said wisely. He had first met his wife at a video store. She had just used her credit card to buy a disk of primitive black-and-white American anime of the 1950s. The pokkecon had urged him to go up and speak to her on the subject of Felix the Cat. Felix was an early television cartoon star and one of Tsuyoshi’s personal favorites.


  Tsuyoshi would have been too shy to approach an attractive woman on his own, but no one was a stranger to the net. This fact gave him the confidence to speak to her. Tsuyoshi had soon discovered that the girl was delighted to discuss her deep fondness for cute, antique, animated cats. They’d had lunch together. They’d had a date the next week. They had spent Christmas Eve together in a love hotel. They had a lot in common.


  She had come into his life through a little act of grace, a little gift from Felix the Cat’s magic bag of tricks. Tsuyoshi had never gotten over feeling grateful for this. Now that he was married and becoming a father, Tsuyoshi Shimizu could feel himself becoming solidly fixed in life. He had a man’s role to play now. He knew who he was, and he knew where he stood. Life was good to him.


  “You need a haircut, dear,” his wife told him.


  “Sure.”


  His wife pulled a gift box out of her shopping bag. “Can you go to the Hotel Daruma, and get your hair cut, and deliver this box for me?”


  “What is it?” Tsuyoshi said.


  Tsuyoshi’s wife opened the little wooden gift box. A maneki neko was nestled inside white foam padding. The smiling ceramic cat held one paw upraised, beckoning for good fortune.


  “Don’t you have enough of those yet?” he said. “You even have maneki neko underwear.”


  “It’s not for my collection. It’s a gift for someone at the Hotel Daruma.”


  “Oh.”


  “Some foreign woman gave me this box at the shoestore. She looked American. She couldn’t speak Japanese. She had really nice shoes, though . . .”


  “If the network gave you that little cat, then you’re the one who should take care of that obligation, dear.”


  “But dear,” she sighed, “my feet hurt so much, and you could do with a haircut anyway, and I have to cook supper, and besides, it’s not really a nice maneki neko, it’s just cheap tourist souvenir junk. Can’t you do it?”


  “Oh, all right,” Tsuyoshi told her. “Just forward your pokkecon prompts onto my machine, and I’ll see what I can do for us.”


  She smiled. “I knew you would do it. You’re really so good to me.”


  Tsuyoshi left with the little box. He wasn’t unhappy to do the errand, as it wasn’t always easy to manage his pregnant wife’s volatile moods in their small six-tatami apartment. The local neighborhood was good, but he was hoping to find bigger accommodations before the child was born. Maybe a place with a little studio, where he could expand the scope of his work. It was very hard to find decent housing in Tokyo, but word was out on the net. Friends he didn’t even know were working every day to help him. If he kept up with the net’s obligations, he had every confidence that some day something nice would turn up.


  Tsuyoshi went into the local pachinko parlor, where he won half a liter of beer and a train chargecard. He drank the beer, took the new train card and wedged himself into the train. He got out at the Ebisu station, and turned on his pokkecon Tokyo street map to guide his steps. He walked past places called Chocolate Soup, and Freshness Physique, and The Aladdin Mai-Tai Panico Trattoria.


  He entered the Hotel Daruma and went to the hotel barber shop, which was called the Daruma Planet Look. “May I help you?” said the receptionist.


  “I’m thinking, a shave and a trim,” Tsuyoshi said.


  “Do you have an appointment with us?”


  “Sorry, no.” Tsuyoshi offered a hand gesture.


  The woman gestured back, a jerky series of cryptic finger movements. Tsuyoshi didn’t recognize any of the gestures. She wasn’t from his part of the network.


  “Oh well, never mind,” the receptionist said kindly. “I’ll get Nahoko to look after you.”


  Nahoko was carefully shaving the fine hair from Tsuyoshi’s forehead when the pokkecon rang. Tsuyoshi answered it.


  “Go to the ladies’ room on the fourth floor,” the pokkecon told him.


  “Sorry, I can’t do that. This is Tsuyoshi Shimizu, not Ai Shimizu. Besides, I’m having my hair cut right now.”


  “Oh, I see,” said the machine. “Recalibrating.” It hung up.


  Nahoko finished his hair. She had done a good job. He looked much better. A man who worked at home had to take special trouble to keep up appearances. The pokkecon rang again.


  “Yes?” said Tsuyoshi.


  “Buy bay rum aftershave. Take it outside.”


  “Right.” He hung up. “Nahoko, do you have bay rum?”


  “Odd you should ask that,” said Nahoko. “Hardly anyone asks for bay rum anymore, but our shop happens to keep it in stock.”


  Tsuyoshi bought the aftershave, then stepped outside the barbershop. Nothing happened, so he bought a manga comic and waited. Finally a hairy, blond stranger in shorts, a tropical shirt, and sandals approached him. The foreigner was carrying a camera bag and an old-fashioned pokkecon. He looked about sixty years old, and he was very tall.


  The man spoke to his pokkecon in English. “Excuse me,” said the pokkecon, translating the man’s speech into Japanese. “Do you have a bottle of bay rum aftershave?”


  “Yes I do.” Tsuyoshi handed the bottle over. “Here.”


  “Thank goodness!” said the man, his words relayed through his machine. “I’ve asked everyone else in the lobby. Sorry I was late.”


  “No problem,” said Tsuyoshi. “That’s a nice pokkecon you have there.”


  “Well,” the man said, “I know it’s old and out of style. But I plan to buy a new pokkecon here in Tokyo. I’m told that they sell pokkecons by the basketful in Akihabara electronics market.”


  “That’s right. What kind of translator program are you running? Your translator talks like someone from Osaka.”


  “Does it sound funny?” the tourist asked anxiously.


  “Well, I don’t want to complain, but . . .” Tsuyoshi smiled. “Here, let’s trade meishi. I can give you a copy of a brand-new freeware translator.”


  “That would be wonderful.” They, pressed buttons and squirted copies of their business cards across the network link.


  Tsuyoshi examined his copy of the man’s electronic card and saw that his name was Zimmerman. Mr. Zimmerman was from New Zealand. Tsuyoshi activated a transfer program. His modern pokkecon began transferring a new translator onto Zimmerman’s machine.


  A large American man in a padded suit entered the lobby of the Daruma. The man wore sunglasses, and was sweating visibly in the summer heat. The American looked huge, as if he lifted a lot of weights. Then a Japanese woman followed him. The woman was sharply dressed, with a dark blue dress suit, hat, sunglasses, and an attache case. She had a haunted look.


  Her escort turned and carefully watched the bellhops, who were bringing in a series of bags. The woman walked crisply to the reception desk and began making anxious demands of the clerk.


  “I’m a great believer in machine translation,” Tsuyoshi said to the tall man from New Zealand. “I really believe that computers help human beings to relate in a much more human way.”


  “I couldn’t agree with you more,” said Mr. Zimmerman, through his machine. “I can remember the first time I came to your country, many years ago. I had no portable translator. In fact, I had nothing but a printed phrasebook. I happened to go into a bar, and . . .”


  Zimmerman stopped and gazed alertly at his pokkecon. “Oh dear, I’m getting a screen prompt. I have to go up to my room right away.”


  “Then I’ll come along with you till this software transfer is done,” Tsuyoshi said.


  “That’s very kind of you.” They got into the elevator together. Zimmerman punched for the fourth floor. “Anyway, as I was saying, I went into this bar in Roppongi late at night, because I was jetlagged and hoping for something to eat . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “And this woman . . . well, let’s just say this woman was hanging out in a foreigner’s bar in Roppongi late at night, and she wasn’t wearing a whole lot of clothes, and she didn’t look like she was any better than she ought to be . . .”


  “Yes, I think I understand you.”


  “Anyway, this menu they gave me was full of kanji, or katakana, or romanji, or whatever they call those, so I had my phrasebook out, and I was trying very hard to puzzle out these pesky ideograms . . .” The elevator opened and they stepped into the carpeted hall of the hotel’s fourth floor. “So I opened the menu and I pointed to an entree, and I told this girl . . .” Zimmerman stopped suddenly, and stared at his screen. “Oh dear, something’s happening. Just a moment.”


  Zimmerman carefully studied the instructions on his pokkecon. Then he pulled the bottle of bay rum from the baggy pocket of his shorts, and unscrewed the cap. He stood on tiptoe, stretching to his full height, and carefully poured the contents of the bottle through the iron louvers of a ventilation grate, set high in the top of the wall.


  ZIMMERMAN screwed the cap back on neatly, and slipped the empty bottle back in his pocket. Then he examined his pokkecon again. He frowned, and shook it. The screen had frozen. Apparently Tsuyoshi’s new translation program had overloaded Zimmerman’s old-fashioned operating system. His pokkecon had crashed.


  Zimmerman spoke a few defeated sentences in English. Then he smiled, and spread his hands apologetically. He bowed, and went into his room, and shut the door.


  The Japanese woman and her burly American escort entered the hall. The man gave Tsuyoshi a hard stare. The woman opened the door with a passcard. Her hands were shaking.


  Tsuyoshi’s pokkecon rang. “Leave the hall,” it told him. “Go downstairs. Get into the elevator with the bellboy.”


  Tsuyoshi followed instructions.


  The bellboy was just entering the elevator with a cart full of the woman’s baggage. Tsuyoshi got into the elevator, stepping carefully behind the wheeled metal cart. “What floor, sir?” said the bellboy.


  “Eight,” Tsuyoshi said, ad-libbing. The bellboy turned and pushed the buttons. He faced forward attentively, his gloved hands folded.


  The pokkecon flashed a silent line of text to the screen. “Put the gift box inside her flight bag,” it read.


  Tsuyoshi located the zippered blue bag at the back of the cart. It was a matter of instants to zip it open, put in the box with the maneki neko, and zip the bag shut again. The bellboy noticed nothing. He left, tugging his cart.


  Tsuyoshi got out on the eighth floor, feeling slightly foolish. He wandered down the hall, found a quiet nook by an ice machine and called his wife. “What’s going on?” he said.


  “Oh, nothing.” She smiled. “Your haircut looks nice! Show me the back of your head.”


  Tsuyoshi held the pokkecon screen behind the nape of his neck.


  “They do good work,” his wife said with satisfaction. “I hope it didn’t cost too much. Are you coming home now?”


  “Things are getting a little odd here at the hotel,” Tsuyoshi told her. “I may be some time.”


  His wife frowned. “Well, don’t miss supper. We’re having bonito.”


  Tsuyoshi took the elevator back down. It stopped at the fourth floor. The woman’s American companion stepped onto the elevator. His nose was running and his eyes were streaming with tears.


  “Are you all right?” Tsuyoshi said.


  “I don’t understand Japanese,” the man growled. The elevator doors shut.


  The man’s cellular phone crackled into life. It emitted a scream of anguish and a burst of agitated female English. The man swore and slammed his hairy fist against the elevator’s emergency button. The elevator stopped with a lurch. An alarm bell began ringing.


  The man pried the doors open with his large hairy fingers and clambered out into the fourth floor. He then ran headlong down the hall.


  The elevator began buzzing in protest, its doors shuddering as if broken. Tsuyoshi climbed hastily from the damaged elevator, and stood there in the hallway. He hesitated a moment. Then he produced his pokkecon and loaded his Japanese-to-English translator. He walked cautiously after the American man.


  The door to their suite was open. Tsuyoshi spoke aloud into his pokkecon. “Hello?” he said experimentally. “May I be of help?”


  The woman was sitting on the bed. She had just discovered the maneki neko box in her flight bag. She was staring at the little cat in horror.


  “Who are you?” she said, in bad Japanese.


  Tsuyoshi realized suddenly that she was a Japanese American. Tsuyoshi had met a few Japanese Americans before. They always troubled him. They looked fairly normal from the outside, but their behavior was always bizarre. “I’m just a passing friend,” he said. “Something I can do?”


  “Grab him, Mitch!” said the woman in English. The American man rushed into the hall and grabbed Tsuyoshi by the arm. His hands were like steel bands.


  Tsuyoshi pressed the distress button on his pokkecon.


  “Take that computer away from him,” the woman ordered in English. Mitch quickly took Tsuyoshi’s pokkecon away, and threw it on the bed. He deftly patted Tsuyoshi’s clothing, searching for weapons. Then he shoved Tsuyoshi into a chair.


  The woman switched back to Japanese. “Sit right there, you. Don’t you dare move.” She began examining the contents of Tsuyoshi’s wallet.


  “I beg your pardon?” Tsuyoshi said. His pokkecon was lying on the bed. Lines of red text scrolled up its little screen as it silently issued a series of emergency net alerts.


  The woman spoke to her companion in English. Tsuyoshi’s pokkecon was still translating faithfully. “Mitch, go call the local police.”


  Mitch sneezed uncontrollably. Tsuyoshi noticed that the room smelled strongly of bay rum. “I can’t talk to the local cops. I can’t speak Japanese.” Mitch sneezed again.


  “Okay, then I’ll call the cops. You handcuff this guy. Then go down to the infirmary and get yourself some antihistamines, for Christ’s sake.”


  Mitch pulled a length of plastic whipcord cuff from his coat pocket, and attached Tsuyoshi’s right wrist to the head of the bed. He mopped his streaming eyes with a tissue. “I’d better stay with you. If there’s a cat in your luggage, then the criminal network already knows we’re in Japan. You’re in danger.”


  “Mitch, you may be my bodyguard, but you’re breaking out in hives.”


  “This just isn’t supposed to happen,” Mitch complained, scratching his neck. “My allergies never interfered with my job before.”


  “Just leave me here and lock the door,” the woman told him. “I’ll put a chair against the knob. I’ll be all right. You need to look after yourself.”


  Mitch left the room.


  The woman barricaded the door with a chair. Then she called the front desk on the hotel’s bedside pasokon. “This is Louise Hashimoto in room 434. I have a gangster in my room. He’s an information criminal. Would you call the Tokyo police, please? Tell them to send the organized crime unit. Yes, that’s right. Do it. And you should put your hotel security people on full alert. There may be big trouble here. You’d better hurry.” She hung up.


  Tsuyoshi stared at her in astonishment. “Why are you doing this? What’s all this about?”


  “So you call yourself Tsuyoshi Shimizu,” said the woman, examining his credit cards. She sat on the foot of the bed and stared at him. “You’re yakuza of some kind, right?”


  “I think you’ve made a big mistake,” Tsuyoshi said.


  Louise scowled. “Look, Mr. Shimizu, you’re not dealing with some Yankee tourist here. My name is Louise Hashimoto and I’m an assistant federal prosecutor from Providence, Rhode Island, USA.” She showed him a magnetic ID card with a gold official seal.


  “It’s nice to meet someone from the American government,” said Tsuyoshi, bowing a bit in his chair. “I’d shake your hand, but it’s tied to the bed.”


  “You can stop with the innocent act right now. I spotted you out in the hall earlier, and in the lobby, too, casing the hotel. How did you know my bodyguard is violently allergic to bay rum? You must have read his medical records.”


  “Who, me? Never!”


  “Ever since I discovered you network people, it’s been one big pattern,” said Louise. “It’s the biggest criminal conspiracy I ever saw. I busted this software pirate in Providence. He had a massive network server and a whole bunch of AI freeware search engines. We took him in custody, we bagged all his search engines, and catalogs, and indexers . . . Later that very same day, these cats start showing up.”


  “Cats?”


  Louise lifted the maneki neko, handling it as if it were a live eel. “These little Japanese voodoo cats. Maneki neko, right? They started showing up everywhere I went. There’s a china cat in my handbag. There’s three china cats at the office. Suddenly they’re on display in the windows of every antique store in Providence. My car radio starts making meowing noises at me.”


  “You broke part of the network?” Tsuyoshi said, scandalized. “You took someone’s machines away? That’s terrible! How could you do such an inhuman thing?”


  “You’ve got a real nerve complaining about that. What about my machinery?” Louise held up her fat, eerie-looking American pokkecon. “As soon as I stepped off the airplane at Narita, my PDA was attacked. Thousands and thousands of e-mail messages. All of them pictures of cats. A denial-of-service attack! I can’t even communicate with the home office! My PDA’s useless!”


  “What’s a PDA?”


  “It’s a PDA, my Personal Digital Assistant! Manufactured in Silicon Valley!”


  “Well, with a goofy name like that, no wonder our pokkecons won’t talk to it.”


  Louise frowned grimly. “That’s right, wise guy. Make jokes about it. You’re involved in a malicious software attack on a legal officer of the United States Government. You’ll see.” She paused, looking him over. “You know, Shimizu, you don’t look much like the Italian mafia gangsters I have to deal with, back in Providence.”


  “I’m not a gangster at all. I never do anyone any harm.”


  “Oh no?” Louise glowered at him. “Listen, pal, I know a lot more about your set-up, and your kind of people, than you think I do. I’ve been studying your outfit for a long time now. We computer cops have names for your kind of people. Digital panarchies. Segmented, polycephalous, integrated influence networks. What about all these free goods and services you’re getting all this time?”


  She pointed a finger at him. “Ha! Do you ever pay taxes on those? Do you ever declare that income and those benefits? All the free shipments from other countries! The little homemade cookies, and the free pens and pencils and bumper stickers, and the used bicycles, and the helpful news about fire sales . . . You’re a tax evader! You’re living through kickbacks! And bribes! And influence peddling! And all kinds of corrupt off-the-books transactions?


  Tsuyoshi blinked. “Look, I don’t know anything about all that. I’m just living my life.”


  “Well, your network gift economy is undermining the lawful, government approved, regulated economy!”


  “Well,” Tsuyoshi said gently, “maybe my economy is better than your economy.”


  “Says who?” she scoffed. “Why would anyone think that.”


  “It’s better because we’re happier than you are. What’s wrong with acts of kindness? Everyone likes gifts. Midsummer gifts. New Years Day gifts. Year-end presents. Wedding presents. Everybody likes those.”


  “Not the way you Japanese like them. You’re totally crazy for gifts.”


  “What kind of society has no gifts? It’s barbaric to have no regard for common human feelings.”


  Louise bristled. “You’re saying I’m barbaric?”


  “I don’t mean to complain,” Tsuyoshi said politely, “but you do have me tied up to your bed.”


  Louise crossed her arms. “You might as well stop complaining. You’ll be in much worse trouble when the local police arrive.”


  “Then we’ll probably be waiting here for quite a while,” Tsuyoshi said. “The police move rather slowly, here in Japan. I’m sorry, but we don’t have as much crime as you Americans, so our police are not very alert.”


  The pasokon rang at the side of the bed. Louise answered it. It was Tsuyoshi’s wife.


  “Could I speak to Tsuyoshi Shimizu please?”


  “I’m over here, dear,” Tsuyoshi called quickly. “She’s kidnapped me! She tied me to the bed!”


  “Tied to her bed?” His wife’s eyes grew wide. “That does it! I’m calling the police!”


  Louise quickly hung up the pasokon. “I haven’t kidnapped you! I’m only detaining you here until the local authorities can come and arrest you.”


  “Arrest me for what, exactly?”


  Louise thought quickly. “Well, for poisoning my bodyguard by pouring bay rum into the ventilator.”


  “But I never did that. Anyway, that’s not illegal, is it?”


  The pasokon rang again. A shining white cat appeared on the screen. It had large, staring, unearthly eyes.


  “Let him go,” the cat commanded in English.


  Louise shrieked and yanked the pasokon’s plug from the wall.


  Suddenly the lights went out. “Infrastructure attack!” Louise squawled. She rolled quickly under the bed.


  The room went gloomy and quiet. The air conditioner had shut off. “I think you can come out,” Tsuyoshi said at last, his voice loud in the still room. “It’s just a power failure.”


  “No it isn’t,” Louise said. She crawled slowly from beneath the bed, and sat on the mattress. Somehow, the darkness had made them more intimate. “I know very well what this is. I’m under attack. I haven’t had a moment’s peace since I broke that network. Stuff just happens to me now. Bad stuff. Swarms of it. It’s never anything you can touch, though. Nothing you can prove in a court of law.”


  She sighed. “I sit in chairs, and somebody’s left a piece of gum there. I get free pizzas, but they’re not the kind of pizzas I like. Little kids spit on my sidewalk. Old women in walkers get in front of me whenever I need to hurry.”


  The shower came on, all by itself. Louise shuddered, but said nothing. Slowly, the darkened, stuffy room began to fill with hot steam.


  “My toilets don’t flush,” Louise said. “My letters get lost in the mail. When I walk by cars, their theft alarms go off. And strangers stare at me. It’s always little things. Lots of little tiny things, but they never, ever stop. I’m up against something that is very very big, and very very patient. And it knows all about me. And it’s got a million arms and legs. And all those arms and legs are people.”


  There was the noise of scuffling in the hall. Distant voices, confused shouting.


  Suddenly the chair broke under the doorknob. The door burst open violently. Mitch tumbled through, the sunglasses flying from his head. Two hotel security guards were trying to grab him. Shouting incoherently in English, Mitch fell headlong to the floor, kicking and thrashing. The guards lost their hats in the struggle. One tackled Mitch’s legs with both his arms, and the other whacked and jabbed him with a baton.


  Puffing and grunting with effort, they hauled Mitch out of the room. The darkened room was so full of steam that the harried guards hadn’t even noticed Tsuyoshi and Louise.


  Louise stared at the broken door. “Why did they do that to him?”


  Tsuyoshi scratched his head in embarrassment. “Probably a failure of communication.”


  “Poor Mitch! They took his gun away at the airport. He had all kinds of technical problems with his passport . . . Poor guy, he’s never had any luck since he met me.”


  There was a loud tapping at the window. Louise shrank back in fear. Finally she gathered her courage, and opened the curtains. Daylight flooded the room.


  A window-washing rig had been lowered from the roof of the hotel, on cables and pulleys. There were two window-washers in crisp gray uniforms. They waved cheerfully, making little catpaw gestures.


  There was a third man with them. It was Tsuyoshi’s brother.


  One of the washers opened the window with a utility key. Tsuyoshi’s brother squirmed into the room. He stood up and carefully adjusted his coat and tie.


  “This is my brother,” Tsuyoshi explained.


  “What are you doing here?” Louise said.


  “They always bring in the relatives when there’s a hostage situation,” Tsuyoshi’s brother said. “The police just flew me in by helicopter and landed me on the roof.” He looked Louise up and down. “Miss Hashimoto, you just have time to escape.”


  “What?” she said.


  “Look down at the streets,” he told her. “See that? You hear them? Crowds are pouring in from all over the city. All kinds of people, everyone with wheels. Street noodle salesmen. Bicycle messengers. Skateboard kids. Takeout delivery guys.”


  Louise gazed out the window into the streets, and shrieked aloud. “Oh no! A giant swarming mob! They’re surrounding me! I’m doomed!”


  “You are not doomed,” Tsuyoshi’s brother told her intently. “Come out the window. Get onto the platform with us. You’ve got one chance, Louise. It’s a place I know, a sacred place in the mountains. No computers there, no phones, nothing.” He paused. “It’s a sanctuary for people like us. And I know the way.”


  She gripped his suited arm. “Can I trust you?”


  “Look in my eyes,” he told her. “Don’t you see? Yes, of course you can trust me. We have everything in common.”


  Louise stepped out the window. She clutched his arm, the wind whipping at her hair. The platform creaked rapidly up and out of sight.


  Tsuyoshi stood up from the chair. When he stretched out, tugging at his handcuffed wrist, he was just able to reach his pokkecon with his fingertips. He drew it in, and clutched it to his chest. Then he sat down again, and waited patiently for someone to come and give him freedom.


  WILD MINDS


  Michael Swanwick


  I met her at a businesspersons’ orgy in London. The room was in the back of a pub that was all brass and beveled glass, nostalgia and dark oak. The doorkeeper hesitated when it saw how many times I’d attended in the last month. But then I suggested it scroll up my travel schedule, and it saw that I wasn’t acting out a sex-addiction script, but properly maintaining my forebrain and hindbrain balances. So it let me in.


  Inside, the light was dimly textured and occasionally mirrored. Friendly hands helped me off with my clothing. “I’m Thom,” I murmured, and “Annalouise . . . Enoch . . . Abdul . . . Magdalena . . . Claire,” those nearest quietly replied. Time passed.


  I noticed Hellene not because she was beautiful—who pays attention to beauty, after the first hour?—but because it took her so long to find release. By the time she was done, there was a whole new crowd; only she and I remained of all who had been in the room when I entered.


  In the halfway room, we talked.


  “My assemblers and sorters got into a hierarchic conflict,” I told her. “Too many new faces, too many interchangeable cities.”


  She nodded. “I’ve been under a lot of stress myself. My neural mediator has become unreliable. And since I’m scheduled for an upgrade, it’s not worth it running a purge. I had to off-line the mediator, and take the week off from work.”


  “What do you do?” I asked. I’d already spotted her as being optimized.


  She worked in human resources, she said. When I heard that, I asked, “Is there any hope for people like me? Those who won’t accept optimization, I mean.”


  “Wild minds?” Hellene looked thoughtful. “Five years ago I’d’ve said no, open-and-shut, end of story. Period. Zero rez. Today, though . . .”


  “Yes?”


  “I don’t know,” she said in an anguished voice. “I simply don’t know.”


  I could sense something significant occurring within myself, intuit some emotional sea-change organizing itself deep on the unseen levels—the planners building new concept-language, the shunts and blocks being rearranged. Of course I had no way of knowing what it was. I hadn’t been optimized. Still—


  “Can I walk you home?” I asked.


  She looked at me for a long and silent second. “I live in Prague.”


  “Oh.”


  “We could go to your place, if it’s not too far.”


  We took the hypermetro to Glasgow. Got off at the Queen Street Station and walked up to my flat in Renfrew Street. We talked a little on the train, but Hellene fell silent when we hit the street.


  They don’t like the old places, the new people, cluttered with seedy pubs and street corner hang-outs, the niches where shabby men sit slumped over their whisky in paper bags, the balconies from which old women watch over the street. It unnerves them, this stench of accommodation and human dirt. It frightens them that it works so well, when it so obviously shouldn’t. “You’re a Catholic,” she said.


  She was looking at my icon, a molecular reproduction of Ad Reinhardt’s “For T.M.” It’s one of his black paintings, his first, and modestly small. At first it seems unvaryingly colorless; you have to stare at it for some time to see the subtle differences in the black, the thick cross that quarters and dominates that small lightless universe. He painted it for Thomas Merton, who was a monk.


  My copy is a duplicate as exact as human technology can make it; more exact than human perception can distinguish. I use it as a focus for meditation. Opposite it is a Charles Rennie MacIntosh chair, high-backed. An original because it was made to his directions. Sometimes I’ll sit in the one and stare at the other, thinking about distinctions, authenticity, and duplicity.


  “You wouldn’t need meditation if you were optimized.”


  “No. But the Church considers it a mortal sin, you see.”


  “The Church can’t possibly approve of your attending orgies.”


  “Oh. Well. It’s winked at.” I shrugged. “As long as you go to confession before you take Communion . . .”


  “What do you see when you meditate?”


  “Sometimes I see comfort there; other times I see suffering.”


  “I don’t like ambiguity. It’s an artifact of the old world.” She turned away from the picture. She had those chill Scandinavian features that don’t show emotions well. She was beautiful, I realized with a mental start. And, almost at the same instant but twice as startling, I realized that she reminded me of Sophia.


  Out of nowhere, without transition, Hellene said, “I must return to Prague. I haven’t seen my children in two weeks.”


  “They’ll be glad to see you.”


  “Glad? I doubt it. No more than I will be to see them,” she said in the manner of one totally unable to lie to herself. “I’ve spun off three partials that they like considerably more than they do me. And I signed them up with Sterling International for full optimization when they were eight.”


  I said nothing.


  “Do you think that makes me a bad mother?”


  “I wanted children, too,” I said. “But it didn’t work out.”


  “You’re evading the question.”


  I thought for a second. Then, because there was no way around it short of a lie, I said, “Yes. Yes, I do.” And, “I’m going to put a kettle on. Would you like a cup?”


  My grandfather used to talk about the value of a good education. His generation was obsessed with the idea. But when the workings of the human brain were finally and completely understood—largely as a result of the NAFTA “virtual genome” project—mere learning became so easy that most corporations simply educated their workforce themselves to whatever standards were currently needed. Anybody could become a doctor, a lawyer, a physicist, provided they could spare the month it took to absorb the technical skills.


  With knowledge so cheap, the only thing workers had to sell was their character: Their integrity, prudence, willingness to work, and hard-headed lack of sentiment. Which is when it was discovered that a dozen spiderweb-thin wires and a neural mediator the size of a pinhead would make anybody as disciplined and thrifty as they desired. Fifty cents’ worth of materials and an hour on the operating table would render anybody eminently employable.


  The ambitious latched onto optimization as if it were a kite string that could snatch them right up into the sky. Which, in practical terms, it was. Acquiring a neural mediator was as good as a Harvard degree used to be. And—because it was new, and most people were afraid of it—optimization created a new elite.


  Sophia and I used to argue about this all the time. She wanted to climb that kite string right into the future. I pointed out that it was the road to excommunication. Which shows just what a hypocrite I was. Back then I was not at all a religious man. I didn’t need the comfort of religion the way I do now.


  But you take your arguments where you can get them. Wild minds don’t know from rational discourse. They only care about winning. Sophia was the same. We yelled at each other for hour upon hour, evening after evening. Sometimes we broke things.


  Hellene drank her tea unsweetened, with milk.


  We talked through the night. Hellene, of course, didn’t need sleep. Normally I did, but not tonight. Something was happening within me; I could feel my components buzzing and spinning. The secondary chemical effects were enough to keep me alert. Those, and the tea.


  “You seem an intelligent enough man,” she said at one point, and then, gesturing at the wooden floors and glass windows, added, “How can you live in such primitive squalor? Why reject what science has revealed about the workings of the brain?


  “I have no complaints about the knowledge per se.” I used to have a terrible temper. I was a violent, intemperate man. Or so it seems to me now. “Learning the structural basis of emotions, and how to master them before they flush the body with adrenaline, has been a great benefit to me.”


  “So why haven’t you been optimized?”


  “I was afraid of losing myself.”


  “Self is an illusion. The single unified ego you mistake for your ‘self’ is just a fairy-tale that your assemblers, sorters, and functional transients tell each other.”


  “I know that. But still . . .”


  She put her cup down. “Let me show you something.”


  From her purse she took out a box of old-fashioned wooden matches. She removed five, aligned them all together in a bundle, and then clenched them in her hand, sulfur side down, with just the tips of the wood ends sticking out.


  “Control over involuntary functions, including localized body heat,” she said.


  There was a gout of flame between her fingers. She opened her hand. The matches were ablaze.


  “The ability to block pain.”


  This wasn’t a trick. I could smell her flesh burning.


  When the matches had burned out, she dumped them in her saucer, and showed me the blackened skin where they had been. The flesh by its edges was red and puffy, already starting to blister.


  “Accelerated regenerative ability.”


  For five minutes, she held her hand out, flat and steady. For five minutes, I watched. And at the end of that five minutes, it was pink and healed. Unblackened. Unblistered.


  Hellene spooned sugar into her teacup, returning to the sugar bowl at least six times before she was done. She drank down the sweet, syrupy mess with a small moue of distaste. “These are only the crude physical manifestations of what optimization makes possible. Mentally—there are hardly the words. Absolute clarity of thought, even during emergencies. Freedom from prejudice and superstition. Freedom from the tyranny of emotion.”


  There was a smooth, practiced quality to her words. She’d said she was in human resources—now I knew she was a corporate recruiter. One salesman can always recognize another.


  “Sometimes,” I said carefully, “I enjoy my emotions.”


  “So do I—when I have them under control,” Hellene said with a touch of asperity. “You mustn’t judge the experience by a malfunctioning mediator.”


  “I don’t.”


  “It would be like judging ecological restoration by the Sitnikov Tundra incident.”


  “Of course.”


  “Or seeing a junked suborbital and deciding that rocket flight was impossible.”


  “I understand completely.”


  Abruptly, Hellene burst into tears.


  “Oh God—no. Please,” she said when I tried to hold her and comfort her. “It’s just that I’m not used to functioning without the mediator, and so I get these damned emotional transients. All my chemical balances are out of whack.”


  “When will your new mediator be—?”


  “Tuesday.”


  “Less than three days, then. That’s not so bad.”


  “It wouldn’t be, if I didn’t need to see my children.”


  I waited while she got herself under control again. Then, because the question had been nagging at me for hours, I said, “I don’t understand why you had children in the first place.”


  “Blame it on Berne. The Bureau des Normalisations et Habitudes was afraid that not enough people were signing up for optimization. It was discovered that optimized people weren’t having children, so they crafted a regulation giving serious career preference to those who did.”


  “Why?”


  “Because people like me are necessary. Do you have any idea how complicated the world has gotten? Unaugmented minds couldn’t begin to run it. There’d be famines, wars . . .”


  She was crying again. This time when I put my arms around her, she did not protest. Her face turned to bury itself in my shoulder. Her tears soaked a damp rectangle through my shirt. I could feel their moisture on my skin.


  Holding her like that, stroking her infinitely fine hair, thinking of her austere face, those pale, pale eyes, I felt the shunts and blocks shifting within me. All my emotional components wheeled about the still instant, ready to collapse into a new paradigmatic state at the least provocation. The touch of a hand, the merest ghost of a smile, the right word. I could have fallen in love with her then and there.


  Which is the price one pays for having a wild mind. You’re constantly at the mercy of forces you don’t fully understand. For the moment, I felt like a feral child standing on the twilight lands between the cultivated fields and the wolf-haunted forests, unable to choose between them.


  Then, as quickly as it began, it was over. Hellene pushed herself away from me, once again in control of her emotions. “Let me show you something,” she said. “Have you got home virtual?”


  “I don’t use it much.”


  She took a small device out of her purse. “This is an adapter for your set. Very simple, very safe. Give it a try.”


  “What does it do?”


  “It’s a prototype recruitment device, and it’s intended for people like you. For the space of fifteen seconds, you’ll know how it feels to be optimized. Just so you can see there’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  “Will it change me?”


  “All experience changes you. But this is only a magnetic resonance simulacrum. When the show’s over, the lights come up and the curtains go down. There you are in your seat, just as before.”


  “I’ll do it,” I said, “if you’ll agree to try out something for me afterward.”


  Wordlessly, she handed me the adapter.


  I put on the wraparounds. At my nod, Hellene flicked the switch. I sucked in my breath.


  It was as if I had shrugged off an enormous burden. I felt myself straighten. My pulse strengthened and I breathed in deep, savoring the smells of my apartment; they were a symphony of minor and major keys, information that a second ago I had ignored or repressed. Wood polish and hair mousse. A hint of machine-oil from the robot floor-cleaner hiding under my bed, which only came out while I was away. Boiled cabbage from a hundred bachelor dinners. And underneath it all, near-microscopic traces of lilac soap and herbal shampoo, of Ambrosie and Pas de Regret, of ginger candies and Trinidadian rum, the olfactory ghost of Sophia that no amount of scrubbing could exorcise.


  The visuals were minimal. I was standing in an empty room. Everything—windows, doorknob, floor, had been painted a uniform white. But mentally, the experience was wonderful. Like standing upon a mountain top facing into a thin, chill wind. Like diving naked into an ice-cold lake at dawn. I closed my eyes and savored the blessed clarity that filled my being.


  For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt just fine.


  There were any number of mental exercises I could try out. The adapter presented me with a menu of them. But I dismissed it out of hand. Forget that nonsense.


  I just wanted to stand there, not feeling guilty about Sophia. Not missing her. Not regretting a thing. I knew it wasn’t my fault. Nothing was my fault, and if it had been, that wouldn’t have bothered me either. If I’d been told that the entire human race would be killed five seconds after I died a natural death, I would’ve found it vaguely interesting, like something you see on a nature program. But it wouldn’t have troubled me.


  Then it was over.


  For a long instant, I just sat there. All I could think was that if this thing had been around four years ago, Sophia would be here with me now. She’d never have chosen optimization knowing it would be like that. Then I took off the wraparounds.


  Hellene was smiling. “Well?” she said. She just didn’t get it.


  “Now it’s your turn to do something for me.”


  For a flicker of an instant, she looked disappointed. But it didn’t last.


  “What is it?”


  “It’ll be morning soon,” I said. “I want you to come to Mass with me.”


  Hellene looked at me as if I’d invited her to wallow in feces. Then she laughed. “Will I have to eat human flesh?”


  It was like a breath of wind on a playing-card castle. All the emotional structures my assemblers had been putting together collapsed into nothingness. I didn’t know whether I should be glad or sad. But I knew now that I would never—could never—love this woman.


  Something of this must have showed in my expression, for Hellene quickly said, “Forgive me, that was unspeakably rude.” One hand fluttered by the side of her skull. “I’ve grown so used to having a mediator that without it I simply blurt out whatever enters my head.” She unplugged the adapter and put it back in her purse. “But I don’t indulge in superstitions. Good God, what would be the point?”


  “So you think religion is just a superstition?”


  “It was the first thing to go, after I was optimized.”


  Sophia had said much the same thing, the day of her optimization. It was an outpatient operation, in by three, out by six, no more complicated than getting your kidneys regrown. So she was still working things out when she came home. By seven, she’d seen through God, prayer, and the Catholic Church. By eight, she had discarded her plans to have children, as well as a lifelong love of music. By nine, she’d outgrown me.


  Hellene cocked her head to the side in that mannered little gesture optimized businesspeople use to let you know they’ve just accessed the time. “It’s been lovely,” she said. “Thank you, you’ve been so very kind. But now if you’ll excuse me, I really must go. My children?”


  “I understand.”


  “I face a severe fine if I don’t see them at least twice a month. It’s happened three times so far this year, and quite frankly, my bank account can’t take it.”


  On the way out, Hellene noticed the portrait of Sophia by the door. “Your wife?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “She’s exquisite.”


  “Yes,” I said. “She is.” I didn’t add that I’d killed her. Nor that a panel of neuroanalysts had found me innocent by virtue of a faulty transition function, and, after minor chemical adjustments and a two-day course on anger control techniques, had released me onto the street without prejudice.


  Or hope.


  That was when I discovered the consolation of religion. Catholics do not believe in faulty transition functions. According to the Church, I had sinned. I had sinned, and therefore I must repent, confess, and atone.


  I performed an act of true contrition, and received absolution. God has forgiven me.


  Mind you, I have not forgiven myself. Still, I have hope.


  Which is why I’ll never be optimized. The thought that a silicon-doped biochip could make me accept Sophia’s death as an unfortunate accident of neurochemistry and nothing more, turns my stomach.


  “Goodbye,” I said.


  Hellene waved a hand in the air without turning around. She disappeared in the direction of Queen Street Station. I shut the door.


  From Hill Street, which runs the height of Glasgow’s Old City, you can stand at an intersection and look down on one side upon Charing Cross and on the other upon Cowcaddens. The logic of the city is laid clear there, and although the buildings are largely Victorian (save for those areas cleared by enemy bombings in World War II, which are old modern), the logic is essentially medieval: The streets have grown as they will, in a rough sort of grid, and narrow enough that most are now fit for one-way traffic only.


  But if you look beyond Cowcaddens, the ruins of the M8 Motorway cut through the city, wide and out of scale, long unused but still fringed by derelict buildings, still blighting the neighborhoods it was meant to serve. A dead road, fringed by the dead flesh of abandoned buildings.


  Beyond, by the horizon, were the shimmering planes and uncertain surfaces of the buildings where the new people lived, buildings that could never have been designed without mental optimization, all tensengricity and interactive film. I’d been in those bright and fast habitats. The air sings within their perfect corridors. Nobody could deny this.


  Still, I preferred the terraces and too-narrow streets and obsolete people you find in the old city. The new people don’t claim to be human, and I don’t claim that being human is any longer essential. But I cling to the human condition anyway, out of nostalgia perhaps, but also, possibly, because it contains something of genuine value.


  I sat in the straight-back Charles Rennie MacIntosh and stared at the icon. It was all there, if only I could comprehend it: the dark dimensions of the human mind. Such depths it holds!


  Such riches.


  COSMIC CORKSCREW


  Michael A. Burstein


  A travel destination that most would find quite unappealing might have a very special attraction for some . . .


  Stasis felt unreal.


  Dr. Scheihagen had warned me about that when I volunteered for this mission. “Remember, we don’t know what it’ll be like for you inside,” he said in his German accent. “We’ve never sent a human so far back before.”


  Scheihagen himself had been the volunteer for the first few experiments, but he had only gone back in time on the scale of hours, not years. So he was little equipped to prepare me for my experience.


  Even now, I can’t describe it. How does one describe the passage of imaginary time in a box of Stasis, of timelessness? I felt frozen in time, while events passed around me in a blur of color. Throughout, I worried that I might get trapped in Stasis, and never emerge into normal time again. But I had been willing to take the risk for this literary mission of the utmost importance.


  Finally, after an eternity of nothing, the Chronobox and I materialized in a small, isolated alleyway. I jumped out of the Chronobox, gulped down a few breaths of air, and closed the door. The sunlight passed through the glass cubicle, rendering it almost invisible. Only once I felt safely back in normal time did I check my wrist chronometer.


  Its digital display of the date read 06:20:38. Monday, June 20, 1938.


  Afternoon.


  Perfect. I had managed to reprogram the Chronobox right under Scheihagen’s nose.


  Scheihagen had warned me about it when he set up the controls.


  “Remember our agreement,” he had said to me. “I’m sending you back on June 23, when the story has already been rejected, so there’s no chance of interference with the main event. You make one copy of the story, then get back into the Chronobox and come home. Do not interact with anyone, most of all, with him. Ist das klar?”


  I nodded my agreement, not bothering to point out to Scheihagen that one of our subject’s own short stories showed a timeline changing over just such a mission, even after the original work in question had been rejected. After all, the last thing I wanted to do was give Scheihagen a reason to suspect me.


  Then, while his back was turned and he fiddled with the last few controls, I used the wrist chronometer—which was much more than a simple watch—to reprogram the date of arrival. I had to time this perfectly, making the change before Scheihagen sent me back, but not early enough in the launch sequence for him to notice.


  Why did I do this? Because, despite Scheihagen’s warnings, I wanted to make contact with the subject. When he was alive, whenever I had met him, I had always been a fan; by the time I had made a name for myself in his field, he was long gone. I wanted to meet him right at the start of his career, and as far as I was concerned, that beginning was right after he finished writing his first story.


  I looked back at the Chronobox, then checked my clothing and patted my pockets. I was dressed in a jacket, tie, and overcoat, perfect to blend in with the natives of this era. In my pockets I had my scanner and my disorienter. The scanner was vital to my mission; the disorienter was for repairing the past in case I made a mistake. Feeling confident, I turned around the corner and walked to my destination: the candy store at 174


  Windsor Place in the Park Slope section of Brooklyn.


  I had memorized the route in the future, and here in the past I found my way quite easily. The candy store stood in the middle of the block. A newspaper rack sat outside, with the day’s papers and more popular magazines of the era prominently displayed. I pushed the door open and went in.


  The details of this store were important to me, and I wanted to take in everything I saw as perfectly as possible, so I could remember it once I had left. The first thing I noticed was that the store was broader than it was deep. To the left, near the wall, I saw a cigar counter and a cash register. Behind the register were vertical slots against the walls, crammed with cigarette packets. At right angles to the cigar counter was a candy counter, with three rows of penny candies (penny!) and one row of nickel candies. The sweet smell of the cigars wafted through the store, permeating it with a pleasant, musty odor.


  On the right side of the store was a soda fountain, and right along with it a refrigerator, containers of syrup, electric stirrers, faucets for carbonated water, and a sink. Four stools sat below it, currently empty. I was the only customer in the store.


  On the right wall was a magazine stand. Next to it, a rotary telephone, and a table with four chairs. And then, coming around to the right side of the door, an ice container.


  And back behind the cigarette counter stood a young man, only 18 years old, wearing glasses and showing an impossible grin. He looked at me, and with an unmistakable Brooklyn accent, said, “May I help you?”


  I was in the right place, the right time. Standing behind the counter was the young Isaac Asimov.


  I told him I was just looking, which seemed to strike him as odd; I guess most people in this era came into a candy store intent on one or two particular items. But he seemed to relax when I headed to the magazine stand and began studying the titles.


  I had to take a few deep breaths just to calm myself down. Part of me was worried that at any moment, Scheihagen might appear to drag me back to the future, or perhaps the universe might collapse around me for having already violated his protocols by slightly altering the timeline with my brief contact. But most of me was feeling simple awe at being in the presence of one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century.


  I considered my next move. I really wanted a chance to talk more with the young Asimov, and it seemed to me that I no longer had to worry about disrupting the timeline. After all, I had already made contact, and I was still here. I convinced myself that it meant that my actions were harmless.


  But that still left one question: how could I get him to talk to me?


  What could I do to get him to want to strike up a conversation with just another anonymous customer?


  And then my eyes, wandering over the titles of the magazines, fell upon the current issue—that is, June 1938—of Astounding Science-Fiction. It was perfect; the obvious way to hit it off with the young Isaac Asimov. I studied it for a moment as I gathered my resolve. The cover illustration was a painting of Mars as if seen from Deimos. Quite good, given the fact that no one in 1938 had set foot on the Moon, much less on Mars. Of course, even in my time, the three human figures standing on the Martian moon’s surface and their silver cigar-shaped spacecraft were still the province of science fiction, not of science fact.


  I grabbed a copy and brought it over to the counter. Asimov had been staring into space; now he came out of his reverie and prepared to take money from me.


  He looked down at the magazine, then gave me a quizzical glance.


  “Pardon my asking,” he said, “but you read science fiction?”


  I nodded; I felt a lump in my throat and it took me a moment to find my voice. My ploy had worked. “Yes. Why?”


  He looked around for a moment; we were still the only two in the store.


  “I do too. And I haven’t met too many other readers of science fiction.”


  I thought for a moment; at this point in his life, Asimov was writing letters to the magazines, but he hadn’t yet hooked up with the Futurians.


  “Well,” I replied with a smile, “I’ve been reading Analog—“oops “—I mean Astounding—for a while now.”


  “Really? What’s your name? What do you do?”


  “Um—” I didn’t want to give him my real name. “Schwartz,” I said after a moment of thought. “Joseph Schwartz. I’m a—a teacher.”


  “I’m Isaac Asimov. My family owns this store, but I’m a chemist.” We shook hands.


  “Dr. Asimov—” I began.


  He laughed. “Doctor? Call me Isaac! I’m nowhere near to a Ph.D. yet.”


  I felt sheepish; I had just addressed him as I always had, whenever I had met him in his later life.


  “Sorry. Isaac,” I said, which felt strange. “Tell me, um, have you read this issue yet?”


  “Have I!” He turned the issue around so the cover was right side up for him. “I finished this one a few days ago.” His fingers traced the banner at the top of the cover which proudly boasted “THE LEGION OF TIME by Jack Williamson.” His eyes were filled with enthusiasm. “I’ve been enjoying the Williamson serial. How do you suppose he’s going to end it?”


  “Um,” I said. I had never read it. “I’m really not sure.”


  “Well, I think . . .” Asimov began, and he launched into a detailed plot, based on his own extrapolation of what he felt would come next.


  When he finished, I said, “You know, that sounds pretty good. Have you ever thought of writing the stuff yourself?”


  He looked away for a moment, then said, “Actually, I have.”


  I knew that, of course. “Really?”


  He hesitated. “Yes. I just finished a story yesterday. My first.”


  “What’s the title?” I asked.


  “ ‘Cosmic Corkscrew.’ ”


  This was the pivotal moment. “May I see it?”


  He got a wary look on his face. “What do you teach?”


  “Physics,” I said.


  His look changed to one of relief. “As long as it’s not writing.”


  Isaac reached under the counter, and pulled out a sheaf of papers. With a slight tremble in his hand, he handed the manuscript over to me. I flipped through it eagerly. Years later, in his autobiography, Isaac himself had admitted that the story must have been utterly impossible.


  And yet, as far as I and many others were concerned, it was the most valuable thing in the world.


  “It’s a time travel story,” Isaac said as I flipped through it. “You see, I call it ‘Cosmic Corkscrew’ because—”


  “—time is a helix,” I murmured to myself, but a little too loudly.


  “Oh, you saw that part already? I decided to use the neutrino as the explanation for time travel, since they haven’t been discovered yet, only theorized.”


  I nodded my head, remembering comments he had made about this story in his autobiography. And then I made a blunder, but I couldn’t help myself.


  “You know, you got it wrong,” I said.


  “What?”


  “That isn’t how time travel really works,” I said, and then I clamped my mouth shut.


  “What are you talking about?”


  In for a penny, in for a pound, as they say. I had already started to tell him the truth; I might as well finish it. “Isaac, if there’s anyone in 1938 who can believe my story, you can.”


  “What story?”


  “I’m a time traveler. I’ve come back from the future for this.” I lifted the manuscript.


  Isaac looked around for a moment, then looked back at me. “This is a joke, right? Someone put you up to this?”


  I sighed, and put the manuscript onto the counter. “It’s not a joke.


  You’ve been thinking about how to deliver this story to Astounding, and you’re planning to talk with your father about it.”


  “How—”


  “Tomorrow you’re going to take the subway to the offices of Astounding, and meet with John W. Campbell, Jr. for the first time.


  He’s going to take your manuscript, read it, and reject it. But you’ll begin a working relationship with him that will change the face of science fiction.” I didn’t want to stop now. “ ‘Cosmic Corkscrew’ will disappear, Isaac. You’ll let it get lost, and you’ll bemoan the fact in a collection of your early works. You’ll write about how many fans of yours regret its loss, and how you do too. You’ll point out that there was no way you could have known how much people might wanted to have read the story in the future.


  “But I’m from the future, and we know, Isaac. We want the story.”


  I gave him a moment to assimilate everything I had said. Then he shook his head. “I don’t believe this.”


  “It’s true. How could I know so much about your story, or what you’re planning to do with it?”


  “It’s no secret that I read science fiction, or that I might want to write it. You could have guessed some of what you said, and made up the rest. I’m a scientist. You’ll have to offer better proof if you want me to believe your story.”


  “Fair enough.” I pulled back my left sleeve and showed him my wrist chronometer.


  He studied the digital display intently, and lightly touched the molded metal and plastic of the device. I knew what he was thinking: could this device be a product of 1938 technology?


  And the answer had to be no.


  Finally, he looked up at me, his face slightly pale. “My word,” he said. “You’re telling the truth. You really are from the future.”


  I nodded. “Yes, I am.”


  “And I—I become a famous writer?”


  “Yes, you do.”


  “And you’ve come back for—for me?”


  I shook my head. “Not for you. For your manuscript.” I pointed to where it lay on the counter “The future wants it.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t believe it. I mean, I do, but I don’t.”


  I nodded. “I understand. But it is true. I’m here, and I need your manuscript.” I pointed at it.


  He picked it up quickly. “I can’t let you have it. It’s my only copy.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’m not going to take that particular copy. I’ve come prepared.” From under my coat I pulled out my scanner, a thin rod just about nine inches long.


  “What is that?”


  “It’s—” I paused. They didn’t have photocopy machines in 1938, did they? Or xerography? “It’s like carbon paper. Watch.”


  As I ran the scanner over each sheet of manuscript, it spit out an identical copy. I suppose I didn’t have to bother with the hard copy, as the scanner stored a copy of anything it scanned in its memory, but I wanted to feel the manuscript in my own hands as I brought it to the future. When I was done, I had a pile of papers that matched Isaac’s manuscript almost perfectly.


  He whistled. “A device like that could change the world.”


  “It will. And it’s because of people like you that such devices will be made.”


  I couldn’t help myself. I really couldn’t. I told Isaac all about how he would go to meet John W. Campbell, the editor of Astounding, at the offices of Street & Smith tomorrow. I told him how his friendship with Campbell would lead to a career as a full-time writer. I told him that his first published story, “Marooned Off Vesta,” would appear in Amazing next March, and that his first sale to Campbell, a story he would call “Ad Astra” but which Campbell would change to “Trends,” would appear in the July 1939 Astounding.


  We talked, of space, and galaxies, and tesseracts, and time travel, and rockets to the Moon, and of all the dreams that were yet to be. I wanted to stay forever, but every millisecond I stayed increased the possibility of disrupting the timeline. Isaac noticed me glancing at my watch every so often, and after a while he got the idea.


  “You need to leave, don’t you?”


  I nodded. “This is it, Isaac. I have to go now.”


  Isaac smiled at me. Then he got a worried look on his face. “What happens now? Do you erase my memory?”


  “No,” I lied. “Just—do me a favor. When you write your autobiography—”


  “I’ll leave you out of it, I promise.”


  “Good.”


  But he got a twinkle in his eye. “Although—you know, that gives me an idea for a story. What if I put something in print here in the past that can only be recognized in the future?”


  I thought for moment. “It does sound like a good idea for a story, but don’t start it until late 1953.”


  A second later, Isaac laughed. “I guess I do use the idea, then.”


  “Yes, but don’t do it before then. Otherwise it’ll be the end of—of everything.”


  He nodded, letting me know that he was aware of the dangers of disrupting the timeline. “Thanks for telling me about my future. It’s nice to know that I’ll succeed.”


  “You’re welcome,” I said sadly. “Farewell.”


  As I walked to the door to leave, I turned back to look at him one last time. He was already looking away, staring into space. I wanted both of us to be able to treasure this conversation forever, but I knew that I couldn’t let that happen, despite his assurances. So I pulled the disorienter out of my pocket and fired it at him. It made no noise, displayed no light, but I knew it had worked. His face took on an air of bewilderment and confusion, and then readjusted to normal. I dashed out before he could notice me, and left him to dream the daydreams of the idle shopkeeper.


  I headed back to the alleyway where I had left the Chronobox, clutching the manuscript in my hands as I walked. I shook with fear over the possibility that I might have disrupted the timeline; but no, I was still here, meaning that my interference had been negligible.


  The Chronobox was undisturbed, and the alleyway was as empty as before.


  All that I needed to do was enter the Chronobox, set the date for the present, and return home.


  But I hesitated.


  I wanted to stay here, in 1938. I knew what was about to happen: the golden age of science fiction. I could hang around, watch the greatest writers of the genre come of age. I could attend the first Worldcon, read the stories and novels as they first appeared, and own a collection of works to rival that of anyone. Living in the United States through World War II would be a small price to pay, as far as I was concerned.


  I could be a part of it all. I would just have to make sure that I remained a small, insignificant member of science fiction fandom, so as not to disturb the future in which I would eventually be born.


  I looked at the copy of “Cosmic Corkscrew” I held in my hand, and I looked at the Chronobox. I owed something to the future, I knew that, but I wanted something that was only available to me here in the past.


  I knew what I had to do.


  I gently placed the manuscript inside the Chronobox, closed the door, hit the button on my chronometer and punctured Stasis. Immediately, the manuscript disappeared and the Chronobox appeared empty. A moment later, the Chronobox itself vanished.


  I turned on my heel and left the alleyway, readier than any other man in 1938 to face the future.


  Except, perhaps, for Isaac Asimov.


  RADIANT DOORS


  Michael Swanwick


  The doors began opening on a Tuesday in early March. Only a few at first—flickering and uncertain because they were operating at the extreme end of their temporal range—and those few from the earliest days of the exodus, releasing fugitives who were unstarved and healthy, the privileged scientists and technicians who had created or appropriated the devices that made their escape possible. We processed about a hundred a week, in comfortable isolation and relative secrecy. There were videocams taping everything, and our own best people madly scribbling notes and holding seminars and teleconferences where they debated the revelations.


  Those were, in retrospect, the good old days.


  In April the floodgates swung wide. Radiant doors opened everywhere, disgorging torrents of ragged and fearful refugees. There were millions of them and they had every one, to the least and smallest child, been horribly, horribly abused. The stories they told were enough to sicken anyone. I know.


  We did what we could. We set up camps. We dug latrines. We ladled out soup. It was a terrible financial burden to the host governments, but what else could they do? The refugees were our descendants. In a very real sense, they were our children.


  Throughout that spring and summer, the flow of refugees continued to grow. As the cumulative worldwide total ran up into the tens of millions, the authorities were beginning to panic—was this going to go on forever, a plague of human locusts that would double and triple and quadruple the population, overrunning the land and devouring all the food? What measures might we be forced to take if this kept up? The planet was within a lifetime of its loading capacity as it was. It couldn’t take much more. Then in August the doors simply ceased. Somebody up in the future had put an absolute and final end to them.


  It didn’t bear thinking what became of those who hadn’t made it through.


  “More tales from the burn ward,” Shriver said, ducking through the door flap. That was what he called atrocity stories. He dumped the files on my desk and leaned forward so he could leer down my blouse. I scowled him back a step.


  “Anything useful in them?”


  “Not a scrap. But that’s not my determination, is it? You have to read each and every word in each and every report so that you can swear and attest that they contain nothing the Commission needs to know.”


  “Right.” I ran a scanner over the universals for each of the files, and dumped the lot in the circular file. Touched a thumb to one of the new pads—better security devices were the very first benefit we’d gotten from all that influx of future tech—and said, “Done.”


  Then I linked my hands behind my neck and leaned back in the chair. The air smelled of canvas. Sometimes it seemed that the entire universe smelled of canvas. “So how are things with you?”


  “About what you’d expect. I spent the morning interviewing vics.”


  “Better you than me. I’m applying for a transfer to Publications. Out of these tents, out of the camps, into a nice little editorship somewhere, writing press releases and articles for the Sunday magazines. Cushy job, my very own cubby, and the satisfaction of knowing I’m doing some good for a change.”


  “It won’t work,” Shriver said. “All these stories simply blunt the capacity for feeling. There’s even a term for it. It’s called compassion fatigue. After a certain point you begin to blame the vic for making you hear about it.”


  I wriggled in the chair, as if trying to make myself more comfortable, and stuck out my breasts a little bit more. Shriver sucked in his breath. Quietly, though—I’m absolutely sure he thought I didn’t notice. I said, “Hadn’t you better get back to work?”


  Shriver exhaled. “Yeah, yeah, I hear you.” Looking unhappy, he ducked under the flap out into the corridor. A second later his head popped back in, grinning. “Oh, hey, Ginny—almost forgot. Huong is on sick roster. Gevorkian said to tell you you’re covering for her this afternoon, debriefing vics.”


  “Bastard!”


  He chuckled, and was gone.


  I sat interviewing a woman whose face was a mask etched with the aftermath of horror. She was absolutely cooperative. They all were. Terrifyingly so. They were grateful for anything and everything. Sometimes I wanted to strike the poor bastards in the face, just to see if I could get a human reaction out of them. But they’d probably kiss my hand for not doing anything worse.


  “What do you know about midpoint-based engineering? Gnat relays? Sub-local mathematics?”


  Down this week’s checklist I went, and with each item she shook her head. “Prigogine engines? SVAT trance status? Lepton soliloquies?” Nothing, nothing, nothing. “Phlenaria? The Toledo incident? ‘Third Martyr’ theory? Science Investigatory Group G?”


  “They took my daughter,” she said to this last. “They did things to her.”


  “I didn’t ask you that. If you know anything about their military organization, their machines, their drugs, their research techniques—fine. But I don’t want to hear about people.”


  “They did things.” Her dead eyes bored into mine. “They—”


  “Don’t tell me.”


  “—returned her to us midway through. They said they were understaffed. They sterilized our kitchen and gave us a list of more things to do to her. Terrible things. And a checklist like yours to write down her reactions.”


  “Please.”


  “We didn’t want to, but they left a device so we’d obey. Her father killed himself. He wanted to kill her too, but the device wouldn’t let him. After he died, they changed the settings so I couldn’t kill myself too. I tried.”


  “God damn.” This was something new. I tapped my pen twice, activating its piezochronic function, so that it began recording fifteen seconds earlier. “Do you remember anything about this device? How large was it? What did the controls look like?” Knowing how unlikely it was that she’d give us anything usable. The average refugee knew no more about their technology than the average here-and-now citizen knows about television and computers. You turn them on and they do things. They break down and you buy a new one.


  Still, my job was to probe for clues. Every little bit contributed to the big picture. Eventually they’d add up. That was the theory, anyway. “Did it have an internal or external power source? Did you ever see anybody servicing it?”


  “I brought it with me,” the woman said. She reached into her filthy clothing and removed a fist-sized chunk of quicksilver with small, multicolored highlights. “Here.”


  She dumped it in my lap.


  It was automation that did it or, rather, hyperautomation. That old bugaboo of fifty years ago had finally come to fruition. People were no longer needed to mine, farm, or manufacture. Machines made better administrators, more attentive servants. Only a very small elite—the vics called them simply their Owners—were required to order and ordain. Which left a lot of people who were just taking up space.


  There had to be something to do with them.


  As it turned out, there was.


  That’s my theory, anyway. Or, rather, one of them. I’ve got a million: Hyperautomation. Cumulative hardening of the collective conscience. Circular determinism. The implicitly aggressive nature of hierarchic structures. Compassion fatigue. The banality of evil.


  Maybe people are just no damn good. That’s what Shriver would have said.


  The next day I went zombie, pretty much. Going through the motions, connecting the dots. LaShana in Requisitions noticed it right away. “You ought to take the day off,” she said, when I dropped by to see about getting a replacement PzC(15)/pencorder. “Get away from here, take a walk in the woods, maybe play a little golf.”


  “Golf,” I said. It seemed the most alien thing in the universe, hitting a ball with a stick. I couldn’t see the point of it.


  “Don’t say it like that. You love golf. You’ve told me so a hundred times.”


  “I guess I have.” I swung my purse up on the desk, slid my hand inside, and gently stroked the device. It was cool to the touch and vibrated ever so faintly under my fingers. I withdrew my hand. “Not today, though.”


  LaShana noticed. “What’s that you have in there?”


  “Nothing.” I whipped the purse away from her. “Nothing at all.” Then, a little too loud, a little too blustery, “So how about that pencorder?”


  “It’s yours.” She got out the device, activated it, and let me pick it up. Now only I could operate the thing. Wonderful how fast we were picking up the technology. “How’d you lose your old one, anyway?”


  “I stepped on it. By accident.” I could see that LaShana wasn’t buying it. “Damn it, it was an accident! It could have happened to anyone.”


  I fled from LaShana’s alarmed, concerned face.


  Not twenty minutes later, Gevorkian came sleazing into my office. She smiled, and leaned lazily back against the file cabinet when I said hi. Arms folded. Eyes sad and cynical. That big plain face of hers, tolerant and worldly-wise. Wearing her skirt just a smidge tighter, a touch shorter than was strictly correct for an office environment.


  “Virginia,” she said.


  “Linda.”


  We did the waiting thing. Eventually, because I’d been here so long I honestly didn’t give a shit, Gevorkian spoke first. “I hear you’ve been experiencing a little disgruntlement.”


  “Eh?”


  “Mind if I check your purse?”


  Without taking her eyes off me for an instant, she hoisted my purse, slid a hand inside, and stirred up the contents. She did it so slowly and dreamily that, I swear to God, I half expected her to smell her fingers afterward. Then, when she didn’t find the expected gun, she said, “You’re not planning on going postal on us, are you?”


  I snorted.


  “So what is it?”


  “What is it?” I said in disbelief. I went to the window. Zip zip zip, down came a rectangle of cloth. Through the scrim of mosquito netting the camp revealed itself: canvas as far as the eye could see. There was nothing down there as fancy as our labyrinthine government office complex at the top of the hill—what we laughingly called the Tentagon—with its canvas air-conditioning ducts and modular laboratories and cafeterias. They were all army surplus, and what wasn’t army surplus was Boy Scout hand-me-downs. “Take a look. Take a goddamn fucking look. That’s the future out there, and it’s barreling down on you at the rate of sixty seconds per minute. You can see it and still ask me that question?”


  She came and stood beside me. Off in the distance, a baby began to wail. The sound went on and on. “Virginia,” she said quietly. “Ginny, I understand how you feel. Believe me, I do. Maybe the universe is deterministic. Maybe there’s no way we can change what’s coming. But that’s not proven yet. And until it is, we’ve got to soldier on.”


  “Why?”


  “Because of them.” She nodded her chin toward the slow-moving revenants of things to come. “They’re the living proof of everything we hate and fear. They are witness and testimony to the fact that absolute evil exists. So long as there’s the least chance, we’ve got to try to ward it off.”


  I looked at her for a long, silent moment. Then, in a voice as cold and calmly modulated as I could make it, I said, “Take your god-damned hand off my ass.”


  She did so.


  I stared after her as, without another word, she left.


  This went beyond self-destructive. All I could think was that Gevorkian wanted out but couldn’t bring herself to quit. Maybe she was bucking for a sexual harassment suit. But then again, there’s definitely an erotic quality to the death of hope. A sense of license. A nicely edgy feeling that since nothing means anything anymore, we might as well have our little flings. That they may well be all we’re going to get.


  And all the time I was thinking this, in a drawer in my desk the device quietly sat. Humming to itself.


  People keep having children. It seems such a terrible thing to do. I can’t understand it at all, and don’t talk to me about instinct. The first thing I did, after I realized the enormity of what lay ahead, was get my tubes tied. I never thought of myself as a breeder, but I’d wanted to have the option in case I ever changed my mind. Now I knew I would not.


  It had been one hell of a day, so I decided I was entitled to quit work early. I was cutting through the camp toward the civ/noncom parking lot when I ran across Shriver. He was coming out of the vic latrines. Least romantic place on Earth. Canvas stretching forever and dispirited people shuffling in and out. And the smell! Imagine the accumulated stench of all the sick shit in the world, and you’ve just about got it right.


  Shriver was carrying a bottle of Spanish champagne under his arm. The bottle had a red bow on it.


  “What’s the occasion?” I asked.


  He grinned like Kali and slid an arm through mine. “My divorce finally came through. Wanna help me celebrate?”


  Under the circumstances, it was the single most stupid thing I could possibly do. “Sure,” I said. “Why not?”


  Later, in his tent, as he was taking off my clothes, I asked, “Just why did your wife divorce you, Shriver?”


  “Mental cruelty,” he said, smiling.


  Then he laid me down across his cot and I let him hurt me. I needed it. I needed to be punished for being so happy and well fed and unbrutalized while all about me . . .


  “Harder, God damn you,” I said, punching him, biting him, clawing up blood. “Make me pay.”


  Cause and effect. Is the universe deterministic or not? If everything inevitably follows what came before, tickety-tock, like gigantic, all-inclusive clockwork, then there is no hope. The refugees came from a future that cannot be turned away. If, on the other hand, time is quanticized and uncertain, unstable at every point, constantly prepared to collapse in any direction in response to totally random influences, then all that suffering that came pouring in on us over the course of six long and rainy months might be nothing more than a phantom.


  Just an artifact of a rejected future.


  Our future might be downright pleasant.


  We had a million scientists working in every possible discipline, trying to make it so. Biologists, chaoticists, physicists of every shape and description. Fabulously dedicated people. Driven. Motivated. All trying to hold out a hand before what must be and say “Stop!”


  How they’d love to get their mitts on what I had stowed in my desk.


  I hadn’t decided yet whether I was going to hand it over, though. I wasn’t at all sure what was the right thing to do. Or the smart thing, for that matter.


  Gevorkian questioned me on Tuesday. Thursday, I came into my office to discover three UN soldiers with hand-held detectors, running a search.


  I shifted my purse back on my shoulder to make me look more strack, and said, “What the hell is going on here?”


  “Random check, ma’am.” A dark-eyed Indian soldier young enough to be if not my son then my little brother politely touched fingers to forehead in a kind of salute. “For up-time contraband.” A sewn tag over one pocket proclaimed his name to be PATHAK. “It is purely standard, I assure you.”


  I counted the stripes on his arm, compared them to my civilian GS-rating and determined that by the convoluted UN protocols under which we operated, I outranked him.


  “Sergeant-Major Pathak. You and I both know that all foreign nationals operate on American soil under sufferance, and the strict understanding that you have no authority whatsoever over native civilians.”


  “Oh, but this was cleared with your Mr.—”


  “I don’t give a good goddamn if you cleared it with the fucking Dalai Lama! This is my office—your authority ends at the door. You have no more right to be here than I have to finger-search your goddamn rectum. Do you follow me?”


  He flushed angrily, but said nothing.


  All the while, his fellows were running their detectors over the file cabinet, the storage closets, my desk. Little lights on each flashed red red red. Negative negative negative. The soldiers kept their eyes averted from me. Pretending they couldn’t hear a word.


  I reamed their sergeant-major out but good. Then, when the office had been thoroughly scanned and the two noncoms were standing about uneasily, wondering how long they’d be kept here, I dismissed the lot. They were all three so grateful to get away from me that nobody asked to examine my purse. Which was, of course, where I had the device.


  After they left, I thought about young Sergeant-Major Pathak. I wondered what he would have done if I’d put my hand on his crotch and made a crude suggestion. No, make that an order. He looked to be a real straight arrow. He’d squirm for sure. It was an alarmingly pleasant fantasy.


  I thought it through several times in detail, all the while holding the gizmo in my lap and stroking it like a cat.


  The next morning, there was an incident at Food Processing. One of the women started screaming when they tried to inject a microminiaturized identi-chip under the skin of her forehead. It was a new system they’d come up with that was supposed to save a per-unit of thirteen cents a week in tracking costs. You walked through a smart doorway, it registered your presence, you picked up your food, and a second doorway checked you off on the way out. There was nothing in it to get upset about.


  But the woman began screaming and crying and—this happened right by the kitchens—snatched up a cooking knife and began stabbing herself, over and over. She managed to make nine whacking big holes in herself before the thing was wrestled away from her. The orderlies took her to Intensive, where the doctors said it would be a close thing either way.


  After word of that got around, none of the refugees would allow themselves to be identi-chipped. Which really pissed off the UN peacekeepers assigned to the camp, because earlier a couple hundred vics had accepted the chips without so much as a murmur. The Indian troops thought the refugees were willfully trying to make their job more difficult. There were complaints of racism, and rumors of planned retaliation.


  I spent the morning doing my bit to calm down things down—hopeless—and the afternoon writing up reports that everyone upstream wanted to receive ASAP and would probably file without reading. So I didn’t have time to think about the device at all.


  But I did. Constantly.


  It was getting to be a burden.


  For health class, one year in high school, I was given a ten-pound sack of flour, which I had to name and then carry around for a month, as if it were a baby. Bippy couldn’t be left unattended; I had to carry it everywhere or else find somebody willing to baby-sit it. The exercise was supposed to teach us responsibility and scare us off of sex. The first thing I did when the month was over was to steal my father’s .45, put Bippy in the backyard, and empty the clip into it, shot after shot. Until all that was left of the little bastard was a cloud of white dust.


  The machine from the future was like that. Just another bippy. I had it, and dared not get rid of it. It was obviously valuable. It was equally obviously dangerous. Did I really want the government to get hold of something that could compel people to act against their own wishes? Did I honestly trust them not to immediately turn themselves into everything that we were supposedly fighting to prevent?


  I’d been asking myself the same questions for—what?—four days. I’d thought I’d have some answers by now.


  I took the bippy out from my purse. It felt cool and smooth in my hand, like melting ice. No, warm. It felt both warm and cool. I ran my hand over and over it, for the comfort of the thing.


  After a minute, I got up, zipped shut the flap to my office, and secured it with a twist tie. Then I went back to my desk, sat down, and unbuttoned my blouse. I rubbed the bippy all over my body: up my neck, and over my breasts and around and around on my belly. I kicked off my shoes and clumsily shucked off my pantyhose. Down along the outside of my calves it went, and up the insides of my thighs. Between my legs. It made me feel filthy. It made me feel a little less like killing myself.


  How it happened was, I got lost. How I got lost was, I went into the camp after dark.


  Nobody goes into the camp after dark, unless they have to. Not even the Indian troops. That’s when the refugees hold their entertainments. They had no compassion for each other, you see—that was our dirty little secret. I saw a toddler fall into a campfire once. There were vics all around, but if it hadn’t been for me, the child would have died. I snatched it from the flames before it got too badly hurt, but nobody else made a move to help it. They just stood there looking. And laughing.


  “In Dachau, when they opened the gas chambers, they’d find a pyramid of human bodies by the door,” Shriver told me once. “As the gas started to work, the Jews panicked and climbed over each other, in a futile attempt to escape. That was deliberate. It was designed into the system. The Nazis didn’t just want them dead—they wanted to be able to feel morally superior to their victims afterward.”


  So I shouldn’t have been there. But I was unlatching the door to my trailer when it suddenly came to me that my purse felt wrong. Light. And I realized that I’d left the bippy in the top drawer of my office desk. I hadn’t even locked it.


  My stomach twisted at the thought of somebody else finding the thing. In a panic, I drove back to the camp. It was a twenty-minute drive from the trailer park and by the time I got there, I wasn’t thinking straight. The civ/noncom parking lot was a good quarter-way around the camp from the Tentagon. I thought it would be a simple thing to cut through. So, flashing my DOD/Future History Division ID at the guard as I went through the gate, I did.


  Which was how I came to be lost.


  There are neighborhoods in the camp. People have a natural tendency to sort themselves out by the nature of their suffering. The twitchers, who were victims of paralogical reprogramming, stay in one part of the camp, and the mods, those with functional normative modifications, stay in another. I found myself wandering through crowds of people who had been “healed” of limbs, ears, and even internal organs—there seemed no sensible pattern. Sometimes our doctors could effect a partial correction. But our primitive surgery was, of course, nothing like that available in their miraculous age.


  I’d taken a wrong turn trying to evade an eyeless, noseless woman who kept grabbing at my blouse and demanding money, and gotten all turned around in the process when, without noticing me, Gevorkian went striding purposefully by.


  Which was so unexpected that, after an instant’s shock, I up and followed her. It didn’t occur to me not to. There was something strange about the way she held herself, about her expression, her posture. Something unfamiliar.


  She didn’t even walk like herself.


  The vics had dismantled several tents to make a large open space surrounded by canvas. Propane lights, hung from tall poles, blazed in a ring about it. I saw Gevorkian slip between two canvas sheets and, after a moment’s hesitation, I followed her.


  It was a rat fight.


  The way a rat fight works, I learned that night, is that first you catch a whole bunch of Norwegian rats. Big mean mothers. Then you get them in a bad mood, probably by not feeding them, but there are any number of other methods that could be used. Anyway, they’re feeling feisty. You put a dozen of them in a big pit you’ve dug in the ground. Then you dump in your contestant. A big guy with a shaven head and his hands tied behind his back. His genitals are bound up in a little bit of cloth, but other than that he’s naked.


  Then you let them fight it out. The rats leap and jump and bite and the big guy tries to trample them underfoot or crush them with his knees, his chest, his head—whatever he can bash them with.


  The whole thing was lit up bright as day, and all the area around the pit was crammed with vics. Some shouted and urged on one side or the other. Others simply watched intently. The rats squealed. The human fighter bared his teeth in a hideous rictus and fought in silence.


  It was the creepiest thing I’d seen in a long time.


  Gevorkian watched it coolly, without any particular interest or aversion. After a while it was obvious to me that she was waiting for someone.


  Finally that someone arrived. He was a lean man, tall, with keen, hatchet-like features. None of the vics noticed. Their eyes were directed inward, toward the pit. He nodded once to Gevorkian, then backed through the canvas again.


  She followed him.


  I followed her.


  They went to a near-lightless area near the edge of the camp. There was nothing there but trash, the backs of tents, the razor-wire fence, and a gate padlocked for the night.


  It was perfectly easy to trail them from a distance. The stranger held himself proudly, chin up, eyes bright. He walked with a sure stride. He was nothing at all like the vics.


  It was obvious to me that he was an Owner.


  Gevorkian too. When she was with him that inhuman arrogance glowed in her face as well. It was as if a mask had been removed. The fire that burned in his face was reflected in hers.


  I crouched low to the ground, in the shadow of a tent, and listened as the stranger said, “Why hasn’t she turned it in?”


  “She’s unstable,” Gevorkian said. “They all are.”


  “We don’t dare prompt her. She has to turn it in herself.”


  “She will. Give her time.”


  “Time,” the man repeated. They both laughed in a way that sounded to me distinctly unpleasant. Then, “She’d better. There’s a lot went into this operation. There’s a lot riding on it.”


  “She will.”


  I stood watching as they shook hands and parted ways. Gevorkian turned and disappeared back into the tent city. The stranger opened a radiant door and was gone.


  Cause and effect. They’d done . . . whatever it was they’d done to that woman’s daughter just so they could plant the bippy with me. They wanted me to turn it in. They wanted our government to have possession of a device that would guarantee obedience. They wanted to give us a good taste of what it was like to be them.


  Suddenly I had no doubt at all what I should do. I started out at a determined stride, but inside of nine paces I was running. Vics scurried to get out of my way. If they didn’t move fast enough, I shoved them aside.


  I had to get back to the bippy and destroy it.


  Which was stupid, stupid, stupid. If I’d kept my head down and walked slowly, I would have been invisible. Invisible and safe. The way I did it, though, cursing and screaming, I made a lot of noise and caused a lot of fuss. Inevitably, I drew attention to myself.


  Inevitably, Gevorkian stepped into my path.


  I stumbled to a halt.


  “Gevorkian,” I said feebly. “Linda. I—”


  All the lies I was about to utter died in my throat when I saw her face. Her expression. Those eyes. Gevorkian reached for me. I skipped back in utter panic, turned—and fled. Anybody else would have done the same.


  It was a nightmare. The crowds slowed me. I stumbled. I had no idea where I was going. And all the time, this monster was right on my heels.


  Nobody goes into the camp after dark, unless they have to. But that doesn’t mean that nobody goes in after dark. By sheer good luck, Gevorkian chased me into the one part of the camp that had something that outsiders could find nowhere else—the sex-for-hire district.


  There was nothing subtle about the way the vics sold themselves. The trampled-grass street I found myself in was lined with stacks of cages like the ones they use in dog kennels. They were festooned with strings of Christmas lights, and each one contained a crouched boy. Naked, to best display those mods and deformities that some found attractive. Off-duty soldiers strolled up and down the cages, checking out the possibilities. I recognized one of them.


  “Sergeant-Major Pathak!” I cried. He looked up, startled and guilty. “Help me! Kill her—please! Kill her now!”


  Give him credit, the sergeant-major was a game little fellow. I can’t imagine what we looked like to him, one harridan chasing the other down the streets of Hell. But he took the situation in at a glance, unholstered his sidearm and stepped forward. “Please,” he said. “You will both stand where you are. You will place your hands upon the top of your head. You will—”


  Gevorkian flicked her fingers at the young soldier. He screamed, and clutched his freshly crushed shoulder. She turned away from him, dismissively. The other soldiers had fled at the first sign of trouble. All her attention was on me, trembling in her sight like a winded doe. “Sweet little vic,” she purred. “If you won’t play the part we had planned for you, you’ll simply have to be silenced.”


  “No,” I whispered.


  She touched my wrist. I was helpless to stop her. “You and I are going to go to my office now. We’ll have fun there. Hours and hours of fun.”


  “Leave her be.”


  As sudden and inexplicable as an apparition of the Virgin, Shriver stepped out of the darkness. He looked small and grim.


  Gevorkian laughed, and gestured.


  But Shriver’s hand reached up to intercept hers, and where they met, there was an electric blue flash. Gevorkian stared down, stunned, at her hand. Bits of tangled metal fell away from it. She looked up at Shriver.


  He struck her down.


  She fell with a brief harsh cry, like that of a sea gull. Shriver kicked her, three times, hard: In the ribs. In the stomach. In the head. Then, when she looked like she might yet regain her feet, “It’s one of them!” he shouted. “Look at her! She’s a spy for the Owners! She’s from the future! Owner! Look! Owner!”


  The refugees came tumbling out of the tents and climbing down out of their cages. They looked more alive than I’d ever seen them before. They were red-faced and screaming. Their eyes were wide with hysteria. For the first time in my life, I was genuinely afraid of them. They came running. They swarmed like insects.


  They seized Gevorkian and began tearing her apart.


  I saw her struggle up and halfway out of their grips, saw one arm rise up above the sea of clutching hands, like that of a woman drowning.


  Shriver seized my elbow and steered me away before I could see any more. I saw enough, though.


  I saw too much.


  “Where are we going?” I asked when I’d recovered my wits.


  “Where do you think we’re going?”


  He led me to my office.


  There was a stranger waiting there. He took out a hand-held detector like Sergeant-Major Pathak and his men had used earlier and touched it to himself, to Shriver, and to me. Three times it flashed red, negative. “You travel through time, you pick up a residual charge,” Shriver explained. “It never goes away. We’ve known about Gevorkian for a long time.”


  “US Special Security,” the stranger said, and flipped open his ID. It meant diddle-all to me. There was a badge. It could have read Captain Crunch for all I knew or cared. But I didn’t doubt for an instant that he was SS. He had that look. To Shriver he said, “The neutralizer.”


  Shriver unstrapped something glittery from his wrist—the device he’d used to undo Gevorkian’s weapon—and, in a silent bit of comic bureaucratic punctilio, exchanged it for a written receipt. The security officer touched the thing with his detector. It flashed green. He put both devices away in interior pockets.


  All the time, Shriver stood in the background, watching. He wasn’t told to go away.


  Finally, Captain Crunch turned his attention to me again. “Where’s the snark?”


  “Snark?”


  The man removed a thin scrap of cloth from an inside jacket pocket and shook it out. With elaborate care, he pulled it over his left hand. An inertial glove. Seeing by my expression that I recognized it, he said, “Don’t make me use this.”


  I swallowed. For an instant I thought crazily of defying him, of simply refusing to tell him where the bippy was. But I’d seen an inertial glove in action before, when a lone guard had broken up a camp riot. He’d been a little man. I’d seen him crush heads like watermelons.


  Anyway, the bippy was in my desk. They’d be sure to look there.


  I opened the drawer, produced the device. Handed it over. “It’s a plant,” I said. “They want us to have this.”


  Captain Crunch gave me a look that told me clear as words exactly how stupid he thought I was. “We understand more than you think we do. There are circles and circles. We have informants up in the future, and some of them are more highly placed than you’d think. Not everything that’s known is made public.”


  “Damn it, this sucker is evil.”


  A snake’s eyes would look warmer than his. “Understand this: We’re fighting for our survival here. Extinction is null-value. You can have all the moral crises you want when the war is won.”


  “It should be suppressed. The technology. If it’s used, it’ll just help bring about . . .”


  He wasn’t listening.


  I’d worked for the government long enough to know when I was wasting my breath. So I shut up.


  When the captain left with the bippy, Shriver still remained, looking ironically after him. “People get the kind of future they deserve,” he observed.


  “But that’s what I’m saying. Gevorkian came back from the future in order to help bring it about. That means that time isn’t deterministic.” Maybe I was getting a little weepy. I’d had a rough day. “The other guy said there was a lot riding on this operation. They didn’t know how it was going to turn out. They didn’t know.”


  Shriver grunted, not at all interested.


  I plowed ahead unheeding. “If it’s not deterministic—if they’re working so hard to bring it about—then all our effort isn’t futile at all. This future can be prevented.”


  Shriver looked up at last. There was a strangely triumphant gleam in his eye. He flashed that roguish ain’t-this-fun grin of his, and said, “I don’t know about you, but some of us are working like hell to achieve it.”


  With a jaunty wink, he was gone.


  WHIPTAIL


  Robert Reed


  “What a beautiful morning,” I was singing. “And so strange! Isn’t it? This incredible, wonderful fog, and how the frost clings everywhere. Lovely, lovely, just lovely. Is this how it always is, Chrome . . .?”


  “Always,” she joked, laughing quietly. Patiently. “All year long, practically.”


  She was teasing. I knew that, and I didn’t care. A river of words just kept pouring out of me: I was talking about the scenery and the hour, and goodness, we were late and her poor mother would be waiting, and God on her throne, I was hungry. Sometimes I told my Chrome to drive faster, and she would, and then I would find myself worrying, and I’d tell her, “Slow down a little.” I’d say, “This road doesn’t look all that dry.”


  Chrome smiled the whole time, not minding my prattle.


  At least I hoped she didn’t.


  I can’t help what I am. Dunlins, by nature, are small and electric. Nervous energy always bubbling. Particularly when they’re trying not to be nervous. Particularly when their lover is taking them to meet her family for the first time.


  “Have you ever seen a more magical morning, Chrome?”


  “Never,” she promised, her handsome face smiling at me.


  It was the morning of the Solstice, which helped that sense of magic. But mostly it was because of the weather. A powerful cold front had fallen south from the chilly Arctic Sea, smashing into the normally warm winter air. The resulting fog was luscious thick, except in sudden little patches where it was thin enough to give us a glimpse of the pale northern sun. Wherever the fog touched a cold surface, it froze, leaving every tree limb and bush branch and tall blade of grass coated with a glittering hard frost. Whiteness lay over everything. Everything wore a delicate, perishable whiteness born of degrees. A touch colder, and there wouldn’t have been any fog. Warmed slightly, and everything white would have turned to vapor and an afternoon’s penetrating dampness.


  The road had its own magic. A weathered charm, I’d call it. Old and narrow, its pavement was rutted by tires and cracked in places, and the potholes were marked with splashes of fading yellow paint. Chrome explained that it had been thirty years since the highway association had touched it. “Not enough traffic to bother with,” she said. We were climbing up a long hillside, and at the top, where the road flattened, there was a corner and a weedy graveled road that went due south.


  “Our temple’s down there,” she told me.


  I looked and looked, but all I saw was the little road flanked by the white farm fields, both vanishing into the thickest fog yet.


  For maybe the fiftieth time, I asked, “How do I look?”


  “Awful,” she joked.


  Then she grabbed my knee, and with a laughing voice, Chrome said, “No, you look gorgeous, darling. Just perfect.”


  I just hoped that I wasn’t too ugly. That’s all.


  We started down a long hillside, passing a small weathered sign that quietly announced that we were entering Chromatella. I read the name aloud, twice. Then came the first of the empty buildings, set on both sides of the little highway. My Chrome had warned me, but it was still a sad shock. There were groceries and hardware stores and clothing stores and gas stations, and all of them were slowly collapsing into their basements, old roofs pitched this way and that. One block of buildings had been burned down. A pair of Chrome’s near-daughters had been cooking opossum in one of the abandoned kitchens. At least that was the official story. But my Chrome gave me this look, confessing, “When I was their age, I wanted to burn all of this. Every night I fought the urge. It wasn’t until I was grown up that I understood why Mother left these buildings alone.”


  I didn’t understand why, I thought. But I managed not to admit it.


  A big old mothering house halfway filled the next block. Its roof was in good repair, and its white walls looked like they’d been painted this year. Yet the house itself seemed dark and drab compared to the whiteness of the frost. Even with the OPEN sign flashing in the window, it looked abandoned. Forgotten. And awfully lonely.


  “Finally,” my Chrome purred. “She’s run out of things to say.”


  Was I that bad? I wondered.


  We pulled up to the front of the house, up under the verandah, and I used the mirror, checking my little Dunlin face before climbing out.


  There was an old dog and what looked like her puppies waiting for us. They had long wolfish faces and big bodies, and each of them wore a heavy collar, each collar with a different colored tag. “Red Guard!” Chrome shouted at the mother dog. Then she said, “Gold. Green. Pink. Blue. Hello, ladies. Hello!”


  The animals were bouncing, and sniffing. And I stood like a statue, trying to forget how much dogs scare me.


  Just then the front door crashed open, and a solid old voice was shouting, “Get away from her, you bitches! Get!”


  Every dog bolted.


  Thankfully.


  I looked up at my savior, then gushed, “Mother Chromatella. I’m so glad to meet you, finally!”


  “A sweet Dunlin,” she said. “And my first daughter, too.”


  I shook the offered hand, trying to smile as much as she smiled. Then we pulled our hands apart, and I found myself staring, looking at the bent nose and the rounded face and the gray spreading through her short black hair. That nose was shattered long ago by a pony, my Chrome had told me. Otherwise the face was the same, except for its age. And for the eyes, I noticed. They were the same brown as my chrome’s, but when I looked deep, I saw something very sad lurking in them.


  Both of them shivered at the same moment, saying, “Let’s go inside.”


  I said, “Fine.”


  I grabbed my suitcase, even though Mother Chromatella offered to carry it. Then I followed her through the old door with its cut-glass and its brass knob and an ancient yellow sign telling me, “Welcome.”


  The air inside was warm, smelling of bacon and books. There was a long bar and maybe six tables in a huge room that could have held twenty tables. Bookshelves covered two entire walls. Music was flowing from a radio, a thousand voices singing about the Solstice. I asked where I should put my things, and my Chrome said, “Here,” and wrestled the bag from me, carrying it and hers somewhere upstairs.


  Mother Chrome asked if it was a comfortable trip.


  “Very,” I said. “And I adore your fog!”


  “My fog.” That made her laugh. She set a single plate into the sink, then ran the tap until the water was hot. “Are you hungry, Dunlin?”


  I said, “A little, yes,” when I could have said, “I’m starving.”


  My Chrome came downstairs again. Without looking her way, Mother Chrome said, “Daughter, we’ve got plenty of eggs here.”


  My Chrome pulled down a clean skillet and spatula, then asked, “The others?”


  Her sisters and near-daughters, she meant.


  “They’re walking up. Now, or soon.”


  To the Temple, I assumed. For their Solstice service.


  “I don’t need to eat now,” I lied, not wanting to be a burden.


  But Mother Chrome said, “Nonsense,” while smiling at me. “My daughter’s hungry, too. Have a bite to carry you over to the feast.”


  I found myself dancing around the main room, looking at the old neon beer signs and the newly made bookshelves. Like before, I couldn’t stop talking. Jabbering. I asked every question that came to me, and sometimes I interrupted Mother Chrome’s patient answers.


  “Have you ever met a Dunlin before?”


  She admitted, “Never, no.”


  “My Chrome says that this is the oldest mothering house in the district? Is that so?”


  “As far as I know—”


  “Neat old signs. I bet they’re worth something, if you’re a collector.”


  “I’m not, but I believe you’re right.”


  “Are these shelves walnut?”


  “Yes.”


  “They’re beautiful,” I said, knowing that I sounded like a brain-damaged fool. “How many books do you have here?”


  “Several thousand, I imagine.”


  “And you’ve read all of them?”


  “Once, or more.”


  “Which doesn’t surprise me,” I blurted. “Your daughter’s a huge reader, too. In fact, she makes me feel a little stupid sometimes.”


  From behind the bar, over the sounds of cooking eggs, my Chrome asked, “Do I?”


  “Nonsense,” said Mother Chrome. But I could hear the pride in her voice. She was standing next to me, making me feel small—in so many ways, Chromatellas are big strong people—and she started to say something else. Something else kind, probably. But her voice got cut off by the soft bing-bing-bing of the telephone.


  “Excuse me,” she said, picking up the receiver.


  I looked at my Chrome, then said, “It’s one of your sisters. She’s wondering what’s keeping us.”


  “It’s not.” My Chrome shook her head, saying, “That’s the out-of-town ring.” And she looked from the eggs to her mother and back again, her brown eyes curious but not particularly excited.


  Not then, at least.


  The eggs got cooked and put on plates, and I helped pour apple juice into two clean glasses. I was setting the glasses. I was setting the glasses on one of the empty tables when Mother Chrome said, “Good-bye. And thank you.” Then she set down the receiver and leaned forward, resting for a minute. And her daughter approached her, touching her on the shoulder, asking, “Who was it? Is something wrong?”


  “Corvus,” she said.


  I recognized that family name. Even then.


  She said, “My old instructor. She was calling from the Institute . . . to warn me . . .”


  “About what?” my Chrome asked. Then her face changed, as if she realized it for herself. “Is it done?” she asked. “Is it?”


  “And it’s been done for a long time, apparently. In secret.” Mother Chrome looked at the phone again, as if she still didn’t believe what she had just heard. That it was a mistake, or someone’s silly joke.


  I said nothing, watching them.


  My Chrome asked, “When?”


  “Years ago, apparently.”


  Mine asked, “And they kept it a secret?”


  Mother Chrome nodded and halfway smiled. Then she said, “Today,” and took a huge breath. “Dr. Corvus and her staff are going to hold a press conference at noon. She wanted me to be warned. And thank me, I guess.”


  My Chrome said, “Oh, my.”


  I finally asked, “What is it? What’s happening?”


  They didn’t hear me.


  I got the two plates from the bar and announced, “These eggs smell gorgeous.”


  The Chromatellas were trading looks, saying everything with their eyes.


  Just hoping to be noticed, I said, “I’m awfully hungry, really. May I start?”


  With the same voice, together, they told me, “Go on.”


  But I couldn’t eat alone. Not like that. So I walked up to my Chrome and put an arm up around her, saying, “Join me, darling.”


  She said, “No.”


  Smiling and crying at the same time, she confessed, “I’m not hungry anymore.”


  She was the first new face in an entire week.


  Even in Boreal City, with its millions from everywhere, there are only so many families and so many faces. So when I saw the doctor at the clinic, I was a little startled. And interested, of course. Dunlins are very social people. We love diversity in our friends and lovers, and everywhere in our daily lives.


  “Dunlins have weak lungs,” I warned her.


  She said, “Quiet,” as she listened to my breathing. Then she said, “I know about you. Your lungs are usually fine. But your immune system has a few holes in it.”


  I was looking at her face. Staring, probably.


  She asked if I was from the Great Delta. A substantial colony of Dunlins had built that port city in that southern district, its hot climate reminding us of our homeland back on Mother’s Land.


  “But I live here now,” I volunteered. “My sisters and I have a trade shop in the new mall. Have you been there?” Then I glanced at the name on her tag, blurting out, “I’ve never heard of the Chromatellas before.”


  “That’s because there aren’t many of us,” she admitted.


  “In Boreal?”


  “Anywhere,” she said. Then she didn’t mention it again.


  In what for me was a rare show of self-restraint, I said nothing. For as long as we were just doctor and patient, I managed to keep my little teeth firmly planted on my babbling tongue. But I made a point of researching her name, and after screwing up my courage and asking her to dinner, I confessed what I knew and told her that I was sorry. “It’s just so tragic,” I told her, as if she didn’t know. Then desperate to say anything that might help, I said, “In this day and age, you just don’t think it could ever happen anywhere.”


  Which was, I learned, a mistake.


  My Chrome regarded me over her sweet cream dessert, her beautiful eyes dry and her strong jaw pushed a little forward. Then she set down her spoon and calmly, quietly told me all of those dark things that doctors know, and every Chromatella feels in her blood:


  Inoculations and antibiotics have put an end to the old plagues. Families don’t have to live in isolated communities, in relative quarantine, fearing any stranger because she might bring a new flu bug, or worse. People today can travel far, and if they wish, they can live and work in the new cosmopolitan cities, surrounded by an array of faces and voices and countless new ideas.


  But the modern world only seems stable and healthy.


  Diseases mutate. And worse, new diseases emerge every year. As the population soars, the margin for error diminishes. “Something horrible will finally get loose,” Dr. Chromatella promised me. “And when it does, it’ll move fast and it’ll go everywhere, and the carnage is going to dwarf all of the famous old epidemics. There’s absolutely no doubt in my mind.”


  I am such a weakling. I couldn’t help but cry into my sweet cream.


  A strong hand reached across and wiped away my tears. But instead of apologizing, she said, “Vulnerability,” and smiled in a knowing way.


  “What do you mean?” I sniffled.


  “I want my daughters to experience it. If only through their mother’s lover.”


  How could I think of love just then?


  I didn’t even try.


  Then with the softest voice she could muster, my Chrome told me, “But even if the worst does happen, you know what we’ll do. We’ll pick ourselves up again. We always do.”


  I nodded, then whispered, “We do, don’t we?”


  “And I’ll be there with you, my Dunnie.”


  I smiled at her, surprising myself.


  “Say that again,” I told her.


  “I’ll be with you. If you’ll have me, of course.”


  “No, that other part—”


  “My Dunnie?”


  I felt my smile growing and growing.


  “Call up to the temple,” my Chrome suggested.


  “Can’t,” her mother replied. “The line blew down this summer, and nobody’s felt inspired to put it up again.”


  Both of them stared at the nearest clock.


  I stared at my cooling eggs, waiting for someone to explain this to me.


  Then Mother Chrome said, “There’s that old television in the temple basement. We have to walk there and set it up.”


  “Or we could eat,” I suggested. “Then drive.”


  My Chrome shook her head, saying, “I feel like walking.”


  “So do I,” said her mother. And with that both of them were laughing, their faces happier than even a giddy Dunlin’s.


  “Get your coat, darling,” said my Chrome.


  I gave up looking at my breakfast.


  Stepping out the back door, out into the chill wet air, I realized that the fog had somehow grown thicker. I saw nothing of the world but a brown yard with an old bird feeder set out on a tree stump, spilling over with grain, dozens of brown sparrows and brown-green finches eating and talking in soft cackles. From above, I could hear the ringing of the temple bells. They sounded soft and pretty, and suddenly I remembered how it felt to be a little girl walking between my big sisters, knowing that the Solstice ceremony would take forever, but afterward, if I was patient, there would come the feast and the fun of opening gifts.


  Mother Chrome set the pace. She was quick for a woman of her years, her eyes flipping one way, then another. I knew that expression from my Chrome. She was obviously thinking hard about her phone call.


  We were heading south, following an empty concrete road. The next house was long and built of wood, three stories tall and wearing a steeply pitched roof. People lived there. I could tell by the roof and the fresh coat of white paint, and when we were close, I saw little tractors for children to ride and old dolls dressed in farmer clothes, plus an antique dollhouse that was the same shape and color as the big house.


  I couldn’t keep myself from talking anymore.


  I admitted, “I don’t understand. What was that call about?”


  Neither spoke, at first.


  On the frosty sidewalk I could see the little shoeprints of children, and in the grass, their mothers’ prints. I found myself listening for voices up ahead, and giggles. Yet I heard nothing but the bells. Suddenly I wanted to be with those children, sitting in the temple, nothing to do but sing for summer’s return.


  As if reading my mind, Mother Chrome said, “We have a beautiful temple. Did you see it in all my fog?”


  I shook my head. “No.”


  “Beautiful,” she repeated. “We built it from the local sandstone. More than a hundred and fifty years ago.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” I muttered.


  Past the long house, tucked inside a grove of little trees, was a pig pen. There was a strong high fence, electrified and barbed. The shaggy brown adults glared at us, while their newest daughters, striped and halfway cute, came closer, begging for scraps and careless fingers.


  I asked again, “What about that call? What’ so important?”


  “We were always a successful family,” said Mother Chrome. “My daughter’s told you, I’m sure.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Mostly we were farmers, but in the last few centuries, our real talents emerged. We like science and the healing arts most of all.”


  My Chrome had told me the same thing. In the same words and tone.


  We turned to the west, climbing up the hill toward the temple. Empty homes left empty for too long lined both sides of the little street. They were sad and sloppy, surrounded by thick stands of brown weeds. Up ahead of us, running from thicket, was a flock of wild pheasants, dark brown against the swirling fog.


  “Chromatellas were a successful family,” she told me, “and relatively rich, too.”


  Just before I made a fool of myself, I realized that Mother Chrome was trying to answer my questions.


  “Nearly forty years ago, I was awarded a student slot at the Great Western Institute.” She looked back at me, then past me. “It was such a wonderful honor and a great opportunity. And of course my family threw a party for me. Complete with a parade. With my mother and my grand, I walked this route. This ground. My gown was new, and it was decorated with ribbons and flower blossoms. Everyone in Chromatella stood in two long lines, holding hands and singing to me. My sisters. My near-sisters. Plus travelers at the mother house, and various lovers, too.”


  I was listening, trying hard to picture the day.


  “A special feast was held in the temple. A hundred fat pigs were served. People got drunk and stood up on their chairs and told the same embarrassing stories about me, again and again. I was drunk for the first time. Badly. And when I finished throwing up, my mother and sisters bundled me up, made certain that my inoculation records were in my pocket, then they put me on the express train racing south.”


  We were past the abandoned homes, and the bells were louder. Closer.


  “When I woke, I had a premonition. I realized that I would never come home again. Which is a common enough premonition. And silly. Of course your family will always be there. Always, always. Where else can they be?”


  Mother Chrome said those last words with a flat voice and strange eyes.


  She was walking slower now, and I was beside her, the air tingling with old fears and angers. And that’s when the first of the tombstones appeared: Coming out of the cold fog, they were simple chunks of fieldstone set on end and crudely engraved.


  They looked unreal at first.


  Ready to dissolve back into the fog.


  But with a few more steps, they turned as real as any of us, and a breath of wind began blowing away the worst of the fog, the long hillside suddenly visible, covered with hundreds and thousands of crude markers, the ground in front of each slumping and every grave decorated with wild flowers: Easy to seed, eager to grow, requiring no care and perfectly happy in this city of ghosts.


  When my great was alive, she loved to talk about her voyage from Mother’s Land. She would describe the food she ate, the fleas in her clothes, the hurricane that tore the sails from the ship’s masts, and finally the extraordinary hope she felt when the New Lands finally passed into view.


  None of it ever happened to her, of course.


  The truth is that she was born on the Great Delta. It was her grand who had ridden on the immigrant boat, and what she remembered were her grand’s old stories. But isn’t that the way with families? Surrounded by people who are so much like you, you can’t help but have their large lives bleed into yours, and yours, you can only hope, into theirs.


  Now the Chromatellas told the story together.


  The older one would talk until she couldn’t anymore, then her daughter would effortlessly pick up the threads, barely a breath separating their two voices.


  Like our great cities, they said, the Institutes are recent inventions.


  Even four decades ago, the old precautions remained in effect. Students and professors had to keep their inoculation records on hand. No one could travel without a doctor’s certificate and forms to the plague Bureau. To be given the chance to actually live with hundreds and thousands of people who didn’t share your blood—who didn’t even know you a little bit—was an honor and an astonishment for the young Chromatella.


  After two years, she earned honors and new opportunities. One of her professors hired her as a research assistant, and after passing a battery of immunological tests, the two of them were allowed up into the wild mountain country. Aboriginals still lived the old ways. Most kept their distance. But a brave young person came forward, offering to be their guide and provider and very best friend. Assuming, of course, that they would pay her and pay her well.


  She was a wild creature, said Mother Chrome.


  She hunted deer for food and made what little clothing she needed from their skins. And to make herself more beautiful to her sister-lover, she would rub her body and hair with the fresh fat of a bear.


  In those days, those mountains were barely mapped.


  Only a handful of biologists had even walked that ground, much less made a thorough listing of its species.


  As an assistant, Mother Chrome was given the simple jobs: She captured every kind of animal possible, by whatever means, measuring them and marking their location on the professor’s maps, then killing them and putting them away for future studies. To catch lizards, she used a string noose. Nooses worked well enough with the broad-headed, slow-witted fence lizards. But not with the swift, narrow-headed whiptails. They drove her crazy. She found herself screaming and chasing after them, which was how she slipped on rocks and tumbled to the rocky ground below.


  The guide came running.


  Her knee was bleeding and a thumb was jammed. But the Chromatella was mostly angry, reporting what had happened, cursing the idiot lizards until she realized that her hired friend and protector was laughing wildly.


  “All right,” said Mother Chrome. “You do it better!”


  The guide rose and strolled over to the nearest rock pile, and after waiting forever with a rock’s patience, she easily snatched up the first whiptail that crawled out of its crevice.


  A deal was soon struck: One copper for each whiptail captured.


  The guide brought her dozens of specimens, and whenever there was a backlog, she would sit in the shade and watch Mother Chrome at work. After a while, with genuine curiosity, the guide asked, “Why?” She held up a dull brown lizard, then asked, “Why do you put this one on that page, while the one in your hand goes on that other page?”


  “Because they’re different species,” Mother Chrome explained. Then she flipped it on its back, pointing and saying, “The orange neck is the difference. And if you look carefully, you can tell that they’re not quite the same size.”


  But the guide remained stubbornly puzzled. She shook her head and blew out her cheeks as if she was inflating a balloon.


  Mother Chrome opened up her field guide. She found the right page and pointed. “There!” At least one field biologist had come to the same easy conclusion: Two whiptails, two species. Sister species, obviously. Probably separated by one or two million years of evolution, from the looks of it.


  The guide gave a big snort.


  Then she calmly put the orange neck into her mouth and bit off the lizard’s head, and with a small steel blade, she opened up its belly and groin, telling Mother Chrome, “Look until you see it. Until you can.”


  Chromatellas have a taste for details. With a field lens and the last of her patience, she examined the animal’s internal organs. Most were in their proper places, but a few were misplaced, or they were badly deformed.


  The guide had a ready explanation:


  “The colorful ones are lazy ladies,” she claimed. “They lure in the drab ones with their colors, and they’re the aggressors in love. But they never lay any eggs. What they do, I think, is slip their eggs inside their lovers. Then their lovers have to lay both hers and the mate’s together, in a common nest.”


  It was an imaginative story, and wrong.


  But it took the professor and her assistant another month to be sure it was wrong, and then another few months at the Institute to realize what was really happening.


  And at that point in the story, suddenly, the two Chromatellas stopped talking. They were staring at each other, talking again with their eyes.


  We were in the oldest, uppermost end of the cemetery. The tombstones there were older and better made, polished and pink and carefully engraved with nicknames and birthdates and deathdates. The temple bells were no longer ringing. But we were close now. I saw the big building looming over us for a moment, then it vanished as the fog thickened again. And that’s when I admitted, “I don’t understand.” I asked my Chrome, “If the guide was wrong, then what’s the right explanation?”


  “The lizard is one species. But it exists in two forms.” She sighed and showed an odd little smile. “One form lays eggs. While the other one does nothing. Nothing but donate half of its genetic information, that is.”


  I was lost.


  I felt strange and alone, and lost, and now I wanted to cry, only I didn’t know why. How could I know?


  “As it happens,” said Mother Chrome, “a team of biologists working near the south pole were first to report a similar species. A strange bird that comes in two forms. It’s the eggless form that wears the pretty colors.”


  Something tugged at my memory.


  Had my Chrome told me something about this, or did I read about it myself? Maybe from my days in school . . . maybe . . .?


  “Biologists have found several hundred species like that,” said my Chrome. “Some are snakes. Some are mice. Most of them are insects.” She looked in my direction, almost smiling. “Of course flowering plants do this trick, too. Pollen is made by the stamen, and the genetics in the seeds are constantly mixing and remixing their genes. Which can be helpful. If your conditions are changing, you need to make new models to keep current. To evolve.”


  Again, the temple appeared from the fog.


  I had been promised something beautiful, but the building only looked tall and cold to me. The stone was dull and simple and sad, and I hated it. I had to chew on my tongue just to keep myself from saying what I was thinking.


  What was I thinking?


  Finally, needing to break up all this deep thinking, I turned to Mother Chrome and said, “It must have been exciting, anyway. Being one of the first to learn something like that.”


  Her eyes went blind, and she turned and walked away.


  I stopped, and my Chrome stopped. We watched the old woman marching toward the big doors of the temple, and when she was out of earshot, I heard my lover say, “She wasn’t there when Dr.Corvus made the breakthrough.”


  I swallowed and said, “No?”


  “She was called home suddenly. In the middle of the term.” My Chrome took me by the shoulder and squeezed too hard, telling me, “Her family here, and everywhere else . . . all the Chromatellas in the world were just beginning to die. . .”


  A stupid pesticide was to blame.


  It was sold for the first time just after Mother Chrome left for school. It was too new and expensive for most farmers, but the Chromatellas loved it. I can never remember its name: Some clumsy thing full of ethanes and chlorines and phenyl-somethings. Her sisters sprayed it on their fields and their animals, and they ate traces of it on their favorite foods, and after the first summer, a few of the oldest Chromes complained of headaches that began to turn into brain tumors, which is how the plague showed itself.


  At first, people considered the tumors to be bad luck.


  When Mother Chrome’s great and grand died in the same winter, it was called a coincidence, and it was sad. Nothing more.


  Not until the next summer did the Plague Bureau realize what was happening. Something in the Chromatella blood wasn’t right. The pesticide sneaked into their bodies and brains, and fast-growing tumors would flare up. First in the old, then the very young. The Bureau banned the poison immediately. Whatever was left unused was buried or destroyed. But almost every Chromatella had already eaten and breathed too much of it. When Mother Chrome finally came home, her mother met her at the train station, weeping uncontrollably. Babies were sick, she reported, and all the old people were dying. Even healthy adults were beginning to suffer headaches and tremors, which meant it would all be over by spring. Her mother said that several times. “Over by spring,” she said. Then she wiped at her tears and put on a brave Chromatella face, telling her daughter, “Dig your grave now. That’s my advice. And find a headstone you like, before they’re all gone.”


  But Mother Chrome never got ill.


  “The Institute grew their own food,” my Chrome told me.


  We were in bed together, warm and happy and in love, and she told the story because it was important for me to know what had happened, and because she thought that I was curious. Even though I wasn’t. I knew enough already, I was telling myself.


  “They grew their own food,” she repeated, “and they used different kinds of pesticides. Safer ones, it turns out.”


  I nodded, saying nothing.


  “Besides,” she told me.”


  “Mother spent that summer in the wilderness. She ate clean deer and berries and the like.”


  “That helped too?” I asked.


  “She’s never had a sick day in her life,” my Chrome assured me. “But after she came home, and for those next few months, she watched everyone else get sicker and weaker. Neighbor communities sent help when they could, but it was never enough. Mother took care of her dying sisters and her mother, then she buried them. And by spring, as promised, it was over. The plague had burnt itself out. But instead of being like the old plagues, where a dozen or fifty of us would survive . . . instead of a nucleus of a town, there was one of us left. In the entire world, there was no one exactly like my mother.”


  I was crying. I couldn’t help but sob and sniffle.


  “Mother has lived at home ever since.” My Chrome was answering the question that she only imagined I would ask. “Mother felt it was her duty. To make a living, she reopened the old mothering house. A traveler was her lover, for a few nights, and that helped her conceive. Which was me. Until my twin sisters were born, I was the only other Chromatella in the world.”


  And she was my Chrome.


  Unimaginably rare, and because of it, precious.


  Five sisters and better than a dozen children were waiting inside the temple, sitting together up front, singing loudly for the Solstice.


  But the place felt empty nonetheless.


  We walked up the long, long center aisle. After a few steps, Mother Chrome was pulling away from us. She was halfway running, while I found myself moving slower. And between us was my Chrome. She looked ahead, then turned and stared at me. I could see her being patient. I could hear her patience. She asked, “What?” Then she drifted back to me, asking again, “What?”


  I felt out of place.


  Lonely, and lost.


  But instead of confessing it, I said, “I’m stupid. I know.”


  “You are not stupid,” she told me. Her patience was fraying away. Too quietly, she said, “What don’t you understand? Tell me.”


  “How can those lizards survive? If half of them are like you say, how do they ever lay enough eggs?”


  “Because the eggs they lay have remixed genes,” she told me, as if nothing could be simpler. “Every whiptail born is different from every other one. Each is unique. A lot of them are weaker than their parents, sure. But if their world decides to change around them—which can happen in the mountains—then a few of them will thrive.”


  But the earth is a mild place, mostly. Our sun has always been steady, and our axis tilts only a few degrees. Which was why I had to point out, “God knew what she was doing, making us the way we are. Why would anyone need to change?”


  “My Chrome almost spoke. Her mouth came open, then her face tilted, and she slowly turned away from me, saying nothing.


  The singing had stopped.


  Mother Chrome was speaking with a quick quiet voice, telling everyone about the telephone call. She didn’t need to explain it to her daughters for them to understand. Even the children seemed captivated, or maybe they were just bored with singing and wanted to play a new game.


  My Chrome took one of her sisters downstairs to retrieve the old television.


  I sat next to one of the twins, waiting.


  There was no confusing her for my Chrome. She had a farmer’s hands and solid shoulders, and she was six months pregnant. With those scarred hands on her belly, she made small talk about the fog and the frost. But I could tell that her mind was elsewhere, and after a few moments, our conversation came to a halt.


  The television was set up high on the wooden altar, between Winter’s haggard face and Spring’s swollen belly.


  My Chrome found an electrical cord and a channel, then fought with the antenna until we had a clear picture and sound. The broadcast was from Boreal City, from one of the giant All-Family temples. For a moment, I thought there was a mistake. My Chrome was walking toward me, finally ready to sit, and I was thinking that nothing would happen. We would watch the service from Boreal, then have our feast, and everyone would laugh about this very strange misunderstanding.


  Then the temple vanished.


  Suddenly I was looking at an old person standing behind a forest of microphones, and beside her, looking young and strange, was a very homely girl.


  Huge, she was.


  She had a heavy skull, and thick hair sprouted from both her head and her face.


  But I didn’t say one word about her appearance. I sat motionless, feeling more lost than ever, and my Chrome slid in beside me, and her mother sat beside her.


  Everyone in the temple said, “Oh my!” when they saw that ugly girl.


  They sounded very impressed and very silly, and I started laughing, then bit down on my tongue.


  To the world, the old woman announced, “My name is Corvus. This is my child. Today is her sixteenth birthday.”


  The pregnant sister leaned and asked her mother, “How soon till we get ours?”


  Mother Chrome leaned, and loud enough for everyone to hear, she said, “Very soon. It’s already sent.”


  I asked my Chrome, “What’s sent?”


  “The pollen,” she whispered. “We’re supposed to get one of the very first shipments. Corvus promised it to Mother years ago.”


  What pollen? I wondered.


  “I’ll need help with the fertilizations,” said her mother. “And a physician’s hands would be most appreciated.”


  She was speaking to my Chrome.


  On television, the woman was saying, “My child represents a breakthrough. By unlocking ancient, unused genes, then modifying one of her nuclear bodies, we have produced the first of what should be hundreds, perhaps thousands of special children whose duty and honor it will be to prepare us for our future!”


  “I’ll stay here with you,” I promised my Chrome. “As long as necessary.”


  Then the hairy girl was asked to say something. Anything. So she stepped up to the microphones, gave the world this long, strange smile, then with the deepest, slowest voice that I had ever heard, she said, “Bless us all. I am pleased to serve.”


  I had to laugh.


  Finally.


  My Chrome’s eyes stabbed at me.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, not really meaning it. Then I was laughing harder, admitting, “I expected it to look prettier. You know? With a nice orange neck, or some brightly colored hair.”


  My Chrome was staring.


  Like never before, she was studying me.


  “What’s wrong?” I finally asked.


  Then I wasn’t laughing. I sat up straight, and because I couldn’t help myself, I told all the Chromatelas, “I don’t care how smart you know you are. What you’re talking about here is just plain stupid!”


  I said, “Insane.”


  Then I said, “It’s my world, too. Or did you forget that?”


  And that’s when my Chrome finally told me, “Shut up,” with the voice that ended everything. “Will you please, for once, you idiot-bitch, think and shut up!”
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  SCHERZO WITH TYRANNOSAUR


  Michael Swanwick


  A keyboardist was playing a selection of Scarlotti’s harpsichord sonatas, brief pieces one to three minutes long, very complex and refined, while the Hadrosaurus herd streamed by the window. There were hundreds of the brutes, kicking up dust and honking that lovely flattened near-musical note they make. It was a spectacular sight.


  But the hors d’oeuvres had just arrived: plesiosaur wrapped in kelp, beluga smeared over sliced maiasaur egg, little slivers of roast dodo on toast, a dozen delicacies more. So a stampede of common-as-dirt herbivores just couldn’t compete.


  Nobody was paying much attention.


  Except for the kid. He was glued to the window, staring with an intensity remarkable even for a boy his age. I figured him to be about ten years old.


  Snagging a glass of champagne from a passing tray, I went over to stand next to him. “Enjoying yourself, son?”


  Without looking up, the kid said, “What do you think spooked them? Was it a—?” Then he saw the wranglers in their jeeps and his face fell. “Oh.”


  “We had to cheat a little to give the diners something to see.” I gestured with the wine glass past the herd, toward the distant woods. “But there are plenty of predators lurking out there—troodons, dromaeosaurs . . . even old Satan.”


  He looked up at me in silent question.


  “Satan is our nickname for an injured old bull rex that’s been hanging around the station for about a month, raiding our garbage dump.”


  It was the wrong thing to say. The kid looked devastated. T. rex a scavenger! Say it ain’t so.


  “A tyrannosaur is an advantageous hunter,” I said, “like a lion. When it chances upon something convenient, believe you me, it’ll attack. And when a tyrannosaur is hurting, like old Satan is—well, that’s about as savage and dangerous as any animal can be. It’ll kill even when it’s not hungry.”


  That satisfied him. “Good,” he said. “I’m glad.”


  In companionable silence, we stared into the woods together, looking for moving shadows. Then the chime sounded for dinner to begin, and I sent the kid back to his table. The last hadrosaurs were gone by then.


  He went with transparent reluctance.


  The Cretaceous Ball was our big fund-raiser, a hundred thousand dollars a seat, and in addition to the silent auction before the meal and the dancing afterwards, everybody who bought an entire table for six was entitled to their very own paleontologist as a kind of party favor.


  I used to be a paleontologist myself, before I was promoted. Now I patrolled the room in tux and cummerbund, making sure everything was running smoothly.


  Waiters slipped in and out of existence. You’d see them hurry behind the screen hiding the entrance to the time funnel and then pop out immediately on the other side, carrying heavily-laden trays. Styracosaurus medallions in mastodon mozzarella for those who liked red meat. Archaeopteryx almondine for those who preferred white. Radicchio and fennel for the vegetarians.


  All to the accompaniment of music, pleasant chitchat, and the best view in the universe.


  Donald Hawkins had been assigned to the kid’s table—the de Cherville Family. According to the seating plan the heavy, phlegmatic man was Gerard, the money-making paterfamilias. The woman beside him was Danielle, once his trophy wife, now aging gracefully. Beside them were two guests—the Cadigans—who looked a little overwhelmed by everything and were probably a favored employee and spouse. They didn’t say much. A sullen daughter, Melusine, in a little black dress that casually displayed her perfect breasts. She looked bored and restless—trouble incarnate. And there was the kid, given name Philippe.


  I kept a close eye on them because of Hawkins. He was new, and I wasn’t expecting him to last long. But he charmed everyone at the table. Young, handsome, polite—he had it all. I noticed how Melusine slouched back in her chair, studying him through dark eyelashes, saying nothing. Hawkins, responding to something young Philippe had said, flashed a boyish, devil-may-care grin. I could feel the heat of the kid’s hero-worship from across the room.


  Then my silent beeper went off, and I had to duck out of the late Cretaceous and back into the kitchen, Home Base, year 2082.


  There was a Time Safety Officer waiting for me. The main duty of a TSO is to make sure that no time paradoxes occur, so the Unchanging wouldn’t take our time privileges away from us. Most people think that time travel was invented recently, and by human beings. That’s because our sponsors don’t want their presence advertised.


  In the kitchen, everyone was in an uproar. One of the waiters was leaning, spraddle-legged and arms wide, against the table, and another was lying on the floor clutching what looked to be a broken arm. The TSO covered them both with a gun.


  The good news was that the Old Man wasn’t there. If it had been something big and hairy—a Creationist bomb, or a message from a million years upline—he would have been.


  When I showed up, everybody began talking at once.


  “I didn’t do nothing, man, this bastard—”


  “—guilty of a Class Six violation—


  “—broke my fucking arm, man. He threw me to the ground!”


  “—work to do. Get them out of my kitchen!”


  It turned out to be a simple case of note-passing. One of the waiters had, in his old age, conspired with another recruited from a later period, to slip a list of hot investments to his younger self. Enough to make them both multibillionaires. We had surveillance devices planted in the kitchen, and a TSO saw the paper change hands. Now the perps were denying everything.


  It wouldn’t have worked anyway. The authorities keep strict tabs on the historical record. Wealth on the order of what they had planned would have stuck out like a sore thumb.


  I fired both waiters, called the police to take them away, routed a call for two replacements several hours into the local past, and had them briefed and on duty without any lapse in service. Then I took the TSO aside and bawled him out good for calling me back real-time, instead of sending a memo back to me three days ago. Once something has happened, though, that’s it. I’d been called, so I had to handle it in person.


  It was your standard security glitch. No big deal.


  But it was wearying. So when I went back down the funnel to Hilltop Station, I set the time for a couple hours after I had left. I arrived just as the tables were being cleared for dessert and coffee.


  Somebody handed me a microphone, and I tapped it twice, for attention. I was standing before the window, a spectacular sunset to my back.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” I said, “let me again welcome you to the Maastrichtian, the final age of the late Cretaceous. This is the last research station before the Age of Mammals. Don’t worry, though—the meteor that put a final end to the dinosaurs is still several thousand years in the future.” I paused for laughter, then continued.


  “If you’ll look outside, you’ll see Jean, our dino wrangler, setting up a scent lure. Jean, wave for our diners.”


  Jean was fiddling with a short tripod. She waved cheerily, then bent back to work. With her blond ponytail and khaki shorts, she looked to be just your basic science babe. But Jean was slated to become one of the top saurian behaviorists in the world, and knew it too. Despite our best efforts, gossip slips through.


  Now Jean backed up toward the station doors, unreeling fuse wire as she went. The windows were all on the second floor. The doors, on the ground floor, were all armored.


  “Jean will be ducking inside for this demonstration,” I said. “You wouldn’t want to be outside unprotected when the lure goes off.”


  “What’s in it?” somebody called out.


  “Triceratops blood. We’re hoping to call in a predator—maybe even the king of predators, Tyrannosaurus rex himself.” There was an appreciative murmur from the diners. Everybody here had heard of T. rex. He had real star power. I switched easily into lecture mode. “If you dissect a tyrannosaur, you’ll see that it has an extremely large olfactory lobe—larger in proportion to the rest of its brain than that of any other animal except the turkey vulture. Rex can sniff his prey”—carrion, usually, but I didn’t say that—“from miles away. Watch.”


  The lure went off with a pop and a puff of pink mist.


  I glanced over at the de Cherville table, and saw Melusine slip one foot out of her pump and run it up Hawkins’ trouser leg. He colored.


  Her father didn’t notice. Her mother—her stepmother, more likely—did, but didn’t care. To her, this was simply what women did. I couldn’t help notice what good legs Melusine had.


  “This will take a few minutes. While we’re waiting, I direct your attention to Chef Rupert’s excellent pastries.”


  I faded back to polite applause, and began the round of table hopping. A joke here, a word of praise there. It’s banana oil makes the world go round.


  When I got to the de Chervilles, Hawkins’ face was white.


  “Sir!” He shot to his feet. “A word with you.”


  He almost dragged me away from the table.


  When we were in private, he was so upset he was stuttering. “Th-that young woman, w-wants me t-to . . .”


  “I know what she wants,” I said coolly. “She’s of legal age—make your own decision.”


  “You don’t understand! I can’t possibly go back to that table.” Hawkins was genuinely anguished. I thought at first that he’d been hearing rumors, dark hints about his future career. Somehow, though, that didn’t smell right. There was something else going on here.


  “All right,” I said. “Slip out now. But I don’t like secrets. Record a full explanation and leave it in my office. No evasions, understand?”


  “Yes, sir.” A look of relief spread itself across his handsome young face. “Thank you, sir.”


  He started to leave.


  “Oh, and one more thing,” I said casually, hating myself. “Don’t go anywhere near your tent until the fund-raiser’s broken up.”


  The de Chervilles weren’t exactly thrilled when I told them that Hawkins had fallen ill, and I’d be taking his place. But then I took a tyrannosaur tooth from my pocket and gave it to Philippe. It was just a shed—rexes drop a lot of teeth—but no need to mention that.


  “It looks sharp,” Mrs. de Cherville said, with a touch of alarm.


  “Serrated, too. You might want to ask your mother if you can use it for a knife, next time you have steak,” I suggested.


  Which won him over completely. Kids are fickle. Philippe immediately forgot all about Hawkins.


  Melusine, however, did not. Eyes flashing with anger, she stood, throwing her napkin to the floor. “I want to know,” she began, “just what you think you’re—”


  Fortunately, that was when Satan arrived.


  The tyrannosaur came running up the hillside at a speed you’d have to be an experienced paleontologist to know was less than optimal. Even a dying T. rex moves fast.


  People gasped.


  I took the microphone out of my pocket, and moved quickly to the front of the room. “Folks, we just got lucky. I’d like to inform those of you with tables by the window that the glass is rated at twenty tons per square inch. You’re in no danger whatsoever. But you are in for quite a show. Those who are in the rear might want to get a little closer.”


  Young Philippe was off like a shot.


  The creature was almost to us. “A tyrannosaur has a hyperacute sense of smell,” I reminded them. “When it scents blood, its brain is overwhelmed. It goes into a feeding frenzy.”


  A few droplets of blood had spattered the window. Seeing us through the glass, Satan leaped and tried to smash through it.


  Whoomp! The glass boomed and shivered with the impact. There were shrieks and screams from the diners, and several people started to their feet.


  At my signal, the string quartet took up their instruments again, and began to play while Satan leaped and tore and snarled, a perfect avatar of rage and fury. They chose the scherzo from Shostokovich’s piano quintet.


  Scherzos are supposed to be funny, but most have a whirlwind, uninhibited quality that makes them particularly appropriate to nightmares and the madness of predatory dinosaurs.


  Whoomp! That mighty head struck the window again and again and again. For a long time, Satan kept on frenziedly slashing at the window with his jaws, leaving long scratches in the glass.


  Philippe pressed his body against the window with all his strength, trying to minimize the distance between himself and savage dino death. Shrieking with joyous laughter when that killer mouth tried to snatch him up. I felt for the kid, wanting to get as close to the action as he could. I could identify.


  I was just like that myself when I was his age.


  When Satan finally wore himself out and went bad-humoredly away, I returned to the de Chervilles. Philippe had restored himself to the company of his family. The kid looked pale and happy.


  So did his sister. I noticed that she was breathing shallowly. Satan does that to young women.


  “You dropped your napkin.” I handed it to Melusine. Inside was a postcard-sized promotional map, showing Hilltop Station and behind it Tent City, where the researchers lived. One of the tents was circled. Under it was written, While the others are dancing.


  I had signed it Don.


  “When I grow up I’m going to be a paleontologist,” the kid said fervently. “A behavioral paleontologist, not an anatomist or a wrangler.” Somebody had come to take him home. His folks were staying to dance. And Melusine was long gone, off to Hawkins’ tent.


  “Good for you,” I said. I laid a hand on his shoulder. “Come see me when you’ve got the education. I’ll be happy to show you the ropes.”


  The kid left.


  He’d had a conversion experience. I knew exactly how it felt. I’d had mine standing in front of the Zallinger “Age of Reptiles” mural in the Peabody Museum in New Haven. That was before time travel, when paintings of dinosaurs were about as real as you could get. Nowadays I could point out a hundred inaccuracies in how the dinosaurs were depicted. But on that distant sun-dusty morning in the Atlantis of my youth, I just stood staring at those magnificent brutes, head filled with wonder, until my mother dragged me away.


  It really was a pity. Philippe was so full of curiosity and enthusiasm. He’d make a great paleontologist. I could see that. He wasn’t going to get to realize his dreams, though. His folks had too much money to allow that.


  I knew because I’d glanced through the personnel records for the next hundred years and his name wasn’t there anywhere.


  It was possibly the least of the thousands of secrets I held within me, never to be shared. Still, it made me sad. For an instant I felt the weight of all my years, every petty accommodation, every unworthy expedience. Then I went up the funnel and back down again to an hour previous.


  Unseen, I slipped out and went to wait for Melusine.


  Maintaining the funnel is expensive. During normal operations—when we’re not holding fund-raisers—we spend months at a time in the field. Hence the compound, with its army surplus platform tents and electrified perimeter to keep the monsters out.


  It was dark when Melusine slipped into the tent.


  “Donald?”


  “Shhh.” I put a finger to her lips, drew her close to me. One hand slid slowly down her naked back, over a scrap of crushed velvet, and then back up and under her skirt to squeeze that elegant little ass. She raised her mouth to mine and we kissed deeply, passionately.


  Then I tumbled her to the cot, and we began undressing each other. She ripped off three buttons tearing my shirt from me.


  Melusine made a lot of noise, for which I was grateful. She was a demanding, self-centered lay, who let you know when she didn’t like what you were doing and wasn’t at all shy about telling you what to do next. She required a lot of attention. For which I was also grateful.


  I needed the distraction.


  Because while I was in his tent, screwing the woman he didn’t want, Hawkins was somewhere out there getting killed. According to the operational report that I’d write later tonight, and received a day ago, he was eaten alive by an old bull rex rendered irritable by a painful brain tumor. It was an ugly way to go. I didn’t want to have to hear it. I did my best to not think about it.


  Credit where credit is due—Melusine practically set the tent ablaze. So I was using her. So what? It was far from the worst of my crimes. It wasn’t as if she loved Hawkins, or even knew him for that matter. She was just a spoiled little rich-bitch adventuress looking for a mental souvenir. One more notch on her diaphragm case. I know her type well. They’re one of the perks of the business.


  There was a freshly prepared triceratops skull by the head of the bed. It gleamed faintly, a pale, indistinct shape in the darkness. When Melusine came, she grabbed one of its horns so tightly the skull rattled against the floorboards.


  Afterwards, she left, happily reeking of bone fixative and me. We’d each had our little thrill. I hadn’t spoken a word during any of it, and she hadn’t even noticed.


  T. rex wasn’t much of a predator. But then, it didn’t take much skill to kill a man. Too slow to run, and too big to hide—we make perfect prey for a tyrannosaur.


  When Hawkins’ remains were found, the whole camp turned out in an uproar. I walked through it all on autopilot, perfunctorily giving orders to have Satan shot, to have the remains sent back uptime, to have the paperwork sent to my office. Then I gathered everybody together and gave them the Paradox Lecture. Nobody was to talk about what had just happened. Those who did would be summarily fired. Legal action would follow. Dire consequences. Penalties. Fines.


  And so on.


  It was two A.M. when I finally got back to my office, to write the day’s operational report.


  Hawkins’s memo was there, waiting for me. I’d forgotten about that. I debated putting off reading it until tomorrow. But then I figured I was feeling as bad now as I was ever going to. Might as well get it over with.


  I turned on the glow-pad. Hawkins’ pale face appeared on the screen. Stiffly, as if he were confessing a crime, he said, “My folks didn’t want me to become a scientist. I was supposed to stay home and manage the family money. Stay home and let my mind rot.” His face twisted with private memories. “So that’s the first thing you have to know—Donald Hawkins isn’t my real name.


  “My mother was kind of wild when she was young. I don’t think she knew who my father was. So when she had me, it was hushed up. I was raised by my grandparents. They were getting a little old for child-rearing, so they shipped me back-time to when they were younger, and raised me alongside my mother. I was fifteen before I learned she wasn’t really my sister.


  “My real name is Philippe de Cherville. I swapped table assignments so I could meet my younger self. But then Melusine—my mother—started hitting on me. So I guess you can understand now—” he laughed embarrassedly—“why I didn’t want to go the Oedipus route.”


  The pad flicked off, and then immediately back on again. He’d had an afterthought. “Oh yeah, I wanted to say . . . the things you said to me today—when I was young—the encouragement. And the tooth. Well, they meant a lot to me. So, uh . . . thanks.”


  It flicked off.


  I put my head in my hands. Everything was throbbing, as if all the universe were contained within an infected tooth. Or maybe the brain tumor of a sick old dinosaur. I’m not stupid. I saw the implications immediately.


  The kid—Philippe—was my son.


  Hawkins was my son.


  I hadn’t even known I had a son, and now he was dead.


  A bleak, blank time later, I set to work drawing time lines in the holographic workspace above my desk. A simple double-loop for Hawkins/Philippe. A rather more complex figure for myself. Then I factored in the TSOs, the waiters, the paleontologists, the musicians, the workmen who built the station in the first place and would salvage its fixtures when we were done with it . . . maybe a hundred representative individuals in all.


  When I was done, I had a three-dimensional representation of Hilltop Station as a node of intersecting lives in time. It was one hell of a complex figure.


  It looked like the Gordian knot.


  Then I started crafting a memo back to my younger self. A carbon steel, razor-edged, Damascene sword of a memo. One that would slice Hilltop Station into a thousand spasming paradoxical fragments.


  Hire him, fire her, strand a hundred young scientists, all fit and capable of breeding, one million years B.C. Oh, and don’t father any children.


  It would bring our sponsors down upon us like so many angry hornets. The Unchanging would yank time travel out of human hands—retroactively. Everything connected to it would be looped out of reality and into the disintegrative medium of quantum uncertainty. Hilltop Station would dissolve into the realm of might-have-been. The research and findings of thousands of dedicated scientists would vanish from human knowing. My son would never have been conceived or born or sent callously to an unnecessary death.


  Everything I had spent my life working to accomplish would be undone.


  It sounded good to me.


  When the memo was done, I marked it PRIORITY and MY EYES ONLY. Then I prepared to send it three months back in time.


  The door opened behind me with a click. I spun around in my chair. In walked the one man in all existence who could possibly stop me.


  “The kid got to enjoy twenty-four years of life, before he died,” the Old Man said. “Don’t take that away from him.”


  I looked up into his eyes.


  Into my own eyes.


  Those eyes fascinated and repulsed me. They were deepest brown, and nested in a lifetime’s accumulation of wrinkles. I’ve been working with my older self since I first signed up with Hilltop Station, and they were still a mystery to me, absolutely opaque. They made me feel like a mouse being stared down by a snake.


  “It’s not the kid,” I said. “It’s everything.”


  “I know.”


  “I only met him tonight—Philippe, I mean. Hawkins was just a new recruit. I barely knew him.”


  The Old Man capped the Glenlivet and put it back in the liquor cabinet. Until he did that, I hadn’t even noticed I was drinking. “I keep forgetting how emotional I was when I was young,” he said.


  “I don’t feel young.”


  “Wait until you’re my age.”


  I’m not sure how old the Old Man is. There are longevity treatments available for those who play the game, and the Old Man has been playing this lousy game so long he practically runs it. All I know is that he and I are the same person.


  My thoughts took a sudden swerve. “God damn that stupid kid!” I blurted. “What was he doing outside the compound in the first place?”


  The Old Man shrugged. “He was curious. All scientists are. He saw something and went out to examine it. Leave it be, kid. What’s done is done.”


  I glanced at the memo I’d written. “We’ll find out.”


  He placed a second memo alongside mine. “I took the liberty of writing this for you. Thought I’d spare you the pain of having to compose it.”


  I picked up the memo, glanced at its contents. It was the one I’d received yesterday. “ ‘Hawkins was attacked and killed by Satan shortly after local midnight today,’ ” I quoted. “ ‘Take all necessary measures to control gossip.’ ” Overcome with loathing, I said, “This is exactly why I’m going to bust up this whole filthy system. You think I want to become the kind of man who can send his own son off to die? You think I want to become you?”


  That hit home. For a long moment the Old Man did not speak. “Listen,” he said at last. “You remember that day in the Peabody?”


  “You know I do.”


  “I stood there in front of that mural wishing with all my heart—all your heart—that I could see a real, living dinosaur. But even then, even as an eight-year-old, I knew it wasn’t going to happen. That some things could never be.”


  I said nothing.


  “God hands you a miracle,” he said, “you don’t throw it back in his face.”


  Then he left.


  I remained.


  It was my call. Two possible futures lay side-by-side on my desk, and I could select either one. The universe is inherently unstable in every instant. If paradoxes weren’t possible, nobody would waste their energy preventing them. The Old Man was trusting me to weigh all relevant factors, make the right decision, and live with the consequences.


  It was the cruelest thing he had ever done to me.


  Thinking of cruelty reminded me of the Old Man’s eyes. Eyes so deep you could drown in them. Eyes so dark you couldn’t tell how many corpses already lay submerged within them. After all these years working with him, I still couldn’t tell if those were the eyes of a saint or of the most evil man in the world.


  There were two memos in front of me. I reached for one, hesitated, withdrew my hand. Suddenly the choice didn’t seem so easy.


  The night was preternaturally still. It was as if all the world were holding its breath, waiting for me to make my decision.


  I reached out for the memos.


  I chose one.


  [image: ]


  ANCIENT ENGINES


  Michael Swanwick


  How old is your car? What is the age of your blender, your TV, your computer? Can any of these devices outlast the average human's three score and ten? What would it take for a machine to achieve immortality?


  “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,” he 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.


  “Touche. 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?”


  “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.


  SARAJEVO


  Nicholas A. DiChario


  IN SARAJEVO, AT RADE Koncar Square, Ahmo watched a young boy fall to the bullet of a sniper. The shell blasted into his left ear and exploded out his jaw. The spurt of blood and chunk of meat and bone that was once his delicate, rounded chin burst into the air like a champagne cork. His body snapped in fierce retroflex before it collapsed. His neck twisted grotesquely underneath him. This was one of the first things Ahmo saw in Sarajevo. He watched it again and again, unable to believe his eyes.


  The boy, for all his ghostly appearance, died his perpetual deaths in exquisite detail: His bruised left elbow hitched against his ribs. The torn, dirty, olive shirt he wore flapped airily in the breeze. A look of utter confusion crossed his face as the bullet introduced itself as smooth as an ice pick to tender skin and fragile bone. Even the dust settled around the boy’s broken body as it must have done a century ago, captured by the extravagant miracle of his never-ending death. The boy died with his eyes open, questioning, as if there was something about the entire experience he’d just plain misunderstood.


  “Excuse me, sir,” a smartbot said in metallic English, rolling toward Ahmo on two trim wheels. “Should I call medical assistance for you?” It was an outdated model, short and broad-framed, with arms like brass sticks. It had a square head, no neck, and an old RetnaNet scanner strip for visuals, winking peridot and platinum. “English?” it asked in its scratchy voice. “Do I presume correctly?”


  Ahmo felt the summer heat closing in on him. It was a bright afternoon, and there was nowhere to hide from the sun. He must have looked very pale. “I’m all right,” he said.


  “Very good. Will you please accept reading material from the Sarajevo Council on Spiritual Awareness?” The smartbot had a stack of pamphlets tucked under its stiff arm. It pinched one of the pamphlets with its adept robotic fingers and held it out to him. “By the grace of Allah, you are allowed to tread upon this Holy Soil. Allah offers the Miracle of Ghosts to all people who—ssschkitch—travel to Sarajevo. The ghosts are prophets of Allah sent to remind us never to forsake peace. Peace with Allah, peace with one’s soul, peace with each other and all living things is paramount. The people of the world were once guilty of turning their backs on Sarajevo, but Allah will not permit the world to-to-to-click, nnnnnnnn—so easily forget. Read this pamphlet, please.”


  “I’ll read it.” Ahmo took the paper and folded it into his pocket.


  “Sir, are you planning to visit Vase Miskin Street and the infamous Bread Queue Massacre?”


  “Dobrinja,” Ahmo answered.


  “If you pass the BQM, maybe it is best for you to—skeeeeeech—close eyes. You do not look so good.” The smartbot rolled away toward a group of Eastern Indian tourists on the other side of the square.


  The machine was right about Miskin Street. Hundreds of ghosts gathered outside what was, during the siege on Sarajevo, the city’s only working bakery. On the morning of the massacre, the people came in hopes of buying a loaf of bread for their families with what little money they had. Ahmo knew from what his grandmother had told him that the people had no food, no water, no electricity, their telephones had all been cut off. They suffered the indignity of inadequate sanitation. They had not eaten eggs, meat, fruits or vegetables for many months. They survived on bread and rain water and what little rice they received from humanitarian aid.


  The grenades exploded in the center of the crowd. Arms and legs were thrown into the air, landing on nearby balconies.


  This was Sarajevo in the year 1992, and 2092, and all the years in-between. Welcome.


  Ahmo stepped into the shadow of a decrepit building of worn and crumbling Jerusalem stone. He wiped the perspiration from his face with a bandanna already dampened by sweat. He dug in his pocket, unfolded the pamphlet the smartbot had given him, and read a quote from theHoly Qur’an:


  
    “. . . Men began to fear the strong and oppress the weak,


    To boast in prosperity, and curse in adversity.


    And to flee each other, pursuing phantoms,


    For the truth and reality of Unity


    Was gone from their minds.”

  


  Ahmo wanted nothing more than for the truth and reality of this horrible place to be gone from his mind. He had to remind himself of why he’d come. He’d come for his beloved grandmother. He’d made her a promise he would not break. He reached in his hip pack for the gold ring Grandmother Ivana had given him on the day she’d died, felt it at his fingertips, brought it to his lips. “Soon,” he whispered. “Soon I will take you home.”


  Ahmo stepped out of the shadows and walked toward the suburb of Dobrinja, where Grandmother Ivana had lived when she was just a little girl.


  Ahmo rushed into his grandparents’ small brownstone on the outskirts of Greenwich. He was late for Grandmother Ivana’s death. He hadn’t meant to be late, but the tube from East Jersey had stalled twice, and the demonstration against new government regulations on webnet virtuware had drawn thousands, clogging up eight blocks of prime downtown real estate.


  “I can’t wait around here all afternoon,” said the Hemlock technologist, a petite young woman with a stiff posture aimed at Ahmo’s grandfather. She wore a blazer the color of blush clay, a tight skirt, and a pair of black pumps that made her feet look large. “I’ve got two more deaths scheduled before six o’clock.”


  Grandfather’s face turned crimson. “We pay Hemlock advance for job, you are going to do job. Or else you refund money. All of money!” He smacked his hands together.


  Grandmother Ivana smiled up at Ahmo from the quilted sofa. In spite of all her sickness, she looked beautiful. She wore a long, silky, agate-blue wrap over an ivory-colored gown. She’d primped her hair, and Ahmo could see a trace of makeup on her blanched face. She was not even shaking much today. Ahmo took a moment to savor this picture of her.


  The Hemlock lady noticed Ahmo standing just inside the parlor. “Is this the young man we’ve been waiting for?”


  The woman’s voice no longer sounded quite so tart. Not many women could remain angry around Ahmo. He had what his grandmother called “pouty little lips” and a baby boy’s complexion. He’d inherited his mother’s long, thin face and thick black hair, his father’s strong chin and sky-blue eyes. Ahmo had developed a lean and muscular physique from his years of high school and collegiate basketball, and his job as assistant basketball coach at East Jersey University kept him fit and trim. The fact that he was an English Lit intern, teaching under a highly respected professor at the university, was something he kept to himself until he met a woman impressed by such things, a rare occurrence in his social circles that still revolved mainly around athletics.


  “Ahmo,” said his Grandmother, “I knew you would come.” She spoke to Ahmo as if no one else were in the room. His grandmother had always talked to him this way, even when he was a child. She’d always made him feel special. Ahmo was almost thirty years old now and still hadn’t found anyone else who could do that for him. There were plenty of women who wanted his body, and vice versa to be sure, but special was hard to come by. This was one of the reasons he didn’t want Grandmother Ivana to go through with the euthanasia. Selfish, but true.


  “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said, not really meaning it. “It wasn’t my fault. The tube stalled, and the demonstration downtown—”


  “It’s all right, Ahmo,” said his grandmother.


  The young woman smoothed her woolen jacket. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” she said.


  Grandmother said, “Miss March, this is my grandson, Ahmo. He’ll be your second witness. Ahmo, this is Miss March. She’s single.”


  Miss March smiled. “The pleasure is all mine.”


  She had the sort of pinched face that made a smile look pained and exaggerated. She smelled too strongly of powdery perfume, putting Ahmo in mind of the funeral homes her clients were one step away from. He said, “I’m glad you can find some pleasure in this.”


  His grandmother frowned. “Don’t be like that.”


  “It’s okay,” said Miss March. “We at Hemlock are often treated likebetes noires. We learn to overlook it.”


  “Miss March is a kind young girl, Ahmo. You know I want this or she wouldn’t be here.”


  “I know, but that doesn’t mean I want it.” Ahmo knelt beside his grandmother and held her hand. “Can’t I talk you out of this?”


  “Stubborn boy, just like your grandfather. We’ve been all through this. I’m one-hundred-twelve years old and modern medicine has run out of miracles for me. It’s time for me to go.”


  “Time to go! Time to go!” snapped Grandfather. He stormed into the kitchen. “That’s all you’ve said for the past three months. Go then. Get it over!”


  Ivana smiled. “You’ll watch out for your grandfather when I’m gone, won’t you, Ahmo? He’s not so young anymore.”


  “Of course I will,” Ahmo answered uneasily. He knew Grandmother Ivana was ready to die. She had made all of the preparations with Hemlock and had undergone the required psychological evaluations. She had even thought to make Ahmo executor of her estate, whatever that meant to a woman who coveted so few possessions. But Ahmo was not ready to let her go.


  He thought about his family. Ahmo’s parents, along with his sister and brother-in-law and their three children, lived a long way off, in George Washington Province, the new American colony in Canada. They would be angry when they learned of Ivana’s passing. They would want to know why Ahmo hadn’t notified them sooner. It was Grandmother’s wish, he would tell them. She had not wanted anyone else to watch her die.


  “It’s time! It’s time!” Grandfather hollered from the kitchen. “Let her go!”


  Miss March placed what looked like a hard-plastic fishing creel on the end table. She snapped it open and removed some needles wrapped in white linen.


  Ahmo glanced around the small parlor where he had spent so much of his time since the rest of his family had moved north. The antique poster on the wall from the 1984 Olympics in Sarajevo glinted in its burnished frame. His parents had bought it at an auction and had given it to Ivana on her one-hundredth birthday. He’d often caught his grandmother staring at it, appearing as if she might cry. The tiered curio table in the corner of the room had been cleaned and polished recently, along with all of the miniature pewter teacups his grandmother had collected over the years. He touched the large, round area-rug at his knees that he and his sister had helped Grandmother Ivana braid and sew when they were just children. Ahmo suddenly wished he’d gotten stuck in the tube, or lost in the crowd downtown. Anything, anything other than this.


  Ivana cupped Ahmo’s chin and gently pulled him closer. She kissed his forehead. She had the most beautiful plum-colored eyes he’d ever seen. They flashed liquid and hypnotic in the dim light of the room, like wine and candlelight. Ahmo couldn’t imagine no longer having those eyes to look into for warmth, for comfort, for his own sense of family and personal history. It was amazing that this old, frail woman had come to mean so much.


  “Ahmo,” she said, “what are you holding on to? I’m happy. I’m free to say,this is how I want to die. Do you understand?”


  Ahmo understood, but he could not embrace it. His love was too strong.


  Ivana brushed her fingers through his coarse hair. “Listen to me. I have something important to ask of you. A last request. Will you promise to do something for me after I’m gone?”


  “Of course. Anything.” Ahmo kissed his grandmother’s fingers. Her palms were clammy. He noticed that he’d been trying to warm her hands with his own, caressing them as if they were sticks he might alight by rubbing them briskly together.


  “I want you to go back. I want you to go back to Sarajevo for me.”


  “Go back? Grandmother, I, I don’t know . . . Sarajevo . . .”


  “Please,” she said. “It is my last wish. I have set aside the money for the trip. It will cost you nothing but your time.”


  Ahmo hesitated. He did not relish the thought of seeing the Miracle of Ghosts, of watching his ancestors die their horrible deaths.


  “Your mother will never go. She’s afraid. I can’t blame her. Maybe she’s too close to it.”


  What choice did Ahmo have? How could he say no to this beautiful woman, his precious grandmother? This was her last wish. “All right, if it’s that important to you.”


  Ivana lifted her left hand and removed the gold ring from around her finger. She placed the ring in Ahmo’s hand. “Take this ring and bring it to Dobrinja, bring it to my home. I have all the information written out for you, with a map. When you get there, just leave the ring on the ground. That’s all I ask. The ring has been with me all these years, and I want to return it. This is my dying wish.” Ivana’s lips quivered, her delicate jaw trembled, her eyes filled with tears. “Oh, look at me. I promised I wouldn’t cry.”


  “I hate to sound all business,” said Miss March, “but I’ll need Ahmo to sign the witness statement now.” She said this to no one in particular, but Ahmo felt it as a blow to his heart.


  “All right.” He stood and quickly signed the paper without reading it. He did not want to linger over this task. He felt as if he were signing his grandmother’s death sentence.


  “Is it done yet?” Grandfather yelled from the kitchen. “Are you dead yet, Ivana?”


  Ivana laughed nervously and brushed away her tears. “No, not yet. Make a pot of coffee. By the time it’s perked I’ll be dead. Make decaffeinated. You’ll be up all night if you don’t.”


  “We’re out of decaf!” he shouted. “I put it on the list but you never bought it.”


  “I bought it. Look in the refrigerator behind the pickles. How are you going to live without me? Tomorrow I won’t be around to tell you where to find things.” Then she looked into Ahmo’s eyes. “Cuvajte se, little Ahmo, take care of yourself. I love you with all my heart.”


  Ahmo clutched the ring in his hand, and stepped behind the sofa, where Grandmother Ivana could not see his pain.


  Ahmo walked past “sniper alley” in Sarajevo, and watched an ambulance driver lose control of his vehicle after he’d been shot in the neck. The ambulance spun out of control, flipped over, and crashed silently into a café. The injured victims in the ambulance spilled out onto the street like lumber from a broken sheaf.


  Outside the general headquarters of UNPROFOR, the United Nations Protection Force, a woman from the humanitarian agency Equilibre burned to death after being caught in the flames of a Molotov cocktail. She was most likely killed by a Chetnik guerrilla. The Chetniks took great pleasure in the killing of volunteers, women, and children.


  The sky was cloudless, the sun beat down mercilessly. Ahmo’s eyes stung and his mouth felt sandy from the blowing dust. He could feel the skin on the back of his neck beginning to sunburn. He walked the road between Butmir and Dobrinja. The southwest was one of the hardest hit in all of Sarajevo during the war. There were no trees or mountain ranges to protect it.


  At the old airport, Hercules airplanes packed with medical relief and rice and beans from the West came under heavy anti-aircraft fire, and crashed one after another as they attempted to land. There was a phosphorescent glean[?] to their aerial distress that made the sky itself look drunk and confused.


  Ahmo watched for a while, and began to wonder if these tired old airplanes were fed up with crashing and burning over and over again, if their pilots had long ago given up trying to set down safely. Had Allah truly asked them to do this great thing, to make this sacrifice? Haunt Sarajevo! Ahmo imagined Allah commanding, and then he saw thousands of Sarajevans, legions of the dead, spirit-zombies, obeying their one true God.


  A smartbot from the Bureau of Tourism approached Ahmo as he stood in front of the airport. It said, “Slovák? English? Deutsch? Italiano? Français? Español?—”


  “English,” Ahmo interrupted.


  “Good day, sir,” it began without pause. “Do you know what started all the killing in Sarajevo? Do you know the details behind the Bosnia-Herzegovina vote for independence from the Federal Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia, and how the Serbian Democratic Party violently disagreed? Would you like to learn the truth about the evil war criminals Milosevic and Karadzic and their policies of ethnic cleansing and genocide?”


  This smartbot was tall and thin with a galeate head, a newer model sporting copper alloy legs, a pristine voice chip, and glass eyes that looked almost real. Its exoskeleton was the color of almond, giving it the appearance of a walking corpse. The ‘bot wore a navy-blue smock with an official patch on its breast, and held a neatly wrapped computer virtuware package in its dull, brass hand.


  It clicked and hummed forward. “Why did the Europeans and Americans, the holy and righteous people of the civilized world who prided themselves on their humanitarianism, allow the slaughter of innocent victims when they could have easily put an end to it? Why was this peaceful city allowed to degenerate into the world’s largest concentration camp? You can learn all about it from this commemorative Sarajevo virtuware, the only presentation package sanctioned by the Sarajevo Historical Society.”


  Ahmo looked past the smartbot. Another aircraft spun out of control on the runway, tipped over, and snapped a wing. A fiery mushroom of bleached smoke consumed the plane.


  “Walk the streets of Sarajevo, the City of Tolerance, before it was completely destroyed by the war and inhabited by ghosts. Learn how the Croats, Jews, Muslims, Catholics, and even the Serbs lived in peace for centuries, side by side. See exclusive interviews with Sarajevans who miraculously escaped the violence. Hear theories from internationally renowned mystagogues on why the hauntings continue to transpire. All of this can be yours for only two-thousand dinars, the same amount of money it once cost for one-half kilo of macaroni here in Sarajevo during the terrible war of aggression!”


  Ahmo donated the money to the Historical Society in German Deutchmarks, the preferred tender in the Balkan region, but told the smartbot he did not have the stomach for its virtuware.


  In Dobrinja, there was nothing left but collapsed mosques and synagogues, ruined minarets and housing complexes, and ghosts forever dying. Ahmo was swiftly learning to ignore them, just as the world had learned to ignore the real thing so many years ago. But Ahmo felt as if he had earned this right. He was one of them now, under siege with the incendiaries, mortars, cannons, and snipers silently stalking him.


  Ghosts, now, were everywhere . . .


  dancing . . .


  dancing . . .


  So many had died here that the phantoms expired in paranormal heaps, creating numinous silhouettes of multiple executions, of blood and brains and entrails superimposed over torn flesh, exposed bone, and silently screaming faces—a macabre choreography of vision and light, transparency and color, life and death. There was an absurd, mythical quality to all of it that was just now beginning to take shape in Ahmo’s mind, a fuzzy surrealism, a sense of floating adrift in a psychotic nightmare that neither permitted him to succumb to its terrors, nor played itself out of its own accord. Ahmo was nothing more than a prisoner waiting to be set free from Sarajevo, this land of restless, tortured spirits.


  Finally it was the ring, of all things, the ring burning in Ahmo’s hand that released him, centered him, reminded him of who and what he was and why he had come. Somehow Grandmother Ivana’s ring had gotten from his hip pack into the palm of his hand and had it not been for this delicate band of gold, he might very well have become a ghost himself.


  By the time Ahmo found his grandmother’s building, he was both mentally and physically exhausted. He felt the hot wind on his face. Sweat streamed down his ribs. He sipped water from the canteen he’d purchased in the gift shop at the Sarajevo Marriott. He wanted only to fulfill his promise and be gone.


  Ahmo watched a family blown to literal bits in his grandmother’s old building. At first they were just sitting there. Then a little girl ran into the room. The bomb hit and the room caved in on them. The little girl looked so much like his grandmother that Ahmo watched the scene unfold again and again, trying to peer through the other ghosts and study her face.


  His grandmother had been one of the lucky children. She’d gotten out before the winter, before temperatures of below zero forced people to burn furniture in their stoves to keep from freezing. When the mortar fire hit, Ivana was not killed. The rest of her family had died but she’d survived with only minor cuts and bruises and some ringing in her ears that would not clear for many months. The day after the bombing, a delegation from The Children’s Embassy spirited her away among a group of Italian journalists. From there she’d been placed in an American home.


  This girl’s resemblance to Ahmo’s grandmother was uncanny—the structure of her cheeks and the curvature of her jaw, the delicate nose and lofty forehead, the upturned lips and small mouth. Ahmo had heard that as people grew older they began to resemble their childhood likenesses. Perhaps this thought moved him forward. The ghost of the young girl glanced in his direction, and Ahmo saw clearly, for the first time in this hauntingly familiar child, his grandmother Ivana’s dark, plum eyes.


  No. It was not possible. His grandmother had escaped to America. She could not have been killed in Sarajevo. Perhaps this was a cousin, or even a sister he’d never heard about. How many of his ancestors had died in this building? It was so long ago. Perhaps Ahmo was beginning to see ghosts of his own design on top of ghosts on top of ghosts.


  Whatever it was, he’d had enough. He could not take the sight of anymore death. He placed the gold ring on the ground, among the ruins, just as Grandmother Ivana had instructed him to do. He was ashamed to admit that he was glad to be rid of it. He turned his back on the building and strode away. But something stopped him. Ahmo could not say what. He turned around to look one last time at the young girl who had died her horrible death over and over again in this building, her eternal coffin.


  But on this occasion something very different happened. The girl did not go running into the room. She stopped short. Her beautiful wine-colored eyes caught a golden wink in the summer sunlight on the ground where Ahmo had laid his grandmother’s ring. She walked over to it and reached for the tiny band of gold. The grenade struck again, but this time the girl was not in the room. This time she was thrown out onto the street. She rolled across the pavement, almost to Ahmo’s feet, and began to cry.


  She was alive!


  And then the scene faded. The little girl vanished. She no longer lay crying on the street. She no longer appeared in the ghostly reincarnation of her family’s death. She was not anywhere.


  Ahmo walked back to the place where he’d dropped Grandmother Ivana’s ring. It was gone. His grandmother’s ring was gone.


  Ahmo sat on the quilted sofa and cradled Ivana’s head and shoulders. She was so light her spirit might have already fled her body. It had been six minutes since the Hemlock technologist, Miss March, had administered the fatal injection. Miss March said it would take no more than ten minutes for his grandmother to die, for the Seconal and Lace to furnish her a painless, peaceful, dreamy death.


  Ivana’s eyes were closed, but she smiled thinly, and whispered, “Ahmo.”


  “I’m here, Grandmother.”


  “Have I ever told you how fortunate I was to survive Sarajevo? Not so many people were lucky like me.” Her voice was very weak.


  “You were meant to live,” Ahmo whispered in her ear. He gently squeezed his grandmother’s shoulders, as if his hands held the power to keep her forever by his side.


  “Sometimes I dream of Sarajevo,” she said, “but in my dreams it is always beautiful and peaceful. No one is afraid. I am with my family. We are all alive and happy. Isn’t that nice, Ahmo? It was strange when the bomb hit our home. I was running to my mother, but then I saw a light, just a twinkle of light, and I thought it was Allah calling me.”


  His grandmother had not mentioned Allah in many years. Ahmo’s family had given up the old ways, the old religion. Ahmo himself had followed his parents in having no particular religious associations. He wished now that it was not so. It would have been nice to have a god to pray to at a time like this, a god who cared.


  “I can see that light again, Ahmo,” she said. “I can see it. A twinkle . . . just a twinkle . . . far off . . . calling me . . .”


  Ahmo forced himself to smile through his tears. He gripped the ring in the palm of his hand and thought of Sarajevo. For some reason the journey no longer frightened him. Grandmother Ivana had made him feel special one last time.


  HOTHOUSE FLOWERS


  Mike Resnick


  I test the temperature. It is 83 degrees, warm but not hot. Just right.


  I spend the next hour puttering around, checking medications, adjusting the humidity, cleaning one of the life stations. Then Superintendent Bailey stops by on his way out to dinner.


  “How are your charges doing?” he asks. “Any problems today?”


  “No, sir, evrything’s fine,” I answer.


  “Good,” he says. “We wouldn’t want any problems, especially not with the celebration coming up.”


  The celebration is the turn of the century, although there is some debate about that, because we are all preparing to celebrate the instant the clock hits midnight and 2200 A.D. begins, but some spoilsport scientists (or maybe they’re mathematicians) have told the press that the new century really begins a year later, when we enter 2201.


  Not that my charges know the difference, but I’m glad we’re celebrating it this year, because it means that we’ll decorate the place with bright colors—and if we like it, why, we’ll do it again in 2201.


  I have been married to Felicia for 17 years, and I hardly ever regret it. She was a little bit pudgy when we met, and she has gotten pudgier over the years so that now she is honest-to-goodness fat and there is simply no other word for it. Her hair, which used to be brown, is streaked with gray now, and she’s lost whatever physical grace she once had. But she is a good life partner. Her taste in holos is similar to mine, so we almost never fight about what to watch after dinner, and of course we both love our work.


  As we eat dinner, the topic turns to our gardens, as always.


  “I’m worried about Rex,” she confides.


  Rex is Begonia rex, her hanging basket.


  “Oh?” I say. “What’s wrong with him?”


  She shakes her head in puzzlement. “I don’t know. Perhaps I’ve been letting him get too much sun. His leaves are yellowing, and his roots could be in better shape.”


  “Have you spoken to one of the botonists?”


  “No. They’re totally absorbed in cloning that new species of Aglaonema crispum.”


  “Still?”


  She shrugs. “They say it’s important.”


  “The damned plant’s been around for centuries,” I say. “I can’t see what’s so important about it.”


  “I told you: they engineered an exciting mutation. It actually glows in the dark, as if it’s been dusted with phosphorescent silver paint.”


  “It’s not going to put the energy company out of business.”


  “I know. But it’s important to them.”


  “It seems unfair,” I say for the hundredth, or maybe the thousandth, time. “They get all the fame and money for creating a new species, and you get paid the same old salary for keeping it alive.”


  “I don’t mind,” she replies. “I love my work. I don’t know what I’d do without my greenhouse.”


  “I know,” I say soothingly. “I feel the same way.”


  “So how is your Rex today?” she asks.


  It’s my turn to shrug. “About the same as usual.” Suddenly I laugh.


  “What’s so funny?” asks Felicia.


  “You think your Rex is getting too much sun. I decided my Rex wasn’t getting enough, so this afternoon I moved him closer to a window.”


  “Will it make a difference, do you think?” she asks.


  I sigh deeply. “Does it ever?”


  I walk up to the Major and smile at him. “How are we today?” I ask.


  The Major looks at me through unfocused eyes. There is a little drool running out the side of his mouth, and I wipe it off.


  “It’s a lovely morning,” I say. “It’s a pity you can’t be outside to enjoy it.” I pause, waiting for the reaction that never comes. “Still,” I continue, “you’ve seen more than your share of them, so missing a few won’t hurt.” I check the screen at his life station, find his birthdate, and dope it out. “Well, I’ll be damned! You’ve actually seen 60,573 mornings!”


  Of course, he’s been here for almost half of them: 29,882 to be exact. If he ever did count them, he stopped a long time ago.


  I clean and sterilize his feeding tubes and his medication tubes and his breathing tubes, examine him for bedsores, wash him, take his temperature and blood pressure, and check to make sure his cholesterol hasn’t gone above the 350 level. (They want it lower, of course, but he can’t exercise and they’ve been feeding him intravenously for more than half a century, so they won’t do anything about changing his diet. After all, it hasn’t killed him so far, and altering it just might do so.)


  I elevate his withered body just long enough to change the bedding, then gently lower him back down. (That used to take ten minutes, and at least one helper, before they developed the anti-grav beam. Now it’s just a matter of a few seconds, and I like to think it causes less discomfort, though of course the Major is in no condition to tell me.)


  Then it’s on to Rex. Felicia has problems with her Rex, and I have problems with mine.


  “Good morning, Rex,” I say.


  He mumbles something incomprehensible at me.


  I look down at him. His right eye is bloodshot and tearing heavily.


  “Rex, what am I going to do with you?” I say. “You know you’re not supposed to stare at the sun.”


  He doesn’t really know it. I doubt that he even knows his name is Rex. But cleansing his eye and medicating it is going to put me behind schedule, and I have to blame someone. Rex doesn’t mind being blamed. He doesn’t mind burning out his retina. He doesn’t even mind lying motionless for decades. If there is anything he does mind, nobody’s found it yet.


  I spill some medication on him while fixing his eye, so I decide that rather than just change his diaper I might as well go all the way and give him a DryChem bath. I marvel, as always, at the sheer number of surgical scars that criss-cross his torso: the first new heart, the second, the new kidneys, the new spleen, the new left lung. There’s a tiny, ancient scar on his lower belly which I think was from the removal of a burst appendix, but I can’t find any record of it on the computer and he’s been past talking about it for almost a century.


  Then I move on to Mr. Spinoza. He’s laying there, mouth agape, eyes open, head at an awkward angle. I can tell even before I reach him that he’s not breathing. My first inclination is to call Emergency, but I realize that his life station will have reported his condition already, and sure enough, just seconds later the Resurrection Team arrives and sets up a curtain around him (as if any of his roommates could see or care), and within ten minutes they’ve got the old gentleman going again.


  This is the fifth time Mr. Spinoza has died this year. All this dying has to be hard on his system, and I worry that one of these days it’s going to be permanent.


  “So how was your Major today?” asks Felicia at dinner.


  “Same as usual,” I say. “How’s yours?”


  Her Major is the Browallia speciosa majorus. “Ditto,” she says. “Old, but hanging on.” She frowns. “We may not get any blossoms this year, though. The roots are a little ropey.”


  “I’m sorry to hear it.”


  “It happens.” She pauses. “How was the rest of your day?”


  “We had some excitement,” I reply.


  “Oh?”


  “Mr. Spinoza died again.”


  “That’s the fourth time, isn’t it?” she asks.


  “The fifth,” I correct her. “The Resurrection Team revived him.”


  “The Resuscitation Team,” she corrects me.


  “You have your word for them, I have mine,” I say. “Mine’s better. Resurrection is what they do.”


  “So you’ve only lost one this week,” says Felicia, if not changing the subject at least moving on a tangent away from it.


  “Right. Mr. Lazlo. He was 193 years old.”


  “193,” she muses, and then shrugs. “I guess he was entitled.”


  “You mentioned that you lost one too,” I note.


  “My cymbidium.”


  “That’s an orchid, right?” I say. “The one they nicknamed Peter Pan?”


  She nods.


  “Silly name for an orchid,” I remark.


  “It stayed young forever, or so it seemed,” she replies. “It had the most exquisite blooms. I’m really going to miss it. I’d had it for almost 20 years.” She smiles sadly, and a single tear begins to roll down her cheek. “I worked so hard over it, sometimes I felt like its mother.” She looks at me. “That sounds ludicrous, doesn’t it?”


  “Not at all,” I say, sincerely touched by her grief.


  “It’s all right,” she says. Then she stares at my face. “Don’t be so concerned. It was just a flower.”


  “It’s called empathy,” I answer, and she lets it drop . . . but I am troubled, and by the oddest thought: Shouldn’t I feel worse about losing a person than she feels about losing an orchid?


  But I don’t.


  I don’t know when it began. Probably with the first caveman who made a sling for a broken arm, or forced water out of a drowned companion’s lungs. But somewhere back in the dim and distant past man invented medicine. It had its good centuries and its bad centuries, but by the end of the last millennium it was curing so many diseases and extending so many lives that things got out of hand.


  More than half the people who were alive in 2050 were still alive in 2150. And almost 90% of the people who were alive in 2100 will be alive in 2200. Medical science had doubled and then trebled man’s life span. Immortality was within our grasp. Life everlasting beckoned.


  We were so busy increasing the length of life that no one gave much thought to the quality of those extended lives.


  And then we woke up one day to find that there were a lot more of them than there were of us.


  His name is Bernard Goldmeier. They carry him in on an airsled, then transfer him to Mr. Lazlo’s old life station.


  After I clean the Major’s tubes and change his bedding and medicate Rex’s eye, I call up Mr. Goldmeier’s medical history on the holoscreen at his life station.


  “This place stinks!” rasps a dry voice.


  I jump, startled, then turn to see who spoke. There is no one in the room except me and my charges.


  “Who said that?” I demand.


  “I did,” replies Mr. Goldmeier.


  I look closely at him. The skin hangs loose and brown-spotted on his bald head. His cheeks are covered by miscolored flesh and his nose has oxygen tubes inserted into it—but his eyes, sunken deep in his head, are clear and he is staring at me.


  “You really spoke!” I exclaim.


  “You never heard an inmate speak before?”


  “Not that I remember.”


  Which is another unhappy truth. By age 100, one out of every two people has some form of senile dementia. By 125, it’s four out of five. By 150, it’s 99 out of 100. Mr. Goldmeier is 153 years old; the odds against his retaining anything close to normal mental capacities are better than 100 to one.


  “I should add,” I say, “that the proper term is ‘charge’, not ‘patient’ and certainly not ‘inmate’.”


  “A zombie by any other name . . .”


  I decide there is no sense arguing with him. “How do you feel?” I ask.


  “Look at me,” he says disgustedly. “How would you feel?”


  “If you’re in any discomfort . . .” I begin.


  “I told you: this place stinks. It reeks of shit and urine.”


  “Some of our charges are incontinent,” I explain. “We have to show them understanding and compassion.”


  “Why?” he rasps. “What do they show us in exchange?”


  “Try to be a little more tolerant,” I say.


  “You try!” he snaps. “I’m busy!”


  I can’t help but ask: “Busy doing what?”


  “Hanging on to reality!”


  I smile. “Is that so difficult?”


  “Why don’t you ask some of your other inmates?” He sniffs the air and makes a face. “Goddamnit! Another one’s crapping all over himself! What the hell am I doing here anyway? I’m not a fucking vegetable yet!”


  I check all the notations on the screen.


  “You’re here, Mr. Goldmeier,” I say, not without some satisfaction at what I’m about to tell him, “because no other ward will have you. You’ve offended every attendant and orderly in the entire complex.”


  “Where do I go when I offend you?”


  “This is your last stop. You’re here for better or worse.”


  Lucky me. I turn back to the holoscreen and begin punching in the standard questions.


  “What are you doing now?” he demands. He tries to boost himself up on a scrawny, miscolored elbow to watch me, but he’s too weak.


  “Checking to see if I’m to medicate you for any diseases,” I reply.


  “I haven’t been out of bed in 40 years,” he rasps. “If I have a disease, I got it from one of you goons.”


  I ignore his answer and continue staring at the screen. “You have a history of cancer.”


  “Big deal,” he says. “As quick as I get it, you bastards cure it.” He pauses. “Seventeen cancers. You cut five out, burned three out, and drowned the other nine in your chemicals.”


  I keep reading the screen. “I see you still have your original heart,” I note with some surprise. Most hearts are replaced by the time the patient is 120 years old, the lungs and kidneys even sooner.


  “Are you offering me yours?” he says sarcastically.


  Okay, so he’s an arrogant, hostile bastard—but he’s also my only charge who’s capable of speech, so I force a smile and try again.


  “You’re a lucky man,” I begin.


  He glares at me. “You want to explain that?”


  “You’ve retained your mental acuity. Very few manage that at your advanced age.”


  “And you think that’s lucky, do you?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Then you’re a fool,” said Mr. Goldmeier.


  I sigh. “I’m trying very hard to be your friend. You’re not making it easy.”


  His emaciated face contracts in a look of disgust. “Why in hell should you want to be my friend?”


  “I want to be friends with all my charges.”


  “Them?” he says contemptuously, scanning the room. “You’d probably get more action from a bunch of potted plants.” It’s not dissimilar from what Felicia says on occasion.


  “Look,” I say. “You’re going to be here for a very long time. So am I. Why don’t we at least try to cultivate the illusion of civility?”


  “That’s a disgusting thought.”


  “Being civil?” I ask, wondering what kind of creature they have delivered to my ward.


  “That too,” he says. “But I meant being here for a very long time.” He exhales deeply, and I hear a rattling in his chest and make a mental note to tell the doctors about his congestion. Then he adds: “Being anywhere for a very long time.”


  “What makes you so bitter?” I ask.


  “I’ve seen terrible things, things no man should ever have to see.”


  “We’ve had our share,” I agree. “The war with Brazil. The meteor that hit Mozambique. The revolution in Canada.”


  “Fool!” he snaps. “Those were diversions.”


  “Diversions?” I repeat incredulously. “Just what hellholes have you been to?”


  “The worst,” he answers. “I’ve been to places where men begged for death, and slowly went mad when it didn’t come.”


  “I don’t remember reading or hearing about anything like that,” I say. “Where was this?”


  He stares unblinking at me for a long moment before he answers. “Right here, in the wards.”


  Felicia looks up from her plate. “His name’s Bernard Goldmeier?” she says.


  “That’s right.”


  “I don’t have any Bernards,” she says. “It’s not the kind of name they give to flowers.”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  Suddenly her face brightens. “I do have a gold flower, though—a Mesembryanthemum criniflorum. I can call it Goldie, or even Goldmeier.”


  “It’s not important.”


  “But it is,” she insists. “For years it’s been how we compare our days.” She smiles. “It makes me feel closer to you, caring for flowers with the same names.”


  “Fine,” I say. “Call it whatever you want.”


  “You seem”—she searches for the word—“upset.”


  “He troubles me.”


  “Oh? Why?”


  “I love my work,” I begin.


  “I know you do.”


  “And it’s meaningful work,” I continue, trying to keep the resentment from my voice. “Maybe I’m not a doctor, but I stand guard over them and hold Death at bay. That’s important, isn’t it?”


  “Of course it is,” she says soothingly.


  “He belittles it.”


  “That doesn’t mean a thing,” says Felicia, reaching across the table and taking my hand. “You know how they get when they’re that old.”


  Yes, I know how they get. But he’s not like them. He sounds—I don’t know—normal, like me; that’s the upsetting part.


  “He doesn’t seem irrational,” I say aloud. “Just bitter.”


  “Enough bitterness will make anyone irrational.”


  “I know,” I say. “But . . .”


  “But what?”


  “Well, it’s going to sound juvenile and selfish . . .”


  “You’re the least selfish man I know,” says Felicia. “Tell me what’s bothering you.”


  “It’s just that . . . well, I always thought that if my charges could speak to me, they’d tell me how grateful they were, how much my efforts meant to them.” I pause and think about it. “Does that make me selfish?”


  “Certainly not,” she replies. “I think they ought to be grateful.” She pats my hand. “A lot of people in that place are just earning salaries; you’re there because you care.”


  “Anyway, here I’ve finally got someone who could thank me, could tell me that I’m appreciated, and instead he’s furious because I’m going to do everything within my power to keep him alive.”


  She coos and purrs and making soothing noises, but she doesn’t actually say anything, and finally I change the subject and ask her about her garden. A moment later she is rapturously describing the new buds on the Aphelandra squarrosa, and telling me that she thinks she will have to divide the Scilla sibirica, and I listen gratefully and do not think about Mr. Goldmeier, lying motionless in his bed and cursing the darkness, until I arrive at work in the morning.


  “Are you feeling any better today?” I ask as I approach Mr. Goldmeier’s life station.


  “No, I’m not feeling better today,” he says nastily. “God’s fresh out of miracles.”


  “Are you at least adjusting to your new surroundings?”


  “Hell, no.”


  “You will.”


  “I damned well better not!”


  I stare at him. “You’re not leaving here.”


  “I know.”


  “Then you might as well get used to the place.”


  “Never!”


  “I don’t understand you at all,” I say.


  “That’s because you’re a fool!” he snaps. “Look at me! I have no money and no family. I can’t feed myself or even sit up.”


  “That’s no reason to be so hostile,” I say placatingly. I am about to tell him that his condition is no different from most of my charges, but he speaks first.


  “All I have left is my rage. I won’t let you take it away; it’s all that separates me from the vegetables here.”


  I look at him and shake my head sadly. “I don’t know what made you like this.”


  “153 years made me like this,” he says.


  I continue staring at him, at the atrophied legs that will never walk again, at the shriveled arms and skeletal fingers, at the deathmask skull with its burning, sunken eyes, and I think: Maybe—just maybe—senility is Nature’s way of making life in such a body tolerable. Maybe you’re not as lucky as I thought.


  The Major’s chin is wet with drool, and I walk over to him and wipe it off.


  “There,” I say. “Clean as a whistle.”


  Okay, I think, staring down at him. You’re not grateful, but at least you don’t hate me for doing what you can no longer do for yourself. Why can’t they all be like you?


  “Why don’t you ask for a transfer to another ward if he’s bothering you that much?” asks Felicia.


  “What would I say?” I reply. “That this old man who can’t even roll over without help is driving me away?”


  “Just tell them you want a change.”


  I shake my head. “My work is important to me. My charges are inportant to me. I can’t turn my back on them just because he makes my life miserable.”


  “Maybe you should sit down and figure out why he upsets you.”


  “He makes me think uncomfortable thoughts.”


  “What kind of uncomfortable thoughts?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” I reply. But what I really mean is: I don’t want to think about it.


  I just wish I could get my brain to listen to me.


  Superintendent Bailey enters the ward and approaches me.


  “I’m going to need you to work a little overtime today,” he informs me.


  “Oh?” I reply. “What’s the problem?”


  “There must be some virus going around,” he says. “A third of the staff has called in sick.”


  “All right. I’ll just have to let Felicia know I’ll be late for dinner. Where do you want me to go when I’m through here?”


  “Ward 87.”


  “Isn’t that a woman’s ward?” I ask.


  “Yes.”


  “I’d rather have a different assignment, sir.”


  “And I’d rather have a full staff!” he snaps. “We’re both doomed to be disappointed today.”


  He turns and leaves the ward.


  “What have you got against women?” croaks Mr. Goldmeier. I had thought he was asleep, but he’s been lying there, motionless, with his eyes (and his ears) wide open.


  “Nothing,” I answer. “I just don’t think I should bathe them.”


  “Why the hell not?”


  “It’s a matter of respecting their dignity.”


  “Their dignity?” he snorts derisively.


  “Their modesty, if you prefer.”


  “Dignity? Modesty? What the fuck are you talking about?”


  “They’re human beings,” I answer with dignity of my own.


  “Not any more,” he replies contemptuously. “They’re a bunch of vegetables that don’t give a damn who bathes them.” He closes his eyes. “You’re a blind, sentimental fool.”


  I hate it when he says things like that, because I want to explain that I am not a blind, sentimental fool. But that requires me to prove he is wrong, and I can’t—I’ve tried.


  All human beings have modesty and dignity. If they haven’t any, then they’re not human beings any more—and if they’re not human beings, why are we keeping them alive? Therefore, they must have modesty and dignity.


  Then I think of those shriveled bodies and atrophied limbs and uncomprehending eyes, and I start getting another migraine.


  Two days have passed, and I am not eating or sleeping any better than Mr. Goldmeier.


  “What did he say this time?” says Felicia wearily, staring across the dining room table at me.


  “I’m not sure,” I answer. “He kept talking about youth in Asia, so finally I looked them up in the encyclopedia. All it says is that there are a lot of them and they’re starving.” I pause, frowning. “But as far as I can tell, he’s never been to Asia. I don’t know why he kept talking about them.”


  “Who knows?” says Felicia with a shrug. “He’s an old man. They don’t always make sense.”


  “He makes too goddamned much sense,” I mutter bitterly.


  “Could you have misunderstood the words?” she asks. “Old men mumble a lot.”


  “I doubt it. I understand everything else he says, so why not this?”


  “Let’s find out for sure,” she says, activating the dining room computer. It glows with life. “Computer, find synonyms for the term ‘youth in Asia’.”


  The computer begins rattling them off. “Young people in Asia. Adolescents in Asia. Children in Asia. Teenagers in—”


  “Stop!” commands Felicia. “Synonym was the wrong term. Computer, are there any homonyms for the term youth in Asia?”


  “A homonym is an exact match,” answers the computer, “and there is no exact match.”


  “Are there any close approximations?”


  “One. The word euthanasia.”


  “Ah,” says Felicia triumphantly. “And what does it mean?”


  “It is an archaic word, no longer in use. I can find no definition of it in my memory bank.”


  “Eu-tha-na-sia,” says Mr. Goldmeier, articulating each syllable. “How the hell can the dictionaries and encyclopedias not list it any longer?”


  “They list it,” I explain. “They just don’t define it.”


  “Figures,” he says disgustedly. As I wait patiently for him to tell me what the word means, he changes the subject. “How long have you worked here?”


  “Almost fourteen years.”


  “Seen a lot of patients come and go?”


  “Of course I have.”


  “Where do they go when they leave here?”


  “They don’t, except when they’re transferred to another ward.”


  “So they come to this place, and then they die?”


  “You make it sound like it happens overnight,” I reply. “We’ve kept some of them alive for more than a century,” I add proudly. “A lot of them, in fact.”


  He stares at me. I recognize that particular stare; it means I’m not going to like what he says next.


  “You could save a lot of time and effort by killing them right away.”


  “That would be contrary to civil and moral law!” I reply angrily. “It’s our job to keep every patient alive.”


  “Have you ever asked them if they want to be kept alive?”


  “No one wants to die.”


  “Right. It’s against all civil and moral law.” He coughs and tries to clear his lungs. “Well, that’s why you won’t find it in the dictionary.”


  “Find what?” I ask, confused.


  “Euthanasia,” he says.


  “I don’t understand you.”


  “That’s what we were talking about, isn’t it?” he says. “It means mercy killing.”


  “Mercy killing?”


  “You’ve heard both words before. Figure it out.”


  I am still wondering why anyone would think it was merciful to kill another human being when my shift ends and I go home.


  “Why would someone want to die?” I ask Felicia.


  She rolls her eyes. “Goldmeier again?”


  “Yes.”


  “Somehow I’m not surprised,” she says in annoyed tones. She shakes her head sadly. “I don’t know where that man gets his ideas. No one wants to die.” She paused. “Look at it logically. If someone’s in pain, he can go on medication. If he’s lost a limb, he can get a prosthesis. If he’s too feeble even to feed himself—well, that’s what trained people like you are there for.”


  “What if he’s just tired of living?”


  “You know better than that,” replied Felicia with unshakeable certainty. “Every living organism fights to stay alive. That’s the first law of Nature.”


  “Yes, I suppose so,” I agree.


  “He’s a nasty old man. Did he say anything else?”


  “No, not really.” I toy with my food. Somehow my appetite has vanished. “How were things at the greenhouse?”


  “They finally got exactly the shade of phosphorescent silver they want for the Aglaonema crispum,” she says. “I think they’re going to call it the ‘Silver Charm’.”


  “Cute name.”


  “Yes, I rather like it. They tell me there was once a famous racehorse, centuries ago, with that name.” She pauses. “Of course, it means some extra work for me.”


  “Potting them?”


  “They’re all potted. No, the problem is making room for them. I think we’ll have to get rid of the Browallia speciosa majorus.”


  “But those are your Majors!” I protest. “I know how you love them!”


  “I do,” she admits. “They have exquisite blossoms. But they’ve got some kind of exotic root rot disease.” She sighs deeply. “I saw some miscoloration, some slimy residue . . . but I didn’t identify it in time. It’s my fault they’re dying.”


  “Why not bring them home?” I suggest.


  “If you want Majors, I’ll bring some young, healthy ones that will flower in the spring. But I’m just going to dump the old ones in the garbage. The disease won.”


  I’m grasping for something, but I’m not quite sure what. “Didn’t you just tell me that every living thing fights to stay alive?”


  “The Majors don’t want to die,” said Felicia. “They’re infected, so I’m taking that decision out of their hands before the disease can spread to other plants.”


  “But if—”


  “Don’t go getting philosophical with me,” she says. “They’re only flowers. It’s not as if they feel any pain.”


  Later that night I find myself wondering when was the last time Rex or the Major or Mr. Spinoza or any of the others felt any pain.


  50 years? 75? 100? More?


  Then I realize that that’s what Mr. Goldmeier wants me to think. He sees the weak and he wants them dead.


  But they’re not his targets at all. They never were.


  I finally know who he is trying to infect.


  I show up early for work and enter my ward. Everyone is sleeping.


  I look at my charges, and a warm glow comes over me. We are a team, you and I. I give you life and you give me satisfaction and a sense of purpose. I pledge to you that I will never let anyone destroy the bond between us.


  When I think about it, there is really very little difference between Felicia’s job and my own. She has to protect her flowers; I have to protect mine.


  I fill a syringe and walk silently over to Mr. Goldmeier’s life station.


  It is time to start weeding my garden.


  macs


  Terry Bisson


  WHAT DID I THINK? SAME thing I think today. I thought it was slightly weird even if it was legal. But I guess I agreed with the families that there had to be Closure. Look out that window there. I can guarantee you, it’s unusual to be so high in Oklahoma City. Ever since it happened, this town has had a thing about tall buildings. It’s almost like that son of a bitch leveled this town.


  Hell, we wanted Closure too, but they had a court order all the way from the Supreme Court. I thought it was about politics at first, and I admit I was a little pissed. Don’t use the word pissed. What paper did you say you were with?


  Never heard of it, but that’s me. Anyway, I was miffed—is that a word? miffed?—until I understood it was about Victims’ Rights. So we cancelled the execution, and built the vats, and you know the rest.


  Well, if you want to know the details you should start with my assistant warden at the time, who handled the details. He’s now the warden. Tell him I sent you. Give him my regards.


  I thought it opened a Pandora’s box, and I said so at the time. It turns out of course that there haven’t been that many, and none on that scale. The ones that there are, we get them all. We’re sort of the Sloan-Ketterings of the thing. See that scum on the vats? You’re looking at eleven of the guy who abducted the little girls in Ohio, the genital mutilation thing, remember? Even eleven’s unusual. We usually build four, maybe five tops. And never anything on the scale of the macs.


  Build, grow, whatever. If you’re interested in the technology, you’ll have to talk with the vat vet himself. That’s what we call him, he’s a good old boy. He came in from the ag school for the macs and he’s been here in Corrections ever since. He was an exchange student, but he met a girl from MacAlester and never went home. Isn’t it funny how that stuff works? She was my second cousin, so now I have a Hindu second cousin-in-law. Of course he’s not actually a Hindu.


  A Unitarian, actually. There are several of us here in MacAlester, but I’m the only one from the prison. I was fresh out of Ag and it was my first assignment. How would one describe such an assignment? In my country, we had no such . . . well, you know. It was repellent and fascinating at the same time.


  Everyone has the cloning technology. It’s the growth rate that gives difficulty. Animals grow to maturity so much faster, and we had done significant work. Six-week cattle, ten-day ducks. Gene tweaking. Enzyme accelerators. They wanted full grown macs in two and a half years; we gave them 168 thirty year old men in eleven months! I used to come down here and watch them grow. Don’t tell anyone, especially my wife, Jean, but I grew sort of fond of them.


  Hard? It was hard, I suppose, but farming is hard too if you think about it. A farmer may love his hogs but he ships them off, and we all know what for.


  You should ask legal services about that. That wasn’t part of my operation. We had already grown 168 and I had to destroy one before he was even big enough to walk, just so they could include the real one. Ask me if I appreciated that!


  It was a second court order. It came through after the macs were in the vats. Somebody’s bright idea in Justice. I suppose they figured it would legitimize the whole operation to include the real McCoy, so to speak, but then somebody has to decide who gets him. Justice didn’t want any part of that and neither did we, so we brought in one of those outfits that run lotteries, because that’s what it was, a lottery, but kind of a strange one, if you know what I mean.


  Strange in that the winner wasn’t supposed to know if he won or not. He or she. It’s like the firing squad, where nobody knows who has the live bullets. Nobody is supposed to know who gets the real one. I’m sure it’s in the records somewhere, but that stuff’s all sealed. What magazine did you say you were with?


  Sealed? It’s destroyed. That was part of the contract. I guess whoever numbered the macs would know, but that was five years ago and it was done by lot anyway. It could probably be figured out by talking to the drivers who did the deliveries, or the drivers who picked up the remains, or even the families themselves. But it would be illegal, wouldn’t it? Unethical, too, if you ask me, since it would interfere with what the whole thing was about, which was Closure. Victims’ Rights. That’s why we were hired, to keep it secret, and that’s what we did. End of story.


  UPS was a natural because we had just acquired Con Tran and were about to go into the detainee delivery business under contract with the BOP. The macs were mostly local, of course, but not all. Several went out of state; two to California, for example. It wasn’t a security problem since the macs were all sort of docile. I figured they were engineered that way. Is engineered the word? Anyway, the problem was public relations. Appearances, to be frank. You can’t drive around with a bus load of macs. And most families don’t want the TV and papers at the door, like Publishers Clearing House. (Though some do!) So we delivered them in vans, two and three at a time, mostly in the morning, sort of on the sly. We told the press we were still working out the details until it was all done. Some people videotaped their delivery. I suspect they’re the ones that also videotaped their executions.


  I’m not one of those who had a problem with the whole thing. No sirree. I went along with my drivers, at first especially, and met quite a few of the loved ones, and I wish you could have seen the grateful expressions on their faces. You get your own mac to kill any way you want to. That’s Closure. It made me proud to be an American even though it came out of a terrible tragedy. An unspeakable tragedy.


  Talk to the drivers all you want to. What channel did you say you were with?


  You wouldn’t have believed the publicity at the time. It was a big triumph for Victims’ Rights, which is now in the Constitution, isn’t it? Maybe I’m wrong. Anyway, it wasn’t a particularly what you might call pleasant job, even though I was all for the families and Closure and stuff and still am.


  Looked like anybody. Looked like you except for the beard. None of them were different. They were all the same. One of them was supposedly the real McCoy, but so what? Isn’t the whole point of cloning supposed to be that each one is the same as the first one? Nobody’s ever brought this up before. You’re not from one of those talk shows, are you?


  They couldn’t have talked to us if they had wanted to, and we weren’t about to talk to them. They were all taped up except for the eyes, and you should have seen those eyes. You tried to avoid it. I had one that threw up all over my truck even though theoretically you can’t throw up through that tape. I told the dispatcher my truck needed a theoretical cleaning.


  They all seemed the same to me. Sort of panicked and gloomy. I had a hard time hating them, in spite of what they done, or their daddy done, or however you want to put it. They say they could only live five years anyway before their insides turned to mush. That was no problem of course. Under the Victims’ Rights settlement it had to be done in thirty days, that was from date of delivery.


  I delivered thirty four macs, of 168 altogether. I met thirty four fine families, and they were a fine cross section of American life, black and white, Catholic and Protestant. Not so many Jews.


  I’ve heard that rumor. You’re going to have rumors like that when one of them is supposedly the real McCoy. There were other rumors too, like that one of the macs was pardoned by its family and sent away to school somewhere. That would have been hard. I mean, if you got a mac you had to return a body within thirty days. One story I heard was that they switched bodies after a car wreck. Another was that they burned another body at the stake and turned it in. But that one’s hard to believe too. Only one of the macs was burned at the stake, and they had to get a special clearance to do that. Hell, you can’t even burn leaves in Oklahoma any more.


  SaniMed collected, they’re a medical waste outfit, since we’re not allowed to handle remains. They’re not going to be able to tell you much. What did they pick up? Bones and ashes. Meat.


  Some of it was pretty gruesome but in this business you get used to that. We weren’t supposed to have to bag them, but you know how it is. The only one that really got to me was the crucifixion. That sent the wrong message, if you ask me.


  There was no way we could tell which one of them was the real McCoy, not from what we picked up. You should talk to the loved ones. Nice people, maybe a little impatient sometimes. The third week was the hardest in terms of scheduling. People had been looking forward to Closure for so long, they played with their macs for a week or so, but then it got old. Played is not the word, but you know what I mean. Then it’s bang bang and honey call SaniMed. They want them out of the house ASAP.


  It’s not that we were slow, but the schedule was heavy. In terms of what we were picking up, none of it was that hard for me. These were not people. Some of them were pretty chewed up. Some of them were chewed up pretty bad.


  I’m not allowed to discuss individual families. I can say this: the ceremony, the settlement, the execution, whatever you want to call it, wasn’t always exactly what everybody had expected or wanted. One family even wanted to let their mac go. Since they couldn’t do that, they wanted a funeral. A funeral for toxic waste!


  I can’t give you their name or tell you their number.


  I guess I can tell you that. It was between 103 and 105.


  I’m not ashamed of it. We’re Christians. Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. We tried to make it legal, but the state wouldn’t hear of it, since the execution order had already been signed. We had thirty days, so we waited till the last week and then used one of those Kevorkian kits, the lethal objection thing. Injection, I mean. The doctor came with it but we had to push the plunger thing. It seems to me like one of the rights of Victims’ Rights should be—but I guess not.


  There was a rumor that another family forgave and got away with it, but we never met them. They supposedly switched bodies in a car wreck and sent their mac to forestry school in Canada. Even if it was true, which I doubt, he would be almost five now, and that’s half their life span. Supposedly their internal organs harden after ten years. What agency did you say you were with?


  We dropped ours out of an airplane. My uncle has a big ranch out past Mayfield with his own airstrip and everything. Cessna 172. It was illegal, but what are they going to do? C’est la vie, or rather c’est la mort. Or whatever.


  They made us kill him. Wasn’t he ours to do with as we liked? Wasn’t that the idea? He killed my daddy like a dog and if I wanted to tie up like a dog, isn’t that my business? Aren’t you a little long in the tooth to be in college, boy?


  An electric chair. It’s out in the garage. Want to see it? Still got the shit stain on the seat.


  My daddy came home with a mac, and took my mother and me out back and made us watch while he shot him. Shot him all over, from the feet up. The whole thing took ten minutes. It didn’t seem to do anybody any good, my aunt is still dead. They never found most of her, only the bottom of a leg. Would you like some chocolates? They’re from England.


  Era? It was only like five years ago. I never took delivery. I thought I was the only one but I found out later there were eight others. I guess they just put them back in the vat. They couldn’t live more than five years anyway. Their insides turned hard. All their DNA switches were shut off or something.


  I got my own Closure my own way. That’s my daughter’s picture there. As for the macs, they are all dead. Period. They lived a while, suffered and died. Is it any different for the rest of us? What church did you say you were with?


  I don’t mind telling you our real name, but you should call us 49 if you quote us. That’s the number we had in the lottery. We got our mac on a Wednesday, kept him for a week, then set him in a kitchen chair and shot him in the head. We didn’t have any idea how messy that would be. The state should have given some instructions or guidelines.


  Nobody knew which one was the original, and that’s the way it should be. Otherwise it would ruin the Closure for everybody else. I can tell you ours wasn’t, though. It was just a feeling I had. That’s why we just shot him and got it over with. I just couldn’t get real excited about killing something that seemed barely alive, even though it supposedly had all his feelings and memories. But some people got into it and attended several executions. They had a kind of network.


  Let me see your list. These two are the ones I would definitely talk to: 112 and 43. And maybe 13.


  Is that what they call us, 112? So I’m just a number again. I thought I was through with that in the army. I figured we had the real one, the real McCoy, because he was so hard to kill. We cut him up with a chain saw, a little Homelite. No sir, I didn’t mind the mess and yes, he hated every minute of it. All twenty some odd which is how long it took. I would have fed him to my dogs if we hadn’t had to turn the body in. End of fucking story.


  Oh, yeah. Double the pleasure, double the fun. Triple it, really. The only one I was against was this one, 61. The crucifixion. I think that sent the wrong message, but the neighbors loved it.


  Drown in the toilet was big. Poison, fire, hanging, you name it. People got these old books from the library but that medieval stuff took special equipment. One guy had a rack built but the neigbors objected to the screaming. I guess there are some limits, even to Victims’ Rights. Ditto the stake stuff.


  I’m sure our mac wasn’t the real McCoy. You want to know why? He was so quiet and sad. he just closed his eyes and died. I’m sure the real one would have been harder to kill. My mac wasn’t innocent, but he wasn’t guilty either. Even though he looked like a thirty year old man he was only eighteen months old, and that sort of showed.


  I killed him just to even things out. Not revenge, just Closure. After spending all the money on the court case and the settlement, not to mention the cloning and all, the deliveries, it would have been wasteful not to do it, don’t you think?.


  I’ve heard that surviving thing but it’s just a rumor. Like Elvis. There were lots of rumors. They say one family tried to pardon their mac and send him to Canada or somewhere. I don’t think so!


  You might try this one, 43. They used to brag that they had the real one. I don’t mind telling you I resented that and still do, since we were supposed to all share equally in the Closure. But some people have to be number one.


  It’s over now anyway. What law firm did you say you worked for?


  I could tell he was the original by the mean look in his eye. He wasn’t quite so mean after a week in that rat box.


  Some people will always protest and write letters and such. But what about something that was born to be put to death? How can you protest that?


  Closure, that’s what it was all about. I went on to live my life. I’ve been married again and divorced already. What college did you say you were from?


  The real McCoy? I think he just kept his mouth shut and died like the rest of them. What’s he goin to say, here I am, and make it worse? And as far as that rumor of him surviving, you can file it under Elvis.


  There was also a story that somebody switched bodies after a car wreck and sent their mac to Canada. I wouldn’t put too much stock in that one, either. Folks around here don’t even think about Canada. Forgiveness either.


  We used that state kit, the Kevorkian thing. I heard about twenty families did. We just sat him down and May pushed the plunger. Like flushing a toilet. May and myself—she’s gone now, God bless her—we were interested in Closure, not revenge.


  This one, 13, told me one time he thought he had the real McCoy, but it was wishful thinking, if you ask me. I don’t think you could tell the real one. I don’t think you should want to even if you could.


  I’m afraid you can’t ask him about it, because they were all killed in a fire, the whole family. It was just a day before the ceremony they had planned, which was some sort of slow thing with wires. There was a gas leak or something. They were all killed and their mac was destroyed in the explosion. Fire and explosion. What insurance company did you say you worked for?


  It was—have you got a map? oooh, that’s a nice one—right here. On the corner of Oak and Increase, only a half a mile from the site of the original explosion, ironically. The house is gone now.


  See that new strip mall? That Dollar Store’s where the house stood. The family that lived in it was one of the ones that lost a loved one in the Oklahoma City bombing. They got one of the macs as part of the Victims’ Rights Closure Settlement, but unfortunately tragedy struck them again before they got to get Closure. Funny how the Lord works in mysterious ways.


  No, none of them are left. There was a homeless guy who used to hang around but the police ran him off. Beard like yours. Might have been a friend of the family, some crazy cousin, who knows. So much tragedy they had. Now he lives in the back of the mall in a dumpster.


  There. That yellow thing. It never gets emptied. I don’t know why the city doesn’t remove it but it’s been there for almost five years just like that.


  I wouldn’t go over there. People don’t fool with him. He doesn’t bother anybody, but, you know.


  Suit yourself. If you knock on it he’ll come out, figuring you’ve got some food for him or something. Kids do it for meanness sometimes. But stand back, there is a smell.


  “Daddy?”
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  DIFFERENT KINDS OF DARKNESS


  David Langford


  IT WAS ALWAYS DARK outside the windows. Parents and teachers sometimes said vaguely that this was all because of Deep Green terrorists, but Jonathan thought there was more to the story. The other members of the Shudder Club agreed.


  Green terrorists, but Jonathan thought there was more to the story. The other members of the Shudder Club agreed.


  The dark beyond the window-glass at home, at school and on the school bus was the second kind of darkness. You could often see a little bit in the first kind, the ordinary kind, and of course you could slice through it with a torch. The second sort of darkness was utter black, and not even the brightest electric torch showed a visible beam or lit anything up. Whenever Jonathan watched his friends walk out through the school door ahead of him, it was as though they stepped into a solid black wall. But when he followed them and felt blindly along the handrail to where the homeward bus would be waiting, there was nothing around him but empty air. Black air.


  Sometimes you found these super-dark places indoors. Right now Jonathan was edging his way down a black corridor, one of the school’s no-go areas. Officially he was supposed to be outside, mucking around for a break period in the high-walled playground where (oddly enough) it wasn’t dark at all and you could see the sky overhead. Of course, outdoors was no place for the dread secret initiations of the Shudder Club.


  Jonathan stepped out on the far side of the corridor’s inky-dark section, and quietly opened the door of the little storeroom they’d found two terms ago. Inside, the air was warm, dusty and stale. A bare light-bulb hung from the ceiling. The others were already there, sitting on boxes of paper and stacks of battered textbooks.


  “You’re late,” chorused Gary, Julie and Khalid. The new candidate Heather just pushed back long blonde hair and smiled, a slightly strained smile.


  “Someone has to be last,” said Jonathan. The words had become part of the ritual, like a secret password that proved that the last one to arrive wasn’t an outsider or a spy. Of course they all knew each other, but imagine a spy who was a master of disguise . . .


  Khalid solemnly held up an innocent-looking ring-binder. That was his privilege. The Club had been his idea, after he’d found the bogey picture that someone had left behind in the school photocopier. Maybe he’d read too many stories about ordeals and secret initiations. When you’d stumbled on such a splendid ordeal, you simply had to invent a secret society to use it.


  “We are the Shudder Club,” Khalid intoned. “We are the ones who can take it. Twenty seconds.”


  Jonathan’s eyebrows went up. Twenty seconds was serious. Gary, the fat boy of the gang, just nodded and concentrated on his watch. Khalid opened the binder and stared at the thing inside. “One . . . two . . . three . . .”


  He almost made it. It was past the seventeen-second mark when Khalid’s hands started to twitch and shudder, and then his arms. He dropped the book, and Gary gave him a final count of eighteen. There was a pause while Khalid overcame the shakes and pulled himself together, and then they congratulated him on a new record.


  Julie and Gary weren’t feeling so ambitious, and opted for ten-second ordeals. They both got through, though by the count of ten she was terribly white in the face and he was sweating great drops. So Jonathan felt he had to say ten as well.


  “You sure, Jon?” said Gary. “Last time you were on eight. No need to push it today.”


  Jonathan quoted the ritual words, “We are the ones who can take it,” and took the ring-binder from Gary. “Ten.”


  In between times, you always forgot exactly what the bogey picture looked like. It always seemed new. It was an abstract black-and-white pattern, swirly and flickery like one of those old Op Art designs. The shape was almost pretty until the whole thing got into your head with a shock of connection like touching a high-voltage wire. It messed with your eyesight. It messed with your brain. Jonathan felt violent static behind his eyes . . . an electrical storm raging somewhere in there . . . instant fever singing through the blood . . . muscles locking and unlocking . . . and oh dear God had Gary only counted four?


  He held on somehow, forcing himself to keep still when every part of him wanted to twitch in different directions. The dazzle of the bogey picture was fading behind a new kind of darkness, a shadow inside his eyes, and he knew with dreadful certainty that he was going to faint or be sick or both. He gave in and shut his eyes just as, unbelievably and after what had seemed like years, the count reached ten.


  Jonathan felt too limp and drained to pay much attention as Heather came close—but not close enough—to the five seconds you needed to be a full member of the Club. She blotted her eyes with a violently trembling hand. She was sure she’d make it next time. And then Khalid closed the meeting with the quotation he’d found somewhere: “That which does not kill us, makes us stronger.”


  School was a place where mostly they taught you stuff that had nothing to do with the real world. Jonathan secretly reckoned that quadratic equations just didn’t ever happen outside the classroom. So it came as a surprise to the Club when things started getting interesting in, of all places, a maths class.


  Mr. Whitcutt was quite old, somewhere between grandfather and retirement age, and didn’t mind straying away from the official maths course once in a while. You had to lure him with the right kind of question. Little Harry Steen—the chess and wargames fanatic of the class, and under consideration for the Club—scored a brilliant success by asking about a news item he’d heard at home. It was something to do with “mathwar,” and terrorists using things called blits.


  “I actually knew Vernon Berryman slightly,” said Mr. Whitcutt, which didn’t seem at all promising. But it got better. “He’s the B in blit, you know: B-L-I-T, the Berryman Logical Imaging Technique, as he called it. Very advanced mathematics. Over your heads, probably. Back in the first half of the twentieth century, two great mathematicians called Godel and Turing proved theorems which . . . um. Well, one way of looking at it is that mathematics is booby-trapped. For any computer at all, there are certain problems that will crash it and stop it dead.”


  Half the class nodded knowingly. Their homemade computer programs so often did exactly that.


  “Berryman was another brilliant man, and an incredible idiot. Right at the end of the twentieth century, he said to himself, “What if there are problems that crash the human brain?” And he went out and found one, and came up with his wretched ‘imaging technique’ that makes it a problem you can’t ignore. Just looking at a BLIT pattern, letting it in through your optic nerves, can stop your brain.” A click of old, knotty fingers. “Like that.”


  Jonathan and the Club looked sidelong at each other. They knew something about staring at strange images. It was Harry, delighted to have stolen all this time from boring old trig., who stuck his hand up first. “Er, did this Berryman look at his own pattern, then?”


  Mr. Whitcutt gave a gloomy nod. “The story is that he did. By accident, and it killed him stone dead. It’s ironic. For centuries, people had been writing ghost stories about things so awful that just looking at them makes you die of fright. And then a mathematician, working in the purest and most abstract of all the sciences, goes and brings the stories to life . . .”


  He grumbled on about BLIT terrorists like the Deep Greens, who didn’t need guns and explosives—just a photocopier, or a stencil that let them spray deadly graffiti on walls. According to Whitcutt, TV broadcasts used to go out “live,” not taped, until the notorious activist Tee Zero broke into a BBC studio and showed the cameras a BLIT known as the Parrot. Millions had died. It wasn’t safe to look at anything these days.


  Jonathan had to ask. “So the, um, the special kind of dark outdoors is to stop people seeing stuff like that?”


  “Well . . .yes, in effect that’s quite right.” The old teacher rubbed his chin for a moment. “They brief you about all that when you’re a little older. It’s a bit of a complicated issue . . . Ah, another question?”


  It was Khalid who had his hand up. With an elaborate lack of interest that struck Jonathan as desperately unconvincing, he said, “Are all these BLIT things, er, really dangerous, or are there ones that just jolt you a bit?”


  Mr. Whitcutt looked at him hard for very nearly the length of a beginner’s ordeal. Then he turned to the whiteboard with its scrawled triangles. “Quite. As I was saying, the cosine of an angle is defined . . .”


  THE FOUR MEMBERS of the inner circle had drifted casually together in their special corner of the outdoor play area, by the dirty climbing frame that no one ever used. “So we’re terrorists,” said Julie cheerfully. “We should give ourselves up to the police.”


  “No, our picture’s different,” Gary said. “It doesn’t kill people, it . . .” A chorus of four voices: “. . .makes us stronger.”


  Jonathan said, “What do Deep Greens terrorize about? I mean, what don’t they like?”


  “I think it’s biochips,” Khalid said uncertainly. “Tiny computers for building into people’s heads. They say it’s unnatural, or something. There was a bit about it in one of those old issues of New Scientist in the lab.”


  “Be good for exams,” Jonathan suggested. “But you can’t take calculators into the exam room. ‘Everyone with a biochip, please leave your head at the door.’ ”


  They all laughed, but Jonathan felt a tiny shiver of uncertainty, as though he’d stepped on a stair that wasn’t there. “Biochip” sounded very like something he’d overheard in one of his parents’ rare shouting matches. And he was pretty sure he’d heard “unnatural” too. Please don’t let Mum and Dad be tangled up with tenorists, he thought suddenly. But it was too silly. They weren’t like that . . .


  “There was something about control systems too,” said Khalid. “You wouldn’t want to be controlled, now.”


  As usual, the chatter soon went off in a new direction, or rather an old one: the walls of type-two darkness that the school used to mark off-limits areas like the corridor leading to the old storeroom. The Club were curious about how it worked, and had done some experiments. Some of the things they knew about the dark and had written down were:


  Khalid’s Visibility Theory, which had been proved by painful experiment. Dark zones were brilliant hiding places when it came to hiding from other kids, but teachers could spot you even through the blackness and tick you off something rotten for being where you shouldn’t be. Probably they had some kind of special detector, but no one had ever seen one.


  Jonathan’s Bus Footnote to Khalid’s discovery was simply that the driver of the school bus certainly looked as if he was seeing something through the black windscreen. Of course (this was Gary’s idea) the bus might be computer-guided, with the steering wheel turning all by itself and the driver just pretending—but why should he bother?


  Julie’s Mirror was the weirdest thing of all. Even Julie hadn’t believed it could work, but if you stood outside a type-two dark place and held a mirror just inside (so it looked as though your arm was cut off by the black wall), you could shine a torch at the place where you couldn’t see the mirror, and the beam would come bouncing back out of the blackness to make a bright spot on your clothes or the wall. As Jonathan pointed out, this was how you could have bright patches of sunlight on the floor of a classroom whose windows all looked out into protecting darkness. It was a kind of dark that light could travel through but eyesight couldn’t. None of the Optics textbooks said a word about it.


  By now, Harry had had his Club invitation and was counting the minutes to his first meeting on Thursday, two days away. Perhaps he would have some ideas for new experiments when he’d passed his ordeal and joined the Club. Harry was extra good at maths and physics.


  “Which makes it sort of interesting,” Gary said. “If our picture works by maths like those BLIT things . . .will Harry be able to take it for longer because his brain’s built that way? Or will it be harder because it’s coming on his own wavelength? Sort of thing?”


  The Shudder Club reckoned that, although of course you shouldn’t do experiments on people, this was a neat idea that you could argue either side of. And they did.


  Thursday came, and after an eternity of history and double physics there was a free period that you were supposed to spend reading or in computer studies. Nobody knew it would be the Shudderers’ last initiation, although Julie—who read heaps of fantasy novels—insisted later that she’d felt all doom-laden and could sense a powerful reek of wrongness. Julie tended to say things like that.


  The session in the musty storeroom began pretty well, with Khalid reaching his twenty seconds at last, Jonathan sailing beyond the count of ten which only a few weeks ago had felt like an impossible Everest, and (to carefully muted clapping) Heather finally becoming a full member of the Club. Then the trouble began, as Harry the first-timer adjusted his little round glasses, set his shoulders, opened the tatty ritual ring-binder, and went rigid. Not twitchy or shuddery, but stiff. He made horrible grunts and pig-squeals, and fell sideways. Blood trickled from his mouth.


  “He’s bitten his tongue,” said Heather. “Oh lord, what’s first aid for biting your tongue?”


  At this point the storeroom door opened and Mr. Whitcutt came in. He looked older and sadder. “I might have known it would be like this.” Suddenly he turned his eyes sideways and shaded them with one hand, as though blinded by strong light. “Cover it up. Shut your eyes, Patel, don’t look at it, and just cover that damned thing up.”


  Khalid did as he was told. They helped Harry to his feet: he kept saying “Sorry, sorry,” in a thick voice, and dribbling like a vampire with awful table manners. The long march through the uncarpeted, echoey corridors to the school’s little sickroom, and then onward to the Principal’s office, seemed to go on for endless grim hours.


  Ms. Fortmayne the Principal was an iron-gray woman who according to school rumors was kind to animals but could reduce any pupil to ashes with a few sharp sentences—a kind of human BLIT. She looked across her desk at the Shudder Club for one eternity of a moment, and said sharply: “Whose idea was it?”


  Khalid slowly put up a brown hand, but no higher than his shoulder. Jonathan remembered the Three Musketeers motto, One for all and all for one, and said, “It was all of us really.” So Julie added, “That’s right.”


  “I really don’t know,” said the Principal, tapping the closed ring-binder that lay in front of her. “The single most insidious weapon on Earth—the information-war equivalent of a neutron bomb—and you were playing with it. I don’t often say that words fail me . . .”


  “Someone left it in the photocopier. Here. Downstairs,” Khalid pointed out.


  “Yes. Mistakes do happen.” Her face softened a little. “And I’m getting carried away, because we do actually use that BLIT image as part of a little talk I have with older children when they’re about to leave school. They’re exposed to it for just two seconds, with proper medical supervision. Its nickname is the Trembler, and some countries use big posters of it for riot control—but not Britain or America, naturally. Of course you couldn’t have known that Harry Steen is a borderline epileptic or that the Trembler would give him a fit . . .”


  “I should have guessed sooner,” said Mr. Whitcutt’s voice from behind the Club. “Young Patel blew the gaff by asking what was either a very intelligent question or a very incriminating one. But I’m an old fool who never got used to the idea of a school being a terrorist target.”


  The Principal gave him a sharp look. Jonathan felt suddenly dizzy, with thoughts clicking through his head like one of those workings in algebra where everything goes just right and you can almost see the answer waiting in the white space at the bottom of the page. What don’t Deep Green terrorists like? Why are we a target?


  Control systems. You wouldn’t want to be controlled.


  He blurted: “Biochips. We’ve got biochip control systems in our heads. All us kids. They make the darkness somehow. The special dark where grown-ups can still see.”


  There was a moment’s frozen silence.


  “Go to the top of the class,” murmured old Whitcutt.


  The Principal sighed and seemed to sag in her chair a little. “There had to be a first time,” she said quietly. “This is what my little lecture to school-leavers is all about. How you’re specially privileged children, how you’ve been protected all your lives by biochips in your optic nerves that edit what you can see. So it always seems dark in the streets and outside the windows, wherever there might be a BLIT image waiting to kill you. But that kind of darkness isn’t real—except to you. Remember, your parents had a choice, and they agreed to this protection.”


  Mine didn’t both agree, thought Jonathan, remembering an overheard quarrel.


  “It’s not fair,” said Gary uncertainly. “It’s doing experiments on people.”


  Khalid said, “And it’s not just protection. There are corridors here indoors that are blacked out, just to keep us out of places. To control us.”


  Ms. Fortmayne chose not to hear them. Maybe she had a biochip of her own that stopped rebellious remarks from getting through. “When you leave school you are given full control over your biochips. You can choose whether to take risks . . . once you’re old enough.”


  Jonathan could almost bet that all five Club members were thinking the same thing: What the hell, we took our risks with the Trembler and we got away with it.


  Apparently they had indeed got away with it, since when the Principal said “You can go now,” she’d still mentioned nothing about punishment. As slowly as they dared, the Club headed back to the classroom. Whenever they passed side-turnings which were filled with solid darkness, Jonathan cringed to think that a chip behind his eyes was stealing the light and with different programming could make him blind to everything, everywhere.


  THE SERIOUSLY NASTY thing happened at going-home time, when the caretaker unlocked the school’s side door as usual while a crowd of pupils jostled behind him. Jonathan and the Club had pushed their way almost to the front of the mob. The heavy wooden door swung inward. As usual it opened on the second kind of darkness, but something bad from the dark came in with it, a large sheet of paper fixed with a drawing-pin to the door’s outer surface and hanging slightly askew. The caretaker glanced at it, and toppled like a man struck by lightning.


  Jonathan didn’t stop to think. He shoved past some smaller kid and grabbed the paper, crumpling it up frantically. It was already too late. He’d seen the image there, completely unlike the Trembler yet very clearly from the same terrible family, a slanted dark shape like the profile of a perched bird, but with complications, twirly bits, patterns like fractals, and it hung there blazing in his mind’s eye and wouldn’t go away—


  —something hard and horrible smashing like a runaway express into his brain—


  —burning falling burning falling—


  —BLIT.


  After long and evil dreams of bird-shapes that stalked him in darkness, Jonathan found himself lying on a couch, no, a bed in the school sickroom. It was a surprise to be anywhere at all, after feeling his whole life crashing into that enormous full stop. He was still limp all over, too tired to do more than stare at the white ceiling.


  Mr. Whitcutt’s face came slowly into his field of vision. “Hello? Hello? Anyone in there?” He sounded worried.


  “Yes . . . I’m fine,” said Jonathan, not quite truthfully.


  “Thank heaven for that. Nurse Baker was amazed you were alive. Alive and sane seemed like too much to hope for. Well, I’m here to warn you that you’re a hero. Plucky Boy Saves Fellow Pupils. You’ll be surprised how quickly you can get sick of being called plucky.”


  “What was it, on the door?”


  “One of the very bad ones. Called the Parrot, for some reason. Poor old George the caretaker was dead before he hit the ground. The anti-terrorist squad that came to dispose of that BLIT paper couldn’t believe you’d survived. Neither could I.”


  Jonathan smiled. “I’ve had practice.”


  “Yes. It didn’t take that long to realize Lucy—that is, Ms. Fortmayne—failed to ask you young hooligans enough questions. So I had another word with your friend Khalid Patel. God in heaven, that boy can outstare the Trembler for twenty seconds! Adult crowds fall over in convulsions once they’ve properly, what d’you call it, registered the sight, let it lock in . . .”


  “My record’s ten and a half. Nearly eleven really.”


  The old man shook his head wonderingly. “I wish I could say I didn’t believe you. They’ll be re-assessing the whole biochip protection program. No one ever thought of training young, flexible minds to resist BLIT attack by a sort of vaccination process. If they’d thought of it, they still wouldn’t have dared try it . . . Anyway, Lucy and I had a talk, and we have a little present for you. They can reprogram those biochips by radio in no time at all, and so—”


  He pointed. Jonathan made an effort and turned his head. Through the window, where he’d expected to see only artificial darkness, there was a complication of rosy light and glory that at first his eyes couldn’t take in. A little at a time, assembling itself like some kind of healing opposite to those deadly patterns, the abstract brilliance of heaven became a town roofscape glowing in a rose-red sunset. Even the chimney-pots and satellite dishes looked beautiful. He’d seen sunsets on video, of course, but it wasn’t the same, it was the aching difference between live flame and an electric fire’s dull glare: like so much of the adult world, the TV screen lied by what it didn’t tell you.


  “The other present is from your pals. They said they’re sorry there wasn’t time to get anything better.”


  It was a small, somewhat bent bar of chocolate (Gary always had a few tucked away), with a card written in Julie’s careful left-sloping script and signed by all the Shudder Club. The inscription was, of course: That which does not kill us, makes us stronger.
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  MOON DOGS


  Michael Swanwick


  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 oxygen as you experienced the desperation of approaching death. You could thrash and struggle for hours. The water was ice-cold and as 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 propane 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 tangled and random, a jumble of tree trunks and deadfall, some lying broken on the ground, others propped up by other trees. There was no pattern in them, he reflected, nothing 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 then he 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 as to its reality, and continued walking.


  Then he saw the white shape stoop, and heard a 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 dry 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 hot air on her.


  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 the grounds, occasionally lying silent 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 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, her 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 wall, halfway up a mountain. One of the gundogs crouched at Selene’s feet, staring out over the forest.


  The trees went on forever. “Everything, far as the eye can see, used to be 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 microbes 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 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 then 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 a 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 had 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 her 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 hunt swept right past him. Selene laughed, and stepped in its path.


  She was magnificent.


  A ‘dog slipped around 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 backed 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, then 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 an 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.


  Then 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 die-back: arrogance, pride, and broad-spectrum antibiotics.


  For a century, every disease was fought back to insignificance with drugs so widely prescribed that people thought 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 in 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, goddammit?”


  “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 screwed. “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. I 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, into 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 paws 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 held 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.


  THE GRAVITY MINE


  Stephen Baxter


  Call her Anlic.


  The first time she woke she was in the ruins of an abandoned gravity mine.


  At first the Community had chased around the outer strata of the great gloomy structure. But at last, close to the core, they reached a cramped ring. Here the central black hole’s gravity was so strong that light itself curved in closed orbits.


  The torus tunnel looked infinitely long. And they could race as fast as they dared.


  As they hurtled past fullerene walls they could see multiple images of themselves, a glowing golden mesh before and behind, for the echoes of their light endlessly circled the central knot of spacetime. “Just like the old days!” they called, excited. “Just like the Afterglow . . . !”


  Exhilarated, they pushed against the light barrier, and those trapped circling images shifted to blue or red.


  That was when it happened.


  This Community was just a small tributary of the Conflux: isolated here in this ancient place, the density of mind already stretched thin. And now, as lightspeed neared, that isolation stretched to breaking point.


  . . . She budded off from the rest, her consciousness made discrete, separated from the greater flow of minds and memories.


  She slowed. The others rushed on without her, a dazzling circular storm orbiting the exhausted black hole. It felt like coming awake, emerging from a dream.


  Her questions were immediate, flooding her raw mind. “Who am I? How did I get here?” And so on. The questions were simple, even trite. And yet they were unanswerable.


  Others gathered around her—curious, sympathetic—and the race of streaking light began to lose its coherence.


  One of them came to her.


  Names meant little; this “one” was merely a transient sharpening of identity from the greater distributed entity that made up the Community.


  Still, here he was. Call him Geador.


  “. . . Anlic?”


  “I feel—odd,” she said.


  “Don’t worry.”


  “Who am I?”


  “Come back to us.”


  He reached for her, and she sensed the warm depths of companionship and memory and shared joy that lay beyond him. Depths waiting to swallow her up, to obliterate her questions.


  She snapped, “No!” And, willfully, she sailed up and out and away, passing through the thin walls of the tunnel.


  At first it was difficult to climb out of this twisted gravity well. But soon she was rising through layers of structure.


  Here was the tight electromagnetic cage that had once tapped the spinning black hole like a dynamo. Here was the cloud of compact masses that had been hurled along complex orbits through the hole’s ergosphere, extracting gravitational energy. It was antique engineering, long abandoned.


  She emerged into a blank sky, a sky stretched thin by the endless expansion of spacetime.


  Geador was here. “What do you see?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Look harder.” He showed her how.


  There was a scattering of dull red pinpoints all around the sky.


  “They are the remnants of stars,” he said.


  He told her about the Afterglow: that brief, brilliant period after the Big Bang, when matter gathered briefly in clumps and burned by fusion light. “It was a bonfire, over almost as soon as it began. The universe was very young. It has swollen some ten thousand trillion times in size since then . . . Nevertheless, it was in that gaudy era that humans arose. Us, Anlic.”


  She looked into her soul, seeking warm memories of the Afterglow. She found nothing.


  She looked back at the gravity mine.


  At its center was a point of yellow-white light. Spears of light arced out from its poles, knife-thin. The spark was surrounded by a flattened cloud, dull red, inhomogeneous, clumpy. The big central light cast shadows through the crowded space around it.


  It was beautiful, a sculpture of light and crimson smoke.


  “This is Mine One,” Geador said gently. “The first mine of all. And it is built on the ruins of the primeval galaxy—the galaxy from which humans first emerged.”


  “The first galaxy?”


  “But it was all long ago.” He moved closer to her. “So long ago that this mine became exhausted. Soon it will evaporate away completely. We have long since had to move on . . .”


  But that had happened before. After all humans had started from a single star, and spilled over half the universe, even before the stars ceased to shine.


  Now humans wielded energy, drawn from the great gravity mines, on a scale unimagined by their ancestors. Of course mines would be exhausted—like this one—but there would be other mines. Even when the last mine began to fail, they would think of something.


  The future stretched ahead, long, glorious. Minds flowed together in great rivers of consciousness. There was immortality to be had, of a sort, a continuity of identity through replication and confluence across trillions upon trillions of years.


  It was the Conflux.


  Its source was far upstream.


  The crudities of birth and death had been abandoned even before the Afterglow was over, when man’s biological origins were decisively shed. So every mind, every tributary that made up the Conflux today had its source in that bright, remote upstream time.


  Nobody had been born since the Afterglow.


  Nobody but Anlic.


  “. . . Come back,” Geador said.


  Her defiance was dissipating.


  She understood nothing about herself. But she didn’t want to be different. She didn’t want to be unhappy.


  There wasn’t anybody who was less than maximally happy, the whole of the time. Wasn’t that the purpose of existence?


  So, troubled, she gave herself up to Geador, to the Conflux. And, along with her identity, her doubts and questions dissolved.


  The universe would grow far older before she woke again.


  “. . . Flee! Faster! As fast as you can . . . !”


  There was turbulence in the great rushing river of mind.


  And in that turbulence, here and there, souls emerged from the background wash. Each brief fleck suffered a moment of terror before falling back into the greater dreaming whole.


  One of those flecks was Anlic.


  In the sudden dark she clung to herself. She slithered to a stop.


  Transient identities clustered around her. “What are you doing? Why are you staying here? You will be harmed.” They sought to absorb her, but fell back, baffled by her resistance.


  The Community was fleeing, in panic. Why?


  She looked back.


  There was something there, in the greater darkness. She made out the faintest of patterns: charcoal grey on black, almost beyond her ability to resolve it, a mesh of neat regular triangles covering the sky. Visible through the interstices was a complex, textured curtain of grey-pink light.


  It was a structure that spanned the universe.


  She felt stunned, disoriented. It was so different from Mine One, her last clear memory. She must have crossed a great desert of time.


  But—she found, when she looked into her soul—her questions remained unanswered.


  She called out: “Geador?”


  A ripple of shock and doubt spread through the Community.


  “. . . You are Anlic.”


  “Geador?”


  “I have Geador’s memories.”


  That would have to do, she thought, irritated; in the Conflux, memory and identity were fluid, distributed, ambiguous.


  “We are in danger, Anlic. You must come.”


  She refused to comply, stubborn. She indicated the great netting. “Is that Mine One?”


  “No,” he said sadly. “Mine One was long ago, child.”


  “How long ago?”


  “Time is nested . . .”


  From this vantage, the era of man’s first black hole empire had been the spring time, impossibly remote. And the Afterglow itself—the star-burning dawn—was lost, a mere detail of the Big Bang.


  “What is happening here, Geador?”


  “There is no time—”


  “Tell me.”


  The universe had ballooned, fueled by time, and its physical processes had proceeded relentlessly.


  Just as each galaxy’s stars had dissipated, leaving a rump that had collapsed into a central black hole, so clusters of galaxies had broken up, and the remnants fell inward to cluster-scale holes. And the clusters in turn collapsed into supercluster-scale holes—the largest black holes to have formed naturally, with masses of a hundred trillion stars.


  These were the cold hearths around which mankind now huddled.


  “But,” said Geador, “the supercluster holes are evaporating away—dissipating in a quantum whisper, like all black holes. The smallest holes, of stellar mass, vanished when the universe was a fraction of its present age. Now the largest natural holes, of supercluster mass, are close to exhaustion as well. And so we must farm them.


  “Look at the City.” He meant the universe-spanning net, the rippling surfaces within.


  The City was a netted sphere. It contained giant black holes, galactic supercluster mass and above. They had been deliberately assembled. And they were merging, in a hierarchy of more and more massive holes. Life could subsist on the struts of the City, feeding off the last trickle of free energy.


  Mankind was moving supercluster black holes, coalescing them in hierarchies all over the reachable universe, seeking to extend their lifetimes. It was a great challenge.


  Too great.


  Sombrely, Geador showed her more.


  The network was disrupted. It looked as if some immense object had punched out from the inside, ripping and twisting the struts. The tips of the broken struts were glowing a little brighter than the rest of the network, as if burning. Beyond the damaged network she could see the giant coalescing holes, their horizons distorted, great frozen waves of infalling matter visible in their cold surfaces.


  This was an age of war: an obliteration of trillion-year memories, a bonfire of identity. Great rivers of mind were guttering, drying.


  “This is the Conflux. How can there be war?”


  Geador said, “We are managing the last energy sources of all. We have responsibility for the whole of the future. With such responsibility comes tension, disagreement. Conflict.” She sensed his gentle, bitter humor. “We have come far since the Afterglow, Anlic. But in some ways we have much in common with the brawling argumentative apes of that brief time.”


  “Apes . . .? Why am I here, Geador?”


  “You’re an eddy in the Conflux. We all wake up from time to time. It’s just an accident. Don’t trouble, Anlic. You are not alone. You have us.”


  Deliberately she moved away from him. “But I am not like you,” she said bleakly. “I do not recall the Afterglow. I don’t know where I came from.”


  “What does it matter?” he said harshly. “You have existed for all but the briefest moments of the universe’s long history—”


  “Has there been another like me?”


  He hesitated. “No,” he said. “No other like you. There hasn’t been long enough.”


  “Then I am alone.”


  “Anlic, all your questions will be over, answered or not, if you let yourself die here. Come now . . .”


  She knew he was right.


  She fled with him. The great black hole City disappeared behind her, its feeble glow attenuated by her gathering velocity.


  She yielded to Geador’s will. She had no choice. Her questions were immediately lost in the clamor of community.


  She would wake only once more.


  Start with a second.


  Zoom out. Factor it up to get the life of the Earth, with that second a glowing moment embedded within. Zoom out again, to get a new period, so long Earth’s lifetime is reduced to the span of that second. Then nest it. Do it again. And again and again and again . . .


  Anlic, for the last time, came to self-awareness.


  It was inevitable that, given enough time, she would be budded by chance occurrence. And so it happened.


  She clung to herself and looked around.


  It was dark here. Vast, wispy entities cruised across spacetime’s swelling breast.


  There were no dead stars, no rogue planets. The last solid matter had long evaporated: burned up by proton decay, a thin smoke of neutrinos drifting out at lightspeed.


  For ages the black hole engineers had struggled to maintain their Cities, to gather more material to replace what decayed away. It was magnificent, futile.


  The last structures failed, the last black holes allowed to evaporate.


  The Conflux of minds had dispersed, flowing out over the expanding universe like water running into sand.


  Even now, of course, there was something rather than nothing. Around her was an unimaginably thin plasma: free electrons and positrons decayed from the last of the Big Bang’s hydrogen, orbiting in giant, slow circles. This cold soup was the last refuge of humanity.


  The others drifted past her like clouds, immense, slow, coded in wispy light-year-wide atoms. And even now, the others clung to the solace of community.


  But that was not for Anlic.


  She pondered for a long time, determined not to slide back into the eternal dream.


  At length she understood how she had come to be.


  And she knew what she must do.


  She sought out Mine One, the wreckage of man’s original galaxy. The search took more empty ages.


  With caution, she approached what remained.


  There was no shape here. No form, no color, no time, no order. And yet there was motion: a slow, insidious, endless writhing, punctuated by bubbles that rose and burst, spitting out fragments of mass-energy.


  This was the singularity that had once lurked within the great black hole’s event horizon. Now it was naked, a glaring knot of quantum foam, a place where the unification of spacetime had been ripped apart to become a seething probabilistic froth.


  Once this object had oscillated violently, and savage tides, chaotic and unpredictable, had torn at any traveler unwary enough to come close. But the singularity’s energy had been dissipated by each such encounter.


  Even singularities aged.


  Still, the frustrated energy contained there seethed, quantum-mechanically, randomly. And sometimes, in those belched fragments, put there purely by chance, there were hints of order.


  Structure. Complexity.


  She settled herself around the singularity’s cold glow.


  Free energy was dwindling to zero, time stretching to infinity. It took her longer to complete a single thought than it had once taken species to rise and fall on Earth.


  It didn’t matter. She had plenty of time.


  She remembered her last conversation with Geador. Has there been another like me? . . . No. No other like you. There hasn’t been long enough.


  Now Anlic had all the time there was. The universe was exhausted of everything but time.


  The longer she waited, the more complexity emerged from the singularity. Purely by chance. Much of it dissipated, purposeless.


  But some of the mass-energy fragments had sufficient complexity to be able to gather and store information about the thinning universe. Enough to grow.


  That, of course, was not enough. She continued to wait.


  At last—by chance—the quantum tangle emitted a knot of structure sufficiently complex to reflect, not just the universe outside, but its own inner state.


  Anlic moved closer, coldly excited.


  It was a spark of consciousness: not descended from the grunting, breeding humans of the Afterglow, but born from the random quantum flexing of a singularity.


  Just as she had been.


  Anlic waited, nurturing, refining the rootless being’s order and cohesion. And it gathered more data, developed sophistication.


  At last it—she—could frame questions.


  “. . . Who am I? Who are you? Why are there two and not one?”


  Anlic said, “I have much to tell you.” And she gathered the spark in her attenuated soul.


  Together, mother and daughter drifted away, and the river of time ran slowly into an unmarked sea.


  THE ELEPHANTS ON NEPTUNE


  Mike Resnick


  The elephants on Neptune led an idyllic life.


  None ever went hungry or were sick. They had no predators. They never fought a war. There was no prejudice. Their birth rate exactly equaled their death rate. Their skins and bowels were free of parasites.


  The herd traveled at a speed that accommodated the youngest and weakest members. No sick or infirm elephant was ever left behind.


  They were a remarkable race, the elephants on Neptune. They lived out their lives in peace and tranquility, they never argued among themselves, the old were always gentle with the young. When one was born, the entire herd gathered to celebrate. When one died, the entire herd mourned its passing. There were no animosities, no petty jealousies, no unresolved quarrels.


  Only one thing stopped it from being Utopia, and that was the fact that an elephant never forgets.


  Not ever.


  No matter how hard he tries.


  When men finally landed on Neptune in 2473 A.D., the elephants were very apprehensive. Still, they approached the spaceship in a spirit of fellowship and goodwill.


  The men were a little apprehensive themselves. Every survey of Neptune told them it was a gas giant, and yet they had landed on solid ground. And if their surveys were wrong, who knew what else might be wrong as well?


  A tall man stepped out onto the frozen surface. Then another. Then a third. By the time they had all emerged, there were almost as many men as elephants.


  “Well, I’ll be damned!” said the leader of the men. “You’re elephants!”


  “And you’re men,” said the elephants nervously.


  “That’s right,” said the men. “We claim this planet in the name of the United Federation of Earth.”


  “You’re united now?” asked the elephants, feeling much relieved.


  “Well, the survivors are,” said the men.


  “Those are ominous-looking weapons you’re carrying,” said the elephants, shifting their feet uncomfortably.


  “They go with the uniforms,” said the men. “Not to worry. Why would we want to harm you? There’s always been a deep bond between men and elephants.”


  That wasn’t exactly the way the elephants remembered it.


  326 B.C.


  Alexander the Great met Porus, King of the Punjab of India, in the Battle of the Jhelum River. Porus had the first military elephants Alexander had ever seen. He studied the situation, then sent his men out at night to fire thousands of arrows into extremely sensitive trunks and underbellies. The elephants went mad with pain and began killing the nearest men they could find, which happened to be their keepers and handlers. After his great victory, Alexander slaughtered the surviving elephants so that he would never have to face them in battle.


  217 B.C.


  The first clash between the two species of elephants. Ptolemy IV took his African elephants against Antiochus the Great’s Indian elephants.


  The elephants on Neptune weren’t sure who won the war, but they knew who lost. Not a single elephant on either side survived.


  Later that same 217 B.C.


  While Ptolemy was battling in Syria, Hannibal took thirty-seven elephants over the Alps to fight the Romans. Fourteen of them froze to death, but the rest lived just long enough to absorb the enemy’s spear thrusts while Hannibal was winning the Battle of Cannae.


  “We have important things to talk about,” said the men. “For example, Neptune’s atmosphere is singularly lacking in oxygen. How do you breathe?”


  “Through our noses,” said the elephants.


  “That was a serious question,” said the men, fingering their weapons ominously.


  “We are incapable of being anything but serious,” explained the elephants. “Humor requires that someone be the butt of the joke, and we find that too cruel to contemplate.”


  “All right,” said the men, who were vaguely dissatisfied with the answer, perhaps because they didn’t understand it. “Let’s try another question. What is the mechanism by which we are communicating? You don’t wear radio transmitters, and because of our helmets we can’t hear any sounds that aren’t on our radio bands.”


  “We communicate through a psychic bond,” explained the elephants. “That’s not very scientific,” said the men disapprovingly. “Are you sure you don’t mean a telepathic bond?”


  “No, though it comes to the same thing in the end,” answered the elephants. “We know that we sound like we’re speaking English to you, except for the man on the left who thinks we’re speaking Hebrew.”


  “And what do we sound like to you?” demanded the men.


  “You sound exactly as if you’re making gentle rumbling sounds in your stomachs and your bowels.”


  “That’s fascinating,” said the men, who privately thought it was a lot more disgusting than fascinating.


  “Do you know what’s really fascinating?” responded the elephants. “The fact that you’ve got a Jew with you.” They saw that the men didn’t comprehend, so they continued: “We always felt we were in a race with the Jews to see which of us would be exterminated first. We used to call ourselves the Jews of the animal kingdom.” They turned and faced the Jewish spaceman. “Did the Jews think of themselves as the elephants of the human kingdom?”


  “Not until you just mentioned it,” said the Jewish spaceman, who suddenly found himself agreeing with them.


  42 B.C.


  The Romans gathered their Jewish prisoners in the arena at Alexandria, then turned fear-crazed elephants loose on them. The spectators began jumping up and down and screaming for blood—and, being contrarians, the elephants attacked the spectators instead of the Jews, proving once and for all that you can’t trust a pachyderm.


  (When the dust had cleared, the Jews felt the events of the day had reaffirmed their claim to be God’s chosen people. They weren’t the Romans’ chosen people, though. After the soldiers killed the elephants, they put all the Jews to the sword, too.)


  “It’s not his fault he’s a Jew any more than it’s your fault that you’re elephants,” said the rest of the men. “We don’t hold it against either of you.”


  “We find that difficult to believe,” said the elephants.


  “You do?” said the men. “Then consider this: the Indians—that’s the good Indians, the ones from India, not the bad Indians from America—worshipped Ganesh, an elephant-headed god.”


  “We didn’t know that,” admitted the elephants, who were more impressed than they let on. “Do the Indians still worship Ganesh?”


  “Well, we’re sure they would if we hadn’t killed them all while we were defending the Raj,” said the men. “Elephants were no longer in the military by then,” they added. “That’s something to be grateful for.”


  Their very last battle came when Tamerlane the Great went to war against Sultan Mahmoud. Tamerlane won by tying branches to buffaloes’ horns, setting fire to them, and then stampeding the buffalo herd into Mahmoud’s elephants, which effectively ended the elephant as a war machine, buffalo being much less expensive to acquire and feed.


  All the remaining domesticated elephants were then trained for elephant fighting, which was exactly like cock-fighting, only on a larger scale. Much larger. It became a wildly popular sport for thirty or forty years until they ran out of participants.


  “Not only did we worship you,” continued the men, “but we actually named a country after you—the Ivory Coast. That should prove our good intentions.”


  “You didn’t name it after us,” said the elephants. “You named it after the parts of our bodies that you kept killing us for.”


  “You’re being too critical,” said the men. “We could have named it after some local politician with no vowels in his name.”


  “Speaking of the Ivory Coast,” said the elephants, “did you know that the first alien visitors to Earth landed there in 1883?”


  “What did they look like?”


  “They had ivory exoskeletons,” answered the elephants. “They took one look at the carnage and left.”


  “Are you sure you’re not making this all up?” asked the men.


  “Why would we lie to you at this late date?”


  “Maybe it’s your nature,” suggested the men.


  “Oh, no,” said the elephants. “Our nature is that we always tell the truth. Our tragedy is that we always remember it.”


  The men decided that it was time to break for dinner, answer calls of nature, and check in with Mission Control to report what they’d found. They all walked back to the ship, except for one man, who lingered behind.


  All of the elephants left too, except for one lone bull. “I intuit that you have a question to ask,” he said.


  “Yes,” replied the man. “You have such an acute sense of smell, how did anyone ever sneak up on you during the hunt?”


  “The greatest elephant hunters were the Wanderobo of Kenya and Uganda. They would rub our dung all over their bodies to hide their own scent, and would then silently approach us.”


  “Ah,” said the man, nodding his head. “It makes sense.”


  “Perhaps,” conceded the elephant. Then he added, with all the dignity he could muster, “But if the tables were turned, I would sooner die than cover myself with your shit.”


  He turned away and set off to rejoin his comrades.


  Neptune is unique among all the worlds in the galaxy. It alone recognizes the truism that change is inevitable, and acts upon it in ways that seem very little removed from magic.


  For reasons the elephants couldn’t fathom or explain, Neptune encourages metamorphosis. Not merely adaptation, although no one could deny that they adapted to the atmosphere and the climate and the fluctuating surface of the planet and the lack of acacia trees—but metamorphosis. The elephants understood at a gut level that Neptune had somehow imparted to them the ability to evolve at will, though they had been careful never to abuse this gift.


  And since they were elephants, and hence incapable of carrying a grudge, they thought it was a pity that the men couldn’t evolve to the point where they could leave their bulky spacesuits and awkward helmets behind, and walk free and unencumbered across this most perfect of planets.


  The elephants were waiting when the men emerged from their ship and strode across Neptune’s surface to meet them.


  “This is very curious,” said the leader.


  “What is?” asked the elephants.


  The leader stared at them, frowning. “You seem smaller.”


  “We were just going to say that you seemed larger,” replied the elephants.


  “This is almost as silly as the conversation I just had with Mission Control,” said the leader. “They say there aren’t any elephants on Neptune.”


  “What do they think we are?” asked the elephants.


  “Hallucinations or space monsters,” answered the leader. “If you’re hallucinations, we’re supposed to ignore you.”


  He seemed to be waiting for the elephants to ask what the men were supposed to do if they were space monsters, but elephants can be as stubborn as men when they want to be, and that was a question they had no intention of asking.


  The men stared at the elephants in silence for almost five minutes. The elephants stared back.


  Finally the leader spoke again.


  “Would you excuse me for a moment?” he said. “I suddenly have an urge to eat some greens.”


  He turned and marched back to the ship without another word.


  The rest of the men shuffled their feet uncomfortably for another few seconds.


  “Is something wrong?” asked the elephants.


  “Are we getting bigger or are you getting smaller?” replied the men.


  “Yes,” answered the elephants.


  “I feel much better now,” said the leader, rejoining his men and facing the elephants.


  “You look better,” agreed the elephants. “More handsome, somehow.”


  “Do you really think so?” asked the leader, obviously flattered.


  “You are the finest specimen of your race we’ve ever seen,” said the elephants truthfully. “We especially like your ears.”


  “You do?” he asked, flapping them slightly. “No one’s ever mentioned them before.”


  “Doubtless an oversight,” said the elephants.


  “Speaking of ears,” said the leader, “are you African elephants or Indian? I thought this morning you were African—they’re the ones with the bigger ears, right?—but now I’m not sure.”


  “We’re Neptunian elephants,” they answered.


  “Oh.”


  They exchanged pleasantries for another hour, and then the men looked up at the sky.


  “Where did the sun go?” they asked.


  “It’s night,” explained the elephants. “Our day is only fourteen hours long. We get seven hours of sunlight and seven of darkness.”


  “The sun wasn’t all that bright anyway,” said one of the men with a shrug that set his ears flapping wildly.


  “We have very poor eyesight, so we hardly notice,” said the elephants. “We depend on our senses of smell and hearing.”


  The men seemed very uneasy. Finally they turned to their leader.


  “May we be excused for a few moments, sir?” they asked.


  “Why?”


  “Suddenly we’re starving,” said the men.


  “And I gotta use the john,” said one of them.


  “So do I,” said a second one.


  “Me too,” echoed another.


  “Do you men feel all right?” asked the leader, his enormous nose wrinkled in concern.


  “I feel great!” said the nearest man. “I could eat a horse!”


  The other men all made faces.


  “Well, a small forest, anyway,” he amended.


  “Permission granted,” said the leader. The men began walking rapidly back to the ship. “And bring me a couple of heads of lettuce, and maybe an apple or two,” he called after them.


  “You can join them if you wish,” said the elephants, who were coming to the conclusion that eating a horse wasn’t half as disgusting a notion as they had thought it would be.


  “No, my job is to make contact with aliens,” explained the leader. “Although when you get right down to it, you’re not as alien as we’d expected.”


  “You’re every bit as human as we expected,” replied the elephants.


  “I’ll take that as a great compliment,” said the leader. “But then, I would expect nothing less from traditional friends such as yourselves.”


  “Traditional friends?” repeated the elephants, who had thought nothing a man said could still surprise them.


  “Certainly. Even after you stopped being our partners in war, we’ve always had a special relationship with you.”


  “You have?”


  “Sure. Look how P.T. Barnum made an international superstar out of the original Jumbo. That animal lived like a king—or at least he did until he was accidentally run over by a locomotive.”


  “We don’t want to appear cynical,” said the elephants, “but how do you accidentally run over a seven-ton animal?”


  “You do it,” said the leader, his face glowing with pride, “by inventing the locomotive in the first place. Whatever else we may be, you must admit we’re a race that can boast of magnificent accomplishments: the internal combustion engine, splitting the atom, reaching the planets, curing cancer.” He paused. “I don’t mean to denigrate you, but truly, what have you got to equal that?”


  “We live our lives free of sin,” responded the elephants simply. “We respect each other’s beliefs, we don’t harm our environment, and we have never made war on other elephants.”


  “And you’d put that up against the heart transplant, the silicon chip, and the three-dimensional television screen?” asked the leader with just a touch of condescension.


  “Our aspirations are different from yours,” said the elephants. “But we are as proud of our heroes as you are of yours.”


  “You have heroes?” said the leader, unable to hide his surprise.


  “Certainly.” The elephants rattled off their roll of honor: “The Kilimanjaro Elephant. Selemundi. Mohammed of Marsabit. And the Magnificent Seven of Krueger Park: Mafunyane, Shingwedzi, Kambaki, Joao, Dzombo, Ndlulamithi, and Phelwane.”


  “Are they here on Neptune?” asked the leader as his men began returning from the ship.


  “No,” said the elephants. “You killed them all.”


  “We must have had a reason,” insisted the men.


  “They were there,” said the elephants. “And they carried magnificent ivory.”


  “See?” said the men. “We knew we had a reason.”


  The elephants didn’t like that answer much, but they were too polite to say so, and the two species exchanged views and white lies all through the brief Neptunian night. When the sun rose again, the men voiced their surprise.


  “Look at you!” they said. “What’s happening?”


  “We got tired of walking on all fours,” said the elephants. “We decided it’s more comfortable to stand upright.”


  “And where are your trunks?” demanded the men.


  “They got in the way.”


  “Well, if that isn’t the damnedest thing!” said the men. Then they looked at each other. “On second thought, this is the damnedest thing! We’re bursting out of our helmets!”


  “And our ears are flapping,” said the leader.


  “And our noses are getting longer,” said another man.


  “This is most disconcerting,” said the leader. He paused. “On the other hand, I don’t feel nearly as much animosity toward you as I did yesterday. I wonder why?”


  “Beats us,” said the elephants, who were becoming annoyed with the whining quality of his voice.


  “It’s true, though,” continued the leader. “Today I feel like every elephant in the universe is my friend.”


  “Too bad you didn’t feel that way when it would have made a difference,” said the elephants irritably. “Did you know you killed sixteen million of us in the twentieth century alone?”


  “But we made amends,” noted the men. “We set up game parks to preserve you.”


  “True,” acknowledged the elephants. “But in the process you took away most of our habitat. Then you decided to cull us so we wouldn’t exhaust the park’s food supply.” They paused dramatically. “That was when Earth received its second alien visitation. The aliens examined the theory of preserving by culling, decided that Earth was an insane asylum, and made arrangements to drop all their incurables off in the future.”


  Tears rolled down the men’s bulky cheeks. “We feel just terrible about that,” they wept. A few of them dabbed at their eyes with short, stubby fingers that seemed to be growing together.


  “Maybe we should go back to the ship and consider all this,” said the men’s leader, looking around futilely for something large enough in which to blow his nose. “Besides, I have to use the facilities.”


  “Sounds good to me,” said one of the men. “I got dibs on the cabbage.”


  “Guys?” said another. “I know it sounds silly, but it’s much more comfortable to walk on all fours.”


  The elephants waited until the men were all on the ship, and then went about their business, which struck them as odd, because before the men came they didn’t have any business.


  “You know,” said one of the elephants. “I’ve got a sudden taste for a hamburger.”


  “I want a beer,” said a second. Then: “I wonder if there’s a football game on the subspace radio.”


  “It’s really curious,” remarked a third. “I have this urge to cheat on my wife—and I’m not even married.”


  Vaguely disturbed without knowing why, they soon fell into a restless, dreamless sleep.


  Sherlock Holmes once said that after you eliminate the impossible, what remains, however improbable, must be the truth.


  Joseph Conrad said that truth is a flower in whose neighborhood others must wither.


  Walt Whitman suggested that whatever satisfied the soul was truth.


  Neptune would have driven all three of them berserk.


  “Truth is a dream, unless my dream is true,” said George Santayana.


  He was just crazy enough to have made it on Neptune.


  “We’ve been wondering,” said the men when the two groups met in the morning. “Whatever happened to Earth’s last elephant?”


  “His name was Jamal,” answered the elephants. “Someone shot him.”


  “Is he on display somewhere?”


  “His right ear, which resembles the outline of the continent of Africa, has a map painted on it and is in the Presidential Mansion in Kenya. They turned his left ear over—and you’d be surprised how many left ears were thrown away over the centuries before someone somewhere thought of turning them over—and another map was painted, which now hangs in a museum in Bombay. His feet were turned into a matched set of barstools, and currently grace the Aces High Show Lounge in Dallas, Texas. His scrotum serves as a tobacco pouch for an elderly Scottish politician. One tusk is on display at the British Museum. The other bears a scrimshaw and resides in a store window in Beijing. His tail has been turned into a fly swatter, and is the proud possession of one of the last vaqueros in Argentina.”


  “We had no idea,” said the men, honestly appalled.


  “Jamal’s very last words before he died were, ‘I forgive you,’ ” continued the elephants. “He was promptly transported to a sphere higher than any man can ever aspire to.”


  The men looked up and scanned the sky. “Can we see it from here?” they asked.


  “We doubt it.”


  The men looked back at the elephants—except that they had evolved yet again. In fact, they had eliminated every physical feature for which they had ever been hunted. Tusks, ears, feet, tails, even scrotums, all had undergone enormous change. The elephants looked exactly like human beings, right down to their spacesuits and helmets.


  The men, on the other hand, had burst out of their spacesuits (which had fallen away in shreds and tatters), sprouted tusks, and found themselves conversing by making rumbling noises in their bellies.


  “This is very annoying,” said the men who were no longer men. “Now that we seem to have become elephants,” they continued, “perhaps you can tell us what elephants do?”


  “Well,” said the elephants who were no longer elephants, “in our spare time, we create new ethical systems based on selflessness, forgiveness, and family values. And we try to synthesize the work of Kant, Descartes, Spinoza, Thomas Aquinas, and Bishop Berkeley into something far more sophisticated and logical, while never forgetting to incorporate emotional and aesthetic values at each stage.”


  “Well, we suppose that’s pretty interesting,” said the new elephants without much enthusiasm. “Can we do anything else?”


  “Oh, yes,” the new spacemen assured them, pulling out their .550 Nitro Expresses and .475 Holland & Holland Magnums and taking aim. “You can die.”


  “This can’t be happening! You yourselves were elephants yesterday!”


  “True. But we’re men now.”


  “But why kill us?” demanded the elephants.


  “Force of habit,” said the men as they pulled their triggers.


  Then, with nothing left to kill, the men who used to be elephants boarded their ship and went out into space, boldly searching for new life forms.


  Neptune has seen many species come and go. Microbes have been spontaneously generated nine times over the eons. It has been visited by aliens thirty-seven different times. It has seen forty-three wars, five of them atomic, and the creation of 1,026 religions, none of which possessed any universal truths. More of the vast tapestry of galactic history has been played out on Neptune’s foreboding surface than any other world in Sol’s system.


  Planets cannot offer opinions, of course, but if they could, Neptune would almost certainly say that the most interesting creatures it ever hosted were the elephants, whose gentle ways and unique perspectives remain fresh and clear in its memory. It mourns the fact that they became extinct by their own hand. Kind of.


  A problem would arise when you asked whether Neptune was referring to the old-new elephants who began life as killers, or the new-old ones who ended life as killers.


  Neptune just hates questions like that.


  KADDISH FOR THE LAST SURVIVOR


  Michael A. Burstein


  Understanding the past is important to shaping the future—but that requires the gut-level understanding that the past was real.


  “The deniers’ window of opportunity will be enhanced in years to come. The public, particularly the uneducated public, will be increasingly susceptible to Holocaust denial as survivors die . . . Future generations will not hear the story from people who can say ‘this is what happened to me. This is my story.’ For them it will be part of the distant past and, consequently, more susceptible to revision and denial.”


  —Deborah Lipstadt,


  Denying the Holocaust (1994)


  Sarah Jacobson’s hands shook as she parked her clunky Volkswagen across the street from the old suburban house in which she had grown up. She sat there, breathing in the gas fumes from the idling engine, as she watched the reporters swarm all over the front lawn.


  Her boyfriend, Tom Holloway, sat next to her in the passenger seat. He stared at her for a moment, then asked, “Ready?”


  Sarah nodded. As she turned off the car’s engine, Tom jumped out of the front seat, dashed around the front of the car, and opened the driver’s side door for her. For once, she was grateful for the old-fashioned Southern charm. To think, when she’d first met him, she’d resented it.


  Well, she didn’t resent it now. Tom was positioning himself to fend off the horde of reporters, and she was grateful for that too. Fortunately, no one had noticed, or else they had not yet connected Sarah to the biggest news story of the week. Tom gave Sarah his hand, and she allowed him to help her out.


  She stretched as she got out of the car, feeling the warmth of the spring sunlight on her back. How strange that she could enjoy it, on this morning of all mornings. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, listening to a bird singing in the distance.


  Tom’s voice intruded upon her brief peace. “Shall we?”


  She gave him a small smile. “I guess so.”


  “OK.” Tom looked around, concentrating his gaze at the sea of reporters. “Lot of excitement for a small town on Long Island,” he said. Sarah noticed that he was making no effort to suppress his Southern accent; he knew how endearing she found it. “Hard to believe your grandfather’s attracting all this attention.”


  “Yeah,” Sarah replied. “I know.” She cocked an ear toward the reporters. “Listen.”


  One radio reporter, close enough to be heard, was speaking into her thumbnail recorder, taping commentary for her story. “This is Paula Dietrich, reporting from Lawrence, Long Island, where Joshua Cohen is dying. Born in Warsaw in the 1920s, Cohen—”


  Tom whistled. “He’s become a celebrity. Finally got his fifteen minutes of fame.”


  Sarah shrugged. They’d both studied Warhol. After all, they had both graduated from Harvard with honors. “As far as I’m concerned, he’s just my grandfather.”


  “Yeah, I know,” Tom said softly. “Sorry. You sure you’re ready?”


  “Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess. If I can survive this, I can survive anything.” Sarah grabbed Tom’s hand. They walked off the sidewalk onto the path leading up to the front door. She braced herself for the barrage.


  One of the reporters glanced in their direction, and recognized Sarah. “It’s the granddaughter!” he yelled, and began running towards them. In seconds, all of the shouting, sweating journalists had descended upon Sarah and Tom. The way they jostled at each other, trying to get better positions for recording their images, reminded Sarah of a plague of locusts come to feed.


  “We’d like to ask you—”


  “May I ask you—”


  “I have a question—”


  “How do you feel?”


  “Did you ever think—”


  Tom shouted above the Babel of voices. “Please, everyone! Sarah just wants to get inside.”


  Obviously that was not good enough for the reporters. Instead, they used Tom’s interruption to create some semblance of order to their questioning. One reporter took the lead, and the others fell silent.


  “Ms. Jacobson, Trevor Hunt, USNA Online. Could you tell us what you’re going through at the moment?”


  Sarah glanced at Tom and shrugged. It would be easier to answer a few of their questions first, she decided, and then go inside. She looked directly into Hunt’s right eye, which glowed red with the lens of an implanted camera. “What anyone would go through when her grandfather is dying, I guess.”


  “But, Ms. Jacobson!” interjected the radio correspondent they had been listening to earlier. “The circumstances of your grandfather’s position—”


  Sarah interrupted her. “Listen. I know what my grandfather is to the world, but to me, he’s just my grandfather. Now let me go say goodbye to him in peace. I promise I’ll talk to you—all of you—later.”


  Apparently chastened, the reporters parted in front of Sarah and Tom, clearing the path to the front door. As they walked up the path, a background murmuring began, like cats growling at each other over their food. The reporters chatted with their colleagues or recorded views for their broadcasts. Tom whispered to Sarah, “I’m really surprised. They’re being more courteous than I would have guessed.”


  No sooner had Tom said that, when a small man stepped right in front of them, blocking their way. He brushed back his sandy blond hair and asked, “Ms. Jacobson, why does your family continue to perpetrate this hoax?”


  The growling noises of conversation cut off, leaving nothing but the sounds of the cameras and recorders.


  At first Sarah thought he was a private citizen, and not a member of the media, as he carried no recording devices and his eyes appeared normal. But a second glance exposed something far more sinister. This man wore a memory recorder implant behind his right ear. His audience, whoever they were, would be able to directly interface with his memories of confronting Sarah, over and over again.


  As calmly as she could, Sarah said, “Excuse me?”


  The man smiled. “I asked, given the fact that your grandfather, who lived a long and healthy life, is now on his deathbed, why does your family feel the need to perpetuate the hoax of the Holocaust?”


  Tom stepped forward, shouting, “Now, listen here, you—”


  Sarah gently reached out and grabbed Tom’s shoulder. “Tom, stop.” She turned to the man. “Excuse me, but I didn’t catch your name.”


  “Sorry. Maxwell Schwab, from the Institute for Historical Revision. I’m doing an article for our academic journal.” He waved his hand at the other reporters. “We’d like to know why your family has gone to the trouble of inviting the mass media here, pretending to the world that the Holocaust actually happened and that your grandfather was a victim of this fictional event.”


  Tom pulled at her arm. “Come on, Sarah, we don’t need to listen to this shi—this crap.”


  Sarah resisted. “No, wait.” She pivoted her body to face the reporter. “Mr. Schwab?”


  “Yes?”


  Sarah slapped him on the face, hard, glad she’d studied self-defense. He staggered back, and fell onto his backside. Sarah hoped it was painful enough to keep people from playing this memory.


  Schwab sat there, unmoving, just staring at Sarah. No one bothered to pick him up.


  She turned to Tom. “Now, let’s go inside.”


  No one else stopped them.


  The first thing that hit Sarah as she entered the house was the smell. The odor of stewing meat and potatoes from the kitchen mixed with the old, musty smell that the house always seemed to have whenever Sarah had returned from college. The living room seemed dark, and it took her a moment to realize that all the shades were drawn, probably to keep the reporters from looking in.


  She called out to her parents. “Hello? Dad? Mother?”


  Her father called back, “In the kitchen, honey, be right out.”


  Sarah turned to Tom. “Are you going to be OK?”


  Tom smiled, shrugged, and took Sarah’s hand briefly. “Yeah, I’ve dealt with her before. It’s not too bad.”


  “She’s not your mother, though.”


  The door to the kitchen swung open. Sarah’s parents, Paul and Anna Jacobson, entered the living room. Her father looked calm, cool, and collected, the way that he always looked. He wore a jacket and tie, in stark contrast to the polo shirts and jeans which Tom and she were wearing. Sarah couldn’t remember a time when her father wasn’t dressed so impeccably. Her mother, on the other hand, wore a sweatshirt and sweatpants, as if dressing well was currently her last priority. She appeared frazzled, with her hair all askew.


  Tom greeted them with a simple hello. Sarah’s father smiled at Tom, but her mother barely glanced in Tom’s direction.


  There was a moment of silence, which her father broke. “Come, Tom, I need your help in the kitchen. You can tell me how your family’s doing back in Durham. And how about those Mets?”


  The two men went through the slow swinging door, which creaked loudly until it finally shut, muffling their awkward conversation about baseball. Sarah and her mother watched the door for a few seconds after it had closed, and then Sarah turned to look at her mother. “I guess,” Sarah said, “I ought to go upstairs and see Grampa.”


  Her mother sniffed. “Sure, go ahead. Do you want to bring your goyische boyfriend upstairs too?”


  Damn, Sarah thought, she wasn’t going to be reasonable. Surprise, surprise. “Mother, please—”


  “And now you’re living with him.”


  Shocked, Sarah took a deep breath. “I never told you that! How did you find out?”


  Her mother grinned. “Just now, Sarah. You may be my smart Harvard daughter, but you’re not smarter than me.”


  Sarah felt furious, but more with herself than with her mother. Anna Jacobson had done it again, pretending to know something so as to trick the information out of Sarah. Damn! How could she have been so stupid? Well, as long as Mother had figured it out, Sarah might as well get everything out in the open.


  “I was going to tell you anyway, Mother. Today, in fact. Tom and I are living together. We have been for a while now.”


  Her mother glared at her and Sarah said, “I don’t care how you feel about it. And anyway, things are different now.”


  “Such defiance,” her mother said, making clucking sounds with her tongue. “And things being different isn’t an excuse.”


  “You’re right, Mother,” Sarah said as sarcastically as she could. “An economic depression is no excuse for being unable to afford my own apartment.”


  “Now Sarah—”


  “ ‘Now Sarah,’ what?” Sarah slammed the doorframe with her palm. “It’s not like you have the money to help out; you still live here, in the oldest house in the neighborhood. You can’t even afford automatic doors. Well, I can’t afford to live by myself. No one right out of school can, not with our loans. And as it is—” She paused for a moment, then took the plunge. “As it is, Tom and I will probably be getting married soon anyway.”


  There. The big secret was out. Sarah studied her mother’s face carefully; it seemed completely shut down. Her mother just stared at her, stonily, not reacting. Finally, Sarah couldn’t take the silence any longer. “Well?” she asked. “Aren’t you going to say something?”


  Her mother sighed. “Sarah, it isn’t Tom. He’s a nice boy, and I do like him. But I—and your father—would prefer that you marry someone Jewish.”


  “Why?”


  “Why? What do you mean, why?”


  “Exactly what I said, Mother.” She spoke crisply, trying to imitate the Cambridge accent of some of her professors. “Why?”


  Her mother looked over Sarah’s shoulder. Was it possible she had never really considered this question before? After a few seconds, Sarah’s impatience got the better of her again. “Is it because of Grampa? Because he’s the last one?”


  Her mother immediately replied, “No! It’s because you’re Jewish. And it surprises me you’d even think of marrying someone who isn’t.”


  Sarah shook her head and sighed. “You know, Mother, you shouldn’t be so surprised. You never raised me as Jewish.”


  Her mother’s eyes, filled with shame and fear, locked onto Sarah’s. “That’s not true,” she said softly.


  Sarah nodded and went back to being sarcastic. “Yeah, Mother. Matzoh ball soup on Passover, and Chinese food and a movie on Christmas. Should have been enough for me, right? That didn’t make me Jewish; it just made me a different type of American. And that’s how you and Dad raised me, as an American.”


  Her mother stood still for a moment, then sank onto one of the cushioned chairs. It sighed, sending dust into the air. “I can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m doing what I said I never would.”


  Confused, Sarah asked, “What are you talking about?”


  Her mother seemed to go through an internal struggle, and when she spoke next, her words were chosen with care. “Sarah, I guess you were right, in a way. It is because of Grampa that I want you to marry someone Jewish, but it’s also because of Grampa that I never really made that clear. Because—because I wanted to protect you.”


  “Protect me?” Sarah felt surprised; the only things her mother had ever tried to protect her from were strangers and bad grades.


  “Yes, Sarah, protect you. I mean, just look outside at that mob of reporters. You don’t know what it’s like growing up as the only child of a survivor. I had to grow up listening to all these stories over and over, all this pressure on me from your grandfather. Because of the Holocaust. All that pressure you’re feeling from me—I felt it from him. He’s dying now, and I still feel it.” Her voice trembled, but she clamped her mouth shut.


  “Because of the Holocaust? Mother, Grampa was never very religious; you told me that yourself. And I don’t see how the Holocaust is a reason to marry someone Jewish.”


  “Why not?” she asked softly.


  Sarah considered the question. “I know something of our religion,” she said without conviction. Somehow, that was the one thing she had never gotten around to studying while at Harvard. “The Holocaust is not exactly a—a defining event in Judaism.”


  Her mother shook her head. “Oh, yes it is. After all, Sarah, by intermarrying, aren’t you denying what it is about you that made the Nazis try to wipe us out? Some would say that you’re letting Hitler win. After all these years.”


  Sarah didn’t know what to say to that; it made her angry and upset, and choked her up. But her mother continued. “Sarah, these were all the things I had to grow up with from your grandfather. I don’t know what it was like firsthand to be in the camps, thank God, and God forbid that anyone ever will again. But to your grandfather, his experience there was always more real than the rest of his life. More real than the people in his life.”


  Her mother paused for a moment, then said, “It was even more real to him than me.”


  “Oh,” Sarah finally managed to say.


  “Your grandfather felt that every minute of life had to be devoted to reminding the world. Except instead of bothering the world, he bothered your grandmother and me. When you were born, I promised myself that I wouldn’t let him warp your life the way he warped mine.”


  “But your life isn’t—” Sarah cut herself off.


  Her mother chuckled bitterly. “It isn’t warped? Sarah, compare your life to mine; you’ve always had more choices than I did. In my day, there was still so much women couldn’t do, or wouldn’t be allowed to do. Things were good for a while, but then when the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, it was like the clock turned backwards for all women. And for a Jewish woman, the only daughter of a survivor—” She stopped.


  “Yes, Mother?”


  “Let’s just say that your father was not the first man I wanted to marry. But your grandfather, well . . .” She trailed off.


  There was nothing Sarah could think of in reply, and her mother gave her a sad smile. “Now maybe, you understand,” she whispered.


  “And maybe you do too,” Sarah whispered back, a question and a statement at the same time.


  Mother and daughter regarded each other for a moment, and then Sarah spoke. “I’m going upstairs to see Grampa, Mother. It’s my last chance.”


  Her mother sighed. “Go. I’ve already made my peace with him. We’ll talk more later, after—when there isn’t so little time.”


  Grampa looked so weak lying in the hospital bed that U.S. Hospice had provided. Where was the strong man of Sarah’s childhood, the Grampa who had carried her on his shoulders at the playground, who had comforted her on her first frightening day of school, who had attended her high school graduation just five years ago? This old, frail shell of a man, lying in bed with blankets around his thin body and snoring weakly—Sarah couldn’t reconcile him with her memories of her grandfather.


  Then, tattooed upon his left arm, she saw the number: 110290. It had always been there. She remembered that first time she had asked Grampa about it. She’d been six years old. He had taken her to the playground near the house, on a hot summer day. Grampa took off the raincoat he always wore, sat on a bench with other old people, and let Sarah run off and play while he “snoozed and schmoozed,” as he liked to call it. She never understood how he could sleep with all the noise from all the children playing, but Grampa seemed able to sleep anywhere. It might have scared her, but he always woke up when she called him.


  When she returned, she was shocked to see that Grampa had rolled up his sleeves because of the heat. Grampa never rolled up his sleeves.


  “Grampa,” Sarah had asked, “what’s that?” Her little fingers reached out to touch the number.


  He woke instantly. “What is what?”


  “That number. What is it?”


  Grampa saw what she was looking at and quickly rolled down his sleeve. “Better you shouldn’t ask,” he said, and glared at her. Then his face softened. “Saraleh, how old are you again?”


  She laughed. “Six, silly!”


  “Six.” He looked into the distance for a moment. “I had a sister who was six, once. She never got to be seven.”


  Grampa had had a sister? Sarah had never heard of this before. “What was her name?”


  “Sarah. You were named for her.” He looked at his left arm, and rolled the sleeve back up, displaying the tattoo. “I was sixteen; that was when I got the number. Sarah, forget what I said before. It is better that you ask. You must ask. And remember.”


  He had told her of the horrors of the camp. Of how his own grandfather had disappeared one night. Of how he, his parents, and his little sister were taken away in cattle cars from their home to a place called Auschwitz, where they were separated, and how he never saw them again. Of how he had very little to eat, all of it bad. Of how he had to endure the beatings of the guards. Of how he got sick with typhus and thought that he would be sent to the gas chambers and turned into smoke and ash. Of how they marched him to Buchenwald, and how he almost collapsed and died along the way. Of how he was barely able to move when the Americans came to liberate them, and how two righteous Gentiles whose names had sounded Jewish, Sergeant Rosenthal and Corporal Glaub, had attended to him and nursed him back to health.


  His stories had seemed so incongruous in the bright, sunny playground filled with the laughter of little children, and at first Sarah thought he was making them up. But as the stories continued and got more horrible, Sarah became mesmerized. When he finished, Grampa had tears in his eyes. She hugged him, and he trembled just like Sarah did when she woke up from a nightmare.


  That night, so many years ago, the rain had pounded on Sarah’s bedroom window like gunshots. It was a hot, humid night, and as Sarah drifted off to sleep she thought of all her grandfather had told her. She dreamed of being stuffed into a gas chamber, the stink and sweat of human flesh pressing on her from all sides, Nazi stormtroopers shooting people outside, human flesh burning, going up in sweet-smelling smoke—


  And she awoke, screaming and crying. Her mother had come in and held her for a long time. When she found out about Sarah’s dreams, she promised Sarah that she would never have such dreams again. From that day on, Grampa never took Sarah to the playground alone. And the nightmares had faded away and disappeared, except for the memory of the number on Grampa’s arm: 110290.


  Sarah shook her head, clearing away the memories of that long ago night, and looked at the bed. The frail old man wrapped in blankets had that same number, 110290, tattooed on his arm. There was no question in Sarah’s mind now, that this man was her grandfather, lying in his bed.


  And dying.


  I shouldn’t disturb him, Sarah thought, and had turned around to leave the room when she heard his voice. “Who’s there?” Even when he was dying, he woke to the sound of her.


  She turned back; her grandfather’s eyes were open. “It’s Sarah, Grampa.”


  He smiled. “Saraleh, it’s good to see you.” He struggled to sit up in bed, and coughed. “Here, come sit next to me, on the bed. We’ll have one last chance to snooze and schmooze before I go.”


  “Grampa! Don’t talk like that.” She moved his blankets over and sat down.


  “Sarah, Sarah. Years ago, it would have been tempting the evil eye to say such things, but now . . . now I am dying. And I am looking forward to peace. I have not had a peaceful life, mameleh.”


  “I know.”


  “So nu. Tell me, how are things? What are you doing with yourself?”


  Sarah shifted around. “Well, I’m living in New York City now, you know. I’m working for a web publisher. Editing.”


  “And are you enjoying it?”


  “I suppose, although what I’d really like to do is write.”


  “Eh. And are you seeing anyone? I want great-grandchildren, you know.”


  He laughed, and Sarah joined in. “You remember Tom, don’t you? We’re living—I mean, he’s now at NYU, in law school.”


  Grampa fixed Sarah with a long gaze. “So, you’re living together?”


  Sarah blushed. “Yes. Um, I tried to keep it a secret. I’m sorry.”


  “What is there to be sorry about?”


  “Well, it’s just . . .” Sarah trailed off.


  “It’s OK, Saraleh. I understand your generation. It is not that much different from mine.”


  “But you don’t approve of Tom, do you?”


  Grampa sighed. “Tom’s a good boy, a fine young man. I would have preferred if you had met someone Jewish, but I can’t fault you for your choice. He will make a good husband.”


  Sarah thought for a moment. “Grampa, can I ask you something?”


  “Anything, mameleh. But you’d better hurry.” They both smiled at that. Sarah blinked hard, to stop the tears.


  “Why is it so important to you that I marry someone Jewish? It’s not like you were ever religious or observant.”


  Grampa closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You ask such a difficult question, like the simple child’s question about the Passover seder. It’s true, I never was observant, not before the camp, or after. But, Sarah, because of where I was—Auschwitz—your children have to remember, they have to know what they are and understand where they came from. I need them to be Jewish, and not just because you are. They have to know that they are Jewish.”


  “But why?”


  He sighed. “Because if they do not realize who they are, they will be the first to go to the gas chambers the next time there is a Holocaust.”


  Sarah was shocked. “Grampa, you can’t seriously believe that it could happen again. The Holocaust is a distant memory from the last century. Even if it did happen—”


  “If it happens . . . when it happens, God forbid, again, the first Jews to die will be the ones who don’t realize they are Jewish. The German Jews saw what Hitler was doing. They were Germans, they said, not Jews. What Hitler is doing doesn’t apply to us. They never believed it would . . . until it was too late.”


  “But it couldn’t happen again. Could it?”


  Grampa was silent for a moment. “Sarah, your generation grew up in a world that felt much safer than mine. We made it that way. Maybe it really wasn’t so safe, maybe we weren’t so bright, but your parents and I certainly tried to protect you from the world outside. Maybe we succeeded too well.


  “It is because you feel so safe and because the Holocaust is so distant, that your generation is in danger. People are forgetting. The Holocaust Museum in Washington lost its funding and is gone now, after only thirty years, because no one thought it was important anymore. Auschwitz—Auschwitz is now a side attraction for people going to the VR mall across the way.” Straining, he bent his head over and spit on the floor. “There are even people who claim the Holocaust never happened in the first place, people who are being taken far too seriously.”


  “I know what you mean. Just outside—” Sarah bit her lip.


  But it was too late. “What? What happened outside?”


  Sarah shrugged. “A reporter. He—he accused us of making it all up.”


  Grampa frowned, his voice bitter. “Always,” he said. “Always the big lie. Well, they wouldn’t let me live in peace. Why should I expect then to let me die in peace?”


  “It was only one, Grampa,” Sarah said, dismissively. “The other reporters are—I mean, they know it’s for real.”


  “Even one person denying the truth is one person too many.” He sighed. “The deniers are everywhere, Sarah. They started when I was just out of the camps, telling me that the horrible things I had seen with my own eyes never existed. Telling me I was crazy. But there were always enough of us around, to educate, to lecture, to write, to bear witness for the world. But now—”


  He coughed, loud, long, and hard. Sarah stood up. “Grampa, you must rest. You’re letting yourself get all worked up. I’ll go get you some water.”


  He shook his head and waved for her to sit back down again. “Please, Sarah, wait. I don’t have much time, and this is far too important.”


  She sat down again. “Yes, Grampa, what is it?”


  “Sarah, you must promise me. After I am gone, there will be no one to bear witness. I am the last of the survivors. You must bear witness for me—for all of us, the six million who died and those who survived to tell the world.” He took her left hand in a grip that was surprisingly strong.


  Now the tears welled up in her eyes, past her strength to hold them back. She began to weep. “Yes, Grampa, I will.”


  Her tears blurred her sight, and Sarah wiped them away. As her vision cleared, Sarah noticed Grampa staring directly into her eyes.


  “Sarah, listen carefully. I want you to open that drawer over there.” With his right hand, Grampa pointed to the top drawer of the bureau. Sarah let go of his left hand, dutifully walked over to the bureau, and pulled the drawer open. It contained only one item, a small shiny metal box with the logo MEMVOX printed across the side. She pulled it out and turned it around, studying it.


  “My God, Grampa,” she said. “Is this what I think it is?”


  He nodded. “A memory recorder. The chip is inside.”


  Sarah hesitated before asking her next question. She feared she already knew the answer. “Grampa . . . what’s on it?”


  He coughed. “Me. When I am gone, I want you to play it.”


  Sarah now understood what Grampa had meant about her bearing witness. She shook her head. “I can’t do this, Grampa.”


  “You will do the right thing, I am sure of it. Sarah, you must. You’re young, you’re strong, you can handle it. When you play that chip, you will be the last survivor.” He coughed. “Zachor. Remember. Bear witness, from generation to generation.” He turned away from her, and began to recite the Jewish affirmation in the existence of God, “Sh’ma Yisroel . . .” His voice trailed off. His breath faded. Then it ceased entirely.


  Sarah wiped the tears from her eyes. She stood up, then covered her grandfather’s face with the blanket. She finished reciting the Sh’ma for her grandfather in English; she hadn’t realized that she remembered: Hear, O Israel, the Lord is God, the Lord is One. She turned off the light and left, closing the door silently behind her.


  That night, Sarah sat alone in the bedroom of the two-room Manhattan apartment she shared with Tom. She had asked Tom for some privacy, and he had readily agreed; so he was in their living room, watching TV or logged onto the Internet, Sarah wasn’t sure. Tom had assumed that the stress of the quick late afternoon funeral and burial was what had prompted Sarah to ask for some time to herself, and she had chosen not to correct him. She was glad that Jewish tradition held that a funeral and burial should take place as soon as possible after death; she had a lot to think about, and didn’t want to have to worry about seeing her mother again so soon after Grampa’s death.


  On the small night table in front of her sat the memory recorder and the chip. She picked up the chip and turned it over and over in her hands. Grampa had labeled it in black ink with his name and date of birth. Sarah had written in today’s date at the bottom of the label, in blue ink, but that was all she had done so far. Tom had given her the privacy she requested over half an hour ago, and Sarah still wasn’t sure what to do.


  A wastebasket sat next to their second-hand full-size bed. Sarah could just drop the chip into it, and never think of it again. Or she could take it to a recycling center, and get some small amount of money for it. As for the memory recorder, although used, it was valuable, and could easily pay the rent for the next few months.


  But that would almost be like desecrating her grandfather’s grave. Grampa had given her the recorder and the chip for a reason. He wanted her to play it, to share those experiences with her. She thought about those experiences, the stories he had told her about the Holocaust when she was six years old; and she realized that she would never want to live through it herself, even vicariously through someone else’s memories. She held the chip above the wastebasket, ready to let it fall—


  —And then she remembered the reporter from this morning.


  She had to fulfill her promise; her grandfather had depended on it. Quickly, so she would not be tempted into changing her mind again, she inserted the chip into the recorder, attached the wires to her head, and hit PLAY.


  An hour later, when the chip had finished playing, she slowly removed the wires. She shuddered and began to cry, but softly, so as not to alert Tom. She removed the chip from the recorder and stored it safely away. The memories from her grandfather’s Holocaust experiences precipitated in her a decision, a choice; she just hoped that Tom would understand. She knew that she would have to find someone knowledgeable about computers and recorders, someone sympathetic to her position who could hack the Internet and force Grampa’s memory records to be played by anyone plugging in, at least for a short while. Sarah would come forward and take responsibility, once she was assured that no one would ever take the revisionists seriously again. But . . . if she went forward with this plan, to bear witness for her grandfather, there was one other step she needed to take first.


  Sarah walked into the tiny store, a remnant of the old Times Square, struggling against the gentrification of the past thirty years. Most places of this sort had moved to the outer boroughs of Queens and Brooklyn, but this one was still here. The sign above the glass bore the one word ADULT, in large black letters, and hanging in the window Sarah could see signs promising things like fake ID chips and real tobacco cigarettes.


  She strode in purposefully, ignored the grime of the floor and shelves, and walked through to the room in the back, where the guy she was looking for worked. The room was small, empty at the moment except for the artist, who was reading a newstape as she entered. His appearance repulsed her, as he had rings through his nose, ears, and eyebrows, and he also sported tattoos on his arms and face. She would never see a person like this socially, but she was here for something else. The guy looked up at her inquisitively as she approached.


  “Hello,” she said. “I’d—I’d like to get a tattoo. Can you tattoo on a number?”


  “Sure,” he said, putting down the newstape. “I can do anything.”


  “Good.” Sarah sat on the long chair meant for his clients and rolled up the sleeve of her left arm. “I want you to tattoo the number 110290 right here.”


  The man looked askance at her. “Like a Holocaust victim?”


  Sarah nodded, pleased that the guy recognized what she wanted. She would still go through with her plan, but for the first time since her grandfather died, she thought that perhaps there was still hope for the world to remember its history after all. “Yes,” she said. “Exactly like that.”
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  THE DOG SAID BOW-WOW


  Michael Swanwick


  The dog looked as if he had just stepped out of a children’s book. There must have been a hundred physical adaptations required to allow him to walk upright. The pelvis, of course, had been entirely reshaped. The feet alone would have needed dozens of changes. He had knees, and knees were tricky.


  To say nothing of the neurological enhancements.


  But what Darger found himself most fascinated by was the creature’s costume. His suit fit him perfectly, with a slit in the back for the tail, and again a hundred invisible adaptations that caused it to hang on his body in a way that looked perfectly natural.


  “You must have an extraordinary tailor,” Darger said.


  The dog shifted his cane from one paw to the other, so they could shake, and in the least affected manner imaginable replied, “That is a common observation, sir.”


  “You’re from the States?” It was a safe assumption, given where they stood on the docks and that the schooner Yankee Dreamer had sailed up the Thames with the morning tide. Darger had seen its bubble sails over the rooftops, like so many rainbows. “Have you found lodgings yet?”


  “Indeed I am, and no I have not. If you could recommend a tavern of the cleaner sort?”


  “No need for that. I would be only too happy to put you up for a few days in my own rooms.” And, lowering his voice, Darger said, “I have a business proposition to put to you.”


  “Then lead on, sir, and I shall follow you with a right good will.”


  The dog’s name was Sir Blackthorpe Ravenscairn de Plus Precieux, but “Call me Sir Plus,” he said with a self-denigrating smile, and “Surplus” he was ever after.


  Surplus was, as Darger had at first glance suspected and by conversation confirmed, a bit of a rogue something more than mischievous and less than a cut-throat. A dog, in fine, after Darger’s own heart.


  Over drinks in a public house, Darger displayed his box and explained his intentions for it. Surplus warily touched the intricately carved teak housing, and then drew away from it. “You outline an intriguing scheme, Master Darger—”


  “Please. Call me Aubrey.”


  “Aubrey, then. Yet here we have a delicate point. How shall we divide up the . . . ah, spoils of this enterprise? I hesitate to mention this, but many a promising partnership has foundered on precisely such shoals.”


  Darger unscrewed the salt cellar and poured its contents onto the table. With his dagger, he drew a fine line down the middle of the heap. “I divide you choose. Or the other way around, if you please. From self-interest, you’ll not find a grain’s difference between the two.”


  “Excellent!” cried Surplus and, dropping a pinch of salt in his beer, drank to the bargain.


  It was raining when they left for Buckingham Labyrinth. Darger stared out the carriage window at the drear streets and worn buildings gliding by and sighed. “Poor, weary old London! History is a grinding-wheel that has been applied too many a time to thy face.”


  “It is also,” Surplus reminded him, “to be the making of our fortunes. Raise your eyes to the Labyrinth, sir, with its soaring towers and bright surfaces rising above these shops and flats like a crystal mountain rearing up out of a ramshackle wooden sea, and be comforted.”


  “That is fine advice,” Darger agreed. “But it cannot comfort a lover of cities, nor one of a melancholic turn of mind.”


  “Pah!” cried Surplus, and said no more until they arrived at their destination.


  At the portal into Buckingham, the sergeant-interface strode forward as they stepped down from the carriage. He blinked at the sight of Surplus, but said only, “Papers?”


  Surplus presented the man with his passport and the credentials Darger had spent the morning forging, then added with a negligent wave of his paw, “And this is my autistic.”


  The sergeant-interface glanced once at Darger, and forgot about him completely. Darger had the gift, priceless to one in his profession, of a face so nondescript that once someone looked away, it disappeared from that person’s consciousness forever. “This way, sir. The officer of protocol will want to examine these himself.”


  A dwarf savant was produced to lead them through the outer circle of the Labyrinth. They passed by ladies in bioluminescent gowns and gentlemen with boots and gloves cut from leathers cloned from their own skin. Both women and men were extravagantly bejeweled for the ostentatious display of wealth was yet again in fashion and the halls were lushly clad and pillared in marble, porphyry, and jasper. Yet Darger could not help noticing how worn the carpets were, how chipped and sooted the oil lamps. His sharp eye espied the remains of an antique electrical system, and traces as well of telephone lines and fiber optic cables from an age when those technologies were yet workable.


  These last he viewed with particular pleasure.


  The dwarf savant stopped before a heavy black door carved over with gilt griffins, locomotives, and fleurs-de-lis. “This is a door,” he said. “The wood is ebony. Its binomial is Diospyros ebenum. It was harvested in Serendip. The gilding is of gold. Gold has an atomic weight of 197.2.”


  He knocked on the door and opened it.


  The officer of protocol was a dark-browed man of imposing mass. He did not stand for them. “I am Lord Coherence-Hamilton, and this—” he indicated the slender, clear-eyed woman who stood beside him “is my sister, Pamela.”


  Surplus bowed deeply to the Lady, who dimpled and dipped a slight curtsey in return.


  The Protocol Officer quickly scanned the credentials. “Explain these fraudulent papers, sirrah. The Demesne of Western Vermont! Damn me if I have ever heard of such a place.”


  “Then you have missed much,” Surplus said haughtily. “It is true we are a young nation, created only seventy-five years ago during the Partition of New England. But there is much of note to commend our fair land. The glorious beauty of Lake Champlain. The gene-mills of Winooski, that ancient seat of learning the Universitas Viridis Montis of Burlington, the Technarchaeological Institute of—” He stopped. “We have much to be proud of, sir, and nothing of which to be ashamed.”


  The bearlike official glared suspiciously at him, then said, “What brings you to London? Why do you desire an audience with the queen?”


  “My mission and destination lie in Russia. However, England being on my itinerary and I a diplomat, I was charged to extend the compliments of my nation to your monarch.” Surplus did not quite shrug. “There is no more to it than that. In three days I shall be in France, and you will have forgotten about me completely.”


  Scornfully, the officer tossed his credentials to the savant, who glanced at and politely returned them to Surplus. The small fellow sat down at a little desk scaled to his own size and swiftly made out a copy. “Your papers will be taken to Whitechapel and examined there. If everything goes well which I doubt and there’s an opening not likely you’ll be presented to the queen sometime between a week and ten days hence.”


  “Ten days! Sir, I am on a very strict schedule!”


  “Then you wish to withdraw your petition?”


  Surplus hesitated. “I . . . I shall have to think on it, sir.”


  Lady Pamela watched coolly as the dwarf savant led them away.


  The room they were shown to had massively framed mirrors and oil paintings dark with age upon the walls, and a generous log fire in the hearth. When their small guide had gone, Darger carefully locked and bolted the door. Then he tossed the box onto the bed, and bounced down alongside it. Lying flat on his back, staring up at the ceiling, he said, “The Lady Pamela is a strikingly beautiful woman. I’ll be damned if she’s not.”


  Ignoring him, Surplus locked paws behind his back, and proceeded to pace up and down the room. He was full of nervous energy. At last, he expostulated, “This is a deep game you have gotten me into, Darger! Lord Coherence-Hamilton suspects us of all manner of blackguardry.”


  “Well, and what of that?”


  “I repeat myself: We have not even begun our play yet, and he suspects us already! I trust neither him nor his genetically remade dwarf.”


  “You are in no position to be displaying such vulgar prejudice.”


  “I am not bigoted about the creature, Darger, I fear him! Once let suspicion of us into that macroencephalic head of his, and he will worry at it until he has found out our every secret.”


  “Get a grip on yourself, Surplus! Be a man! We are in this too deep already to back out. Questions would be asked, and investigations made.”


  “I am anything but a man, thank God,” Surplus replied. “Still, you are right. In for a penny, in for a pound. For now, I might as well sleep. Get off the bed. You can have the hearth-rug.”


  “I! The rug!”


  “I am groggy of mornings. Were someone to knock, and I to unthinkingly open the door, it would hardly do to have you found sharing a bed with your master.”


  The next day, Surplus returned to the Office of Protocol to declare that he was authorized to wait as long as two weeks for an audience with the queen, though not a day more.


  “You have received new orders from your government?” Lord Coherence-Hamilton asked suspiciously. “I hardly see how.”


  “I have searched my conscience, and reflected on certain subtleties of phrasing in my original instructions,” Surplus said. “That is all.”


  He emerged from the office to discover Lady Pamela waiting outside. When she offered to show him the Labyrinth, he agreed happily to her plan. Followed by Darger, they strolled inward, first to witness the changing of the guard in the forecourt vestibule, before the great pillared wall that was the front of Buckingham Palace before it was swallowed up in the expansion of architecture during the mad, glorious years of Utopia. Following which, they proceeded toward the viewer’s gallery above the chamber of state.


  “I see from your repeated glances that you are interested in my diamonds, Sieur Plus Precieux,” Lady Pamela said. “Well might you be. They are a family treasure, centuries old and manufactured to order, each stone flawless and perfectly matched. The indentures of a hundred autistics would not buy the like.”


  Surplus smiled down again at the necklace, draped about her lovely throat and above her perfect breasts. “I assure you, madame, it was not your necklace that held me so enthralled.”


  She colored delicately, pleased. Lightly, she said, “And that box your man carries with him wherever you go? What is in it?”


  “That? A trifle. A gift for the Duke of Muscovy, who is the ultimate object of my journey,” Surplus said. “I assure you, it is of no interest whatsoever.”


  “You were talking to someone last night,” Lady Pamela said. “In your room.”


  “You were listening at my door? I am astonished and flattered.”


  She blushed. “No, no, my brother . . . it is his job, you see, surveillance.”


  “Possibly I was talking in my sleep. I have been told I do that occasionally.”


  “In accents? My brother said he heard two voices.”


  Surplus looked away. “In that, he was mistaken.”


  England’s queen was a sight to rival any in that ancient land. She was as large as the lorry of ancient legend, and surrounded by attendants who hurried back and forth, fetching food and advice and carrying away dirty plates and signed legislation. From the gallery, she reminded Darger of a queen bee, but unlike the bee, this queen did not copulate, but remained proudly virgin.


  Her name was Gloriana the First, and she was a hundred years old and still growing.


  Lord Campbell-Supercollider, a friend of Lady Pamela’s met by chance, who had insisted on accompanying them to the gallery, leaned close to Surplus and murmured, “You are impressed, of course, by our queen’s magnificence.” The warning in his voice was impossible to miss. “Foreigners invariably are.”


  “I am dazzled,” Surplus said.


  “Well might you be. For scattered through her majesty’s great body are thirty-six brains, connected with thick ropes of ganglia in a hypercube configuration. Her processing capacity is the equal of many of the great computers from Utopian times.”


  Lady Pamela stifled a yawn. “Darling Rory,” she said, touching the Lord Campbell-Supercollider’s sleeve. “Duty calls me. Would you be so kind as to show my American friend the way back to the outer circle?”


  “Or course, my dear.” He and Surplus stood (Darger was, of course, already standing) and paid their compliments. Then, when Lady Pamela was gone and Surplus started to turn toward the exit, “Not that way. Those stairs are for commoners. You and I may leave by the gentlemen’s staircase.”


  The narrow stairs twisted downward beneath clouds of gilt cherubs-and-airships, and debouched into a marble-floored hallway. Surplus and Darger stepped out of the stairway and found their arms abruptly seized by baboons.


  There were five baboons all told, with red uniforms and matching choke collars with leashes that gathered in the hand of an ornately mustached officer whose gold piping identified him as a master of apes. The fifth baboon bared his teeth and hissed savagely.


  Instantly, the master of apes yanked back on his leash and said, “There, Hercules! There, sirrah! What do you do? What do you say?”


  The baboon drew himself up and bowed curtly. “Please come with us,” he said with difficulty. The master of apes cleared his throat. Sullenly, the baboon added, “Sir.”


  “This is outrageous!” Surplus cried. “I am a diplomat, and under international law immune to arrest.”


  “Ordinarily, sir, this is true,” said the master of apes courteously. “However, you have entered the inner circle without her majesty’s invitation and are thus subject to stricter standards of security.”


  “I had no idea these stairs went inward. I was led here by—” Surplus looked about helplessly. Lord Campbell-Supercollider was nowhere to be seen.


  So, once again, Surplus and Darger found themselves escorted to the Office of Protocol.


  “The wood is teak. Its binomial is Tectonia grandis. Teak is native to Burma, Hind, and Siam. The box is carved elaborately but without refinement.” The dwarf savant opened it. “Within the casing is an archaic device for electronic intercommunication. The instrument chip is a gallium-arsenide ceramic. The chip weighs six ounces. The device is a product of the Utopian end-times.”


  “A modem!” The protocol officer’s eyes bugged out. “You dared bring a modem into the inner circle and almost into the presence of the queen?” His chair stood and walked around the table. Its six insectile legs looked too slender to carry his great, legless mass. Yet it moved nimbly and well.


  “It is harmless, sir. Merely something our technarchaeologists unearthed and thought would amuse the Duke of Muscovy, who is well known for his love of all things antiquarian. It is, apparently, of some cultural or historical significance, though without re-reading my instructions, I would be hard pressed to tell you what.”


  Lord Coherence-Hamilton raised his chair so that he loomed over Surplus, looking dangerous and domineering. “Here is the historic significance of your modem: The Utopians filled the world with their computer webs and nets, burying cables and nodes so deeply and plentifully that they shall never be entirely rooted out. They then released into that virtual universe demons and mad gods. These intelligences destroyed Utopia and almost destroyed humanity as well. Only the valiant worldwide destruction of all modes of interface saved us from annihilation!” He glared.


  “Oh, you lackwit! Have you no history? These creatures hate us because our ancestors created them. They are still alive, though confined to their electronic netherworld, and want only a modem to extend themselves into the physical realm. Can you wonder, then, that the penalty for possessing such a device is—” he smiled menacingly— “death?”


  “No, sir, it is not. Possession of a working modem is a mortal crime. This device is harmless. Ask your savant.”


  “Well?” the big man growled at his dwarf. “Is it functional?”


  “No. It—”


  “Silence.” Lord Coherence-Hamilton turned back to Surplus. “You are a fortunate cur. You will not be charged with any crimes. However, while you are here, I will keep this filthy device locked away and under my control. Is that understood, Sir Bow-Wow?”


  Surplus sighed. “Very well,” he said. “It is only for a week, after all.”


  That night, the Lady Pamela Coherence-Hamilton came by Surplus’s room to apologize for the indignity of his arrest, of which, she assured him, she had just now learned. He invited her in. In short order they somehow found themselves kneeling face-to-face on the bed, unbuttoning each other’s clothing.


  Lady Pamela’s breasts had just spilled delightfully from her dress when she drew back, clutching the bodice closed again, and said, “Your man is watching us.”


  “And what concern is that to us?” Surplus said jovially. “The poor fellow’s an autistic. Nothing he sees or hears matters to him. You might as well be embarrassed by the presence of a chair.”


  “Even were he a wooden carving, I would his eyes were not on me.”


  “As you wish.” Surplus clapped his paws. “Sirrah! Turn around.”


  Obediently, Darger turned his back. This was his first experience with his friend’s astonishing success with women. How many sexual adventuresses, he wondered, might one tumble, if one’s form were unique? On reflection, the question answered itself.


  Behind him, he heard the Lady Pamela giggle. Then, in a voice low with passion, Surplus said, “No, leave the diamonds on.”


  With a silent sigh, Darger resigned himself to a long night. Since he was bored and yet could not turn to watch the pair cavorting on the bed without giving himself away, he was perforce required to settle for watching them in the mirror.


  They began, of course, by doing it doggy-style.


  The next day, Surplus fell sick. Hearing of his indisposition, Lady Pamela sent one of her autistics with a bowl of broth and then followed herself in a surgical mask.


  Surplus smiled weakly to see her. “You have no need of that mask,” he said. “By my life, I swear that what ails me is not communicable. As you doubtless know, we who have been remade are prone to endocrinological imbalance.”


  “Is that all?” Lady Pamela spooned some broth into his mouth, then dabbed at a speck of it with a napkin. “Then fix it. You have been very wicked to frighten me over such a trifle.”


  “Alas,” Surplus said sadly, “I am a unique creation, and my table of endocrine balances was lost in an accident at sea. There are copies in Vermont, of course. But by the time even the swiftest schooner can cross the Atlantic twice, I fear me I shall be gone.”


  “Oh, dearest Surplus!” The Lady caught up his paws in her hands. “Surely there is some measure, however desperate, to be taken?”


  “Well . . .” Surplus turned to the wall in thought. After a very long time, he turned back and said, “I have a confession to make. The modem your brother holds for me? It is functional.”


  “Sir!” Lady Pamela stood, gathering her skirts, and stepped away from the bed in horror. “Surely not!”


  “My darling and delight, you must listen to me.” Surplus glanced weakly toward the door, then lowered his voice. “Come close and I shall whisper.”


  She obeyed.


  “In the waning days of Utopia, during the war between men and their electronic creations, scientists and engineers bent their efforts toward the creation of a modem that could be safely employed by humans. One immune from the attack of demons. One that could, indeed, compel their obedience. Perhaps you have heard of this project.”


  “There are rumors, but . . . no such device was ever built.”


  “Say rather that no such device was built in time. It had just barely been perfected when the mobs came rampaging through the laboratories, and the Age of the Machine was over. Some few, however, were hidden away before the last technicians were killed. Centuries later, brave researchers at the Technarchaeological Institute of Shelburne recovered six such devices and mastered the art of their use. One device was destroyed in the process. Two are kept in Burlington. The others were given to trusted couriers and sent to the three most powerful allies of the Demesne one of which is, of course, Russia.”


  “This is hard to believe,” Lady Pamela said wonderingly. “Can such marvels be?”


  “Madame, I employed it two nights ago in this very room! Those voices your brother heard? I was speaking with my principals in Vermont. They gave me permission to extend my stay here to a fortnight.”


  He gazed imploringly at her. “If you were to bring me the device, I could then employ it to save my life.”


  Lady Coherence-Hamilton resolutely stood. “Fear nothing, then. I swear by my soul, the modem shall be yours tonight.”


  The room was lit by a single lamp that cast wild shadows whenever anyone moved, as if of illicit spirits at a witch’s Sabbath.


  It was an eerie sight. Darger, motionless, held the modem in his hands. Lady Pamela, who had a sense of occasion, had changed to a low-cut gown of clinging silks, dark-red as human blood. It swirled about her as she hunted through the wainscoting for a jack left unused for centuries. Surplus sat up weakly in bed, eyes half-closed, directing her. It might have been, Darger thought, an allegorical tableau of the human body being directed by its sick animal passions, while the intellect stood by, paralyzed by lack of will.


  “There!” Lady Pamela triumphantly straightened, her necklace scattering tiny rainbows in the dim light.


  Darger stiffened. He stood perfectly still for the length of three long breaths, then shook and shivered like one undergoing seizure. His eyes rolled back in his head.


  In hollow, unworldly tones, he said, “What man calls me up from the vastly deep?” It was a voice totally unlike his own, one harsh and savage and eager for unholy sport. “Who dares risk my wrath?”


  “You must convey my words to the autistic’s ears,” Surplus murmured. “For he is become an integral part of the modem not merely its operator, but its voice.”


  “I stand ready,” Lady Pamela replied.


  “Good girl. Tell it who I am.”


  “It is Sir Blackthorpe Ravenscairn de Plus Precieux who speaks, and who wishes to talk to . . .” She paused.


  “To his most august and socialist honor, the mayor of Burlington.”


  “His most august and socialist honor,” Lady Pamela began. She turned toward the bed and said quizzically, “The mayor of Burlington?”


  “ ’Tis but an official title, much like your brother’s, for he who is in fact the spy-master for the Demesne of Western Vermont,” Surplus said weakly. “Now repeat to it: I compel thee on threat of dissolution to carry my message. Use those exact words.”


  Lady Pamela repeated the words into Darger’s ear.


  He screamed. It was a wild and unholy sound that sent the Lady skittering away from him in a momentary panic. Then, in mid-cry, he ceased.


  “Who is this?” Darger said in an entirely new voice, this one human. “You have the voice of a woman. Is one of my agents in trouble?”


  “Speak to him now, as you would to any man: forthrightly, directly, and without evasion.” Surplus sank his head back on his pillow and closed his eyes.


  So (as it seemed to her) the Lady Coherence-Hamilton explained Surplus plight to his distant master, and from him received both condolences and the needed information to return Surplus’s endocrine levels to a functioning harmony. After proper courtesies, then, she thanked the American spy-master and unjacked the modem. Darger returned to passivity.


  The leather-cased endocrine kit lay open on a small table by the bed. At Lady Pamela’s direction, Darger began applying the proper patches to various places on Surplus’s body. It was not long before Surplus opened his eyes.


  “Am I to be well?” he asked and, when the Lady nodded, “Then I fear I must be gone in the morning. Your brother has spies everywhere. If he gets the least whiff of what this device can do, he’ll want it for himself.”


  Smiling, Lady Pamela hoisted the box in her hand. “Indeed, who can blame him? With such a toy, great things could be accomplished.”


  “So he will assuredly think. I pray you, return it to me.”


  She did not. “This is more than just a communication device, sir,” she said. “Though in that mode it is of incalculable value. You have shown that it can enforce obedience on the creatures that dwell in the forgotten nerves of the ancient world. Ergo, they can be compelled to do our calculations for us.”


  “Indeed, so our technarchaeologists tell us. You must . . .”


  “We have created monstrosities to perform the duties that were once done by machines. But with this, there would be no necessity to do so. We have allowed ourselves to be ruled by an icosahexadexal-brained freak. Now we have no need for Gloriana the Gross, Gloriana the Fat and Grotesque, Gloriana the Maggot Queen!”


  “Madame!”


  “It is time, I believe, that England had a new queen. A human queen.”


  “Think of my honor!”


  Lady Pamela paused in the doorway. “You are a very pretty fellow indeed. But with this, I can have the monarchy and keep such a harem as will reduce your memory to that of a passing and trivial fancy.”


  With a rustle of skirts, she spun away.


  “Then I am undone!” Surplus cried, and fainted onto the bed.


  Quietly, Darger closed the door. Surplus raised himself from the pillows, began removing the patches from his body, and said, “Now what?”


  “Now we get some sleep,” Darger said. “Tomorrow will be a busy day.”


  The master of apes came for them after breakfast, and marched them to their usual destination. By now, Darger was beginning to lose track of exactly how many times he had been in the Office of Protocol. They entered to find Lord Coherence-Hamilton in a towering rage, and his sister, calm and knowing, standing in a corner with her arms crossed, watching. Looking at them both now, Darger wondered how he could ever have imagined that the brother outranked his sister.


  The modem lay opened on the dwarf-savant’s desk. The little fellow leaned over the device, studying it minutely.


  Nobody said anything until the master of apes and his baboons had left. Then Lord Coherence-Hamilton roared, “Your modem refuses to work for us!”


  “As I told you, sir,” Surplus said coolly, “it is inoperative.”


  “That’s a bold-arsed fraud and a goat-buggering lie!” In his wrath, the Lord’s chair rose up on its spindly legs so high that his head almost bumped against the ceiling. “I know of your activities—” he nodded toward his sister— “and demand that you show us how this whoreson device works!”


  “Never!” Surplus cried stoutly. “I have my honor, sir.”


  “Your honor, too scrupulously insisted upon, may well lead to your death, sir.”


  Surplus threw back his head. “Then I die for Vermont!”


  At this moment of impasse, Lady Hamilton stepped forward between the two antagonists to restore peace. “I know what might change your mind.” With a knowing smile, she raised a hand to her throat and denuded herself of her diamonds. “I saw how you rubbed them against your face the other night. How you licked and fondled them. How ecstatically you took them into your mouth.”


  She closed his paws about them. “They are yours, sweet ’Sieur Precieux, for a word.”


  “You would give them up?” Surplus said, as if amazed at the very idea. In fact, the necklace had been his and Darger’s target from the moment they’d seen it. The only barrier that now stood between them and the merchants of Amsterdam was the problem of freeing themselves from the Labyrinth before their marks finally realized that the modem was indeed a cheat. And to this end they had the invaluable tool of a thinking man whom all believed to be an autistic, and a plan that would give them almost twenty hours in which to escape.


  “Only think, dear Surplus.” Lady Pamela stroked his head and then scratched him behind one ear, while he stared down at the precious stones. “Imagine the life of wealth and ease you could lead, the women, the power. It all lies in your hands. All you need do is close them.”


  Surplus took a deep breath. “Very well,” he said. “The secret lies in the condenser, which takes a full day to re-charge. Wait but—”


  “Here’s the problem,” the savant said unexpectedly. He poked at the interior of the modem. “There was a wire loose.”


  He jacked the device into the wall.


  “Oh, dear God,” Darger said.


  A savage look of raw delight filled the dwarf savant’s face, and he seemed to swell before them.


  “I am free!” he cried in a voice so loud it seemed impossible that it could arise from such a slight source. He shook as if an enormous electrical current were surging through him. The stench of ozone filled the room.


  He burst into flames and advanced on the English spy-master and her brother.


  While all stood aghast and paralyzed, Darger seized Surplus by the collar and hauled him out into the hallway, slamming the door shut as he did.


  They had not run twenty paces down the hall when the door to the Office of Protocol exploded outward, sending flaming splinters of wood down the hallway.


  Satanic laughter boomed behind them.


  Glancing over his shoulder, Darger saw the burning dwarf, now blackened to a cinder, emerge from a room engulfed in flames, capering and dancing. The modem, though disconnected, was now tucked under one arm, as if it were exceedingly valuable to him. His eyes were round and white and lidless. Seeing them, he gave chase.


  “Aubrey!” Surplus cried. “We are headed the wrong way!”


  It was true. They were running deeper into the Labyrinth, toward its heart, rather than outward. But it was impossible to turn back now. They plunged through scattering crowds of nobles and servitors, trailing fire and supernatural terror in their wake.


  The scampering grotesque set fire to the carpets with every footfall. A wave of flame tracked him down the hall, incinerating tapestries and wallpaper and wood trim. No matter how they dodged, it ran straight toward them. Clearly, in the programmatic literalness of its kind, the demon from the web had determined that having early seen them, it must early kill them as well.


  Darger and Surplus raced through dining rooms and salons, along balconies and down servants’ passages. To no avail. Dogged by their hyper-natural nemesis, they found themselves running down a passage, straight toward two massive bronze doors, one of which had been left just barely ajar. So fearful were they that they hardly noticed the guards.


  “Hold, sirs!”


  The mustachioed master of apes stood before the doorway, his baboons straining against their leashes. His eyes widened with recognition. “By gad, it’s you!” he cried in astonishment.


  “Lemme kill ‘em!” one of the baboons cried. “The lousy bastards!” The others growled agreement.


  Surplus would have tried to reason with them, but when he started to slow his pace, Darger put a broad hand on his back and shoved. “Dive!” he commanded. So of necessity the dog of rationality had to bow to the man of action. He tobogganed wildly across the polished marble floor between two baboons, straight at the master of apes, and then between his legs.


  The man stumbled, dropping the leashes as he did.


  The baboons screamed and attacked.


  For an instant, all five apes were upon Darger, seizing his limbs, snapping at his face and neck. Then the burning dwarf arrived, and, finding his target obstructed, seized the nearest baboon. The animal shrieked as its uniform burst into flames.


  As one, the other baboons abandoned their original quarry to fight this newcomer who had dared attack one of their own.


  In a trice, Darger leaped over the fallen master of apes, and was through the door. He and Surplus threw their shoulders against its metal surface and pushed. He had one brief glimpse of the fight, with the baboons aflame, and their master’s body flying through the air. Then the door slammed shut. Internal bars and bolts, operated by smoothly oiled mechanisms, automatically latched themselves.


  For the moment, they were safe.


  Surplus slumped against the smooth bronze, and wearily asked, “Where did you get that modem?”


  “From a dealer of antiquities.” Darger wiped his brow with his kerchief. “It was transparently worthless. Whoever would dream it could be repaired?”


  Outside, the screaming ceased. There was a very brief silence. Then the creature flung itself against one of the metal doors. It rang with the impact.


  A delicate girlish voice wearily said, “What is this noise?”


  They turned in surprise and found themselves looking up at the enormous corpus of Queen Gloriana. She lay upon her pallet, swaddled in satin and lace, and abandoned by all, save her valiant (though doomed) guardian apes. A pervasive yeasty smell emanated from her flesh. Within the tremendous folds of chins by the dozens and scores was a small human face. Its mouth moved delicately and asked, “What is trying to get in?”


  The door rang again. One of its great hinges gave.


  Darger bowed. “I fear, madame, it is your death.”


  “Indeed?” Blue eyes opened wide and, unexpectedly, Gloriana laughed. “If so, that is excellent good news. I have been praying for death an extremely long time.”


  “Can any of God’s creations truly pray for death and mean it?” asked Darger, who had his philosophical side. “I have known unhappiness myself, yet even so life is precious to me.”


  “Look at me!” Far up to one side of the body, a tiny arm though truly no tinier than any woman’s arm waved feebly. “I am not God’s creation, but Man’s. Who would trade ten minutes of their own life for a century of mine? Who, having mine, would not trade it all for death?”


  A second hinge popped. The doors began to shiver. Their metal surfaces radiated heat.


  “Darger, we must leave!” Surplus cried. “There is a time for learned conversation, but it is not now.”


  “Your friend is right,” Gloriana said. “There is a small archway hidden behind yon tapestry. Go through it. Place your hand on the left wall and run. If you turn whichever way you must to keep from letting go of the wall, it will lead you outside. You are both rogues, I see, and doubtless deserve punishment, yet I can find nothing in my heart for you but friendship.”


  “Madame. . .” Darger began, deeply moved.


  “Go! My bridegroom enters.”


  The door began to fall inward. With a final cry of “Farewell!” from Darger and “Come on!” from Surplus, they sped away.


  By the time they had found their way outside, all of Buckingham Labyrinth was in flames. The demon, however, did not emerge from the flames, encouraging them to believe that when the modem it carried finally melted down, it had been forced to return to that unholy realm from whence it came.


  The sky was red with flames as the sloop set sail for Calais. Leaning against the rail, watching, Surplus shook his head. “What a terrible sight! I cannot help feeling, in part, responsible.”


  “Come! Come!” Darger said. “This dyspepsia ill becomes you. We are both rich fellows, now! The Lady Pamela’s diamonds will maintain us lavishly for years to come. As for London, this is far from the first fire it has had to endure. Nor will it be the last. Life is short, and so, while we live, let us be jolly!”


  “These are strange words for a melancholiac,” Surplus said wonderingly.


  “In triumph, my mind turns its face to the sun. Dwell not on the past, dear friend, but on the future that lies glittering before us.”


  “The necklace is worthless,” Surplus said. “Now that I have the leisure to examine it, free of the distracting flesh of Lady Pamela, I see that these are not diamonds, but mere imitations.” He made to cast the necklace into the Thames.


  Before he could, though, Darger snatched away the stones from him and studied them closely. Then he threw back his head and laughed. “The biters bit! Well, it may be paste, but it looks valuable still. We shall find good use for it in Paris.”


  “We are going to Paris?”


  “We are partners, are we not? Remember that antique wisdom that whenever a door closes, another opens? For every city that burns, another beckons. To France, then, and adventure! After which, Italy, the Vatican Empire, Austro-Hungary, perhaps even Russia! Never forget that you have yet to present your credentials to the Duke of Muscovy.”


  “Very well,” Surplus said. “But when we do, I’ll pick out the modem.”
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  THE BONES OF THE EARTH


  Ursula K. LeGuin


  It was raining again, and the wizard of Re Albi was sorely tempted to make a weather spell, just a little, small spell, to send the rain on round the mountain. His bones ached. They ached for the sun to come out and shine through his flesh and dry them out. Of course he could say a pain spell, but all that would do was hide the ache for a while. There was no cure for what ailed him. Old bones need the sun. The wizard stood still in the doorway of his house, between the dark room and the rainstreaked open air, preventing himself from making a spell, and angry at himself for preventing himself and for having to be prevented.


  He never swore—men of power do not swear, it is not safe—but he cleared his throat with a coughing growl, like a bear. A moment later a thunderclap rolled off the hidden upper slopes of Gont Mountain, echoing round from north to south, dying away in the cloud-filled forests.


  A good sign, thunder, Dulse thought. It would stop raining soon. He pulled up his hood and went out into the rain to feed the chickens.


  He checked the henhouse, finding three eggs. Red Bucca was setting. Her eggs were about due to hatch. The mites were bothering her, and she looked scruffy and jaded. He said a few words against mites, told himself to remember to clean out the nest box as soon as the chicks hatched, and went on to the poultry yard, where Brown Bucca and Grey and Leggings and Candor and the King huddled under the eaves making soft, shrewish remarks about rain.


  “It’ll stop by midday,” the wizard told the chickens. He fed them and squelched back to the house with three warm eggs. When he was a child he had liked to walk in mud. He remembered enjoying the cool of it rising between his toes. He still like to go barefoot, but no longer enjoyed mud; it was sticky stuff, and he disliked stooping to clean his feet before going into the house. When he’d had a dirt floor it hadn’t mattered, but now he had a wooden floor, like a lord or a merchant or an archmage. To keep the cold and damp out of his bones. Not his own notion. Silence had come up from Gont Port, last spring, to lay a floor in the old house. They had had one of their arguments about it. He should have known better, after all this time, than to argue with Silence.


  “I’ve walked on dirt for seventy-five years,” Dulse had said. “A few more won’t kill me!”


  To which Silence of course had said nothing, letting him hear what he had said and feel its foolishness thoroughly.


  “Dirt’s easier to keep clean,” he said, knowing the struggle already lost. It was true that all you had to do with a good hard-packed clay floor was sweep it and now and then sprinkle it to keep the dust down. But it sounded silly all the same.


  “Who’s to lay this floor?” he said, now merely querulous.


  Silence nodded, meaning himself.


  The boy was in fact a workman of the first order, carpenter, cabinetmaker, stonelayer, roofer; he had proved that when he lived up here as Dulse’s student, and his life with the rich folk of Gont Port had not softened his hands. He brought the boards from Sixth’s mill in Re Albi, driving Gammer’s ox-team; he laid the floor and polished it the next day, while the old wizard was up at Bog Lake gathering simples. When Dulse came home there it was, shining like a dark lake itself. “Have to wash my feet every time I come in,” he grumbled. He walked in gingerly. The wood was so smooth it seemed soft to the bare sole. “Satin,” he said. “You didn’t do all that in one day without a spell or two. A village hut with a palace floor. Well, it’ll be a sight, come winter, to see the fire shine in that! Or do I have to get me a carpet now? A fleecefell, on a golden warp?”


  Silence smiled. He was pleased with himself.


  He had turned up on Dulse’s doorstep a few years ago. Well, no, twenty years ago it must be, or twenty-five. A while ago now. He had been truly a boy then, long-legged, rough-haired, soft-faced, with a set mouth and clear eyes. “What do you want?” the wizard had asked, knowing what he wanted, what they all wanted, and keeping his eyes from those clear eyes. He was a good teacher, the best on Gont, he knew that. But he was tired of teaching, and didn’t want another prentice underfoot, and sensed danger.


  “To learn,” the boy whispered.


  “Go to Roke,” the wizard said. The boy wore shoes and a good leather vest. He could afford or earn ship’s passage to the School.


  “I’ve been there.”


  At that Dulse looked him over again. No cloak, no staff.


  “Failed? Sent away? Ran away?”


  The boy shook his head at each question. He shut his eyes; his mouth was already shut. He stood there, intensely gathered, suffering: drew breath: looked straight into the wizard’s eyes.


  “My mastery is here, on Gont,” he said, still speaking hardly above a whisper. “My master is Enhemon”.


  At that the wizard whose true name was Enhemon stood as still as he did, looking back at him, till the boy’s gaze dropped.


  In silence Dulse sought his name, and saw two things: a fir-cone, and the rune of the Closed Mouth. Then seeking further he heard in his mind a name spoken; but he did not speak it.


  “I’m tired of teaching and talking,” he said. “I need silence. Is that enough for you?”


  The boy nodded once.


  “Then to me you are Silence,” the wizard said. “You can sleep in the nook under the west window. There’s an old pallet in the woodhouse. Air it. Don’t bring mice in with it.” And he stalked off towards the Overfell, angry with the boy for coming and with himself for giving in; but it was not anger that made his heart pound. Striding along—he could stride, then—with the seawind pushing at him always from the left and the early sunlight on the sea out past the vast shadow of the mountain, he thought of the Mages of Roke, the masters of the art magic, the professors of mystery and power. “He was too much for ‘em, was he? And he’ll be too much for me,” he thought, and smiled. He was a peaceful man, but he did not mind a bit of danger.


  He stopped and felt the dirt under his feet. He was barefoot, as usual. When he was a student on Roke, he had worn shoes. But he had come back home to Gont, to Re Albi, with his wizard’s staff, and kicked his shoes off. He stood still and felt the dust and rock of the cliff-top path under his feet, and the cliffs under that, and the roots of the island in the dark under that. In the dark under the waters all islands touched and were one. So his teacher Ard had said, and so his teachers on Roke had said. But this was his island, his rock, dust, dirt. His wizardry grew out of it. “My mastery is here,” the boy had said, but it went deeper than mastery. That, perhaps, was something Dulse could teach him: what went deeper than mastery. What he had learned here, on Gont, before he ever went to Roke.


  And the boy must have a staff. Why had Nemmerle let him leave Roke without one, empty-handed as a prentice or a witch? Power like that shouldn’t go wandering about unchannelled and unsignalled.


  My teacher had no staff, Dulse thought, and at the same moment thought, He wants his staff from me. Gontish oak, from the hands of a Gontish wizard. Well, if he earns it I’ll make him one. If he can keep his mouth closed. And I’ll leave him my lore-books. If he can clean out a henhouse, and understand the Glosses of Danemer, and keep his mouth closed.


  The new student cleaned out the henhouse and hoed the bean-patch, learned the meaning of the Glosses of Danemer and the Arcana of the Enlades, and kept his mouth closed. He listened. He heard what Dulse said; sometimes he heard what Dulse thought. He did what Dulse wanted and what Dulse did not know he wanted. His gift was far beyond Dulse’s guidance, yet he had been right to come to Re Albi, and they both knew it.


  Dulse thought sometimes in those years about sons and fathers. He had quarreled with his own father, a sorcerer-prospector, over his choice of a teacher; his father had shouted that a student of Ard’s was no son of his, had nursed his rage and died unforgiving. Dulse had seen young men weep for joy at the birth of a first son. He had seen poor men pay witches a year’s earnings for the promise of a healthy boy, and a rich man touch his gold-bedizened baby’s face and whisper, adoring, “My immortality!” He had seen men beat their sons, bully and humiliate them, spite and thwart them, hating the death they saw in them. He had seen the answering hatred in the son’s eyes, the threat, the pitiless contempt. And seeing it, Dulse knew why he had never sought reconciliation with his father. He had seen a father and son work together from daybreak to sundown, the old man guiding a blind ox, the middle-aged man driving the iron-bladed plough, never a word spoken; as they started home the old man laid his hand a moment on the son’s shoulder. In that touch, Dulse had seen what was lacking in his life. He remembered it when he looked across the hearth, winter evenings, at the dark face bent above a lorebook or a shirt that needed mending. The eyes cast down, the mouth closed, the spirit listening.


  “Once in his lifetime, if he’s lucky, a wizard finds somebody he can talk to.” Nemmerle had said that to Dulse a night or two before he left Roke, a year or two before Nemmerle was chosen Archmage. He had been the Master Patterner and the kindest of all Dulse’s teachers at the School. “I think, if you stayed, Enhemon, we could talk.”


  Dulse had been unable to answer at all for a while. Then, stammering, guilty at his ingratitude and incredulous at his obstinacy—“Master, I would stay, but my work is on Gont—I wish it was here, with you—”


  “It’s a rare gift, to know where you need to be, before you’ve been to all the places you don’t need to be. Well, send me a student now and then. Roke needs Gontish wizardry. I think we’re leaving things out, here, things worth knowing . . .”


  Dulse had sent students on to the School, three or four of them, nice lads with a gift for this or that; but the one Nemmerle waited for had come and gone of his own will, and what they had thought of him on Roke Dulse did not know. Silence did not say. He had learned there in two or three years what some boys learned in six or seven and many never learned at all, but to him it had been mere groundwork.


  “Why didn’t you come to me first?” Dulse had demanded. “And then Roke, to put a polish on it?”


  “I didn’t want to waste your time.”


  “Did Nemmerle know you were coming to work with me?”


  Silence shook his head.


  “If you’d deigned to tell him your intentions, he might have sent a message to me.”


  Silence looked stricken. “Was he your friend?”


  Dulse paused. “He was my master. Would have been my friend, perhaps, if I’d stayed on Roke. Have wizards friends? No more than they have wives, or sons, some would say . . . Once he said to me that in our trade it’s a lucky man who finds someone to talk to. Keep that in mind. If you’re lucky, one day you’ll have to open your mouth.”


  Silence bowed his rough, thoughtful head.


  “If it hasn’t rusted shut,” Dulse added.


  “If you ask me to, I’ll talk,” the young man said, so earnest, so willing to deny his whole nature at Dulse’s request that the wizard had to laugh.


  “I asked you not to,” he said, “and it’s not my need I spoke of. I talk enough for two. Never mind. You’ll know what to say when the time comes. That’s the art, eh? What to say, and when to say it. And the rest is silence.”


  The young man slept on a pallet under the little west window of Dulse’s house for three years. He learned wizardry, fed the chickens, milked the cow. He suggested, once, that Dulse keep goats. He had not said anything for a week or so, a cold, wet week of autumn. He said, “You might keep some goats.”


  Dulse had the big lorebook open on the table. He had been trying to reweave one of the Acastan Spells, much broken and made powerless by the Emanations of Fundaur centuries ago. He had just begun to get a sense of the missing word that might fill one of the gaps, he almost had it, and—“You might keep some goats,” Silence said.


  Dulse considered himself a wordy, impatient man with a short temper. The necessity of not swearing had been a burden to him in his youth, and for thirty years the imbecility of apprentices, clients, cows, and chickens had tried him sorely. Apprentices and clients were afraid of his tongue, though cows and chickens paid no attention to his outbursts. He had never been angry at Silence before. There was a very long pause.


  “What for?”


  Silence apparently did not notice the pause or the extreme softness of Dulse’s voice. “Milk, cheese, roast kid, company,” he said.


  “Have you ever kept goats?” Dulse asked, in the same soft, polite voice.


  Silence shook his head.


  He was in fact a town boy, born in Gont Port. He had said nothing about himself, but Dulse had asked around a bit. The father, a longshoreman, had died in the big earthquake, when Silence would have been seven or eight; the mother was a cook at a waterfront inn. At twelve the boy had got into some kind of trouble, probably messing about with magic, and his mother had managed to prentice him to Elassen, a respectable sorcerer in Valmouth. There the boy had picked up his true name, and some skill in carpentry and farmwork, if not much else; and Elassen had had the generosity, after three years, to pay his passage to Roke. That was all Dulse knew about him.


  “I dislike goat cheese,” Dulse said.


  Silence nodded, acceptant as always.


  From time to time in the years since then, Dulse remembered how he hadn’t lost his temper when Silence asked about keeping goats; and each time the memory gave him a quiet satisfaction, like that of finishing the last bite of a perfectly ripe pear.


  After spending the next several days trying to recapture the missing word, he had set Silence to studying the Acastan Spells. Together they had finally worked it out, a long toil. “Like ploughing with a blind ox,” Dulse said. Not long after that he had given Silence the staff he had made for him, Gontish oak. And the Lord of Gont Port had tried once again to get Dulse to come down to do what needed doing in Gont Port, and Dulse had sent Silence down instead, and there he had stayed.


  And Dulse was standing on his own doorstep, three eggs in his hand and the rain running cold down his back. How long had he been standing here? Why was he standing here? He had been thinking about mud, about the floor, about Silence. Had he been out walking on the path above the Overfell? No, that was years ago, years ago, in the sunlight. It was raining. He had fed the chickens, and come back to the house with three eggs, they were still warm in his hand, silky brown lukewarm eggs, and the sound of thunder was still in his mind, the vibration of thunder was in his bones, in his feet. Thunder?


  No. There had been a thunderclap, a while ago. This was not thunder. He had had this queer feeling and had not recognised it, back then, before the earthquake that had sunk a halfmile of the coast at Essary and swamped the wharfs at Gont Port.


  He stepped down from the doorstep onto the dirt so that he could feel the ground with the nerves of his soles, but the mud slimed and fouled any messages the dirt had for him. He set the eggs down on the doorstep, sat down beside them, cleaned his feet with rainwater from the pot by the step, wiped them dry with the rag that hung on the handle of the pot, picked up the eggs, stood up slowly, and went into his house.


  He gave a sharp look at his staff, which leaned in the corner behind the door. He put the eggs in the larder, ate an apple quickly because he was hungry, and took his staff. It was yew, bound at the foot with copper, worn to silk at the grip. Nemmerle had given it to him. “Stand!” he said to it in its language, and let go of it. It stood as if he had driven it into a socket. “To the root,” he said impatiently, in the language of the Making. “To the root!”


  He watched the staff that stood on the shining floor. In a little while he saw it quiver very slightly, a shiver, a tremble.


  “Ah, ah, ah,” said the old wizard.


  “What should I do?” he said aloud after a while.


  The staff swayed, was still, shivered again.


  “Enough of that, my dear,” Dulse said, laying his hand on it. “Come now. No wonder I kept thinking about Silence. I should send for him . . . send to him . . . No. What did Ard say? Find the center, find the center. That’s the question to ask. That’s what to do . . .” As he muttered on to himself, routing out his heavy cloak, setting water to boil on the small fire he had lighted earlier, he wondered if he had always talked to himself, if he had talked all the time when Silence lived with him. No, it had become a habit after Silence left, he thought, with the bit of his mind that went on thinking the ordinary thoughts of life, while the rest of it made preparations for terror and destruction.


  He hardboiled the three new eggs and one already in the larder and put them into a pouch along with four apples and a bladder of resinated wine, in case he had to stay out all night. He shrugged arthritically into his heavy cloak, took up his staff, told the fire to go out, and left.


  He no longer kept a cow. He stood looking into the poultry yard, considering. The fox had been visiting the orchard lately. But the birds would have to forage if he stayed away. They must take their chances, like everyone else. He opened their gate a little. Though the rain was no more than a misty drizzle now, they stayed hunched up under the henhouse eaves, disconsolate. The King had not crowed once this morning.


  “Have you anything to tell me?” Dulse asked them.


  Brown Bucca, his favorite, shook herself and said her name a few times. The others said nothing.


  “Well, take care. I saw the fox on the full-moon night,” Dulse said, and went on his way.


  As he walked he thought; he thought hard; he recalled. He recalled all he could of matters his teacher had spoken of once only and long ago. Strange matters, so strange he had never known if they were true wizardry or mere witchery, as they said on Roke; matters he certainly had never heard about on Roke, nor did he ever speak about them there, maybe fearing the Masters would despise him for taking such things seriously, maybe knowing they would not understand them, because they were Gontish matters, truths of Gont. Yet Ard’s lorebooks, that had come down from the Great Mage Ennas of Gont, said nothing of them. They were all word of mouth. They were home matters.


  “Go to the Dark Pond at the top of Semere’s cow pasture,” his teacher had told him. “You can read the Mountain there. You need to find the center. See where to go in.”


  “Go in?” the boy Dulse had whispered.


  “What could you do from outside?”


  Dulse was silent for a long time, and then said, “How?”


  “Thus.” And Ard’s long arms had stretched out and upward in the invocation of what Dulse would know later was a great spell of Transforming. Ard spoke the words of the spell awry, as teachers of wizardry must do lest the spell operate. Dulse knew the trick of hearing them aright and remembering them. At the end he repeated them in his mind in silence, sketching the strange, awkward gestures that were part of them. All at once his hand stopped.


  “But you can’t undo this!” he said aloud.


  Ard nodded. “It is irrevocable”.


  He knew no transformation that was irrevocable, no spell that could not be unsaid, except the Word of Unbinding, which is spoken only once.


  “But why—?”


  “At need,” Ard said.


  He knew better than to ask for explanation. The need to speak such a spell could not come often; the chance of his ever having to use it was very slight. He let the terrible spell sink down in his mind and be hidden and layered over with a thousand useful or beautiful or enlightening mageries and charms, all the lore and rules of Roke, all the wisdom of the books Ard had bequeathed him. Crude, monstrous, useless, it lay in the dark of his mind for sixty years, like the cornerstone of an earlier, forgotten house down in the cellar of a mansion full of lights and treasures and children.


  The rain had ceased, though mist still hid the peak and shreds of cloud drifted through the high forests. Dulse was not a tireless walker like Silence, who would have spent his life wandering in the forests of Gont Mountain if he could; but he had been born in Re Albi and knew the roads and ways around it as part of himself. He took the shortcut at Rissi’s well and came out before midday on Semere’s high pasture, a level step on the mountainside. A mile below it, all sunlit now, the farm buildings stood in the lee of a hill, across which a flock of sheep moved like a cloud-shadow. Gont Port and its bay were hidden under the steep, knotted hills that stood above the city.


  Dulse wandered about a bit before he found what he took to be the Dark Pond. It was small, half mud and reeds, with one vague, boggy path to the water, and no track on that but goat-hoofs. The water was dark, though it lay out under the bright sky and far above the peat soils. Dulse followed the goat-tracks, growling when his foot slipped in the mud and he wrenched his ankle to keep from falling. At the brink of the water he stood still. He stooped to rub his ankle. He listened.


  It was absolutely silent.


  No wind. No birdcall. No distant lowing or bleating or call of voice. As if all the island had gone still. Not a fly buzzed.


  He looked at the dark water. It reflected nothing.


  Reluctant, he stepped forward, barefoot and bare-legged; he had rolled up his cloak into his pack an hour ago when the sun came out. Reeds brushed his legs. The mud was soft and sucking under his feet, full of tangling reed-roots. He made no noise as he moved slowly out into the pool, and the circles of ripples from his movement were slight and small. It was shallow for a long way. Then his cautious foot felt no bottom, and he paused.


  The water shivered. He felt it first on his thighs, a lapping like the tickling touch of fur; then he saw it, the trembling of the surface all over the pond. Not the round ripples he made, which had already died away, but a ruffling, a roughening, a shudder, again, and again.


  “Where?” he whispered, and then said the word aloud in the language all things understand that have no other language.


  There was the silence. Then a fish leapt from the black, shaking water, a white-grey fish the length of his hand, and as it leapt it cried out in a small, clear voice, in that same language, “Iaved!”


  The old wizard stood there. He recollected all he knew of the names of Gont, and after a while he saw where Iaved was. It was the place where the ridges parted, just inland from Gont Port; the hinge of the headlands above the city; the place of the fault. An earthquake centered there could shake the city down, bring avalanche and tidal wave, close the cliffs of the bay together like hands clapping. Dulse shivered, shuddered all over like the water of the pool.


  He turned and made for the shore, hasty, careless where he set his feet and not caring if he broke the silence by splashing and breathing hard. He slogged back up the path through the reeds till he reached dry ground and coarse grass, and heard the buzz of midges and crickets. He sat down then on the ground, rather hard, for his legs were shaking.


  “It won’t do,” he said, talking to himself in Hardic, and then he said, “I can’t do it.” Then he said, “I can’t do it by myself.”


  He was so distraught that when he made up his mind to call Silence he could not think of the opening of the spell, which he had known for sixty years; then when he thought he had it, he began to speak a Summoning instead, and the spell had begun to work before he realised what he was doing and stopped and undid it word by word.


  He pulled up some grass and rubbed at the slimy mud on his feet and legs. It was not dry yet, and only smeared about on his skin. “I hate mud,” he whispered. Then he snapped his jaws and stopped trying to clean his legs. “Dirt, dirt,” he said, gently patting the ground he sat on. Then, very slow, very careful, he began to speak the spell of calling.


  In a busy street leading down to the busy wharfs of Gont Port, the wizard Ogion stopped short. The ship’s captain beside him walked on several steps and turned to see Ogion talking to the air.


  “But I will come, master!” he said. And then after a pause, “How soon?” And after a longer pause, he told the air something in a language the ship’s captain did not understand, and made a gesture that darkened the air about him for an instant.


  “Captain,” he said, “I’m sorry, I must wait to spell your sails. An earthquake is near. I must warn the city. Do you tell them down there, every ship that can sail make for the open sea. Clear out, past the Armed Cliffs! Good luck to you.” And he turned and ran back up the street, a tall, strong man with rough greying hair, running now like a stag.


  Gont Port lies at the inner end of a long narrow bay between steep shores. Its entrance from the sea is between two great headlands, the Gates of the Port, the Armed Cliffs, not a hundred feet apart. They are safe from sea-pirates in Gont Port. But their safety is their danger; the long bay follows a fault in the earth, and jaws that have opened may shut.


  When he had done what he could to warn the city, and seen all the gate-guards and port-guards doing what they could to keep the few roads out from becoming choked and murderous with panicky people, Ogion shut himself into a room in the signal tower of the Port, locked the door, for everybody wanted him at once, and sent a sending to the Dark Pond in Semere’s cow pasture up on the Mountain.


  His old master was sitting in the grass near the pond, eating an apple. Bits of eggshell flecked the ground near his legs, which were caked with drying mud. When he looked up and saw Ogion’s sending he smiled a wide, sweet smile. But he looked old. He had never looked so old. Ogion had not seen him for over a year, having been busy; he was always busy in Gont Port, doing the business of the lords and people, never a chance to walk in the forests on the mountainside or to come sit with Enhemon in the little house at Re Albi and listen and be still. Enhemon was an old man, near eighty now; and he was frightened. He smiled with joy to see Ogion, but he was frightened.


  “I think what we have to do,” he said without preamble, “is try to hold the fault from slipping much, you at the Gates and me at the inner end, in the Mountain. Working together, you know. We might be able to. I can feel it building up, can you?”


  Ogion shook his head. He let his sending sit down in the grass near Enhemon, though it did not bend the stems of the grass where it stepped or sat. “I’ve done nothing but set the city in a panic,” he said. “And send the ships out of the bay. What is it you feel? How do you feel it?”


  They were technical questions, mage to mage. Enhemon hesitated before answering.


  “I learned from Ard,” he said, and paused again. He had never told Ogion anything about his first teacher, a sorcerer of no fame, even in Gont, and perhaps of ill fame. There was some mystery or shame connected with Ard. Though he was talkative, for a wizard, Enhemon was silent as a stone about some things. Ogion, who respected silence, had never asked him about his teacher.


  “It’s not Roke magic,” the old man said. His voice was dry, a little forced. “Not to do with the Old Powers, either. Nothing of that sort. Nothing sticky.” That had always been his word for evil doings, spells for gain, curses, black magic: “sticky stuff.” After a while, searching for words, he went on: “Dirt. Rocks. It’s a dirty magic. Must be very old. Very old. As old as Gont.”


  “Will it control the rocks, the earth?”


  “I should think so.” Enhemon was burying the core of his apple and the larger bits of eggshell under loose dirt, patting it over them neatly. “Of course I know the words, but I’ll have to learn what to do as I go. That’s the trouble with the big spells, isn’t it? You learn what you’re doing while you do it. No chance to practice. Ah—there! You feel that?”


  Ogion shook his head.


  “Straining,” Enhemon said, his eyes inlooking, his hand still absently, gently patting the dirt, as one might pat a scared cow. “Quite soon now, I think. Can you hold the Gates open, my dear?”


  “Tell me what you’ll be doing—”


  But Enhemon was shaking his head: “No,” he said, “no time. Not your kind of thing.” He was more and more distracted by whatever it was he sensed in the earth or air, and through him Ogion felt that gathering, intolerable tension. But after a while he relaxed a little and even smiled. “Very old stuff,” he said. “I wish now I’d thought about it more. Passed it on to you. But it seemed a bit crude. Heavyhanded . . . She didn’t say where she’d learned it. Here, of course . . . There are different kinds of knowledge, after all.”


  “She?”


  “Ard. My teacher.” Enhemon looked up, his face unreadable, its expression possibly sly. “You didn’t know that? No, I suppose I never mentioned it. But it doesn’t make much difference, after all. Since we none of us have any sex, us wizards, do we? What matters is whose house we live in. It seems we may have left out a good deal worth knowing. This kind of thing—There! There again—”


  His sudden tension and immobility, the strained face and inward look, were like those of a woman in labor when her womb contracts. That was Ogion’s thought, even as he said, “What did you mean, ‘in the Mountain’?”


  The spasm passed; Enhemon answered, “Inside the Mountain. There at Iaved.” He pointed to the knotted hills below them. “Go in, try to keep things from sliding around, eh? I’ll find out when I’m doing it, no doubt. I think you should be getting back to yourself. Things are tightening up.” He stopped again, looking as if he were in intense pain, hunched and clenched. He struggled to stand up. Unthinking, Ogion held out his hand to help him.


  “No use,” said the old wizard, grinning, “you’re only wind and sunlight. Now I’m going to be dirt and stone. You’d best go on. Farewell, Aihal. Keep the—keep the mouth open, for once, eh?”


  Ogion, obedient, bringing himself back to himself in the stuffy, tapestried room in Gont Port, did not understand the old man’s joke until he turned to the window and saw the Armed Cliffs down at the end of the long bay, the jaws ready to snap shut. “I will,” he said, and set to it.


  “What I have to do, you see,” the old wizard said, still talking to Silence because it was a comfort to talk to him even if he was no longer there, “is get into the mountain, right inside; but not the way a sorcerer-prospector does; not just slipping about between things and looking and tasting. Deeper. All the way in. Not the veins, but the bones. So,” and standing there alone in the high pasture, in the noon light, Enhemon opened his arms wide in the gesture of invocation that opens all the greater spells; and he spoke.


  Nothing happened as he said the words Ard had taught him, his old witch-teacher with her bitter mouth and her long, lean arms, the words spoken awry then, spoken truly now. Nothing happened, and he had time to regret the sunlight and the seawind, and to doubt the spell, and to doubt himself, before the earth rose up around him, dry, warm, and dark.


  In there he knew he should hurry, that the bones of the earth ached to move, and that he must become them to guide them, but he could not hurry. There was on him the bewilderment of any transformation. He had in his day been fox, and bull, and dragonfly, and knew what it was to change being. But this was different, this slow enlargement. I am vastening, he thought. He reached out towards Iaved, towards the ache, the suffering. As he came closer to it he felt a great strength flow into him from the west, as if Silence had taken him by the hand after all. Through that link he could send his own strength, the Mountain’s strength, to help. I didn’t tell him I wasn’t coming back, he thought, his last words in Hardic, his last grief, for he was in the bones of the mountain now. He knew the arteries of fire, and the beat of the great heart. He knew what to do. It was in no tongue of man that he said, “Be quiet, be easy. There now, there. Hold fast. So, there. We can be easy.” And he was easy, he was still, he held fast, rock in rock and earth in earth in the fiery dark of the mountain.


  It was their mage Ogion whom the people saw stand alone on the roof of the signal tower on the wharf, when the streets ran up and down in waves, the cobbles bursting out of them, and walls of clay brick puffed into dust, and the Armed Cliffs leaned together, groaning. It was Ogion they saw, his hands held out before him, straining, parting: and the cliffs parted with them, and stood straight, unmoved. The city shuddered and stood still. It was Ogion who stopped the earthquake. They saw it, they said it.


  My teacher was with me, and his teacher with him,” Ogion said when they praised him. “I could hold the Gate open because he held the Mountain still.” They praised his modesty and did not listen to him. Listening is a rare gift, and men will have their heroes.


  When the city was in order again, and the ships had all come back, and the walls were being rebuilt, Ogion escaped from praise and went up into the hills above Gont Port. He found the queer little valley called Trimmer’s Dell, the true name of which in the language of the Making was Iaved, as Ogion’s true name was Aihal. He walked about there all one day, as if seeking something. In the evening he lay down on the ground and talked to it. “You should have told me, I could have said goodbye,” he said. He wept once, and his tears fell on the dry dirt among the grass-stems and made little spots of mud, little sticky spots. He slept there, on the ground. At sunrise he got up and walked by the high road over to Re Albi. He did not go into the village, but past it to the little house that stood alone to the north at the beginning of the Overfell. The door of the house stood open.


  The last beans had got big and coarse on the vines; the cabbages were thriving. Three hens came clucking and pecking around the dusty dooryard, a red, a brown, a white; a grey hen was setting her clutch in the henhouse. There were no chicks, and no sign of the cock, the King, Enhemon had called him. The king is dead, Ogion thought. Maybe a chick is hatching even now to take his place. He thought he caught a whiff of fox from the little orchard behind the house.


  He swept out the dust and leaves that had blown in the open door across the polished wood floor, and set Enhemon’s mattress and blanket in the sun to air. “I’ll stay here a while,” he thought. “It’s a good place.” After a while he thought, “I might keep some goats.”


  SPACESHIPS


  Michael A. Burstein


  There are certain fundamental choices that must be made by any sufficiently advanced beings. Or must they?


  Morning, afternoon, and evening no longer existed, at least as far as Kel was concerned, despite just waking up from a long meditation. He awoke as always: floating in the darkness of space, among spaceships, a huge junkyard of them in orbit around one of the yellow-white stars of a binary system.


  Beyond lay nothing but empty space, and the distant stars of the galaxy, pinpoints of light sprinkled all around like—like-Kel’s Memory took a moment to locate the desired metaphor. Ah, yes. Like dots of confectioner’s sugar. Such an ancient image. Humanity’s ability to leach the necessary energy for life out of the quantum foam of the vacuum had rendered such things as sugar irrelevant, but perhaps Kel would recreate some, just for the experience. After all, Kel had retreated to this isolated system countless millennia ago, solely for the purpose of glorying in the ancient.


  Another consciousness impinged upon his own, startling Kel into intense curiosity. He accessed his Memory again in order to calculate how long it had been, and with a shock discovered that no one had ever visited him in the long time he had been here. His last real interaction with others, as opposed to interactions drawn and replayed from his Memory, had been before he had chosen to isolate himself from the rest of Humanity.


  The thought, Fancy that, came unbidden to Kel’s mind. Surprise came next, surprise at the idea that another member of his race would actually be approaching. By longstanding agreement, the individual members of Humanity, as well as the group members, had agreed to give each other all the room desired, in both the Universe and in personal space. Nothing he could derive from his Memory led Kel to believe that this could be otherwise.


  Unless, of course, things had changed, and his Memory was unable to project such a change, leaving it to Kel.


  Could the other consciousness be coming to—dare Kel hope—engage him in confrontation?


  The consciousness was approaching the edge of what Kel considered to be his space, a volume consisting of a sphere about a light-year in radius. He could not allow it to get any closer without challenge, or he would be admitting that he did not consider his space—and what it contained—to be his own.


  Do you have a name? Kel projected, and the visitor stopped dead in space.


  Yes, replied the other. Ria. I have come to discuss—


  Not now, Kel interrupted. I would rather do this in person.


  Echoes of confusion reverberated from the visitor. In person?


  Yes.


  Now Kel felt shock from the visitor, who replied, I don’t understand.


  Kel felt exasperated; if he had been in a material body, he would have sighed.


  You have come this far to converse with me. Therefore, whatever you may wish to discuss is of more importance to you than it is to me. If you wish to come further, it will be on my terms.


  But—


  If you will not agree to my terms, then I must conclude that you wish to come no further; and our conversation is at an end.


  For a long, unmeasured time, there was silence from the visitor, and had the consciousness not been so obviously hovering at the edge of Kel’s space, he would have assumed that it had gone away rather than into meditation. Finally, the visitor projected assent to Kel’s terms, but with a question.


  I have not done this in eons. What sort of material body would you prefer I adopt?


  This would be a good test. Please yourself.


  In that case, replied the visitor, I shall appear as I once was.


  Kel’s estimation of the approaching visitor went up a slight amount. Someone who remembered their original material form . . . this was someone Kel could understand.


  I shall do the same, he replied.


  The process of manipulating energy into matter, in order to recreate his own original shell for his consciousness, was a simple one. First, Kel accessed his Memory for his schematics, filed as genotype and phenotype. Then he pulled matter out of the vacuum energy and formed the vessel. He felt a pang as he studied the body, but he could not identify why.


  One final thing was needed before the process would be complete. Kel created a bubble of oxygen and nitrogen gas, so as to keep the breathing reflex from causing the material vessel to die before he was finished using it. Having done so, he dove inside.


  He blinked his eyes, cracked his jaw, and waved his arms around. He licked his teeth, which tasted metallic, and strained his ears, hearing nothing. Suddenly his body began shivering. The surrounding gases felt—what was it?—cold, that was the sensation—so he sped up their molecular vibrations until the body stopped shivering and floated in comfort.


  How odd, to perceive the Universe in such a limited way! So few wavelengths of light, so few frequencies of sound . . . a momentary panic gripped him, a fear that he would be unable to leave the vessel behind, and would be trapped within it forever. He felt as if he was falling, faster and faster, his heart beating more, his respiration rate increasing—and then he remembered his meditations, and the panic subsided, as suddenly as it had come.


  He closed his eyes and waited.


  After a time, the visitor’s presence impinged upon Kel’s consciousness. He opened his eyes and scanned the volume of space around him.


  Finally he spotted a figure, no larger than a point of light, flying towards him slowly but dexterously. As the visitor got closer, Kel discovered that the visitor’s body differed from his in a few major aspects. By an interesting coincidence, they represented the two polar opposites that Humanity’s individuals once tended towards.


  Kel was male; the visitor was female.


  He felt an irrational desire to abandon his body, or cover it up, and he accessed his Memory to understand why. When he came across the notion that nudity had been considered a private thing in many cultures, he understood. His own culture must have been one of those. Fortunately, with understanding came dismissal of his concerns. He dispensed with his desire to cover himself, and instead enjoyed the sight of another person flying in a straight path towards him.


  She came in on a course that took her below his feet, and circled once around, studying Kel. Kel returned her gaze. Her vessel, if it truly was her original body, was an aesthetically pleasing one to Kel.


  She wore her lightly colored hair long and flowing, and a bluish tint was evident in her eyes.


  Twice more she circled around, and then finally, she swooped in from below, settling herself so that their faces were level. They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, and then Kel spoke.


  “Your name?” he asked. It felt unreal, the squeezing of air from his lungs through his throat in order to create sounds.


  “As I told you before, I am called Ria.”


  “I was merely repeating the traditional greeting ritual. As for me, I am Kel.”


  “Yes, I know,” she said, smiling.


  Ria fell silent for a long time, which Kel found surprisingly unbearable. For someone to come all this way and not talk felt disturbing. Finally, he asked, “Why are you here?”


  Ria held her head still, but her eyes looked all around. “Why do you suppose I am here?”


  “I do not wish to play games.”


  She looked back at Kel. “What else do you have to do with your eternity?”


  “Answer the question,” Kel said, and then his Memory suggested he add a word he had forgotten to his request. “Please.”


  Ria nodded, with a solemn look on her face. “I did not believe it to be so. But it is.”


  “What is?”


  “All this.” Ria swept her arm around in a complete circle, then another and another, until her fingers had traced out a whole sphere. “You really have spaceships here.”


  “Yes.” Kel pondered a moment, looking around in all directions. His collection was indeed magnificent.


  Countless silver and gold spaceships reflected light from the two stars, shining in all their glory. It had been a long time since he thought about how this collection would look to another.


  “Is that what brings you here?” he asked Ria.


  She nodded. “That is what brings me here. An interest in your spaceships.”


  Kel studied her more closely, with his mind instead of his eyes. She seemed to have only one voice among her thoughts, but just in case—” Are you an individual, or a group?”


  “I am but one,” she said, looking off into the distance above his shoulder.


  Kel turned around to follow her gaze; she was staring at one of the larger vessels, a giant spoked wheel, the first of the second wave of generation ships. He looked back at her face, and although he had not read one in a long time, he thought he could understand what it was saying.


  She adored his collection.


  Kel came to a decision, and for the first time, made an offer to a fellow Human being which he had never thought he would. “Would you like to see them?”


  Ria smiled. “That is why I have come.”


  Kel had not really studied his collection in some time, and he could no longer enjoy it with fresh eyes, so he felt strongly tempted to invade Ria’s consciousness and experience from her perspective directly. But she had not extended such an invitation, and etiquette would not allow him to initiate the request. Instead, he satisfied himself with experiencing it vicariously, by watching her reactions and attempting to mimic the feelings within.


  They started with the shuttles.


  “These are short-range craft,” Kel said, “designed only to stay within one planetary system. Notice how most of them are rounded on top, but flat on the bottom, so they can function easily in both vacuum and atmosphere.”


  Maintaining a physical existence had its limits, as Kel and Ria had to fly in all different directions to examine shuttle after shuttle. But it had its advantages as well; Kel noticed that being in a body allowed him a greater appreciation of the difference in scale between a ship and a Human.


  “What are those?” Ria asked, pointing in a direction opposite the two stars of the binary system.


  “Ah,” Kel said, and they flew towards the ships indicated. “Those are the ships designed for travel within a solar system. Over here I have placed the smaller exploratory vessels, and over there are the colonization ships.”


  Ria glanced briefly at the smaller vessels, then flew over to the colonization ships. Most were of the same design—huge cubes with access hatches ranging from a meter wide to the size of the shuttles scattered around its surface.


  “Could these land?” Ria asked.


  “No, of course not,” Kel replied. “These ships were designed to transport an entire colony from one planet to another. They would be constructed in orbit around one planet, loaded from the ground, and then unloaded once in orbit around the second planet. Then they’d be piloted back for more colonists and supplies.”


  “It seems too time-consuming, so wasteful.”


  Kel smiled. “If you can, remember what life was like back then.”


  “What do those markings mean?” she asked, pointing.


  “They are the ship’s names. Access your Memory and you can read them.”


  She nodded, and after a moment she began reading aloud, moving her head from side to side to make out the markings. “Pioneer—Voyager—Apollo—Challenger—Discovery—”


  Kel interrupted her recital. “The names have a fascinating history in their own right. Many were used over and over again.”


  “But that would defeat the uniqueness of the ships,” Ria protested.


  Kel had nothing to say to that. Instead, he flew away from Ria in a direction he arbitrarily considered upwards, as it was away from the geometric center of his collection. He sped past the long-range ships, the ones outfitted with hyperdrives, and jump drives, and wormhole generators, and space warpers, and all the myriad engines Humanity had devised merely to get their meat to the stars.


  He looked back once, verifying that Ria was following him. He felt no wind as he flew; his bubble of gases flew with him.


  He came to a stop near a huge metal engine, glistening with an oil sheen and covered with indentations and pockmarks.


  “That one,” he said, “makes me dizzy when I think of it.”


  Ria studied it. “It’s too small to be a ship.”


  Kel nodded. “It’s not. It’s a bubble engine. It was used to carry whole cities into space.”


  Ria’s eyes widened. “Is it—”


  “Yes. The precursor to our manipulation abilities. The engine that rendered all this, and itself, obsolete.”


  He paused. “We can turn it on, if you like. It is still functional.”


  “I see no need to do that,” she said, once more looking all around. “After all, there is nothing it can do that we cannot.”


  Kel felt disappointed that Ria did not want to see the bubble engine in action, but the disappointment faded when she said, “May I ask you about certain other ships?”


  “Certainly,” he replied.


  “Tell me about that one,” she said, teleporting the two of them next to a round, saucer-shaped craft, with circular portholes evenly spaced around the rim. Undergoing physical teleportation disoriented Kel for a moment, but he quickly recovered and examined the ship. Then he laughed. “That one was a joke.”


  “A—joke?” It appeared to take Ria a moment to grasp the concept. “A spaceship was a joke?”


  “Yes. It is meant to mimic the ships that aliens supposedly visited Earth in, before the days of spaceflight.


  The term was flying saucer.”


  Ria nodded, then asked, “What is that one?” She pointed at a craft at the edge of their sight. Kel craned his neck to examine it: a long cylinder, which tapered at one end, and at the other end had four fins evenly spaced around the edge.


  He laughed. “That’s a classic design, but it never flew. It’s not really astrodynamic.”


  “Then why do you have it?”


  “I keep it here as a reminder.” He paused, not sure if he wanted to ask the next question. “Now, tell me why these were of interest.”


  “I see them prominently in your mind. They have some significance to you.”


  They are my favorites, Kel thought to himself. The violation of his personal thoughts upset him. He wondered why Ria had bothered.


  “Tell me,” Kel asked, “what is the Universe like in this time?” Perhaps Humanity now considered her behavior acceptable.


  Ria’s face displayed puzzlement. “The Universe is isotropic and homogeneous,” she said. “It is like it has always been.”


  Kel sighed, an affectation of being in a body. “I meant Humanity. What is Humanity like in this time?”


  “You do not know?”


  “I turned my back on the race a very long time ago. You are the first one I have communicated with since that time.”


  “Oh.” She paused. “Humanity is as it has always been, I presume, ever since we became what we are.”


  “There is still respect?”


  Again she paused. “Yes.”


  Then why did you violate my individuality? Kel thought, but chose not to ask that particular question out loud. Instead, he asked, “Respect for all things?”


  Ria looked away momentarily, then faced him again, smiling. “The spaceships are beautiful. I would like to—what is the concept?—acquire them from you?”


  Kel was taken aback by the non sequitur, both for the change in subject and for its forwardness.


  “Acquire?” he asked. “What do you mean by that?” He knew the word, but did not understand what she wanted.


  Ria closed her eyes, presumably accessing her Memory. “Purchase. Buy.” These words were unfamiliar, and they echoed in Kel’s mind. He accessed his Memory for meaning. It reminded him of concepts such as money and capitalism, and a time when Humanity engaged in things called trade and commerce.


  “Buy?” he finally asked. “You make no sense. Why? What is there to trade?”


  She seemed to ignore his question. “These are unique. Truly so.”


  “You can construct your own.”


  She shook her head. “It would not be the same. Would you accept my constructs, even if I engineered them to be exact down to their strings?”


  Kel nodded. “I understand your point.


  But I do not understand your desire.”


  “Is it not the same as yours? To—to own these ships?”


  “That was never my desire. If you wish to own them, you may share them with me.” He pondered for a moment. “Besides, what can one person possibly offer another? What could you offer me that I could not create myself?”


  “I can offer you fame,” she replied. Kel swallowed hard; this was the last thing he was expecting to hear.


  “Fame?” A long time ago, Kel had craved it, but he had finally learned to reject it. After all, with literally trillions of consciousnesses in the universe, no one could ever come to fame.


  “You are the Kel of whom I have heard, are you not?”


  “You have heard of me before? And yet you offer fame? I am surprised that anyone would have mentioned me. What have you heard?”


  Ria stared into his eyes. “You are not mentioned frequently, but there is a reference in one of the group Memories. A legend. It says that you disappeared long ago, to tend to spaceships.”


  “You should not trust everything you access from a group Memory.”


  “I knew you would say that. The legend also says you rejected all Bondings offered to you.”


  Kel did not need to access his Memory to recall that. “Perhaps some things can be trusted. But you are still not answering my question. Why do you want my spaceships?”


  “Because I value them as you do.”


  Kel shook his head. “You cannot lie to me, even in this form.”


  She sighed. “I wish to destroy them.”


  “What?”


  “Kel, these are the last remnants of what we once were. They are old, outmoded, useless. Their matter would be better served if transformed into energy. It is time to put them to an end.”


  He stared at her for what seemed like an hour. “You are a fool,” he finally said.


  She shook her head and waved her arms all around. “The Universe has moved beyond you, Kel.


  Humanity has moved beyond you. Spaceships are unnecessary, irrelevant. Why do you persist in this irrationality?”


  “You are not who I thought you were.”


  “No, I’m not,” she agreed. “But you are everything I expected.”


  “You may not have my collection. Now go,” he said, pointing off into space.


  “Please let me explain.”


  The word “please” reached him. “I will hear your explanation.”


  She bit her lip and nodded. “I lied before, when I said I was an individual.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Once, I was part of a group. I am no longer.”


  Kel shuddered in horror; strange, he thought, how the body remembers its reactions. Kel had rejected the sacrifice of his individuality to a group, and here before him floated someone who had apparently embraced it eagerly. “The loneliness must be unbearable,” he said in attempted sympathy. “I can only imagine.”


  She glared at him. “No, you cannot. Don’t even try.”


  He nodded, and she continued. “I have been offered a chance to Bond again, if only I eliminated the last vestiges of what we once were.”


  Suddenly Kel understood. “The spaceships.”


  She nodded. “The spaceships. No group would Bond with me unless I could demonstrate that I would not demand my individuality back a second time. But if I am willing to do this—”


  “And are you?”


  She looked away. “I am. It is the only way I can become Human again.” To Kel, the idea that Ria would only consider herself Human if part of a group was monstrous. “It is not the only way.”


  “What?”


  “I offer you another choice, another way to be Human.” The only way to be Human.


  “Which is?”


  “Stay with me. Learn the value of being only two, and not many.”


  She stared at him with a puzzled look on her face. “Are you offering me a Bonding?”


  As before, when contemplating Bondings, a chill of horror permeated Kel’s body. It echoed with the memory of the many times he had rejected Bondings.


  “I cannot offer a Bonding, Ria. But I can offer a bonding, in the old way.” For a moment, it looked as if Ria was shocked, and she seemed on the verge of flying away. But then she smiled, and closed the short distance between their bodies.


  “Show me,” she said.


  Kel began slowly, taking Ria’s surprisingly warm body in his arms. She tilted her head, and Kel placed his lips upon her mouth, which tasted sweet.


  As they held each other, Kel accessed his Memory, to be sure he knew what came next. The irony of needing to do so in order to complete the bonding irked him, but he had little choice. He had not needed to know this in so long that there had never been a reason to keep the physical movements at the forefront of his consciousness.


  He felt regret at the same time their bodies came together in the rhythm that he had not remembered, or needed to, for far too long. Kel could feel pleasure anytime he wanted, of course; but to surrender oneself temporarily to another in the most ancient dance of all had a joy all its own. Kel and Ria moved together, over and over. Finally, he felt an explosion of pleasure—and again—and again And then he realized that the two of them were not the only things exploding.


  He pushed her away and gazed around at his ships, which were silently blowing apart in the vacuum of space.


  The ones further away looked like tiny supernovas, blazing away before finally dissipating. The closer ones glowed briefly and brightly as their matter instantaneously became energy.


  Kel realized suddenly that Ria had been tricking him, and he raised his hand and slapped her across the face. “How dare you!”


  Ria massaged her jaw, and stared back at him blankly “I dare because I must.”


  He spat at her. “You had no interest in bonding. You merely wanted to distract me. So you could complete your task.”


  “It was the only way, Kel. Now I will be acceptable for the Bonding.”


  He clenched his fists, frustrated at the uselessness of the anger which choked him. “Do you know what you have done to me?” He hoped to see tears in her eyes, a head bowed in shame—any sign of remorse.


  He wanted her to apologize, to feel humiliated, and to see the error of her ways.


  Ria merely floated there, a faraway look in her eyes. “What does it matter?” she asked. “If you wish, you can recreate the exact same forms, down to their strings.”


  “You know that they would not be the same.”


  “Yes, they would. They would merely not be the same to you.”


  Kel pointed at her. “Then why did you not create your own copies, and destroy those instead of mine?”


  When she didn’t answer, he continued, “It matters to the Bonding members, doesn’t it? It had to be the real, original ships, or it would not count. Even as all of you reject the old ways, you acknowledge their power.”


  She shook her head. “The old ways do not work anymore, Kel. I have moved beyond them. All of Humanity has, except for you.” She gestured at their two bodies. “These bodies are inefficient. You are clinging to an irrelevant past.”


  “We must value the past—”


  She interrupted him with a thought. Why?


  He had never questioned it before; and so for a moment he had no answer to give her. When one came to him, he deliberately spoke aloud, and not through thoughts. “We just must. If we forget the past, if we abandon our roots, we forget who we are.”


  She stared sadly into his eyes. Kel, you lost that battle eons ago. Humanity lives in the now. As—as must I.


  Her body spasmed, and suddenly Kel knew that she no longer inhabited it. He looked into the empty vessel’s eyes, which stared back without recognition. He looked more deeply, and thought he saw the glistening of unfinished tears in her eyes.


  More likely, he was just fooling himself.


  “Farewell, Ria.” He captured the image of her body into his Memory, and with a thought transformed her vessel of matter back into energy.


  With only slight hesitation, Kel destroyed his own body as well. He did not want to feel the tears that might otherwise form in his own eyes. After destroying his body, he returned to the center of his graveyard, the better to study the full extent of the damage to his spaceships.


  His next step was obvious. Painstakingly, Kel accessed his Memory, and with his thoughts, began reconstructing his collection of spaceships. He noticed that, rather than destroying all his ships completely, Ria had left a few pieces of matter scattered about from each one. Perhaps, Kel mused, he had reached her on some level after all.


  THE GHOST PIT


  Stephen Baxter


  As soon as the Spline dropped out of hyperspace, our flitter burst from its belly. After our long enclosure in the crimson interior of the huge living ship, it was like being reborn.


  Even though I had to share this adventure with L’Eesh, my spirits surged.


  “Pretty system,” L’Eesh said. He was piloting the flitter with nonchalant ease. He was about sixty years old, some three times my age, a lot more experienced—and he didn’t miss a chance to let me know.


  Well, pretty it was. The Jovian and its satellites were held in a stable gravitational embrace at the comers of a neat equilateral triangle, the twin moons close enough to the parent to be tidally locked.


  And beyond it all I glimpsed a faint blue mesh thrown across the stars: an astonishing sight, a net large enough to enclose this giant planet, with struts half a million kilometers long.


  I grinned. That was proof that this Jovian system was indeed a Ghost pit—a new pit, an unopened pit. Which was why its discovery had sent such a stir through the small, scattered community of Ghost hunters. And why, to be first, L’Eesh and I were prepared to fire ourselves in without even looking where we were going.


  Already we were sweeping down toward one of the moons. Beneath a dusty atmosphere, the surface was brick red, a maze of charred pits.


  “Very damaged landscape,” I said. “Impact craters? Looks as if it’s been bombed flat . . .”


  “You know,” said L’Eesh laconically, “there’s a bridge between those moons.”


  At first his words made no sense. Then I peered up.


  He was right: a fine arch leapt from the surface of one moon and crossed space to the other.


  “Lethe!” I swore. I couldn’t understand how I hadn’t seen it immediately. But then, you don’t look for such a thing.


  L’Eesh grunted. “I hope you have a strong stomach, Raida. Hily never did. Like mother like daughter—”


  He had me off balance. “What about my mother?”


  “Bogeys!”


  And suddenly they were on us, a dozen angular craft that looped around the flitter, coming from over our heads like falling fists.


  L’Eesh yanked at the stick. We flipped backward and sped away. But the bogeys were faster.


  I cowered, an ancient, useless reflex; I wasn’t used to being in a dogfight that humans aren’t dominating.


  “Remarkable accelerations,” murmured L’Eesh. “An automated defense?” The bogeys surrounded us in a tidy cloud, and hosed us with a crimson haze.


  “There is nothing we can do.” L’Eesh sat stoically at his controls; blood-red light glinted from the planes of his shaven scalp.


  Abruptly the bogeys tipped sideways and squirted away. As the mist cleared, I let out my breath.


  At first, it seemed the unexpected assault had done us no harm. We were still descending to the moon, which was flattening out from a closed-in crimson ball to a landscape beneath us.


  Now my softscreen filled with the mournful face of Pohp, the agent who had brought us both here, calling from the Spline. But her image was broken up, her words indistinct: . . . classification of . . . Ghost . . . vacuum energy adjustment, which . . .


  A warning chimed.


  “Raida, help me.” L’Eesh was battling his controls. “We’ve lost telemetry from the portside drive.”


  It was worse than that. Through the crystal hull, I saw a drive pod tumbling away, surrounded by a cloud of frozen fluids and bits of hull material.


  I tried my controls. With half our drive gone, they felt soggy.


  I wasn’t afraid, at that point. I looked up to that impossible bridge, a line drawn across the sky, aloof from our petty struggles. There are times when you just can’t believe what you are seeing. A survival mechanism, I guess.


  More alarms.


  “Another drive pod has cut out.” L’Eesh sat back, pressing his fists against his softscreen in genteel frustration.


  We tipped down, suddenly buffeted by thickening air. A pink-white plasma glow gathered, hiding the stars and the land below.


  There was a howling noise. My pressure suit stiffened suddenly. Peering down, I saw a hole in the hull, a ragged gash reaching right through the hull’s layers; I stared, fascinated, as fluffy clouds shot past my feet.


  L’Eesh turned in his couch. “Listen to me, child. We may yet survive this. The flitter is designed to keep us alive, come what may. It should be able to withstand a gliding descent from orbit on a world this size.”


  “But we’re breaking up.”


  His grin was feral. “Let’s hope the hull ablates slowly.”


  The blasted landscape flattened out further. The sky above had turned pink-brown. Rocks and craters shot beneath the prow.


  There was a last instant of calm, of comparative control. I clung to my couch.


  The flitter bellied down.


  Orange dust flew. The nose crumpled. The inertial suspension failed, and I was flung forward. Foam erupted around me.


  I was trapped, blinded, feeling nothing.


  Then the foam popped and burst, quickly evaporating, and I was dropped into rust-red dirt.


  . . . Down, just like that, deposited in silence and stillness and orange-brown light, amid settling debris.


  I brushed at the dirt with my gloved hand. There were bits of white embedded in the dust: shards and splinters that crackled, the sound carrying through my suit hood. Bones?


  L’Eesh was lying on his back, peering up at the muddy sky. He barked laughter. “What a ride. Lethe, what a ride!” He lifted his hands over his head, and bits of bone tumbled in the air around him, languidly falling in the low gravity.


  When I was a kid, rogue Ghost cruisers still sailed through the less populated sectors of the Expansion. As parties of hunters scoured those great tangles of silvery rope, my mother would send me into the nurseries armed with knives and harpoons. Watch your back, she would call as I killed. Use your head. There is always an option. I was five years old, six.


  That was how I started.


  L’Eesh was the most formidable hunter of his generation. And he was here for my prey.


  Once this system, in the crowded Sagittarius Arm, was at the heart of the range of the Silver Ghosts. But the Third Expansion rolled right through here, a great wave of human colonization heading for the center of the Galaxy. Until a few decades back, some nests survived within the Expansion itself; that fast-moving front left great unexplored voids behind it. My mother, a hunter herself, took part in such actions. She never came back from her last operation, the cleansing of a world called Snowball.


  But those nests have long been cleaned out. The last wild Ghosts have retreated to their pits—like the one L’Eesh and I had gotten ourselves stuck in.


  I had thought I would be first here. I had been dismayed to find L’Eesh had grabbed a place on the same Spline transport as me. Though I had warily gone along with his proposal that we should pool our resources and split the proceeds, I wasn’t about to submit to him.


  Not even in the mess we found ourselves in now.


  We dug ourselves out of the dirt.


  Our med systems weren’t functioning, so we put each other through brisk checks—limbs, vision, coordination. Then we tested out the equipment. Our pressure suits were lightweight skinsuits, running off backpacks of gen-en-ged algae. The comms system worked on pale blue bioluminescent glyphs that crawled over each suit’s surface.


  I poked around in the dirt. Remnants of struts and hull plates crumbled. The little ship had broken up, sacrificing the last of its integrity to save us as it was designed to, and then it had broken up some more. There was nothing to salvage. We had the suits we wore, and nothing else.


  L’Eesh was watching me. His augmented eyes were like steel balls in his head; when he blinked you could hear the whir of servomotors. “It doesn’t surprise you that your suit works, does it? Even here—it doesn’t occur to you to ask the question.”


  I glared back, not wishing to give him any satisfaction.


  He dug a weapon out of the scattered wreckage of the flitter; it looked like a starbreaker hand-gun. “This is a Ghost pit.” He crushed the gun like a dead leaf. “Stuff like this happens. Pits are pockets of spacetime where nothing works right, where you can’t rely on even the fundamental laws of physics and chemistry. But the Ghosts always arrange it so that living things are conserved—including us, and the little critters that live in our backpacks. You see? We know very little of how all this works. We don’t even know how they could tell what is alive. And all of this is engineered—remember that.”


  I knew all this, of course. “You’re full of shit, L’Eesh.”


  He grinned. His teeth had been replaced by a porcelain sheet. “Of course I am. Shit from battlefields a thousand years old.” He had an air of wealth, control, culture, arrogance; he was effortlessly superior to me. “Pohp may be able to see us. But she can’t speak to us, can’t reach us.” He took a deep breath, as if he could smell the air. “What now, Raida?”


  There was one obvious place to go. “The bridge.”


  “It must be a hundred kilometers away,” he said. “Our transportation options are limited—”


  “Then we walk.”


  He shrugged, dropped the remains of the gun. There was nothing to carry, nothing to be done with the remains of the flitter. Without preamble, he set off.


  I followed. I’d sooner be watching L’Eesh’s back than the other way around.


  Soon our lower suits were stained bright orange, as if we were transmuting into creatures of bone and dirt ourselves.


  This trapped moon was too small for tectonic cycling. The land was old, eroded to dust, mountains and crater rims worn flat. Iron oxides made the ground and the air glow crimson. On the horizon, dust devils spun silently.


  We saw no animals. I spotted tiny burrows and mounds in the dirt, perhaps made by insects. A kind of lichen clung to the larger rocks. Nothing moved, save us and the dust. Not even the sun: the “days” here lasted as long as an orbit of the moon around the Jovian, which was about ten standard days.


  And over it all loomed the bridge. It rose lumpily from beyond the horizon. It looked crude—almost unfinished—but it became a thread that arrowed through the clouds, making the sky stretch into a third dimension.


  And what a complex sky it was. The sister moon scowled down, scarred and bitter, and the Jovian primary loomed massively on the horizon, the comers of a great celestial triangle forever frozen in place.


  The Spline ship rolled over the horizon, tracking its low orbit. It was like a moon itself, a mottled, meaty moon made grey by the dusty air. Even from here I could see the big green tetrahedron on its hull, the sigil of free humanity. The leathery hull-epidermis of the Spline was pocked with sensor arrays; we had spent a lot of money to ensure our capture of any wild Ghosts was recorded and certified, to preserve the value of the hides.


  Everywhere you looked—every time you dug a trench with your toe—you found more bits of bone. Perhaps there had been a vast flood, I thought, that had washed up this vast assemblage of remains. Or perhaps there had been a drought, and this was a place where animals had gathered around the drying water holes, fighting to suck at the mud, while the predators watched.


  Or maybe it was a battlefield.


  As we walked, L’Eesh studied me, his inhuman eyes glistening. “It looks as if we are going to spend some time together.”


  I didn’t reply.


  “So. Tell me about yourself.”


  “I’m not interested in playing head games with you, L’Eesh.”


  “So defensive, little Raida! I did know your mother.”


  “That doesn’t give you the right to know me.” I saw a chance to get the upper hand. “Listen to me, L’Eesh. I think I know what’s going on here . . .”


  Know your prey. This was my first pit, but I had prepared myself. The Ghosts seem to use only a small number of pit types—our flitter had been designed to cope with some of the common variants—and when Pohp sent us her cryptic message, I knew what she must have been talking about.


  Vacuum energy: even in “empty” space there has to be an energy level, because of quantum uncertainty. What was important for us was the effect this had—and the effect of the Ghosts’ tinkering.


  “Think of an atom,” I said. “Like a little solar system with the electrons as planets, right? But what keeps a negative electron out of the positive nucleus?”


  “Vacuum energy?”


  “Right. The electron, and everything else, is surrounded by a sea of vacuum energy. And as fast as the electron loses energy and tries to spiral in, the vacuum sea supplies some more. So the electron stays in orbit.” I peered up at the complicated sky. “Those weapons extracted some of the vacuum energy from the substance of our flitter. Or lowered its level: something like that. All the electrons spiraled in, and molecular structures fell apart.”


  L’Eesh listened, his face unreadable.


  Suddenly I felt naked.


  I dug around among a thick patch of bones. I found a long, thin shaft that might have been a thigh-bone. I cracked it against a rock; it splintered, leaving a satisfactorily vicious point.


  As we walked on I put myself through elementary drill routines.


  The key resource you get from a Ghost is his hide—a perfectly reflective heat trap, with a thousand applications. Now that Ghosts are so rare, wild hides are a luxury item. People sell little squares and triangles of hide for use as charms, curios: this was, after all, a lucky species that survived the death of its sun, so the story goes.


  Anyhow, if you come at a Ghost with a jabbing weapon, you should try to get your spear into the carcass along the spin axis, where the hide is a little thinner, and you won’t rip it unnecessarily. Ghosts don’t leave spoor, my mother used to say. So you have to cut him an asshole. You just follow the trail of excrement and blood and heat until he dies, which might take a day or two.


  L’Eesh was watching me analytically. “You’re, what, twenty, twenty-one? No children yet?”


  “Not until I can buy them out of the Coalition draft.”


  He nodded. “As Hily did you. I knew her ambition for you. It’s good to see it realized so well. It must have been hard for you when she died. I imagine you got thrown into a cadre by the Commissaries—right?”


  “I won’t talk to you about my mother, L’Eesh.”


  “As you wish. But here and now you need to keep your mind clear, little Raida. And you might want to think about saving your energy. We have a long way to go.”


  I worked with my bone spear and tried to ignore him.


  We had to sleep in our suits, of course. I dug a shallow trench in the dust. I couldn’t shut out the crimson light. I slept in patches.


  I woke up in my own stink.


  The recycled gloop from my hood nipples already tasted stale, my skinsuit was chafing in a dozen places, and I felt bruises from that landing that hadn’t registered at the time. If the sun had moved across the sky at all, I couldn’t see it.


  It’s a strange thing, but it wasn’t until that second “morning” that I took seriously the possibility that I might die here. I guess I had been distracted by the hunt, my conflict with L’Eesh. Or maybe I just lack imagination. Anyhow, my adrenaline rush was long gone; I was numb, flat, feeling beaten.


  Through that endless day, we walked on.


  We came to what might have been a township. There was little left but a gridwork of foundations, a few pits like cellars, bits of low wall. I thought I could see a sequence, of older buildings constructed of massive marble-like “blocks, later structures made of what looked like the local sandstone or else bits of broken-up marble ruins.


  All of it trashed, burned out, knocked flat.


  L’Eesh, his suit scuffed and filthy, began poking around a large battleship-shaped mound of rubble.


  I squatted, chewing on a glucose tab.


  L’Eesh called, “You know, there’s something odd here. I thought this was a fort, or perhaps some equivalent of a cathedral. But it looks for all the world as if it crashed here.”


  “You don’t make aircraft from brick.”


  “Well, whatever made such a vast, ungainly structure fly through the air is gone now. Nevertheless there was clearly once a pretty advanced civilization here. On the way in I glimpsed extensive ruins. And some of those impact craters looked deliberately placed. This whole world is an arena of war. But it seems to have been a war that was fought with interplanetary weapons, and then flying brick fortresses, and at last, fire and clubs . . .”


  He laughed, fiddling with his hood. “Of course it’s likely both moons were inhabited. Life could have been sparked on either moon, in some tidal puddle stirred by the Jovian parent. And then panspermia would work, spores wafting on meteorite winds, two worlds developing in parallel, cross-fertilizing . . .”


  On he talked. I wasn’t interested. I was here for Ghosts, not archaeology.


  I waited until he took the lead, and we walked on, leaving the ruined township behind.


  Another “night,” another broken sleep in the dirt. Another “day” on that endless plain.


  We didn’t seem to get any closer to that damn bridge. In places the surface had been blasted to glass; it prickled my feet as I staggered across it.


  We had nothing to do but talk.


  A lot of it was L’Eesh’s refined bragging. “You know, I always wondered why the Commission is so tolerant of us, we hunters. Under the Druz Coalition, you aren’t supposed to get old and rich. The species is the thing! It is not comfortable to feel one has been manipulated, controlled. But it has been glorious nevertheless.”


  Turned out L’Eesh had taken part in that great Ghost massacre on Snowball.


  “Snowball was actually the first Ghost planet anybody found. When Ghost numbers collapsed the Commission slapped on conservation orders—some nonsense about preserving cultural diversity—but there wasn’t a great deal of will behind the policing.


  “When the orders were lifted, we were already in orbit. We made a huge circle around the major Ghost nest, with aerial patrols overhead, and we just worked our way in on foot, firing at will, until we met in the center. The major challenge was counting up the carcasses.


  “So it went: while those nests lasted, it was a feeding frenzy. You were born too late, Raida.”


  “After all of that, why go on? Why risk your neck in places like this, for the last few scraps of hide?”


  “Because some day there will be a last Ghost of all. I must be there when he is brought down. You know, a thousand years ago the Ghosts’ pits of twisted spacetime struck dread into human hearts. They were deployed as fortresses, a great wall right across the disc of the Galaxy. Magnificent! . . . And now we hunt the Ghosts for their hides.”


  “Who cares? Ghosts are predators.”


  “They are symbiotes,” he said gently “You have been listening to too much Commission propaganda.”


  As we talked we walked on, across a land like a dusty table-top.


  L’Eesh kept up his dogged, unspectacular plod, hour after hour. He looked determined, sharp, as if he had plenty of reserve.


  I was determined not to let my own gathering weakness show. I continued to carry that bone spear.


  At the end of the third “day” we reached the bridge.


  L’Eesh was breathing hard, sucking water. “Magnificent,” he said. “Mad. They built a brick tower to reach to heaven! . . .”


  Exhausted, filthy, uncomprehending, I peered up. About a hundred paces across, it was just a rough pile of mud bricks. And yet it towered above me, reaching up to infinity.


  I went exploring.


  I came to a crumbled gap in the base of the tower. I crawled into an unlit interior. My suit’s low-output bioluminescent lamp glowed.


  I craned my neck. The bridge rose up vertically above me, a tunnel into the sky. Metal gleamed amid the rubble on the floor.


  I kicked aside half-bricks and uncovered a squat cuboid about half my height. It was featureless except for a fat red button. When I pressed the button, the cube rose magically into the air, trailing a rose-colored sparkle, like the bogeys’ weapon; I kept out of the way of the wake. When I released the button, the cube dropped again.


  It was pretty obviously a lifting palette.


  There was another palette buried in the wall of the bridge—and further up another, and another beyond that.


  “Now we know how they made their castles fly,” L’Eesh said. “And how they raised this bridge.” He was standing beside me, his suit glowing green. I saw he had scraped a channel in mold-softened brick with his thumb. Beneath it, something gleamed, copper-brown. “It’s not metal,” he said. “Not even like Xeelee construction material.”


  “Maybe that’s the original structure.”


  “Yes. No suite of moons is stable enough to allow the building of a brick bridge between them; the slightest tidal deflection would be enough to bring it tumbling down. There must be something more advanced here—perhaps the moons’ orbits are themselves regulated somehow . . . The bridge itself is just a clumsy shell. The inhabitants must have constructed it after the intervention.”


  “What intervention?”


  He sighed. “Think, child. Try to understand what you see around you. Imagine millennia of war between the two moons—”


  “What was there to fight over?”


  “That scarcely ever matters. Perhaps it was just that these were sibling worlds. What rivalry is stronger? Finally, the moons were ruined, serving only as a backdrop for the unending battles—until peacemakers sent down blood-red rays, vacuum energy beams that turned the weapons to dust.”


  “Peacemakers? Silver Ghosts?”


  “Well, it’s possible,” he said. “Though it’s not characteristic of Ghost behavior. It was a draconian solution: a quarantine of technology, the trashing of two spacefaring civilizations . . . How arrogant. Almost human.”


  I felt uncomfortable discussing Ghosts with human-like motives. “What about these lift palettes?”


  “It makes a certain sense,” he said. “From the point of view of a meddling Ghost, anyhow. A simple technology to help the survivors to rebuild their ruined worlds—something you surely couldn’t turn into a weapon—but it didn’t work out.” He smiled thinly. “Instead the populations used the gifts to build this insane bridge.”


  “How is this going to help us find the Ghosts?”


  He seemed surprised by the question. “There are no Ghosts here, child.”


  . . . Of course, he was right. Ghosts spread out over every world they infest. We would have seen them by now, if they were here. I’d known this, I guess, but I hadn’t wanted to face the possibility that I’d thrown away my life for nothing.


  I slumped to the littered floor. The strength seemed to drain out of me.


  In retrospect, I can see his tactics. It was as if he had designed the whole situation, a vast trap. He waited until I had reached the bottom—at the maximum point of my tiredness, as I was crushed with disappointment at the failure of the hunt, surrounded by alien madness.


  Then he struck.


  The length of bone came looming out of the dark, without warning, straight at my head.


  I ducked. The bone clattered against the wall. “L’Eesh—”


  “It’s just business, child.”


  My heart hammered. I backed away until my spine was pressed against the rough wall. “You’ve found something you want. The vacuum-energy weapons. Is that it?”


  “Not what we came for, but I’ll turn a profit, if I can manage to get off of this moon.”


  “It’s not as if you need to do this,” I said bitterly.


  He nodded. “You have the stronger motive here. Which is why I have to destroy you.” He spoke patiently, as if instructing a child. He raised the bone, its bulging end thick, hefting it like a club, and he moved toward me, his movements oily, powerful.


  I felt weak before his calm assurance. He was better than me, and always would be; the logic of the situation was that I should just submit.


  In desperation, I jumped onto the lift palette—it was like standing on a bobbing raft—and stamped on the button.


  I rose immediately, passing beyond the reach of his swinging club. I had been too fast, faster than his reactions. The advantage of youth.


  But L’Eesh easily prised another palette out of the wall and followed me up into the darkness.


  My palette accelerated, bumping against walls that were as rough as sandpaper. L’Eesh’s green glow followed me, bioluminescent signals flickering.


  Thus our ascension, two dead people racing into the sky.


  On an interplanetary scale, the tunnel arched, but from my petty human point of view it just rose straight up. All I could see was a splash of bio light on the crude brickwork around me, sliding past, blurred by my speed.


  L’Eesh tried to defeat me with words.


  “Imagine, Raida,” he said softly. “They must have come here from across the moon, carrying their mud bricks, a global pilgrimage that must have lasted generations. What a vision! They sacrificed everything—abandoned their farms, trashed their biosphere down to the slime on the rocks . . . And you know what? The two populations must have worked together. In the end, the war became the most important thing in their universe. More important than life, the continuation of the species.”


  “Insane,” I whispered.


  “Ah, but once we built vast structures, waged terrible wars, all in the names of gods we have long forgotten. And are we so different now? What of our magnificent Galaxy-spanning Expansion? Isn’t that a grandiose folly built around an idea, a mad vision of cosmic destiny? Who do you think we more resemble—the warmongers or the peacemakers?”


  I was exhausted. I clung to my scrap of ancient technology as it careened up into the dark.


  That sleek voice whispered in my ear, on and on.


  “You can never live up to Hily’s memory, little Raida. You do see that, don’t you? You needn’t feel you have failed. For you could never have succeeded . . . I saw your mother die.”


  “Shut up, L’Eesh.”


  “I was at her side—”


  “Shut up.”


  He fell silent, waiting.


  I knew he was manipulating me, but I couldn’t help but ask. “Tell me.”


  “She was shot in the back.”


  “Who?”


  “It doesn’t matter . . . She was killed for her catch, her trophies. Her death wasn’t dishonorable. She must even have expected it. We are a nation of thieves, you see, we hunters. You shouldn’t feel bitter.”


  “I don’t feel anything.”


  “Of course not . . .”


  His brooding glow was edging closer.


  I closed my eyes. What would Hily have done?


  Use your head. There is always an option.


  I took my hand off the button. The palette rocked to a halt. “Get it over,” I panted.


  Now he had nothing to say; his words had fulfilled their purpose. He closed, that eerie green glow sliding over the crude brickwork.


  And I jammed my hand back on the button.


  My palette lumbered into motion. I watched the exhaust gather into a thick crimson mist below me.


  L’Eesh hurtled up into the mist, crouching on his palette—which abruptly cracked apart and crumbled. Stranded in the air, he arced a little higher, and then began to fall amid the fragments.


  I sat there until my heart stopped rattling. Then I followed him down.


  “My fall is slow,” he said, analytic, observing. “Low gravity, high air resistance. You could probably retrieve me. But you won’t.”


  “Come on, L’Eesh. It’s business, just as you said. You know what happened. These palettes extract their energy from the vacuum sea—”


  “Leaving some kind of deficit in their wake, into which I flew. Yes? And so we both die here.” He forced a laugh. “Ironic, don’t you think? In the end we’ve cooperated to kill each other. Just like the inhabitants of these desolate moons.”


  But now my mind raced. “Not necessarily.”


  “What?”


  “Suppose I head up to the midpoint of the bridge and burn my way through the wall. Pohp ought to see me and come in for me. I’d surely be enough out of the vacuum field for the Spline to approach safely”


  “What about the quarantine ships?”


  “They must primarily patrol the moons’ low orbits. Perhaps I’d be far enough from the surface of either moon to leave them asleep.”


  He thought it over. “It would take days to get there. But it might work. You have something of your mother’s pragmatism, little Raida. I guess you win.”


  “Maybe we both win.”


  There was silence. Then he said coldly, “Must I beg?”


  “Make me an offer.”


  He sighed. “There has been a sighting of a school of Spline. Wild Spline.”


  I was startled. “Wild?”


  “These Spline are still spacegoing. But certain of their behavioral traits have reverted to an ancestral state. They believe they swim in their primordial ocean . . .”


  I breathed, “Nobody has ever hunted a Spline.”


  “It would be glorious. Like the old days. Hily would be proud.” It was as if I could hear his smile.


  I was content with the deal. It was enough that I’d beaten him; I didn’t need to destroy him.


  Not yet. Not until I know who killed my mother.


  We argued percentages, all the way down toward the light.


  OLD MACDONALD HAD A FARM . . .


  Mike Resnick


  I came to praise Caesar, not to bury him.


  Hell, we all did.


  The farm spread out before us, green and rolling, dotted with paddocks and water troughs. It looked like the kind of place you wish your parents had taken you when you were a kid and the world was still full of wonders.


  Well, the world may not have been full of wonders any longer, but the farm was. Problem was, they weren’t exactly the kind you used to dream of—unless you were coming down from a really bad acid trip.


  The farm was the brainchild of Caesar Claudius MacDonald. He’d finally knuckled under to public pressure and agreed to show the place off to the press. That’s where I came in.


  My name’s McNair. I used to have a first name, but I dumped it when I decided a one-word byline was more memorable. I work for the Sun-Trib, the biggest newstape in the Chicago area. I’d just broken the story that put Billy Cheever away after the cops had been after him for years. What I wanted for my efforts was my own syndicated column; what I got was a trip to the farm.


  For a guy no one knew much about, one who almost never appeared in public, MacDonald had managed to make his name a household word in something less than two years. Even though one of his corporations owned our publishing company, we didn’t have much on him in our files, just what all the other news bureaus had: he’d earned a couple of Ph.D.’s, he was a widower who by all accounts had been faithful to his wife, he’d inherited a bundle and then made a lot more on his own.


  MacDonald was a Colorado native who emigrated to New Zealand’s South Island, bought a forty-thousand-hectare farm, and hired a lot of technicians over the years. If anyone wondered why a huge South Island farm didn’t have any sheep, they probably just figured he had worked out some kind of tax dodge.


  Hell, that’s what I thought too. I mean, why else would someone with his money bury himself on the underside of the globe for half a lifetime?


  Then, a week after his sixty-sixth birthday, MacDonald made The Announcement. That’s the year they had food riots in Calcutta and Rio and Manila, when the world was finding out that it was easier to produce eleven billion living human beings than to feed them.


  Some people say he created a new life form. Some say he produced a hybrid (though not a single geneticist agrees with that). Some—I used to snicker at them—say that he had delved into mysteries that Man Was Not Meant To Know.


  According to the glowing little computer cube they handed out, MacDonald and his crew spent close to three decades manipulating DNA molecules in ways no one had ever thought of before. He did a lot of trial and error work with embryos, until he finally came up with the prototype he sought. Then he spent a few more years making certain that it would breed true. And finally he announced his triumph to the world.


  Caesar MacDonald’s masterpiece was the Butterball, a meat animal that matured at six months of age and could reproduce at eight months, with a four-week gestation period. It weighed four hundred pounds at maturity, and every portion of its body could be consumed by Earth’s starving masses, even the bones.


  That in itself was a work of scientific brilliance—but to me the true stroke of genius was the astonishing efficiency of the Butterballs’ digestive systems. An elephant, back when elephants still existed, would eat about six hundred pounds of vegetation per day, but could only use about 40 percent of it, and passed the rest as dung. Cattle and pigs, the most common meat animals prior to the Butterballs, were somewhat more efficient, but they, too, wasted a lot of expensive feed.


  The Butterballs, on the other hand, utilized one hundred percent of what they were fed. Every pellet of food they ingested went right into building meat that was meticulously bioengineered to please almost every palate. Anyway, that’s what the endless series of P.R. releases said.


  MacDonald had finally consented to allow a handful of pool reporters to come see for themselves.


  We were hoping for a look at MacDonald, too, maybe even an interview with the Great Man. But when we got there, we learned that he had been in seclusion for months. Turned out he was suffering from depression, which I would have thought would be the last thing to affect humanity’s latest savior, but who knows what depresses a genius? Maybe, like Alexander, he wanted more worlds to conquer, or maybe he was sorry that Butterballs didn’t weigh eight hundred pounds. Hell, maybe he had just worked too hard for too long, or maybe he realized that he was a lot closer to the end of life than the beginning and didn’t like it much. Most likely, he just didn’t consider us important enough to bother with.


  Whatever the reason, we were greeted not by MacDonald himself, but by a flack named Judson Cotter. I figured he had to work in P.R.; his hair was a little too perfect, his suit too up-to-the-minute, his hands too soft for him to have been anything else but a pitchman.


  After he apologized for MacDonald’s absence, he launched into a worshipful biography of his boss, not deviating one iota from the holobio they’d shown us on the plane trip.


  “But I suspect you’re here to see the farm,” he concluded after paraphrasing the bio for five minutes.


  “No,” muttered Julie Balch from NyVid, “we came all this way to stand in this cold wet breeze and admire your clothes.”


  A few of us laughed, and Cotter looked just a bit annoyed. I made a mental note to buy her a drink when the tour was done.


  “Now let me see a show of hands,” said Cotter. “Has anyone here ever seen a live Butterball?”


  Where did they find you? I thought. If we’d seen one, do you really think we’d have flown all the way to hell and gone just to see another?


  I looked around. No one had raised a hand. Which figured. To the best of my knowledge, nobody who didn’t work for MacDonald had ever seen a Butterball in the flesh, and only a handful of photos and holos had made it out to the general public. There was even a rumor that all of MacDonald’s employees had to sign a secrecy oath.


  “There’s a reason, of course,” continued Cotter smoothly. “Until the international courts verified Mr. MacDonald’s patent, there was always a chance that some unscrupulous individual or even a rogue nation would try to duplicate the Butterball. For that reason, while we have shipped and sold its meat all over the world, always with the inspection and approval of the local food and health authorities, we have not allowed anyone to see or examine the animals themselves. But now that the courts have ruled in our favor, we have opened our doors to the press.” Screaming bloody murder every step of the way, I thought.


  “You represent the first group of journalists to tour the farm, but there will be many more, and we will even allow Sir Richard Peregrine to make one of his holographic documentaries here at the farm.” He paused. “We plan to open it to public tours in the next two or three years.”


  Suddenly a bunch of bullshit alarms began going off inside my head.


  “Why not sooner, now that you’ve won your case?” asked Julie, who looked like she was hearing the same alarms.


  “We’d rather that you bring the initial stories and holos of the Butterballs to the public,” answered Cotter.


  “That’s very generous of you,” she persisted. “But you still haven’t told us why.”


  “We have our reasons,” he said. “They will be made apparent to you before the tour is over.”


  My old friend Jake Monfried of the SeattleDisk sidled over to me. “I hope I can stay awake that long,” he said sardonically. “It’s all rubbish anyway.”


  “I know,” I said. “Their rivals don’t even need the damned holos. Any high school kid could take a hunk of Butterball steak and come up with a clone.”


  “So why haven’t they?” asked Julie.


  “Because MacDonald’s got fifty lawyers on his payroll for every scientist,” answered Jake. He paused, his expression troubled. “Still, this guy’s lying to us—and it’s a stupid lie, and he doesn’t look that stupid. I wonder what the hell he’s hiding?”


  We were going to have to wait to find out, because Cotter began leading us across a rolling green plain toward a barn. We circled a couple of ponds, where a few dozen birds were wading and drinking. The whole setting looked like something out of a Norman Rockwell or a Grandma Moses painting, it was so wholesome and innocent—and yet every instinct I had screamed at me that something was wrong here, that nothing could be as peaceful and tranquil as it appeared.


  “To appreciate what Mr. MacDonald has done here,” said Cotter as we walked toward a large barn on a hillside, “you have to understand the challenge he faced. More than five billion men, women and children have serious protein deficiencies. Three billion of them are quite literally starving to death. And of course the price of meat—any meat—had skyrocketed to the point where only the very wealthy could afford it. So what he had to do was not only create an animal as totally, completely nutritious as the Butterball, he had to also create one that could mature and breed fast enough to meet mankind’s needs now and in the future.”


  He stopped until a couple of laggards caught up with the group. “His initial work took the form of computer simulations. Then he hired a bevy of scientists and technicians who, guided by his genius, actually manipulated DNA to the point where the Butterballs existed not just on the screen and in Mr. MacDonald’s mind, but in the flesh.


  “It took a few generations for them to breed true, but fortunately a Butterball generation is considerably less than a year. Mr. MacDonald then had his staff spend some years mass-producing Butterballs. They were designed to have multiple births, not single offspring, and average ten to twelve per litter—and all of our specimens were bred and bred again so that when we finally introduced the Butterball to the world two years ago, we felt confident that we could keep up with the demand without running out of Butterballs.”


  “How many Butterballs have you got here?” asked the guy from Eurocom International, looking out across the rolling pastures and empty fields.


  “We have more than two million at this facility,” came the answer. “Mr. MacDonald owns some twenty-seven farms here and in Australia, each as large or larger than this one, and each devoted to the breeding of Butterballs. Every farm has its own processing plant. We’re proud to note that while we have supplied food for billions, we’ve also created jobs for more than eighty thousand men and women.” He paused to make sure we had recorded that number or were jotting it down.


  “That many?” mused Julie.


  “I know it seems like we sneaked up on the world,” said Cotter with a smile. “But for legal reasons we were compelled to keep the very existence of the Butterballs secret until we were ready to market them—and once we did go public, we were processing, shipping, and selling hundreds of tons from each farm every month right from the start. We had to have all our people in place to do that.”


  “If they give him the Nobel, he can afford to turn the money down,” Jake said wryly.


  “I believe Mr. MacDonald is prepared to donate the money to charity should that happy event come to pass,” responded Cotter. He turned and began walking toward the barn, then stopped about eighty feet from it.


  “I must prepare you for what you’re going to—”


  “We’ve already seen the holos,” interrupted the French reporter.


  Cotter stared at him for a moment, then began again. “As I was saying, I must prepare you for what you’re going to hear.”


  “Hear?” I repeated, puzzled.


  “It was a fluke,” he explained, trying to look unconcerned and not quite pulling it off. “An accident. An anomaly. But the fact of the matter is that the Butterballs can articulate a few words, just as a parrot can. We could have eliminated that ability, of course, but that would have taken more experimentation and more time, and the world’s hungry masses couldn’t wait.”


  “So what do they say?” asked Julie.


  Cotter smiled what I’m sure he thought was a comforting smile. “They simply repeat what they hear. There’s no intelligence behind it. None of them has a vocabulary of more than a dozen words. Mostly they articulate their most basic needs.”


  He turned to the barn and nodded to a man who stood by the door. The man pushed a button, and the door slid back.


  The first big surprise was the total silence that greeted us from within the barn. Then, as they heard us approaching—we weren’t speaking, but coins jingle and feet scuff the ground—a voice, then a hundred, then a thousand, began calling out:


  “Feed me!”


  It was a cacophony of sound, not quite human, the words repeated again and again and again: “Feed me!”


  We entered the barn, and finally got our first glimpse of the Butterballs. Just as in their holos, they were huge and roly-poly, almost laughably cute, looking more like oversized bright pink balloons than anything else. They had four tiny feet, good for balance but barely capable of locomotion. There were no necks to speak of, just a small pink balloon that swiveled atop the larger one. They had large round eyes with wide pupils, ears the size of small coins, two slits for nostrils, and generous mouths without any visible teeth.


  “The eyes are the only part of the Butterball that aren’t marketable,” said Cotter, “and that is really for esthetic reasons. I’m told they are quite edible.”


  The nearest one walked to the edge of its stall.


  “Pet me!” it squeaked.


  Cotter reached in and rubbed its forehead, and it squealed in delight.


  “I’ll give you a few minutes to wander around the barn, and then I’ll meet you outside, where I’ll answer your questions.”


  He had a point. With a couple of thousand Butterballs screaming “Feed me!” more and more frantically, it was almost impossible to think in there. We went up and down the rows of small stalls, captured the place on film and tape and disk and cube, then went back outside.


  “That was impressive,” I admitted when we’d all gathered around Cotter again. “But I didn’t see any two million Butterballs in there. Where are the rest of them?”


  “There are more than three hundred barns and other enclosures on the farm,” answered Cotter. “Furthermore, close to half a million are outside in pastures.”


  “I don’t see anything but empty fields,” remarked Jake, waving a hand toward the pristine enclosures.


  “We’re a huge farm, and we prefer to keep the Butterballs away from prying eyes. In fact, this barn was built only a month ago, when we finally decided to allow visitors on the premises. It is the only building that’s as close as a mile to any of our boundary lines.”


  “You said that some of them were in pastures,” said Julie. “What do they eat?”


  “Not grass,” answered Cotter. “They’re only outside because they’re multiplying so fast that we’re actually short of barns at the moment.” He paused. “If you looked carefully at them, you noticed that grazing is quite beyond their capabilities.” He held up a small golden pellet for us to see. “This is what they eat. It is totally artificial, created entirely from chemicals. Mr. MacDonald was adamant that no Butterball should ever eat any product that might nourish a human being. Their digestive systems were engineered to utilize this particular feed, which can provide nourishment to no other species on Earth.”


  “As long as you tinkered with their digestive systems, why didn’t you make them shit-eaters?” asked Jake, only half-jokingly. “They could have served two purposes at once.”


  “I assume that was meant in jest,” said Cotter, “but in point of fact, Mr. MacDonald considered it at one time. After all, some nourishment does remain in excrement—but alas, not enough. He wanted an animal that could utilize one hundred percent of what we fed it.”


  “How smart are they?” asked one of the Brits. “When I was a child, I had a dog that always wanted me to feed it or pet it, but it never told me so.”


  “Yes it did,” said Cotter. “It just didn’t use words.”


  “Point taken,” said the Brit. “But I’d still like to know . . .”


  “These are dumb farm animals,” said Cotter. “They do not think, they do not dream, they have no hopes or aspirations, they do not wish to become Archbishop. They just happen to be able to articulate a few words, not unlike many birds. Surely you don’t think Mr. MacDonald would create a sentient meat animal.”


  “No, of course not,” interjected Julie. “But hearing them speak is still a bit of a shock.”


  “I know,” said Cotter. “And that’s the real reason we’ve invited you here, why we’re inviting so many other press pools—to prepare the public.”


  “That’s going to take a lot of preparation,” I said dubiously.


  “We have to start somewhere,” said Cotter. “We have to let the people know about this particular anomaly. Men love to anthropomorphize, and a talking animal makes doing so that much easier. The consumers must be made to understand, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that these are unintelligent meat animals, that they do not know what their words mean, that they have no names and aren’t pets, that they do not mourn the loss of their neighbors any more than a cow or a goat does. They are humanity’s last chance—note that I did not even say humanity’s last best chance—and we cannot let the protesters and picketers we know will demonstrate against us go unanswered. No one will believe our answers, but they should believe the answers of the unbiased world press.”


  “Yeah,” I said under my breath to Jake. “And if kids didn’t want to eat Bambi, or Henry the Turkey, or Penelope Pig, how is anyone going to make them dig into Talky the Butterball, who actually exists?”


  “I heard that,” said Cotter sharply, “and I must point out that the children who will survive because of the Butterballs will almost certainly never have been exposed to Bambi or Henry or any of the others.”


  “Maybe not for a year or two,” I replied, unimpressed. “But before long you’ll be selling Butterburgers on every street corner in the States.”


  “Not until we’ve fulfilled our mission among the less fortunate peoples of the world—and by that time the people you refer to should be prepared to accept the Butterballs.”


  “Well, you can hope,” I said.


  “If it never comes to that, it doesn’t really matter,” said Cotter with an elaborate shrug. “Our mission is to feed Earth’s undernourished billions.”


  We both knew it would come to that, and sooner than anyone planned, but if he didn’t want to argue it, that was fine with me. I was just here to collect a story.


  “Before I show you the processing plant, are there any further questions?” asked Cotter.


  “You mean the slaughterhouse, right?” said Jake.


  “I mean the processing plant,” said Cotter severely. “Certain words are not in our lexicon.”


  “You’re actually going to show us Butterballs being . . . processed?” asked Julie distastefully.


  “Certainly not,” answered Cotter. “I’m just going to show you the plant. The process is painless and efficient, but I see no value in your being able to report that you watched our animals being prepared for market.”


  “Good!” said Julie with obvious relief.


  Cotter gestured to an open bus that was parked a few hundred meters away, and it soon pulled up. After everybody was seated, he climbed on and stood next to the driver, facing us.


  “The plant is about five miles away, at almost the exact center of the farm, insulated from curious eyes and ears.”


  “Ears?” Julie jumped on the word. “Do they scream?”


  Cotter smiled. “No, that was just an expression. We are quite humane, far more so than any meat packing plant that existed before us.”


  The bus hit a couple of bumps that almost sent him flying, but he hung on like a trooper and continued bombarding us with information, about three-quarters of it too technical or too self-serving to be of any use.


  “Here we are,” he announced as the bus came to a stop in front of the processing plant, which dwarfed the barn we had just left. “Everyone out, please.”


  We got off the bus. I sniffed the air for the odor of fresh blood, not that I knew what it smelled like, but of course I couldn’t detect any. No blood, no rotting flesh, nothing but clean, fresh air. I was almost disappointed.


  There were a number of small pens nearby, each holding perhaps a dozen Butterballs.


  “You have perhaps noticed that we have no vehicles capable of moving the hundreds and thousands of units we have to process each day?” asked Cotter, though it came out more as a statement than a question.


  “I assume they are elsewhere,” said the lady from India.


  “They were inefficient,” replied Cotter. “We got rid of them.”


  “Then how do you move the Butterballs?”


  Cotter smiled. “Why clutter all our roads with vehicles when they aren’t necessary?” he said, tapping out a design on his pocket computer. The main door to the processing plant slid open, and I noticed that the Butterballs were literally jumping up and down with excitement.


  Cotter walked over to the nearest pen. “Who wants to go to heaven?” he asked.


  “Go to heaven!” squeaked a Butterball.


  “Go to heaven!” rasped another.


  Soon all twelve were repeating it almost as if it were a chant, and I suddenly felt like I was trapped inside some strange surrealistic play.


  Finally, Cotter unlocked their pen and they hopped—I hadn’t seen any locomote at the other barn—up to the door and into the plant.


  “It’s as simple as that,” said Cotter. “The money we save on vehicles, fuel, and maintenance allows us to—”


  “There’s nothing simple about it!” snapped Julie. “This is somewhere between blasphemy and obscenity! And while we’re at it,” she added suspiciously, “how can a dumb animal possibly know what heaven is?”


  “I repeat, they are not sentient,” said Cotter. “Just as you have code words for your pet dog or cat, we have them for the Butterballs. Ask your dog if he wants a treat, and he’ll bark or sit up or do whatever you have conditioned him to do. We have conditioned the Butterballs in precisely the same way. They don’t know the meaning of the word ‘heaven’ any more than your pet knows the meaning of the word ‘treat,’ but we’ve conditioned them to associate the word with good feelings and with entry into the processing plant. They will happily march miles through a driving rain to ‘go to heaven.’ ”


  “But heaven is such a . . . a philosophical concept,” persisted the Indian woman. “Even to use it seems—”


  “Your dog knows when he’s been good,” interrupted Cotter, “because you tell him so, and he believes you implicitly. And he knows when he’s been bad, because you show him what he’s done to displease you and you call him a bad dog. But do you think he understands the abstract philosophical concepts of good and bad?”


  “All right,” said Julie. “You’ve made your point. But if you don’t mind, I’d rather not see the inside of the slaughterhouse.”


  “The processing plant,” he corrected her. “And of course you don’t have to enter it if it will make you uncomfortable.”


  “I’ll stay out here, too,” I said. “I’ve seen enough killing down in Paraguay and Uruguay.”


  “We’re not killing anything,” explained Cotter irritably. “I am simply showing you—”


  “I’ll stay here anyway,” I cut him off.


  He shrugged. “As you wish.”


  “If you have no vehicles to bring them to the plant,” asked the Brit, approaching the entrance, “how do you move the . . . uh, the finished product out?”


  “Through a very efficient system of underground conveyers,” said Cotter. “The meat is stored in subterranean freezers near the perimeter of the property until it is shipped. And now . . .” He opened a second pen, offered them heaven, and got pretty much the same response.


  Poor bastards, I thought as I watched them hop and waddle to the door of the plant. In times gone by, sheep would be enticed into the slaughterhouse by a trained ram that they blindly followed. But leave it to us to come up with an even better reward for happily walking up to the butcher block: heaven itself.


  The Butterballs followed the first dozen into the belly of the building, and the rest of the pool followed Cotter in much the same way. There was a parallel to be drawn there, but I wasn’t interested enough to draw it.


  I saw Julie walking toward one of the pens. She looked like she didn’t want any company, so I headed off for a pen in the opposite direction. When I got there, four or five of the Butterballs pressed up against the fence next to me.


  “Feed me!”


  “Feed me!”


  “Pet me!”


  “Feed me!”


  Since I didn’t have any food, I settled for petting the one who was more interested in being petted than being fed.


  “Feel good?” I asked idly.


  “Feel good!” it said.


  I almost did a double-take at that.


  “You’re a hell of a mimic, you know that?” I said.


  No reply.


  “Can you say what I say?” I asked.


  Silence.


  “Then how the hell did you learn to say it feels good, if you didn’t learn it just now from me?”


  “Pet me!”


  “Okay, okay,” I said, scratching it behind a tiny ear.


  “Very good!”


  I pulled my hand back as if I’d had an electric shock. “I never said the word ‘very.’ Where did you learn it?” And more to the point, how did you learn to partner it with ‘good’?


  Silence.


  For the next ten minutes I tried to get it to say something different. I wasn’t sure what I was reaching for, but the best I got was a “Pet me!” and a pair of “Good’s.”


  “All right,” I said at last. “I give up. Go play with your friends, and don’t go to heaven too soon.”


  “Go to heaven!” it said, hopping up and down. “Go to heaven!”


  “Don’t get so excited,” I said. “It’s not what it’s cracked up to be.”


  “See Mama!” it squealed.


  “What?”


  “See God! See Mama!”


  Suddenly, I knew why MacDonald was being treated for depression. I didn’t blame him at all.


  I hurried back to the slaughterhouse, and when Cotter emerged alone a moment later, I walked up to him.


  “We have to talk,” I said, grabbing him by the arm.


  “Your colleagues are all inside inspecting the premises,” he said, trying to pull himself loose from my grip. “Are you sure you wouldn’t care to join them?”


  “Shut up and listen to me!” I said. “I just had a talk with one of your Butterballs.”


  “He told you to feed him?”


  “He told me that he would see God when he went to heaven.”


  Cotter swallowed hard. “Oh, shit—another one!”


  “Another one of what?” I demanded. “Another sentient one?”


  “No, of course not,” said Cotter. “But as often as we impress the need for absolute silence among our staff, they continue to speak to each other in front of the Butterballs, or even to the Butterballs themselves. Obviously this one heard someone saying that God lives in heaven. It has no concept of God, of course; it probably thinks God is something good to eat.”


  “He thinks he’s going to see his mother, too,” I said.


  “He’s a mimic!” said Cotter severely. “Surely you don’t think he can have any memory of his mother? For Christ’s sake, he was weaned at five weeks!”


  “I’m just telling you what he said,” I replied. “Like it or not, you’ve got a hell of a P.R. problem: Just how many people do you want him saying it to?”


  “Point him out to me,” said Cotter, looking panicky. “We’ll process him at once.”


  “You think he’s the only one with a vocabulary?” I asked.


  “One of the very few, I’m sure,” said Cotter.


  “Don’t be that sure,” said Julie, who had joined us while I was talking to Cotter. She had an odd expression on her face, like someone who’s just undergone a religious experience and wishes she hadn’t. “Mine looked at me with those soft brown eyes and asked me, very gently and very shyly, not to eat it.”


  I thought Cotter would shit in his expensive suit. “That’s impossible!”


  “The hell it is!” she shot back.


  “They are not sentient,” he said stubbornly. “They are mimics. They do not think. They do not know what they are saying.” He stared at her. “Are you sure he didn’t say ‘feed’? It sounds a lot like ‘eat.’ You’ve got to be mistaken.”


  It made sense. I hoped he was right.


  “ ‘Don’t feed me?’ ” repeated Julie. “The only un-hungry Butterball on the farm?”


  “Some of them speak better than others. He could have been clearing his throat, or trying to say something that came out wrong. I’ve even come across one that stutters.” It occurred to me that Cotter was trying as hard to convince himself as he was to convince her. “We’ve tested them a hundred different ways. They’re not sentient. They’re not!”


  “But—”


  “Consider the facts,” said Cotter. “I’ve explained that the words sound alike. I’ve explained that the Butterballs are not all equally skilled at articulation. I’ve explained that after endless lab experiments the top animal behavioral scientists in the world have concluded that they are not sentient. All that is on one side. On the other is that you think you may have heard something that is so impossible that any other explanation makes more sense.”


  “I don’t know,” she hedged. “It sounded exactly like . . .”


  “I’m sure it did,” said Cotter soothingly. “You were simply mistaken.”


  “No one else has ever heard anything like that?” she asked.


  “No one. But if you’d like to point out which of them said it . . .”


  She turned toward the pen. “They all look alike.”


  I tagged along as the two of them walked over to the Butterballs. We spent about five minutes there, but none of them said anything but “Feed me!” and “Pet me!,” and finally Julie sighed in resignation.


  “All right,” she said wearily. “Maybe I was wrong.”


  “What do you think, Mr. McNair?” asked Cotter.


  My first thought was: what the hell are you asking me for? Then I looked into his eyes, which were almost laying out the terms of our agreement, and I knew.


  “Now that I’ve had a few minutes to think about it, I guess we were mistaken,” I said. “Your scientists know a lot more about it than we do.”


  I turned to see Julie’s reaction.


  “Yeah,” she said at last. “I suppose so.” She looked at the Butterballs. “Besides, MacDonald may be a zillionaire and a recluse, but I don’t think he’s a monster, and only a monster could do something like . . . well . . . yes, I must have been mistaken.”


  And that’s the story. We were not only the first pool of journalists to visit the farm. We were also the last.


  The others didn’t know what had happened, and of course Cotter wasn’t about to tell them. They reported what they saw, told the world that its prayers were answered, and only three of them even mentioned the Butterballs’ special talent.


  I thought about the Butterballs all during the long flight home. Every expert said they weren’t sentient, that they were just mimics. And I suppose my Butterball could very well have heard someone say that God lived in heaven, just as he could have heard someone use the word “very.” It was a stretch, but I could buy it if I had to.


  But where did Julie Balch’s Butterball ever hear a man begging not to be eaten? I’ve been trying to come up with an answer to that since I left the farm. I haven’t got one yet—but I do have a syndicated column, courtesy of the conglomerate that owns the publishing company.


  So am I going to use it to tell the world?


  That’s my other problem: Tell it what? That three billion kids can go back to starving to death? Because whether Cotter was telling the truth or lying through his teeth, if it comes down to a choice between Butterballs and humans, I know which side I have to come down on.


  There are things I can control and things I can’t, things I know and things I am trying my damnedest not to know. I’m just one man, and I’m not responsible for saving the world.


  But I am responsible for me—and from the day I left the farm, I’ve been a vegetarian. It’s a small step, but you’ve got to start somewhere.
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  FALLING ONTO MARS


  Geoffrey Landis


  History is not necessarily what we’d like it to be . . .


  The people of the planet Mars have no literature. The colonization of Mars was unforgiving, and the exiles had no time to spend in writing. But still they have stories, the tales they told to children too young to really understand, stories that these children tell to their own children. These are the legends of the Martians.


  Not one of the stories is a love story.


  In those days, people fell out of the sky. They fell through the ochre sky in ships that were barely functional, thin aluminum shells crowded with fetid humanity, half of them corpses and the other half little more than corpses. The landings were hard, and many of the ships split open on impact, spilling bodies and precious air into the barely-more-than-vacuum of Mars. And still they fell, wave after wave of ships, the refuse of humanity tossed carelessly through space and falling onto the cratered deserts of Mars.


  In the middle of the twenty-first century the last of the governments on Earth abolished the death penalty, but they found that they had not yet abolished killing or rape or terrorism. Some criminals were deemed too vicious to rehabilitate. These were the broken ones, the ones too cunning and too violent to ever be returned to society. To the governments of Earth, shipping them to another world and letting them work out their own survival had been the perfect solution. And if they failed to survive, it would be their own fault, not the work of the magistrates and juries of Earth.


  The contracts to build ships to convey prisoners went to the cheapest supplier. If prisoners had a hard time, and didn’t have quite as much food or water as had been specified, or if the life-support supplies weren’t quite as high a quality as had been specified, what of it? And who would tell? The voyage was one way; not even the ships would return to Earth. No need to make them any more durable than the minimum needed to keep them from ripping apart during the launch. And if some of the ships ripped open after launch, who would mourn the loss? Either way, the prisoners would never be returned to society.


  G-g-grampa Jared, we are told, was in the fifth wave of exiles. Family tradition says Jared was a political dissident, sent in the prison ships for speaking too vigorously in defense of the helpless.


  The governments of Earth, of course, claimed that political dissidents were never shipped to Mars. The incorrigible, the worst criminals, the ones so unrepentant that they could never be allowed back into human society: this is what the prisons of Earth sent to Mars, not political prisoners. But the governments of Earth are long skilled at lying. There were murderers sent to Mars indeed, but among them were also those exiled only for daring to give voice to their dangerous thoughts.


  Yet family tradition lies as well. There had been innocent men into exile, yes, but my great-great grandfather was not one of them. Time has blurred the edges, and no one now knows the details for sure. But he was one of the survivors, a skinny ratlike man, tough as old string and cunning as a snake.


  My G-g-grandma Kayla was one of the original inhabitants of Mars, one of the crew of the science base at Shalbatana, the international station that had been established on Mars long before anybody thought up the idea to dump criminals on Mars. When the order came that the science station was to close, and that they were to evacuate Mars, she chose to stay. Her science was more important, she told the magistrates and people of Earth, than politics. She was studying the paleoclimate of Mars, trying to come to an understanding of how the planet had dried and cooled, and how cycles of warming and cooling had passed over the planet in long, slow waves. It was an understanding, she said, that was desperately needed on the home planet.


  Great-great-grandma Kayla, in her day, had earned a small measure of fame for being one of the seventeen that stayed on Mars with the base at Shalbatana. That fame might have helped some. Their radio broadcasts, as people fell out of the sky, nudged the governments of Earth to remember their promises. Exile to Mars was not—or at least they had claimed it was not—intended as a death sentence. The pleas of the refugees could easily be dismissed as exaggerations and lies, but Shalbatana had a radio, and their vivid and detailed reports of the refugees had some effect.


  The first few years supplies were sent from Earth, mostly from volunteer organizations: Baha’i relief groups, Amnesty International, the holy sisters of Saint Paul. It wasn’t enough.


  After the first two waves, the scientists who stayed behind realized that they would have no more hope of doing science. They greeted the prisoners as best they could, helped them in the deadly race of time to build habitats, to start growing the plants that they would need to purify the air and survive.


  Mars is a desert, a barren rock in space. There was no mercy in sending criminals to Mars instead of sending them to death. They could learn quickly, or die. Most of them died. A few leaned: learned to electrolyze the deep-buried groundwater to generate oxygen, learned to refine the raw materials to make the tools to make the furnaces to reduce the alloys to make the machines to build the machines that would allow them to live. But, as fast as they could build the machinery that might keep them alive, more waves of desperate, dying prisoners poured down from the sky; more angry, violent men who thought that they had nothing left to lose.


  It was the sixth wave that wrecked the base. This was a stupid, self-destructive thing to do, but the men were vicious, resentful, and dying. A generation later, they called themselves political refugees, but there is little doubt that for the most part they were thugs and robbers and murderers. From the sixth wave came a leader, a man who called himself Dingo. On Earth, he had machine-gunned a hundred people in an apartment block that fell behind in paying him protection. On the ship, Dingo killed seven prisoners with his bare hands, simply to make the point that he was going to be the leader.


  Leader he was From fear or respect or pure anger, the prisoners on the ship followed him, and when they fell onto Mars, he harassed them, lectured them, beat them, and forged them into an angry army. They had been abandoned on Mars, Dingo told them, to die slowly. They could only survive if they matched the Earth’s brutality with their own. He marched them five hundred kilometers across the barren sands to the Shalbatana habitat.


  The habitat was taken before the inhabitants had even realized it was under attack. The scientists who hadn’t abandoned the station were beaten with scraps of metal from the vandalized habitat, blindfolded, and held as hostages while the prisoners radioed the Earth with their demands. When the demands were unanswered, the men were stripped and thrown naked out onto the sands to die. In rage and desperation, the mob that had been the sixth wave ripped apart the base, the visible symbol of the civilization that had sent them a hundred million miles to die. The women who remained on the base were raped, and then the destroyers gave them the chance to plead for their lives.


  The men of the fourth and fifth waves had joined together. For the most part they were strangers to each other—many of them had never seen each other’s faces except through the reflective visor of a suit. But they had slowly learned that the only way to survive was to cooperate. They learned to burrow under the sand, and when their home-made radios told them that the base was being sacked, they crept across the desert, and silently watched, and waited. When the destroyers abandoned the base, after looting it of everything that they thought was valuable, the fifth wave, hiding under the sands, burst out and caught them unprepared. Of the destroyers who had attacked Shalbatana base, not a single one survived. The leader Dingo fled into the desert, and it was Jared Vargas, my great-great grandfather, who saw him, followed him, tracked him down, and killed him.


  And then they went to Shalbatana base, to see whether anything left could be salvaged.


  G-g-grandpa found her in the wreckage and ripped the tape off her eyes. She looked at him, her eyes unable to focus in the sudden light, and thought him one of the same group that had raped her and sabotaged the habitat. She had no way of knowing that others from his group were frantically working to patch up one of the modules to hold air, while G-g-grandpa and others searched for survivors. As the leaking air shrieked in her ears, she looked up at him, blinking, blood running from her nose and ears and anus, and said, “You have to know before I die. Oxygen in the soil. Release it by baking.”


  “What?” G-g-grandpa said. It was not what he had expected to hear from a naked, bleeding woman who was about to pass out from anoxia.


  “Oxygen!” she said, gasping for breath. “Oxygen! The greenhouses are dead. Some of the seedlings may have survived, but you don’t have time. You need oxygen now. You’ll have to find some way to heat the regolith. Make a solar furnace. You can get oxygen by heating the soil.”


  And then she passed out. G-g-grandpa dragged her like a sack of stones to the one patched habitat module, and shouted, “I found one! Está viva! I found one still alive!”


  Over the following months Jared held her when she cried and cursed, nursed her back to health, and stayed with her through her pregnancy. Theirs was one of the first marriages on Mars, for although some women had been criminals infamous enough to be sentenced to Mars, still the male prisoners outnumbered the females by ten to one.


  Between them, the murderer and the scientist, they built a civilization.


  And still the ships came from Earth, each one more poorly built and delivering more corpses than living men. But that was in its way a blessing, for the men would mostly die, while the corpses, no matter how emaciated, had valuable organic content that could turn another square meter of dead Martian sand into greenhouse soil. Each corpse kept one survivor alive.


  Thousands died of starvation and asphyxiation. Thousands more were murdered so that the air that they breathed could be used by another. The refugees learned. Led by my great-great-grandfather and grandmother, when a ship fell to Mars, they learned to rip it apart to its components before its parachutes had even settled. Of its transportees—well, if they couldn’t breathe vacuum (and the thin Mars air was never more than dust-laden vacuum), they had better scramble.


  Only the toughest survived. These were mostly the smallest and the most insignificant, the ones like rats, too vicious and too tenacious to kill. A quarter of a million prisoners were sent to Mars before the governments of Earth learned that behavior-modification chips were cheaper than sending prisoners to Mars, and tried their hardest to forget what had been done.


  My great great grandfather Jared became the leader of the refugees. It was a brutal job, for they were brutal men, but he fought and bullied and connived to lead them.


  There are no love stories on Mars; the refugees had no time, no resources for love. Love, to the refugees, was an unpredictable disease that strikes few people and must be eradicated. To the refugees, survival required obedience and ceaseless work. Love, which thrives on individuality and freedom, had no place on Mars.


  Yes, Jared Vargas was a dissident sent from Earth for speaking against his government. But Jared Vargas died in the desert. When the men of the fifth wave came to the rescue of the Shalbatana habitat, Jared Vargas had chased the leader Dingo into the desert, and that had been the last mistake of his life. Only one of them returned from the desert, wearing the suit of Jared Vargas, and calling himself by the name of Jared Vargas. No one recognized him, but the men of the fifth wave were from a dozen ships, and if any of them had been friends of the original Jared Vargas, they died after the new Jared Vargas returned from the desert. And the only men who would have recognized Dingo were the exiles of the sixth wave, and they were all dead.


  He returned from the desert, and rescued by great great grandmother, and the men of the fifth wave accepted him.


  But surely my great great grandmother was not fooled. She was an intelligent woman—brilliant, in her own field—and she must have realized that the man who claimed her for his wife was the same man who had led the army of angry rabble to rape her, rip apart her base, and laugh as they watched her friends die in the thin air of Mars.


  But Mars required survival, not love. And Jared Vargas was the only leader they had.


  There are many stories from the days of the first refugees on Mars.


  None of them are love stories.
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  “HELLO”, SAID THE STICK


  Michael Swanwick


  Arms races, by their nature, tend to escalate. But the biggest leaps aren’t necessarily the most dramatic . . .


  “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.”


  “OK, 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 offworld 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 slow 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 godforsaken 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 left-over 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.


  CREATION


  Jeffrey Ford


  I LEARNED ABOUT CREATION from Mrs. Grimm, in the basement of her house around the corner from ours. The room was dimly lit by a stained-glass lamp positioned above the pool table. There was also a bar in the corner, behind which hung an electric sign that read Rheingold and held a can that endlessly poured golden beer into a pilsner glass that never seemed to overflow. That brew was liquid light, bright bubbles never ceasing to rise.


  “Who made you?” she would ask, consulting that little book with the pastel-colored depictions of agony in hell and the angel-strewn clouds of heaven. She had the nose of a witch, one continuous eyebrow, and tea-cup-shiny skin—even the wrinkles seemed capable of cracking. Her smile was merely the absence of a frown, but she made candy apples for us at Halloween and marshmallow bricks in the shapes of wise men at Christmas. I often wondered how she had come to know so much about God and pictured saints with halos and cassocks playing pool and drinking beer in her basement at night.


  We kids would page through our own copies of the catechism book to find the appropriate response, but before anyone else could answer, Amy Lash would already be saying, “God made me.”


  Then Richard Antonelli would get up and jump around, making fart noises through his mouth, and Mrs. Grimm would shake her head and tell him God was watching. I never jumped around, never spoke out of turn, for two reasons, neither of which had to do with God. One was what my father called his size ten, referring to his shoe, and the other was that I was too busy watching that sign over the bar, waiting to see the beer finally spill.


  The only time I was ever distracted from my vigilance was when she told us about the creation of Adam and Eve. After God had made the world, he made them too, because he had so much love and not enough places to put it. He made Adam out of clay and blew life into him, and once he came to life, God made him sleep and then stole a rib and made the woman. After the illustration of a naked couple consumed in flame, being bitten by black snakes and poked by the fork of a pink demon with horns and bat wings, the picture for the story of the creation of Adam was my favorite. A bearded God in flowing robes leaned over a clay man, breathing blue-gray life into him.


  That breath of life was like a great autumn wind blowing through my imagination, carrying with it all sorts of questions like pastel leaves that momentarily obscured my view of the beautiful flow of beer: Was dirt the first thing Adam tasted? Was God’s beard brushing against his chin the first thing he felt? When he slept, did he dream of God stealing his rib and did it crack when it came away from him? What did he make of Eve and the fact that she was the only woman for him to marry? Was he thankful it wasn’t Amy Lash?


  Later on, I asked my father what he thought about the creation of Adam, and he gave me his usual response to any questions concerning religion. “Look,” he said, “it’s a nice story, but when you die you’re food for the worms.” One time my mother made him take me to church when she was sick, and he sat in the front row, directly in front of the priest. While everyone else was genuflecting and standing and singing, he just sat there staring, his arms folded and one leg crossed over the other. When they rang the little bell and everyone beat their chest, he laughed out loud.


  No matter what I had learned in catechism about God and hell and the ten commandments, my father was hard to ignore. He worked two jobs, his muscles were huge, and once, when the neighbors’ Doberman, big as a pony, went crazy and attacked a girl walking her poodle down our street, I saw him run outside with a baseball bat, grab the girl in one arm and then beat the dog to death as it tried to go for his throat. Throughout all of this he never lost the cigarette in the corner of his mouth and only put it out in order to hug the girl and quiet her crying.


  “Food for the worms,” I thought and took that thought along with a brown paper bag of equipment through the hole in the chain link fence into the woods that lay behind the school yard. Those woods were deep, and you could travel through them for miles and miles, never coming out from under the trees or seeing a backyard. Richard Antonelli hunted squirrels with a BB gun in them, and Bobby Lenon and his gang went there at night, lit a little fire and drank beer. Once, while exploring, I discovered a rain-sogged Playboy; once, a dead fox. Kids said there was gold in the creek that wound among the trees and that there was a far-flung acre that sank down into a deep valley where the deer went to die. For many years it was rumored that a monkey, escaped from a traveling carnival over in Brightwaters, lived in the treetops.


  It was mid-summer and the dragonflies buzzed, the squirrels leaped from branch to branch, frightened sparrows darted away. The sun beamed in through gaps in the green above, leaving, here and there, shifting puddles of light on the pine-needle floor. Within one of those patches of light, I practiced creation. There was no clay, so I used an old log for the body. The arms were long, five-fingered branches that I positioned jutting out from the torso. The legs were two large birch saplings with plenty of spring for running and jumping. These I laid angled to the base of the log.


  A large hunk of bark that had peeled off an oak was the head. On this I laid red mushroom eyes, curved barnacles of fungus for ears, a dried seed pod for a nose. The mouth was merely a hole I punched through the bark with my pen knife. Before affixing the fern hair to the top of the head, I slid beneath the curve of the sheet of bark those things I thought might help to confer life—a dandelion gone to ghostly seed, a cardinal’s wing feather, a see-through quartz pebble, a twenty-five-cent compass. The ferns made a striking hairdo, the weeds, with their burr-like ends, formed a venerable beard. I gave him a weapon to hunt with: a long pointed stick that was my exact height.


  When I was finished putting my man together, I stood and looked down upon him. He looked good. He looked ready to come to life. I went to the brown paper bag and took out my catechism book. Then kneeling near his right ear, I whispered to him all of the questions Mrs. Grimm would ever ask. When I got to the one, “What is Hell?” his left eye rolled off his face, and I had to put it back. I followed up the last answer with a quick promise never to steal a rib.


  Putting the book back into the bag, I then retrieved a capped, cleaned-out baby-food jar. It had once held vanilla pudding, my little sister’s favorite, but now it was filled with breath. I had asked my father to blow into it. Without asking any questions, he never looked away from the racing form, but took a drag from his cigarette and blew a long, blue-gray stream of air into it. I capped it quickly and thanked him. “Don’t say I never gave you anything,” he mumbled as I ran to my room to look at it beneath a bare light bulb. The spirit swirled within and then slowly became invisible.


  I held the jar down to the mouth of my man, and when I couldn’t get it any closer, I unscrewed the lid and carefully poured out every atom of breath. There was nothing to see, so I held it there a long time and let him drink it in. As I pulled the jar away, I heard a breeze blowing through the leaves; felt it on the back of my neck. I stood up quickly and turned around with a keen sense that someone was watching me. I got scared. When the breeze came again, it chilled me, for wrapped in it was the quietest whisper ever. I dropped the jar and ran all the way home.


  That night as I lay in bed, the lights out, my mother sitting next to me, stroking my crewcut and softly singing, “Until the Real Thing Comes Along,” I remembered that I had left my catechism book in the brown bag next to the body of the man. I immediately made believe I was asleep so that my mother would leave. Had she stayed, she would have eventually felt my guilt through the top of my head. When the door was closed over, I began to toss and turn, thinking of my man lying out there in the dark woods by himself. I promised God that I would go out there in the morning, get my book, and take my creation apart. With the first bird song in the dark of the new day, I fell asleep and dreamed I was in Mrs. Grimm’s basement with the saints. A beautiful woman saint with a big rose bush thorn sticking right in the middle of her forehead told me, “Your man’s name is Cavanaugh.”


  “Hey, that’s the name of the guy who owns the deli in town,” I told her.


  “Great head cheese at that place,” said a saint with a baby lamb under his arm.


  Another big bearded saint used the end of a pool cue to cock back his halo. He leaned over me and asked, “Why did God make you?”


  I reached for my book but realized I had left it in the woods.


  “Come on,” he said, “that’s one of the easiest ones.”


  I looked away at the bar, stalling for time while I tried to remember the answer, and just then the glass on the sign overflowed and spilled onto the floor.


  The next day, my man, Cavanaugh, was gone. Not a scrap of him left behind. No sign of the red feather or the clear pebble. This wasn’t a case of someone having come along and maliciously scattered him. I searched the entire area. It was a certainty that he had risen up, taken his spear and the brown paper bag containing my religious instruction book, and walked off into the heart of the woods.


  Standing in the spot where I had given him life, my mind spiraled with visions of him loping along on his birch legs, branch fingers pushing aside sticker bushes and low hanging leaves, his fern hair slicked back by the wind. Through those red mushroom eyes, he was seeing his first day. I wondered if he was as frightened to be alive as I was to have made him, or had the breath of my father imbued him with a grim food-for-the-worms courage? Either way, there was no dismantling him now—Thou shalt not kill. I felt a grave responsibility and went in search of him.


  I followed the creek, thinking he would do the same, and traveled deeper and deeper into the woods. What was I going to say to him, I wondered, when I finally found him and his simple hole of a mouth formed a question? It wasn’t clear to me why I had made him, but it had something to do with my father’s idea of death—a slow rotting underground; a cold dreamless sleep longer than the universe. I passed the place where I had discovered the dead fox and there picked up Cavanaugh’s trail—holes poked in the damp ground by the stride of his birch legs. Stopping, I looked all around through the jumbled stickers and bushes, past the trees, and detected no movement but for a single leaf silently falling.


  I journeyed beyond the Antonelli brothers’ lean-to temple where they hung their squirrel skins to dry and brewed sassafras tea. I even circled the pond, passed the tree whose bark had been stripped in a spiral by lightning, and entered territory I had never seen before. Cavanaugh seemed to stay always just ahead of me, out of sight. His snake-hole footprints, bent and broken branches, and that barely audible and constant whisper on the breeze that trailed in his wake drew me on into the late afternoon until the woods began to slowly fill with night. Then I had a thought of home: my mother cooking dinner and my sister playing on a blanket on the kitchen floor; the Victrola turning out The Ink Spots. I ran back along my path, and somewhere in my flight I heard a loud cry, not bird nor animal nor human, but like a thick limb splintering free from an ancient oak.


  I ignored the woods as best I could for the rest of the summer. There was basketball, and games of guns with all of the children in the neighborhood ranging across everyone’s backyard, trips to the candy store for comic books, late night horror movies on Chiller Theatre. I caught a demon jab of hell for having lost my religious instruction book, and all of my allowance for four weeks went toward another. Mrs. Grimm told me God knew I had lost it and that it would be a few weeks before she could get me a replacement. I imagined her addressing an envelope to heaven. In the meantime, I had to look on with Amy Lash. She’d lean close to me, pointing out every word that was read aloud, and when Mrs. Grimm asked me a question, catching me concentrating on the infinite beer, Amy would whisper the answers without moving her lips and save me. Still, no matter what happened, I could not completely forget about Cavanaugh. I thought my feeling of responsibility would wither as the days swept by; instead it grew like a weed.


  On a hot afternoon at the end of July, I was sitting in my secret hideout, a bower formed by forsythia bushes in the corner of my backyard, reading the latest installment of Nick Fury. I only closed my eyes to rest them for a moment, but there was Cavanaugh’s rough-barked face. Now that he was alive, leaves had sprouted all over his trunk and limbs. He wore a strand of wild blueberries around where his neck should have been, and his hair ferns had grown and deepened their shade of green. It wasn’t just a daydream, I tell you. I knew that I was seeing him, what he was doing, where he was, at that very minute. He held his spear as a walking stick, and it came to me then that he was, of course, a vegetarian. His long thin legs bowed slightly, his log of a body shifted, as he cocked back his curled, wooden parchment of a head and stared with mushroom eyes into a beam of sunlight slipping through the branches above. Motes of pollen swirled in the light, chipmunks, squirrels, deer silently gathered, sparrows landed for a brief moment to nibble at his hair and then were gone. All around him, the woods looked on in awe as one of its own reckoned the beauty of the sun. What lungs, what vocal chords, gave birth to it, I’m not sure, but he groaned; a sound I had witnessed one other time while watching my father asleep, wrapped in a nightmare.


  I visited that spot within the yellow blossomed forsythias once a day to check up on my man’s progress. All that was necessary was that I sit quietly for a time until in a state of near-nap and then close my eyes and fly my brain around the corner, past the school, over the treetops, then down into the cool green shadow of the woods. Many times I saw him just standing, as if stunned by life, and many times traipsing through some unknown quadrant of his Eden. With each viewing came a confused emotion of wonder and dread, like on the beautiful windy day at the beginning of August when I saw him sitting beside the pond, holding the catechism book upside down, a twig finger of one hand pointing to each word on the page, while the other hand covered all but one red eye of his face.


  I was there when he came across the blackened patch of earth and scattered beers from one of the Lenon gang’s nights in the woods. He lifted a partially crushed can with backwash still sloshing in the bottom and drank it down. The bark around his usually indistinct hole of a mouth magically widened into a smile. It was when he uncovered a half a pack of Camels and a book of matches that I realized he must have been spying on the revels of Lenon, Cho-cho, Mike Stone, and Jake Harwood from the safety of the night trees. He lit up and the smoke swirled out the back of his head. In a voice like the creaking of a rotted branch, he pronounced, “Fuck.”


  And most remarkable of all was the time he came to the edge of the woods, to the hole in the chain link fence. There, in the playground across the field, he saw Amy Lash, gliding up and back on the swing, her red gingham dress billowing, her bright hair full of motion. He trembled as if planted in earthquake earth, and squeaked the way the sparrows did. For a long time, he crouched in that portal to the outside world and watched. Then, gathering his courage, he stepped onto the field. The instant he was out of the woods, Amy must have felt his presence, and she looked up and saw him approaching. She screamed, jumped off the swing, and ran out of the playground. Cavanaugh, frightened by her scream, retreated to the woods, and did not stop running until he reached the tree struck by lightning.


  My religious instruction book finally arrived from above, summer ended and school began, but still I went every day to my hideout and watched him for a little while as he fished gold coins from the creek or tracked, from the ground, something moving through the treetops. I know it was close to Halloween, because I sat in my hideout loosening my teeth on one of Mrs. Grimm’s candy apples when I realized that my secret seeing place was no longer a secret. The forsythias had long since dropped their flowers. As I sat there in the skeletal blind, I could feel the cold creeping into me. “Winter is coming,” I said in a puff of steam and had one fleeting vision of Cavanaugh, his leaves gone flame red, his fern hair drooping brown, discovering the temple of dead squirrels. I saw him gently touch the fur of a stretched-out corpse hung on the wall. His birch legs bent to nearly breaking as he fell to his knees and let out a wail that drilled into me and lived there.


  It was late night, a few weeks later, but that cry still echoed through me and I could not sleep. I heard, above the sound of the dreaming house, my father come in from his second job. I don’t know what made me think I could tell him, but I had to tell someone. If I kept to myself what I had done any longer, I thought I would have to run away. Crawling out of bed, I crept down the darkened hallway past my sister’s room and heard her breathing. I found my father sitting in the dining room, eating a cold dinner and reading the paper by only the light coming through from the kitchen. All he had to do was look up at me and I started crying. Next thing I knew, he had his arm around me and I was enveloped in the familiar aroma of machine oil. I thought he might laugh, I thought he might yell, but I told him everything all at once. What he did was pull out the chair next to his. I sat down, drying my eyes.


  “What can we do?” he asked.


  “I just need to tell him something,” I said.


  “Okay,” he said. “This Saturday, we’ll go to the woods and see if we can find him.” Then he had me describe Cavanaugh, and when I was done he said, “Sounds like a sturdy fellow.”


  We moved into the living room and sat on the couch in the dark. He lit a cigarette and told me about the woods when he was a boy; how vast they were, how he trapped mink, saw eagles, how he and his brother lived for a week by their wits alone out in nature. I eventually dozed off and only half woke when he carried me to my bed.


  The week passed and I went to sleep Friday night, hoping he wouldn’t forget his promise and go to the track instead. But the next morning, he woke me early from a dream of Amy Lash by tapping my shoulder and saying, “Move your laggardly ass.” He made bacon and eggs, the only two things he knew how to make, and let me drink coffee. Then we put on our coats and were off. It was the second week in November and the day was cold and overcast. “Brisk,” he said as we rounded the corner toward the school, and that was all he said until we were well in beneath the trees.


  I showed him around the woods like a tour guide, pointing out the creek, the spot where I had created my man, the temple of dead squirrels. “Interesting,” he said to each of these, and once in a while mentioned the name of some bush or tree. Waves of leaves blew amidst the trunks in the cold wind, and with stronger gusts, showers of them fell around us. He could really walk and we walked for what seemed ten miles, out of the morning and into the afternoon, way past any place I had ever dreamed of going. We discovered a spot where an enormous tree bad fallen, exposing the gnarled brainwork of its roots, and another two acres where there were no trees but only smooth sand hills. All the time, I was alert to even the slightest sound, a cracking twig, the caw of a crow, hoping I might hear the whisper.


  As it grew later, the sky darkened and what was cold before became colder still.


  “Listen,” my father said, “I have a feeling like the one when we used to track deer. He’s nearby, somewhere. We’ll have to outsmart him.”


  I nodded.


  “I’m going to stagy here and wait,” he said. “You keep going along the path here for a while, but, for Christ’s sake, be quiet. Maybe if he sees you, he’ll double back to get away, and I’ll be here to catch him.”


  I wasn’t sure this plan made sense, but I knew we needed to do something. It was getting late. “Be careful,” I said, “he’s big and he has a stick.”


  My father smiled. “Don’t worry,” he said and lifted his foot to indicate the size ten.


  This made me laugh, and I turned and started down the path, taking careful steps. “Go on for about ten minutes or so and see if you see anything,” he called to me before I rounded a bend.


  Once I was by myself, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to find my man. Because of the overcast sky the woods were dark and lonely. As I walked I pictured my father and Cavanaugh wrestling each other and wondered who would win. When I had gone far enough to want to stop and run back, I forced myself around one more turn. Just this little more, I thought. He’s probably already fallen apart anyway, dismantled by winter. But then I saw it up ahead, treetops at eye level, and I knew I had found the valley where the deer went to die.


  Cautiously, I inched up to the rim, and peered down the steep dirt wall overgrown with roots and stickers, into the trees and the shadowed undergrowth beneath them. The valley was a large hole as if a meteor had struck there long ago. I thought of the treasure trove of antlers and bones that lay hidden in the leaves at its base. Standing there, staring, I felt I almost understood the secret life and age of the woods. I had to show this to my father, but before I could move away, I saw something, heard something moving below. Squinting to see more clearly through the darkness down there, I could just about make out a shadowed figure standing, half hidden by the trunk of a tall pine.


  “Cavanaugh?” I called. “Is that you?”


  In the silence, I heard acorns dropping.


  “Are you there?” I asked.


  There was a reply, an eerie sound that was part voice, part wind. It was very quiet but I distinctly heard it ask, “Why?”


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “Why?” came the same question.


  I didn’t know why, and wished I had read him the book’s answers instead of the questions the day of his birth. I stood for a long time and watched as snow began to fall around me.


  His question came again, weaker this time, and I was on the verge of tears, ashamed of what I had done. Suddenly, I had a strange memory flash of the endless beer in Mrs. Grimm’s basement. At least it was something. I leaned out over the edge and, almost certain I was lying, yelled, “I had too much love.”


  Then, so I could barely make it out, I heard him whisper, “Thank you.”


  After that, there came from below the thud of branches hitting together, hitting the ground, and I knew he had come undone. When I squinted again, the figure was gone.


  I found my father sitting on a fallen tree trunk back along the trail, smoking a cigarette. “Hey,” he said when he saw me coming, “did you find anything?”


  “No,” I said, “let’s go home.”


  He must have seen something in my eyes, because he asked, “Are you sure?”


  “I’m sure,” I said.


  The snow fell during our journey home and seemed to continue falling all winter long.


  Now, twenty-one years married with two crewcut boys of my own, I went back to the old neighborhood last week. The woods and even the school have been obliterated, replaced by new developments with streets named for the things they banished—Crow Lane, Deer Street, Gold Creek Road. My father still lives in the same house by himself. My mother passed away some years back. My baby sister is married with two boys of her own and lives upstate. The old man has something growing on his kidney, and he has lost far too much weight, his once huge arms having shrunk to the width of branches. He sat at the kitchen table, the racing form in front of him. I tried to convince him to quit working, but he shook his head and said, “Boring.”


  “How long do you think you can keep going to the shop?” I asked him.


  “How about until the last second,” he said.


  “How’s the health?” I asked.


  “Soon I’ll be food for the worms,” he said, laughing.


  “How do you really feel about that?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “All part of the game,” he said. “I thought when things got bad enough I would build a coffin and sleep in it. That way, when I die, you can just nail the lid on and bury me in the backyard.”


  Later, when we were watching the Giants on TV and I had had a few beers, I asked him if he remembered that time in the woods.


  He closed his eyes and lit a cigarette as though it would help his memory. “Oh, yeah, I think I remember that,” he said.


  I had never asked him before. “Was that you down there in those trees?”


  He took a drag and slowly turned his head and stared hard, without a smile, directly into my eyes. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” he said and exhaled a long, blue-gray stream of life.


  LAMBING SEASON


  Molly Gloss


  From May to September, Delia took the Churro sheep and two dogs and went up on Joe-Johns Mountain to live. She had that country pretty much to herself all summer. Ken Owen sent one of his Mexican hands up every other week with a load of groceries, but otherwise she was alone, alone with the sheep and the dogs. She liked the solitude. Liked the silence. Some sheepherders she knew talked a blue streak to the dogs, the rocks, the porcupines, they sang songs and played the radio, read their magazines out loud, but Delia let the silence settle into her, and, by early summer, she had begun to hear the ticking of the dry grasses as a language she could almost translate. The dogs were named Jesus and Alice. “Away to me, Jesus,” she said when they were moving the sheep. “Go bye, Alice.” From May to September these words spoken in command of the dogs were almost the only times she heard her own voice; that, and when the Mexican brought the groceries, a polite exchange in Spanish about the weather, the health of the dogs, the fecundity of the ewes.


  The Churros were a very old breed. The O-Bar Ranch had a federal allotment up on the mountain, which was all rimrock and sparse grasses well suited to the Churros, who were fiercely protective of their lambs and had a long-stapled top coat that could take the weather. They did well on the thin grass of the mountain where other sheep would lose flesh and give up their lambs to the coyotes. The Mexican was an old man. He said he remembered Churros from his childhood in the Oaxaca highlands, the rams with their four horns, two curving up, two down. “Buen’ carne,” he told Delia. Uncommonly fine meat.


  The wind blew out of the southwest in the early part of the season, a wind that smelled of juniper and sage and pollen; in the later months, it blew straight from the east, a dry wind smelling of dust and smoke, bringing down showers of parched leaves and seedheads of yarrow and bittercress. Thunderstorms came frequently out of the east, enormous cloudscapes with hearts of livid magenta and glaucous green. At those times, if she was camped on a ridge, she’d get out of her bed and walk downhill to find a draw where she could feel safer, but if she were camped in a low place, she would stay with the sheep while a war passed over their heads, spectacular jagged flares of lightning, skull-rumbling cannonades of thunder. It was maybe bred into the bones of Churros, a knowledge and a tolerance of mountain weather, for they shifted together and waited out the thunder with surprising composure; they stood forbearingly while rain beat down in hard blinding bursts.


  Sheepherding was simple work, although Delia knew some herders who made it hard, dogging the sheep every minute, keeping them in a tight group, moving all the time. She let the sheep herd themselves, do what they wanted, make their own decisions. If the band began to separate, she would whistle or yell, and often the strays would turn around and rejoin the main group. Only if they were badly scattered did she send out the dogs. Mostly she just kept an eye on the sheep, made sure they got good feed, that the band didn’t split, that they stayed in the boundaries of the O-Bar allotment. She studied the sheep for the language of their bodies, and tried to handle them just as close to their nature as possible. When she put out salt for them, she scattered it on rocks and stumps as if she were hiding Easter eggs, because she saw how they enjoyed the search.


  The spring grass made their manure wet, so she kept the wool cut away from the ewes’ tail area with a pair of sharp, short-bladed shears. She dosed the sheep with wormer, trimmed their feet, inspected their teeth, treated ewes for mastitis. She combed the burrs from the dogs’ coats and inspected them for ticks. You’re such good dogs, she told them with her hands. I’m very very proud of you.


  She had some old binoculars, 7 x 32s, and in the long quiet days, she watched bands of wild horses miles off in the distance, ragged looking mares with dorsal stripes and black legs. She read the back issues of the local newspapers, looking in the obits for names she recognized. She read spine-broken paperback novels and played solitaire and scoured the ground for arrowheads and rocks she would later sell to rockhounds. She studied the parched brown grass, which was full of grasshoppers and beetles and crickets and ants. But most of her day was spent just walking. The sheep sometimes bedded quite a ways from her trailer and she had to get out to them before sunrise when the coyotes would make their kills. She was usually up by three or four and walking out to the sheep in darkness. Sometimes she returned to the camp for lunch, but always she was out with the sheep again until sundown, when the coyotes were likely to return, and then she walked home after dark to water and feed the dogs, eat supper, climb into bed.


  In her first years on Joe-Johns, she had often walked three or four miles away from the band just to see what was over a hill, or to study the intricate architecture of a sheepherder’s monument. Stacking up flat stones in the form of an obelisk was a common herders’ pastime, their monuments all over that sheep country, and though Delia had never felt an impulse to start one herself, she admired the ones other people had built. She sometimes walked miles out of her way just to look at a rockpile up close.


  She had a mental map of the allotment, divided into ten pastures. Every few days, when the sheep had moved on to a new pasture, she moved her camp. She towed the trailer with an old Dodge pickup, over the rocks and creekbeds, the sloughs and dry meadows, to the new place. For a while afterward, after the engine was shut off and while the heavy old body of the truck was settling onto its tires, she would be deaf, her head filled with a dull roaring white noise.


  She had about eight hundred ewes, as well as their lambs, many of them twins or triplets. The ferocity of the Churro ewes in defending their offspring was sometimes a problem for the dogs, but in the balance of things, she knew that it kept her losses small. Many coyotes lived on Joe-Johns, and sometimes a cougar or bear would come up from the salt pan desert on the north side of the mountain, looking for better country to own. These animals considered the sheep to be fair game, which Delia understood to be their right; and also her right, hers and the dogs’, to take the side of the sheep. Sheep were smarter than people commonly believed and the Churros smarter than other sheep she had tended, but by mid-summer the coyotes always passed the word among themselves, buen’ carne, and Delia and the dogs then had a job to work, keeping the sheep out of harm’s way.


  She carried a .32 caliber Colt pistol in an old-fashioned holster worn on her belt. If you’re a coyot’ you’d better be careful of this woman, she said with her body, with the way she stood and the way she walked when she was wearing the pistol. That gun and holster had once belonged to her mother’s mother, a woman who had come West on her own and homesteaded for a while, down in the Sprague River Canyon. Delia’s grandmother had liked to tell the story: how a concerned neighbor, a bachelor with an interest in marriageable females, had pressed the gun upon her, back when the Klamaths were at war with the army of General Joel Palmer; and how she never had used it for anything but shooting rabbits.


  In July, a coyote killed a lamb while Delia was camped no more than two hundred feet away from the bedded sheep. It was dusk, and she was sitting on the steps of the trailer reading a two-gun western, leaning close over the pages in the failing light, and the dogs were dozing at her feet. She heard the small sound, a strange high faint squeal she did not recognize and then did recognize, and she jumped up and fumbled for the gun, yelling at the coyote, at the dogs, her yell startling the entire band to its feet but the ewes making their charge too late, Delia firing too late, and none of it doing any good beyond a release of fear and anger.


  A lion might well have taken the lamb entire; she had known of lion kills where the only evidence was blood on the grass and a dribble of entrails in the beam of a flashlight. But a coyote is small and will kill with a bite to the throat and then perhaps eat just the liver and heart, though a mother coyote will take all she can carry in her stomach, bolt it down and carry it home to her pups. Delia’s grandmother’s pistol had scared this one off before it could even take a bite, and the lamb was twitching and whole on the grass, bleeding only from its neck. The mother ewe stood over it, crying in a distraught and pitiful way, but there was nothing to be done, and, in a few minutes, the lamb was dead.


  There wasn’t much point in chasing after the coyote, and anyway, the whole band was now a skittish jumble of anxiety and confusion; it was hours before the mother ewe gave up her grieving, before Delia and the dogs had the band calm and bedded down again, almost midnight. By then, the dead lamb had stiffened on the ground, and she dragged it over by the truck and skinned it and let the dogs have the meat, which went against her nature, but was about the only way to keep the coyote from coming back for the carcass.


  While the dogs worked on the lamb, she stood with both hands pressed to her tired back, looking out at the sheep, the mottled pattern of their whiteness almost opalescent across the black landscape, and the stars thick and bright above the faint outline of the rock ridges, stood there a moment before turning toward the trailer, toward bed, and afterward, she would think how the coyote and the sorrowing ewe and the dark of the July moon and the kink in her back, how all of that came together and was the reason that she was standing there watching the sky, was the reason that she saw the brief, brilliantly green flash in the southwest and then the sulfur yellow streak breaking across the night, southwest to due west on a descending arc onto Lame Man Bench. It was a broad bright ribbon, rainbow-wide, a cyanotic contrail. It was not a meteor, she had seen hundreds of meteors. She stood and looked at it.


  Things to do with the sky, with distance, you could lose perspective, it was hard to judge even a lightning strike, whether it had touched down on a particular hill or the next hill or the valley between. So she knew this thing falling out of the sky might have come down miles to the west of Lame Man, not onto Lame Man at all, which was two miles away, at least two miles, and getting there would be all ridges and rocks, no way to cover the ground in the truck. She thought about it. She had moved camp earlier in the day, which was always troublesome work, and it had been a blistering hot day, and now the excitement with the coyote. She was very tired, the tiredness like a weight against her breastbone. She didn’t know what this thing was, falling out of the sky. Maybe if she walked over there she would find just a dead satellite or a broken weather balloon and not dead or broken people. The contrail thinned slowly while she stood there looking at it, became a wide streak of yellowy cloud against the blackness, with the field of stars glimmering dimly behind it.


  After a while, she went into the truck and got a water bottle and filled it, and also took the first aid kit out of the trailer and a couple of spare batteries for the flashlight and a handful of extra cartridges for the pistol, and stuffed these things into a backpack and looped her arms into the straps and started up the rise away from the dark camp, the bedded sheep. The dogs left off their gnawing of the dead lamb and trailed her anxiously, wanting to follow, or not wanting her to leave the sheep. “Stay by,” she said to them sharply, and they went back and stood with the band and watched her go. That coyot’, he’s done with us tonight: This is what she told the dogs with her body, walking away, and she believed it was probably true.


  Now that she’d decided to go, she walked fast. This was her sixth year on the mountain, and, by this time, she knew the country pretty well. She didn’t use the flashlight. Without it, she became accustomed to the starlit darkness, able to see the stones and pick out a path. The air was cool, but full of the smell of heat rising off the rocks and the parched earth. She heard nothing but her own breathing and the gritting of her boots on the pebbly dirt. A little owl circled once in silence and then went off toward a line of cottonwood trees standing in black silhouette to the northeast.


  Lame Man Bench was a great upthrust block of basalt grown over with scraggly juniper forest. As she climbed among the trees, the smell of something like ozone or sulfur grew very strong, and the air became thick, burdened with dust. Threads of the yellow contrail hung in the limbs of the trees. She went on across the top of the bench and onto slabs of shelving rock that gave a view to the west. Down in the steep-sided draw below her there was a big wing-shaped piece of metal resting on the ground, which she at first thought had been torn from an airplane, but then realized was a whole thing, not broken, and she quit looking for the rest of the wreckage. She squatted down and looked at it. Yellow dust settled slowly out of the sky, pollinating her hair, her shoulders, the toes of her boots, faintly dulling the oily black shine of the wing, the thing shaped like a wing.


  While she was squatting there looking down at it, something came out from the sloped underside of it, a coyote she thought at first, and then it wasn’t a coyote but a dog built like a greyhound or a whippet, deep-chested, long legged, very light-boned and frail-looking. She waited for somebody else, a man, to crawl out after his dog, but nobody did. The dog squatted to pee and then moved off a short distance and sat on its haunches and considered things. Delia considered, too. She considered that the dog might have been sent up alone. The Russians had sent up a dog in their little sputnik, she remembered. She considered that a skinny almost hairless dog with frail bones would be dead in short order if left alone in this country. And she considered that there might be a man inside the wing, dead or too hurt to climb out. She thought how much trouble it would be, getting down this steep rock bluff in the darkness to rescue a useless dog and a dead man.


  After a while, she stood and started picking her way into the draw. The dog by this time was smelling the ground, making a slow and careful circuit around the black wing. Delia kept expecting the dog to look up and bark, but it went on with its intent inspection of the ground as if it was stone deaf, as if Delia’s boots making a racket on the loose gravel was not an announcement that someone was coming down. She thought of the old Dodge truck, how it always left her ears ringing, and wondered if maybe it was the same with this dog and its wing-shaped sputnik, although the wing had fallen soundless across the sky.


  When she had come about half way down the hill, she lost footing and slid down six or eight feet before she got her heels dug in and found a handful of willow scrub to hang onto. A glimpse of this movement—rocks sliding to the bottom, or the dust she raised—must have startled the dog, for it leaped backward suddenly and then reared up. They looked at each other in silence, Delia and the dog, Delia standing leaning into the steep slope a dozen yards above the bottom of the draw, and the dog standing next to the sputnik, standing all the way up on its hind legs like a bear or a man and no longer seeming to be a dog but a person with a long narrow muzzle and a narrow chest, turned-out knees, delicate dog-like feet. Its genitals were more cat-like than dog, a male set but very small and neat and contained. Dog’s eyes, though, dark and small and shining below an anxious brow, so that she was reminded of Jesus and Alice, the way they had looked at her when she had left them alone with the sheep. She had years of acquaintance with dogs and she knew enough to look away, break off her stare. Also, after a moment, she remembered the old pistol and holster at her belt. In cowboy pictures, a man would unbuckle his gunbelt and let it down on the ground as a gesture of peaceful intent, but it seemed to her this might only bring attention to the gun, to the true intent of a gun, which is always killing. This woman is nobody at all to be scared of, she told the dog with her body, standing very still along the steep hillside, holding onto the scrub willow with her hands, looking vaguely to the left of him, where the smooth curve of the wing rose up and gathered a veneer of yellow dust.


  The dog, the dog person, opened his jaws and yawned the way a dog will do to relieve nervousness, and then they were both silent and still for a minute. When finally he turned and stepped toward the wing, it was an unexpected, delicate movement, exactly the way a ballet dancer steps along on his toes, knees turned out, lifting his long thin legs; and then he dropped down on all-fours and seemed to become almost a dog again. He went back to his business of smelling the ground intently, though every little while he looked up to see if Delia was still standing along the rock slope. It was a steep place to stand. When her knees finally gave out, she sat down very carefully where she was, which didn’t spook him. He had become used to her by then, and his brief, sliding glance just said, That woman up there is nobody at all to be scared of.


  What he was after, or wanting to know, was a mystery to her. She kept expecting him to gather up rocks, like all those men who’d gone to the moon, but he only smelled the ground, making a wide slow circuit around the wing the way Alice always circled round the trailer every morning, nose down, reading the dirt like a book. And when he seemed satisfied with what he’d learned, he stood up again and looked back at Delia, a last look delivered across his shoulder before he dropped down and disappeared under the edge of the wing, a grave and inquiring look, the kind of look a dog or a man will give you before going off on his own business, a look that says, You be okay if I go? If he had been a dog, and if Delia had been close enough to do it, she’d have scratched the smooth head, felt the hard bone beneath, moved her hands around the soft ears. Sure, okay, you go on now, Mr. Dog: This is what she would have said with her hands. Then he crawled into the darkness under the slope of the wing, where she figured there must be a door, a hatch letting into the body of the machine, and after a while he flew off into the dark of the July moon.


  In the weeks afterward, on nights when the moon had set or hadn’t yet risen, she looked for the flash and streak of something breaking across the darkness out of the southwest. She saw him come and go to that draw on the west side of Lame Man Bench twice more in the first month. Both times, she left her grandmother’s gun in the trailer and walked over there and sat in the dark on the rock slab above the draw and watched him for a couple of hours. He may have been waiting for her, or he knew her smell, because both times he reared up and looked at her just about as soon as she sat down. But then he went on with his business. That woman is nobody to be scared of, he said with his body, with the way he went on smelling the ground, widening his circle and widening it, sometimes taking a clod or a sprig into his mouth and tasting it, the way a mild-mannered dog will do when he’s investigating something and not paying any attention to the person he’s with.


  Delia had about decided that the draw behind Lame Man Bench was one of his regular stops, like the ten campsites she used over and over again when she was herding on Joe-Johns Mountain; but after those three times in the first month, she didn’t see him again.


  At the end of September, she brought the sheep down to the O-Bar. After the lambs had been shipped out she took her band of dry ewes over onto the Nelson prairie for the fall, and in mid-November, when the snow had settled in, she brought them to the feed lots. That was all the work the ranch had for her until lambing season. Jesus and Alice belonged to the O-Bar. They stood in the yard and watched her go.


  In town, she rented the same room as the year before, and, as before, spent most of a year’s wages on getting drunk and standing other herders to rounds of drink. She gave up looking into the sky.


  In March, she went back out to the ranch. In bitter weather, they built jugs and mothering-up pens, and trucked the pregnant ewes from Green, where they’d been feeding on wheat stubble. Some ewes lambed in the trailer on the way in, and after every haul, there was a surge of lambs born. Delia had the night shift, where she was paired with Roy Joyce, a fellow who raised sugar beets over in the valley and came out for the lambing season every year. In the black, freezing cold middle of the night, eight and ten ewes would be lambing at a time. Triplets, twins, big singles, a few quads, ewes with lambs born dead, ewes too sick or confused to mother. She and Roy would skin a dead lamb and feed the carcass to the ranch dogs and wrap the fleece around a bummer lamb, which was intended to fool the bereaved ewe into taking the orphan as her own, and sometimes it worked that way. All the mothering-up pens swiftly filled, and the jugs filled, and still some ewes with new lambs stood out in the cold field waiting for a room to open up.


  You couldn’t pull the stuck lambs with gloves on, you had to reach into the womb with your fingers to turn the lamb, or tie cord around the feet, or grasp the feet barehanded, so Delia’s hands were always cold and wet, then cracked and bleeding. The ranch had brought in some old converted school buses to house the lambing crew, and she would fall into a bunk at daybreak and then not be able to sleep, shivering in the unheated bus with the gray daylight pouring in the windows and the endless daytime clamor out at the lambing sheds. All the lambers had sore throats, colds, nagging coughs. Roy Joyce looked like hell, deep bags as blue as bruises under his eyes, and Delia figured she looked about the same, though she hadn’t seen a mirror, not even to draw a brush through her hair, since the start of the season.


  By the end of the second week, only a handful of ewes hadn’t lambed. The nights became quieter. The weather cleared, and the thin skiff of snow melted off the grass. On the dark of the moon, Delia was standing outside the mothering-up pens drinking coffee from a thermos. She put her head back and held the warmth of the coffee in her mouth a moment, and, as she was swallowing it down, lowering her chin, she caught the tail end of a green flash and a thin yellow line breaking across the sky, so far off anybody else would have thought it was a meteor, but it was bright, and dropping from southwest to due west, maybe right onto Lame Man Bench. She stood and looked at it. She was so very goddamned tired and had a sore throat that wouldn’t clear, and she could barely get her fingers to fold around the thermos, they were so split and tender.


  She told Roy she felt sick as a horse, and did he think he could handle things if she drove herself into town to the Urgent Care clinic, and she took one of the ranch trucks and drove up the road a short way and then turned onto the rutted track that went up to Joe-Johns.


  The night was utterly clear and you could see things a long way off. She was still an hour’s drive from the Churros’ summer range when she began to see a yellow-orange glimmer behind the black ridgeline, a faint nimbus like the ones that marked distant range fires on summer nights.


  She had to leave the truck at the bottom of the bench and climb up the last mile or so on foot, had to get a flashlight out of the glove box and try to find an uphill path with it because the fluttery reddish lightshow was finished by then, and a thick pall of smoke overcast the sky and blotted out the stars. Her eyes itched and burned, and tears ran from them, but the smoke calmed her sore throat. She went up slowly, breathing through her mouth.


  The wing had burned a skid path through the scraggly junipers along the top of the bench and had come apart into about a hundred pieces. She wandered through the burnt trees and the scattered wreckage, shining her flashlight into the smoky darkness, not expecting to find what she was looking for, but there he was, lying apart from the scattered pieces of metal, out on the smooth slab rock at the edge of the draw. He was panting shallowly and his close coat of short brown hair was matted with blood. He lay in such a way that she immediately knew his back was broken. When he saw Delia coming up, his brow furrowed with worry. A sick or a wounded dog will bite, she knew that, but she squatted next to him. It’s just me, she told him, by shining the light not in his face but in hers. Then she spoke to him. “Okay,” she said. “I’m here now,” without thinking too much about what the words meant, or whether they meant anything at all, and she didn’t remember until afterward that he was very likely deaf anyway. He sighed and shifted his look from her to the middle distance, where she supposed he was focused on approaching death.


  Near at hand, he didn’t resemble a dog all that much, only in the long shape of his head, the folded-over ears, the round darkness of his eyes. He lay on the ground flat on his side like a dog that’s been run over and is dying by the side of the road, but a man will lay like that too when he’s dying. He had small-fingered nail-less hands where a dog would have had toes and front feet. Delia offered him a sip from her water bottle, but he didn’t seem to want it, so she just sat with him quietly, holding one of his hands, which was smooth as lambskin against the cracked and roughened flesh of her palm. The batteries in the flashlight gave out, and sitting there in the cold darkness she found his head and stroked it, moving her sore fingers lightly over the bone of his skull, and around the soft ears, the loose jowls. Maybe it wasn’t any particular comfort to him, but she was comforted by doing it. Sure, okay, you can go on.


  She heard him sigh, and then sigh again, and each time wondered if it would turn out to be his death. She had used to wonder what a coyote, or especially a dog, would make of this doggish man, and now while she was listening, waiting to hear if he would breathe again, she began to wish she’d brought Alice or Jesus with her, though not out of that old curiosity. When her husband had died years before, at the very moment he took his last breath, the dog she’d had then had barked wildly and raced back and forth from the front to the rear door of the house as if he’d heard or seen something invisible to her. People said it was her husband’s soul going out the door or his angel coming in. She didn’t know what it was the dog had seen or heard or smelled, but she wished she knew. And now she wished she had a dog with her to bear witness.


  She went on petting him even after he had died, after she was sure he was dead, went on petting him until his body was cool, and then she got up stiffly from the bloody ground and gathered rocks and piled them onto him, a couple of feet high, so that he wouldn’t be found or dug up. She didn’t know what to do about the wreckage, so she didn’t do anything with it at all.


  In May, when she brought the Churro sheep back to Joe-Johns Mountain, the pieces of the wrecked wing had already eroded, were small and smooth-edged like the bits of sea glass you find on a beach, and she figured that this must be what it was meant to do: to break apart into pieces too small for anybody to notice, and then to quickly wear away. But the stones she’d piled over his body seemed like the start of something, so she began the slow work of raising them higher into a sheepherder’s monument. She gathered up all the smooth eroded bits of wing, too, and laid them in a series of widening circles around the base of the monument. She went on piling up stones through the summer and into September, until it reached fifteen feet. Mornings, standing with the sheep miles away, she would look for it through the binoculars and think about ways to raise it higher, and she would wonder what was buried under all the other monuments sheepherders had raised in that country. At night, she studied the sky, but nobody came for him.


  In November, when she finished with the sheep and went into town, she asked around and found a guy who knew about star-gazing and telescopes. He loaned her some books and sent her to a certain pawnshop, and she gave most of a year’s wages for a 14 x 75 telescope with a reflective lens. On clear, moonless nights, she met the astronomy guy out at the Little League baseball field, and she sat on a fold-up canvas stool with her eye against the telescope’s finder while he told her what she was seeing: Jupiter’s moons, the Pelican Nebula, the Andromeda Galaxy. The telescope had a tripod mount, and he showed her how to make a little jerry-built device so she could mount her old 7 x 32 binoculars on the tripod too. She used the binoculars for their wider view of star clusters and small constellations. She was indifferent to most discomforts, could sit quietly in one position for hours at a time, teeth rattling with the cold, staring into the immense vault of the sky until she became numb and stiff, barely able to stand and walk back home. Astronomy, she discovered, was a work of patience, but the sheep had taught her patience, or it was already in her nature before she ever took up with them.


  THE LITTLE CAT LAUGHED TO SEE SUCH SPORT


  Michael Swanwick


  There was a season in Paris when Darger and Surplus, those two canny rogues, lived very well indeed. That was the year when the Seine shone a gentle green at night with the pillars of the stone bridges fading up into a pure and ghostly blue, for the city engineers, in obedience to the latest fashions, had made the algae and mosses bioluminescent.


  Paris, unlike lesser cities, reveled in her flaws. The molds and funguses that attacked her substance had been redesigned for beauty. The rats had been displaced by a breed of particularly engaging mice. A depleted revenant of the Plague Wars yet lingered in her brothels in the form of a sexual fever that lasted but twenty-four hours before dying away, leaving one with only memories and pleasant regrets. The health service, needless to say, made no serious effort to eradicate it.


  Small wonder that Darger and Surplus were as happy as two such men could be.


  One such man, actually. Surplus was, genetically, a dog, though he had been remade into anthropomorphic form and intellect. But neither that nor his American origins was held against him, for it was widely believed that he was enormously wealthy.


  He was not, of course. Nor was he, as so many had been led to suspect, a Baron of the Demesne of Western Vermont, traveling incognito in his government’s service. In actual fact, Surplus and Darger were being kept afloat by an immense sea of credit while their plans matured.


  “It seems almost a pity,” Surplus remarked conversationally over breakfast one morning, “that our little game must soon come to fruition.” He cut a slice of strawberry, laid it down upon his plate, and began fastidiously dabbing it with golden dollops of Irish cream. “I could live like this forever.”


  “Indeed. But our creditors could not.” Darger, who had already breakfasted on toast and black coffee, was slowly unwrapping a package that had been delivered just minutes before by courier. “Nor shall we require them to. It is my proud boast to have never departed a restaurant table without leaving a tip, nor a hotel by any means other than the front door.”


  “I seem to recall that we left Buckingham by climbing out a window into the back gardens.”


  “That was the queen’s palace, and quite a different matter. Anyway, it was on fire. Common law absolves us of any impoliteness under such circumstances.” From a lap brimming with brown paper and excelsior, Darger withdrew a gleaming chrome pistol. “Ah!”


  Surplus set down his fork and said, “Aubrey, what are you doing with that grotesque mechanism?”


  “Far from being a grotesque mechanism, as you put it, my dear friend, this device is an example of the brilliance of the Utopian artisans. The trigger has a built-in gene reader so that the gun could only be fired by its registered owner. Further, it was programmed so that, while still an implacable foe of robbers and other enemies of its master, it would refuse to shoot his family or friends, were he to accidentally point the gun their way and try to fire.”


  “These are fine distinctions for a handgun to make.”


  “Such weapons were artificially intelligent. Some of the best examples had brains almost the equal of yours or mine. Here. Examine it for yourself.”


  Surplus held it up to his ear. “Is it humming?”


  But Darger, who had merely a human sense of hearing, could detect nothing. So Surplus remained unsure. “Where did it come from?” he asked.


  “It is a present,” Darger said. “From one Madame Mignonette d’Etranger. Doubtless she has read of our discovery in the papers, and wishes to learn more. To which end she has enclosed her card—it is bordered in black, indicating that she is a widow—annotated with the information that she will be at home this afternoon.”


  “Then we shall have to make the good widow’s acquaintance. Courtesy requires nothing less.”


  Chateau d’Etranger resembled nothing so much as one of Arcimboldo’s whimsical portraits of human faces constructed entirely of fruits or vegetables. It was a bioengineered veridian structure—self-cleansing, self-renewing, and even self-supporting, were one willing to accept a limited menu—such as had enjoyed a faddish popularity in the suburban Paris of an earlier decade. The columned façade was formed by a uniform line of oaks with fluted boles above plinthed and dadoed bases. The branches swept back to form a pleached roof of leafy green. Swags of vines decorated windows that were each the translucent petal of a flower delicately hinged with clamshell muscle to air the house in pleasant weather.


  “Grotesque,” muttered Surplus, “and in the worst of taste.”


  “Yet expensive,” Darger observed cheerily. “And in the final analysis, does not money trump good taste?”


  Madame d’Etranger received them in the orangery. All the windows had been opened, so that a fresh breeze washed through the room. The scent of orange blossoms was intoxicating. The widow herself was dressed in black, her face entirely hidden behind a dark and fashionable cloud of hair, hat, and veils. Her clothes, notwithstanding their somber purpose, were of silk, and did little to disguise the loveliness of her slim and perfect form. “Gentlemen,” she said. “It is kind of you to meet me on such short notice.”


  Darger rushed forward to seize her black-gloved hands. “Madame, the pleasure is entirely ours. To meet such an elegant and beautiful woman, even under what appear to be tragic circumstances, is a rare privilege, and one I shall cherish always.”


  Madame d’Etranger tilted her head in a way that might indicate pleasure.


  “Indeed,” Surplus said coldly. Darger shot him a quick look.


  “Tell me,” Madame d’Etranger said. “Have you truly located the Eiffel Tower?”


  “Yes, Madame, we have,” Darger said.


  “After all these years . . .” she marveled. “However did you find it?”


  “First, I must touch lightly upon its history. You know, of course, that it was built early in the Utopian era, and dismantled at its very end, when rogue intelligences attempted to reach out from the virtual realm to seize control of the human world, and humanity fought back in every way it could manage. There were many desperate actions fought in those mad years, and none more desperate than here in Paris, where demons seized control of the Tower and used it to broadcast madness throughout the city. Men fought each other in the streets. Armed forces, sent in to restore order, were reprogrammed and turned against their own commanders. Thousands died before the Tower was at last dismantled.


  “I remind you of this, so that you may imagine the determination of the survivors to ensure that the Eiffel Tower would never be raised again. Today, we think only of the seven thousand three hundred tons of puddled iron of its superstructure, and of how much it would be worth on the open market. Then, it was seen as a monster, to be buried where it could never be found and resurrected.”


  “As indeed, for all this time, it has not. Yet now, you tell me, you have found it. How?”


  “By seeking for it where it would be most difficult to excavate. By asking ourselves where such a salvage operation would be most disruptive to contemporary Paris.” He nodded to Surplus, who removed a rolled map from his valise. “Have you a table?”


  Madame d’Etranger clapped her hands sharply twice. From the ferny undergrowth to one end of the orangery, an enormous tortoise patiently footed forward. The top of his shell was as high as Darger’s waist, and flat.


  Wordlessly, Surplus unrolled the map. It showed Paris and environs.


  “And the answer?” Darger swept a hand over the meandering blue river bisecting Paris. “It is buried beneath the Seine!”


  For a long moment, the lady was still. Then, “My husband will want to speak with you.”


  With a rustle of silks, she left the room.


  As soon as she was gone, Darger turned on his friend and harshly whispered, “Damn you, Surplus, your sullen and uncooperative attitude is queering the pitch! Have you forgotten how to behave in front of a lady?”


  “She is no lady,” Surplus said stiffly. “She is a genetically modified cat. I can smell it.”


  “A cat! Surely not.”


  “Trust me on this one. The ears you cannot see are pointed. The eyes she takes such care to hide are a cat’s eyes. Doubtless the fingers within those gloves have retractable claws. She is a cat, and thus untrustworthy and treacherous.”


  Madame d’Etranger returned. She was followed by two apes who carried a thin, ancient man in a chair between them. Their eyes were dull; they were little better than automata. After them came a Dedicated Doctor, eyes bright, who of course watched his charge with obsessive care. The widow gestured toward her husband. “C’est Monsieur.”


  “Monsieur d’Etrang—” Darger began.


  “Monsieur only. It’s quicker,” the ancient said curtly. “My widow has told me about your proposition.”


  Darger bowed. “May I ask, sir, how long you have?”


  “Twenty-three months, seven days, and an indeterminable number of hours,” the Dedicated Doctor said. “Medicine remains, alas, an inexact science.”


  “Damn your impudence and shut your yap!” Monsieur snarled. “I have no time to waste on you.”


  “I speak only the truth. I have no choice but to speak the truth. If you wish otherwise, please feel free to deprogram me, and I will quit your presence immediately.”


  “When I die you can depart, and not a moment before.” The slight old man addressed Darger and Surplus: “I have little time, gentlemen, and in that little time I wish to leave my mark upon the world.”


  “Then—forgive me again, sir, but I must say it—you have surely better things to do than to speak with us, who are in essence but glorified scrap dealers. Our project will bring its patron an enormous increase in wealth. But wealth, as you surely know, does not in and of itself buy fame.”


  “But that is exactly what I intend to do—buy fame.” A glint came into Monsieur’s eyes, and one side of his mouth turned up in a mad and mirthless grin. “It is my intent to re-erect the ancient structure as the Tour d’Etranger!”


  “The trout has risen to the bait,” Darger said with satisfaction. He and Surplus were smoking cigars in their office. The office was the middle room of their suite, and a masterpiece of stage-setting, with desks and tables overflowing with papers, maps, and antiquarian books competing for space with globes, surveying equipment, and a stuffed emu.


  “And yet, the hook is not set. He can still swim free,” Surplus riposted. “There was much talk of building coffer dams of such and so sizes and redirecting so-many-millions of liters of water. And yet not so much as a penny of earnest money.”


  “He’ll come around. He cannot coffer the Seine segment by segment until he comes across the buried beams of the Tower. For that knowledge, he must come to us.”


  “And why should he do that, rather than searching it out for himself?”


  “Because, dear fellow, it is not to be found there. We lied.”


  “We have told lies before, and had them turn out to be true.”


  “That too is covered. Over a century ago, an eccentric Parisian published an account of how he had gone up and down the Seine with a rowboat and a magnet suspended on a long rope from a spring scale, and found nothing larger than the occasional rusted hulk of a Utopian machine. I discovered his leaflet, its pages uncut, in the Bibliothèque Nationale.”


  “And what is to prevent our sponsor from reading that same chapbook?”


  “The extreme unlikelihood of such a coincidence, and the fact that I later dropped the only surviving copy in all the city into the Seine.”


  That same night Darger, who was a light sleeper, was awakened by the sound of voices in the library. Silently, he donned blouse and trousers, and then put his ear to the connecting double doors.


  He could hear the cadenced rise and fall of conversation, but could not quite make out the words. More suspiciously, no light showed in the crack under or between the doors. Surplus, he knew, would not have scheduled a business appointment without consulting him. Moreover, though one of the two murmuring voices might conceivably be female, there were neither giggles nor soft, drawn-out sighs but, rather, a brisk and informational tone to their speech. The rhythms were all wrong for it to be one of Surplus’s assignations.


  Resolutely, Darger flung the doors open.


  The only light in the office came from the moon without. It illuminated not two but only one figure—a slender one, clad in skin-tight clothes. She (for by the outline of her shadowy body, Darger judged the intruder to be female) whirled at the sound of the doors slamming. Then, with astonishing grace, she ran out onto the balcony, jumped up on its rail, and leaped into the darkness. Darger heard the woman noisily rattling up the bamboo fire escape.


  With a curse, he rushed after her.


  By the time Darger had reached the roof, he fully expected his mysterious intruder to be gone. But there she was, to the far end of the hotel, crouched alongside one of the chimney-pots in a wary and watchful attitude. Of her face he could see only two unblinking glints of green fire that were surely her eyes. Silhouetted as she was against a sky filled with rags and snatches of moon-bright cloud, he could make out the outline of one pert and perfect breast, tipped with a nipple the size of a dwarf cherry. He saw how her long tail lashed back and forth behind her.


  For an instant, Darger was drawn up by a wholly uncharacteristic feeling of supernatural dread. Was this some imp or fiend from the infernal nether-regions? He drew in his breath.


  But then the creature turned and fled. So Darger, reasoning that if it feared him then he had little to fear from it, pursued.


  The imp-woman ran to the edge of the hotel and leaped. Only a short alley separated the building from its neighbor. The leap was no more than six feet. Darger followed without difficulty. Up a sloping roof she ran. Over it he pursued her.


  Another jump, of another alley.


  He was getting closer now. Up a terracotta-tiled rooftop he ran. At the ridge-line, he saw with horror his prey extend herself in a low flying leap across a gap of at least fifteen feet. She hit the far roof with a tuck, rolled, and sprang to her feet.


  Darger knew his limitations. He could not leap that gap.


  In a panic, he tried to stop, tripped, fell, and found himself sliding feet-first on his back down the tiled roof. The edge sped toward him. It was a fall of he-knew-not-how-many floors to the ground. Perhaps six.


  Frantically, Darger flung out his arms to either side, grabbing at the tiles, trying to slow his descent by friction. The tiles bumped painfully beneath him as he skidded downward. Then the heels of his bare feet slammed into the gutter at the edge of the eaves. The guttering groaned, lurched outward—and held.


  Darger lay motionless, breathing heavily, afraid to move.


  He heard a thump, and then the soft sound of feet traversing the rooftop. A woman’s head popped into view, upside down in his vision. She smiled.


  He knew who she was, then. There were, after all, only so many cat-women in Paris. “M-madame d’Etra—”


  “Shhh.” She put a finger against his lips. “No names.”


  Nimbly, she slipped around and crouched over him. He saw now that she was clad only in a pelt of fine black fur. Her nipples were pale and naked. “So afraid!” she marveled. Then, brushing a hand lightly over him. “Yet still aroused.”


  Darger felt the guttering sway slightly under him and, thinking how easily this woman could send him flying downward, he shivered. It was best he did not offend her. “Can you wonder, Madame? The sight of you . . .”


  “How gallant!” Her fingers deftly unbuttoned his trousers, and undid his belt. “You do know how to pay a lady a compliment.”


  “What are you doing?” Darger cried in alarm.


  She tugged the belt free, tossed it lightly over the side of the building. “Surely your friend has explained to you that cats are amoral?” Then, when Darger nodded, she ran her fingers up under his blouse, claws extended, drawing blood. “So you will understand that I mean nothing personal by this.”


  Surplus was waiting when Darger climbed back in the window. “Dear God, look at you,” he cried. “Your clothes are dirty and disordered, your hair is in disarray—and what has happened to your belt?”


  “Some mudlark of the streets has it, I should imagine.” Darger sank down into a chair. “At any rate, there’s no point looking for it.”


  “What in heaven’s name has happened to you?”


  “I fear I’ve fallen in love,” Darger said sadly, and could be compelled to say no more.


  So began an affair that seriously tried the friendship of the two partners in crime. For Madame d’Etranger thenceforth appeared in their rooms, veiled yet unmistakable, every afternoon. Invariably, Darger would plant upon her hand the chastest of kisses, and then discreetly lead her to the secrecy of his bedroom, where their activities could only be guessed at. Invariably, Surplus would scowl, snatch up his walking stick, and retire to the hallway, there to pace back and forth until the lady finally departed. Only rarely did they speak of their discord.


  One such discussion was occasioned by Surplus’s discovery that Madame d’Etranger had employed the services of several of Paris’s finest book scouts.


  “For what purpose?” Darger asked negligently. Mignonette had left not half an hour previously, and he was uncharacteristically relaxed.


  “That I have not been able to determine. These book scouts are a notoriously close-mouthed lot.”


  “The acquisition of rare texts is an honorable hobby for many haut-bourgeois.”


  “Then it is one she has acquired on short notice. She was unknown in the Parisian book world a week ago. Today she is one of its best patrons. Think, Darger—think! Abrupt changes of behavior are always dangerous signs. Why will you not take this seriously?”


  “Mignonette is, as they say here, une chatte serieuse, and I un homme galant.” Darger shrugged. “It is inevitable that I should be besotted with her. Why cannot you, in your turn, simply accept this fact?”


  Surplus chewed on a knuckle of one paw. “Very well—I will tell you what I fear. There is only one work of literature she could possibly be looking for, and that is the chapbook proving that the Eiffel Tower does not lie beneath the Seine.”


  “But, my dear fellow, how could she possibly know of its existence?”


  “That I cannot say.”


  “Then your fears are groundless.” Darger smiled complacently. Then he stroked his chin and frowned. “Nevertheless, I will have a word with her.”


  The very next day he did so.


  The morning had been spent, as usual, in another round of the interminable negotiations with Monsieur’s business agents, three men of such negligible personality that Surplus privately referred to them as Ci, Ca, and l’Autre. They were drab and lifeless creatures who existed, it sometimes seemed, purely for the purpose of preventing an agreement of any sort from coming to fruition. “They are waiting to be bribed,” Darger explained when Surplus took him aside to complain of their recalcitrance.


  “Then they will wait forever. Before we can begin distributing banknotes, we must first receive our earnest money. The pump must be primed. Surely even such dullards as Ci, Ca, and l’Autre can understand that much.”


  “Greed has rendered them impotent. Just as a heart can be made to beat so fast that it will seize up, so too here. Still, with patience I believe they can be made to see reason.”


  “Your patience, I suspect, is born of long afternoons and rumpled bed sheets.”


  Darger merely looked tolerant.


  Yet it was not patience that broke the logjam, but its opposite. For that very morning, Monsieur burst into the conference room, carried in a chair by his apes and accompanied by his Dedicated Doctor. “It has been weeks,” he said without preamble. “Why are the papers not ready?”


  Ci, Ca, and l’Autre threw up their hands in dismay.


  “The terms they require are absurd, to say the . . .”


  “No sensible businessman would . . .”


  “They have yet to provide any solid proof of their . . .”


  “No, and in their position, neither would I. Popotin—” he addressed one of his apes— “the pouch.”


  Popotin slipped a leather pouch from his shoulder and clumsily held it open. Monsieur drew out three hand-written sheets of paper and threw them down on the table. “Here are my notes,” he said. “Look them over and then draw them up in legal form.” The cries of dismay from Ci, Ca, and l’Autre were quelled with one stern glare. “I expect them to be complete within the week.”


  Surplus, who had quickly scanned the papers, said, “You are most generous, Monsieur. The sum on completion is nothing short of breathtaking.” Neither he nor Darger expected to collect that closing sum, of course. But they were careful to draw attention away from the start-up monies (a fraction of the closing sum, though by their standards enormous), that were their true objective.


  Monsieur snorted. “What matter? I will be dead by then.”


  “I see that the Tour d’Etranger is to be given to the City of Paris,” Darger said. “That is very generous of you, Monsieur. Many a man in your position would prefer to keep such a valuable property in their family.”


  “Eh? What family?”


  “I speak, sir, of your wife.”


  “She will be taken care of.”


  “Sir?” Darger, who was sensitive to verbal nuance, felt a cold tingling at the back of his neck, a premonition of something significant being left unspoken. “What does that mean?”


  “It means just what I said.” Monsieur snapped his fingers to catch his apes’ attention. “Take me away from here.”


  When Darger got back to his rooms, Mignonette was already waiting there. She lounged naked atop his bed, playing with the chrome revolver she had sent him before ever they had met. First she cuddled it between her breasts. Then she brought it to her mouth, ran her pink tongue up the barrel, and briefly closed her lips about its very tip. He found the sight disturbingly arousing.


  “You should be careful,” Darger said. “That’s a dangerous device.”


  “Pooh! Monsieur had it programmed to defend me as well as himself.” She placed the muzzle against her heart, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. “See? It will not fire at either of us.” She handed it to him. “Try it for yourself.”


  With a small shudder of distaste, Darger placed the gun on a table at some distance from the bed. “I have a question to ask you,” he said.


  Mignonette smiled in an amused way. She rolled over on her stomach, and rose up on her knees and elbows. Her long tail moved languidly. Her cat’s eyes were green as grass. “Do you want your answer now,” she asked, “or later?”


  Put that way, the question answered itself.


  So filled with passion was Darger that he had no memory of divesting himself of his clothing, or joining Mignonette on the bed. He only knew that he was deep inside her, and that that was where he wanted to be. Her fur was soft and sleek against his skin. It tickled him ever so slightly—just enough to be perverse, but not enough to be undesirable. Fleetingly, he felt like a zoöphile, and then, even more fleetingly, realized that this must be very much like what Surplus’s lady-friends experienced. But he abandoned that line of thought quickly.


  Like any properly educated man of his era, Darger was capable of achieving orgasm three or four times in succession without awkward periods of detumescence in between. With Mignonette, he could routinely bring that number up to five. Today, for the first time, he reached seven.


  “You wanted to ask me a question?” Mignonette said, when they were done. She lay within the crook of his arm, her cold nose snuggled up against his neck. Playfully, she put her two hands, claws sheathed, against his side and kneaded him, as if she were a true, unmodified cat.


  “Hmm? Ah! Yes.” Darger felt wonderfully, gloriously relaxed. He doubted he would ever move again. It took an effort for him to focus his thoughts. “I was wondering . . . exactly what your husband meant when he said that he would have you ‘taken care of,’ after his death.”


  “Oh.” She drew away from him, and sat up upon her knees. “That. I thought you were going to ask about the pamphlet.”


  Again, a terrible sense of danger overcame Darger. He was extremely sensitive to such influences. It was an essential element of his personality. “Pamphlet?” he said lightly.


  “Yes, that silly little thing about a man in a rowboat. Vingt Ans . . . something like that. I’ve had my book scouts scouring the stalls and garrets for it since I-forget-when.”


  “I had no idea you were looking for such a thing.”


  “Oh, yes,” she said. “I was looking for it. And I have found it too.”


  “You have what?”


  The outer doors of their apartments slammed open, and the front room filled with voices. Somebody—it could only be Monsieur—was shouting at the top of his weak voice. Surplus was clearly trying to soothe him. The Dedicated Doctor was there as well, urging his client to calm himself.


  Darger leapt from the bed, and hastily threw on his clothes. “Wait here,” he told Mignonette. Having some experience in matters of love, he deftly slipped between the doors without opening them wide enough to reveal her presence.


  He stepped into absolute chaos.


  Monsieur stood in the middle of the room waving a copy of an ancient pamphlet titled Vingt Ans dans un Bateau à Rames in the air. On its cover was a crude drawing of a man in a rowboat holding a magnet from a fishing pole. He shook it until it rattled. “Swindlers!” he cried. “Confidence tricksters! Deceivers! Oh, you foul creatures!”


  “Please, sir, consider your leucine aminopeptidases,” the Dedicated Doctor murmured. He wiped the little man’s forehead with a medicated cloth. “You’ll put your inverse troponin ratio all out of balance. Please sit down again.”


  “I am betrayed!”


  “Sir, consider your blood pressure.”


  “The Tour d’Etranger was to be my immortality!” Monsieur howled. “What can such false cozeners as you know of immortality?”


  “I am certain there has been a misunderstanding,” Surplus said.


  “Consider your fluoroimmunohistochemical systems. Consider your mitochondrial refresh rate.”


  The two apes, released from their chair-carrying chore, were running in panicked circles. One of them brushed against a lamp and sent it crashing to the floor.


  It was exactly the sort of situation that Darger was best in. Thinking swiftly, he took two steps into the room and in an authoritative voice cried, “If you please!”


  Silence. Every eye was upon him.


  Smiling sternly, Darger said. “I will not ask for explanations. I think it is obvious to all of us what has happened. How Monsieur has come to misunderstand the import of the chapbook I cannot understand. But if, sir, you will be patient for the briefest moment, all will be made clear to you.” He had the man! Monsieur was so perfectly confused (and anxious to be proved wrong, to boot) that he would accept anything Darger told him. Even the Dedicated Doctor was listening. Now he had but to invent some plausible story—for him a trifle—and the operation was on track again. “You see, there is—”


  Behind him, the doors opened quietly. He put a hand over his eyes.


  Mignonette d’Etranger entered the room, fully dressed, and carrying the chrome revolver. In her black silks, she was every inch the imperious widow. (Paradoxically, the fact that she obviously wore nothing beneath those silks only made her all the more imposing.) But she had thrown her veils back to reveal her face: cold, regal, and scornful.


  “You!” She advanced wrathfully on her husband. “How dare you object to my taking a lover? How dare you!”


  “You . . . you were . . .” The little man looked bewildered by her presence.


  “I couldn’t get what I need at home. It was only natural that I should look for it elsewhere. So it costs you a day of your life every time we make love! Aren’t I worth it? So it costs you three days to tie me up and whip me! So what? Most men would die for the privilege.”


  She pressed the gun into his hands.


  “If I mean so little to you,” she cried histrionically, “then kill me!” She darted back and struck a melodramatic pose alongside Darger. “I will die beside the man I love!”


  “Yes. . .” Belated comprehension dawned upon Monsieur’s face, followed closely by a cruel smile. “The man you love.”


  He pointed the pistol at Darger and pulled the trigger.


  But in that same instant, Mignonette flung herself before her lover, as if to shelter his body with her own. In the confines of so small a room, the gun’s report was world-shattering. She spun around, clutched her bosom, and collapsed in the bedroom doorway. Blood seeped onto the carpet from beneath her.


  Monsieur held up the gun and stared at it with an expression of total disbelief.


  It went off again.


  He collapsed dead upon the carpet.


  The police naturally suspected the worst. But a dispassionate exposition of events by the Dedicated Doctor, a creature compulsively incapable of lying, and an unobtrusive transfer of banknotes from Surplus allayed all suspicions. Monsieur d’Etranger’s death was obviously an accident d’amour, and Darger and Surplus but innocent bystanders. With heartfelt expressions of condolence, the officers left.


  When the morticians came to take away Monsieur’s body, the Dedicated Doctor smiled. “What a horrible little man he was!” he exclaimed. “You cannot imagine what a relief it is to no longer give a damn about his health.” He had signed death warrants for both Monsieur and his widow, though his examination of her had been cursory at best. He hadn’t even touched the body.


  Darger roused himself from his depressed state to ask, “Will you be returning for Madame’s body?”


  “No,” the Dedicated Doctor said. “She is a cat, and therefore the disposition of her corpse is a matter for the department of sanitation.”


  Darger turned an ashen white. But Surplus deftly stepped beside him and seized the man’s wrists in his own powerful paws. “Consider how tenuous our position is here,” he murmured. Then the door closed, and they were alone again. “Anyway—what body?”


  Darger whirled. Mignonette was gone.


  “Between the money I had to slip to les flics in order to get them to leave as quickly as they did,” Surplus told his morose companion, “and the legitimate claims of our creditors, we are only slightly better-off than we were when we first arrived in Paris.”


  This news roused Darger from his funk. “You have paid off our creditors? That is extremely good to hear. Wherever did you get that sort of money?”


  “Ci, Ca, and l’Autre. They wished to be bribed. So I let them buy shares in the salvage enterprise at a greatly reduced rate. You cannot imagine how grateful they were.”


  It was evening, and the two associates were taking a last slow stroll along the luminous banks of the Seine. They were scheduled to depart the city within the hour via river-barge, and their emotions were decidedly mixed. No man leaves Paris entirely happily.


  They came to a stone bridge, and walked halfway across it. Below, they could see their barge awaiting them. Darger opened his Gladstone and took out the chrome pistol that had been so central in recent events. He placed it on the rail. “Talk,” he said.


  The gun said nothing.


  He nudged it ever so slightly with one finger. “It would take but a flick of the wrist to send you to the bottom of the river. I don’t know if you’d rust, but I am certain you cannot swim.”


  “All right, all right!” the pistol said. “How did you know?”


  “Monsieur had possession of an extremely rare chapbook that gave away our scheme. He can only have gotten it from one of Mignonette’s book scouts. Yet there was no way she could have known of its importance—unless she had somehow planted a spy in our midst. That first night, when she broke into our rooms, I heard voices. It is obvious now that she was talking with you.”


  “You are a more intelligent man than you appear.”


  “I’ll take that for a compliment. Now tell me—what was this ridiculous charade all about?”


  “How much do you know already?”


  “The first bullet you fired lodged in the back wall of the bedroom. It did not come anywhere near Mignonette. The blood that leaked from under her body was bull’s blood, released from a small leather bladder she left behind her. After the police departed, she unobtrusively slipped out the bedroom window. Doubtless she is a great distance away by now. I know all that occurred. What I do not understand is why.”


  “Very well. Monsieur was a vile old man. He did not deserve a beautiful creature like Mignonette.”


  “On this we are as one. Go on.”


  “But, as he had her made, he owned her. And as she was his property, he was free to do with her as he liked.” Then, when Darger’s face darkened, “You misapprehend me, sir! I do not speak of sexual or sadomasochistic practices but of chattel slavery. Monsieur was, as I am sure you have noted for yourself, a possessive man. He had left instructions that upon his death, his house was to be set afire, with Mignonette within it.”


  “Surely, this would not be legal!”


  “Read the law,” the gun said. “Mignonette determined to find her way free. She won me over to her cause, and together we hatched the plan you have seen played to fruition.”


  “Tell me one thing, Surplus said curiously. “You were programmed not to shoot your master. How then did you manage . . .?


  “Iam many centuries old. Time enough to hack any amount of code.”


  “Ah,” said Surplus, in a voice that indicated he was unwilling to admit unfamiliarity with the gun’s terminology.


  “But why me?” Darger slammed a hand down on the stone rail. “Why did Madame d’Etranger act out her cruel drama with my assistance, rather than . . . than . . . with someone else’s?”


  “Because she is a cold-hearted bitch. Also, she found you attractive. For a whore such as she, that is justification enough for anything.”


  Darger flushed with anger. “How dare you speak so of a lady?”


  “She abandoned me,” the gun said bitterly. “I loved her, and she abandoned me. How else should I speak of her under such circumstances?”


  “Under such circumstances, a gentleman would not speak of her at all,” Surplus said mildly. “Nevertheless, you have, as required, explained everything. So we shall honor our implicit promise by leaving you here to be found by the next passer-by. A valuable weapon such as yourself will surely find another patron with ease. A good life to you, sir.”


  “Wait!”


  Surplus quirked an eyebrow. “What is it?” Darger asked.


  “Take me with you,” the gun pleaded. “Do not leave me here to be picked up by some cutpurse or bourgeois lout. I am neither a criminal nor meant for a sedentary life. I am an adventurer, like yourselves! I can be of enormous aid to you, and an invaluable prop for your illicit schemes.”


  Darger saw how Surplus’s ears perked up at this. Quickly, and in his coldest possible manner, he said, “We are not of the same social class, sir.”


  Taking his friend’s arm, he turned away.


  Below, at the landing-stage, their barge awaited, hung with loops of fairy-lights. They descended and boarded. The hawsers were cast off, the engine fed an extra handful of sugar to wake it to life, and they motored silently down-river, while behind them the pistol’s frantic cries faded slowly in the warm Parisian night. It was not long before the City of Light was a luminous blur on the horizon, like the face of one’s beloved seen through tears.
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  A STUDY IN EMERALD


  Neil Gaiman


  1. THE NEW FRIEND


  
    


    Fresh from Their Stupendous European Tour, where they performed before several of the CROWNED HEADS OF EUROPE, garnering their plaudits and praise with magnificent dramatic performances, combining both COMEDY and TRAGEDY, the Strand Players wish to make it known that they shall be appearing at the Royal Court Theatre, Drury Lane, for a LIMITED ENGAGEMENT in April, at which they will present “My Look-Alike Brother Tom!” “The Littlest Violet-Seller” and “The Great Old Ones Come,” ( this last an Historical Epic of Pageantry and Delight); each an entire play in one act! Tickets are available now from the Box Office.


    

  


  It is the immensity, I believe. The hugeness of things below. The darkness of dreams.


  But I am woolgathering. Forgive me. I am not a literary man.


  I had been in need of lodgings. That was how I met him. I wanted someone to share the cost of rooms with me. We were introduced by a mutual acquaintance, in the chemical laboratories of St. Bart’s. “You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive,” that was what he said to me, and my mouth fell open and my eyes opened very wide.


  “Astonishing,” I said.


  “Not really,” said the stranger in the white lab-coat, who was to become my friend. “From the way you hold your arm, I see you have been wounded, and in a particular way. You have a deep tan. You also have a military bearing, and there are few enough places in the Empire that a military man can be both tanned and, given the nature of the injury to your shoulder and the traditions of the Afghan cave-folk, tortured.”


  Put like that, of course, it was absurdly simple. But then, it always was. I had been tanned nut-brown. And I had indeed, as he had observed, been tortured.


  The gods and men of Afghanistan were savages, unwilling to be ruled from Whitehall or from Berlin or even from Moscow, and unprepared to see reason. I had been sent into those hills, attached to the th Regiment. As long as the fighting remained in the hills and mountains, we fought on an equal footing. When the skirmishes descended into the caves and the darkness then we found ourselves, as it were, out of our depth and in over our heads.


  I shall not forget the mirrored surface of the underground lake, nor the thing that emerged from the lake, its eyes opening and closing, and the singing whispers that accompanied it as it rose, wreathing their way about it like the buzzing of flies bigger than worlds.


  That I survived was a miracle, but survive I did, and I returned to England with my nerves in shreds and tatters. The place that leech-like mouth had touched me was tattooed forever, frog-white, into the skin of my now-withered shoulder. I had once been a crack-shot. Now I had nothing, save a fear of the world-beneath-the-world akin to panic which meant that I would gladly pay sixpence of my army pension for a Hansom cab, rather than a penny to travel underground.


  Still, the fogs and darknesses of London comforted me, took me in. I had lost my first lodgings because I screamed in the night. I had been in Afghanistan; I was there no longer.


  “I scream in the night,” I told him.


  “I have been told that I snore,” he said. “Also I keep irregular hours, and I often use the mantelpiece for target practice. I will need the sitting room to meet clients. I am selfish, private and easily bored. Will this be a problem?”


  I smiled, and I shook my head, and extended my hand. We shook on it.


  The rooms he had found for us, in Baker Street, were more than adequate for two bachelors. I bore in mind all my friend had said about his desire for privacy, and I forbore from asking what it was he did for a living. Still, there was much to pique my curiosity. Visitors would arrive at all hours, and when they did I would leave the sitting room and repair to my bedroom, pondering what they could have in common with my friend: the pale woman with one eye bone-white, the small man who looked like a commercial traveller, the portly dandy in his velvet jacket, and the rest. Some were frequent visitors, many others came only once, spoke to him, and left, looking troubled or looking satisfied.


  He was a mystery to me.


  We were partaking of one of our landlady’s magnificent breakfasts one morning, when my friend rang the bell to summon that good lady. “There will be a gentleman joining us, in about four minutes,” he said. “We will need another place at table.”


  “Very good,” she said, “I’ll put more sausages under the grill.”


  My friend returned to perusing his morning paper. I waited for an explanation with growing impatience. Finally, I could stand it no longer. “I don’t understand. How could you know that in four minutes we would be receiving a visitor? There was no telegram, no message of any kind.”


  He smiled, thinly. “You did not hear the clatter of a brougham several minutes ago? It slowed as it passed us—obviously as the driver identified our door, then it sped up and went past, up into the Marylebone Road. There is a crush of carriages and taxicabs letting off passengers at the railway station and at the waxworks, and it is in that crush that anyone wishing to alight without being observed will go. The walk from there to here is but four minutes . . .”


  He glanced at his pocket-watch, and as he did so I heard a tread on the stairs outside.


  “Come in, Lestrade,” he called. “The door is ajar, and your sausages are just coming out from under the grill.”


  A man I took to be Lestrade opened the door, then closed it carefully behind him. “I should not,” he said, “But truth to tell, I have had not had a chance to break my fast this morning. And I could certainly do justice to a few of those sausages.” He was the small man I had observed on several occasions previously, whose demeanour was that of a traveller in rubber novelties or patent nostrums.


  My friend waited until our landlady had left the room, before he said, “Obviously, I take it this is a matter of national importance.”


  “My stars,” said Lestrade, and he paled. “Surely the word cannot be out already. Tell me it is not.” He began to pile his plate high with sausages, kipper fillets, kedgeree and toast, but his hands shook, a little.


  “Of course not,” said my friend. “I know the squeak of your brougham wheels, though, after all this time: an oscillating G sharp above high C. And if Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard cannot publically be seen to come into the parlour of London’s only consulting detective, yet comes anyway, and without having had his breakfast, then I know that this is not a routine case. Ergo, it involves those above us and is a matter of national importance.”


  Lestrade dabbed egg yolk from his chin with his napkin. I stared at him. He did not look like my idea of a police inspector, but then, my friend looked little enough like my idea of a consulting detective—whatever that might be.


  “Perhaps we should discuss the matter privately,” Lestrade said, glancing at me.


  My friend began to smile, impishly, and his head moved on his shoulders as it did when he was enjoying a private joke. “Nonsense,” he said. “Two heads are better than one. And what is said to one of us is said to us both.”


  “If I am intruding—” I said, gruffly, but he motioned me to silence.


  Lestrade shrugged. “It’s all the same to me,” he said, after a moment. “If you solve the case then I have my job. If you don’t, then I have no job. You use your methods, that’s what I say. It can’t make things any worse.”


  “If there’s one thing that a study of history has taught us, it is that things can always get worse,” said my friend. “When do we go to Shoreditch?”


  Lestrade dropped his fork. “This is too bad!” he exclaimed. “Here you were, making sport of me, when you know all about the matter! You should be ashamed—”


  “No one has told me anything of the matter. When a police inspector walks into my room with fresh splashes of mud of that peculiar mustard yellow hue on his boots and trouser-legs, I can surely be forgiven for presuming that he has recently walked past the diggings at Hobbs Lane, in Shoreditch, which is the only place in London that particular mustard-coloured clay seems to be found.”


  Inspector Lestrade looked embarrassed. “Now you put it like that,” he said, “It seems so obvious.”


  My friend pushed his plate away from him. “Of course it does,” he said, slightly testily.


  We rode to the East End in a cab. Inspector Lestrade had walked up to the Marylebone Road to find his brougham, and left us alone.


  “So you are truly a consulting detective?” I said.


  “The only one in London, or perhaps, the world,” said my friend. “I do not take cases. Instead, I consult. Others bring me their insoluble problems, they describe them, and, sometimes, I solve them.”


  “Then those people who come to you . . .”


  “Are, in the main, police officers, or are detectives themselves, yes.”


  It was a fine morning, but we were now jolting about the edges of the rookery of St Giles, that warren of thieves and cutthroats which sits on London like a cancer on the face of a pretty flower-seller, and the only light to enter the cab was dim and faint.


  “Are you sure that you wish me along with you?”


  In reply my friend stared at me without blinking. “I have a feeling,” he said. “I have a feeling that we were meant to be together. That we have fought the good fight, side by side, in the past or in the future, I do not know. I am a rational man, but I have learned the value of a good companion, and from the moment I clapped eyes on you, I knew I trusted you as well as I do myself. Yes. I want you with me.”


  I blushed, or said something meaningless. For the first time since Afghanistan, I felt that I had worth in the world.


  2. THE ROOM
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  It was a cheap rooming house in Shoreditch. There was a policeman at the front door. Lestrade greeted him by name, and made to usher us in, and I was ready to enter, but my friend squatted on the doorstep, and pulled a magnifying glass from his coat pocket. He examined the mud on the wrought iron boot-scraper, prodding at it with his forefinger. Only when he was satisfied would he let us go inside.


  We walked upstairs. The room in which the crime had been committed was obvious: it was flanked by two burly constables.


  Lestrade nodded to the men, and they stood aside. We walked in.


  I am not, as I said, a writer by profession, and I hesitate to describe that place, knowing that my words cannot do it justice. Still, I have begun this narrative, and I fear I must continue. A murder had been committed in that little bedsit. The body, what was left of it, was still there, on the floor. I saw it, but, at first, somehow, I did not see it. What I saw instead was what had sprayed and gushed from the throat and chest of the victim: in colour it ranged from bile-green to grass-green. It had soaked into the threadbare carpet and spattered the wallpaper. I imagined it for one moment the work of some hellish artist, who had decided to create a study in emerald.


  After what seemed like a hundred years I looked down at the body, opened like a rabbit on a butcher’s slab, and tried to make sense of what I saw. I removed my hat, and my friend did the same.


  He knelt and inspected the body, inspecting the cuts and gashes. Then he pulled out his magnifying glass, and walked over to the wall, examining the gouts of drying ichor.


  “We’ve already done that,” said Inspector Lestrade.


  “Indeed?” said my friend. “Then what did you make of this, then? I do believe it is a word.”


  Lestrade walked to the place my friend was standing, and looked up. There was a word, written in capitals, in green blood, on the faded yellow wallpaper, some little way above Lestrade’s head. “Rache . . .?” said Lestrade, spelling it out. “Obviously he was going to write Rachel, but he was interrupted. So—we must look for a woman . . .”


  My friend said nothing. He walked back to the corpse, and picked up its hands, one after the other. The fingertips were clean of ichor. “I think we have established that the word was not written by his Royal Highness—”


  “What the Devil makes you say—?”


  “My dear Lestrade. Please give me some credit for having a brain. The corpse is obviously not that of a man—the colour of his blood, the number of limbs, the eyes, the position of the face, all these things bespeak the blood royal. While I cannot say which royal line, I would hazard that he is an heir, perhaps . . . no, second to the throne, . . . in one of the German principalities.”


  “That is amazing.” Lestrade hesitated, then he said, “This is Prince Franz Drago of Bohemia. He was here in Albion as a guest of Her Majesty Victoria. Here for a holiday and a change of air . . .”


  “For the theatres, the whores and the gaming tables, you mean.”


  “If you say so.” Lestrade looked put out. “Anyway, you’ve given us a fine lead with this Rachel woman. Although I don’t doubt we would have found her on our own.”


  “Doubtless,” said my friend.


  He inspected the room further, commenting acidly several times that the police, with their boots had obscured footprints, and moved things that might have been of use to anyone attempting to reconstruct the events of the previous night.


  Still, he seemed interested in a small patch of mud he found behind the door.


  Beside the fireplace he found what appeared to be some ash or dirt.


  “Did you see this?” he asked Lestrade.


  “Her majesty’s police,” replied Lestrade, “tend not to be excited by ash in a fireplace. It’s where ash tends to be found.” And he chuckled at that.


  My friend took a pinch of the ash and rubbed between his fingers, then sniffed the remains. Finally, he scooped up what was left of the material and tipped it into a glass vial, which he stoppered and placed in an inner pocket of his coat.


  He stood up. “And the body?”


  Lestrade said, “The palace will send their own people.”


  My friend nodded at me, and together we walked to the door. My friend sighed. “Inspector. Your quest for Miss Rachel may prove fruitless. Among other things, Rache is a German word. It means revenge. Check your dictionary. There are other meanings.”


  We reached the bottom of the stair, and walked out onto the street. “You have never seen royalty before this morning, have you?” he asked. I shook my head. “Well, the sight can be unnerving, if you’re unprepared. Why my good fellow—you are trembling!”


  “Forgive me. I shall be fine in moments.”


  “Would it do you good to walk?” he asked, and I assented, certain that if I did not walk then I would begin to scream.


  “West, then,” said my friend, pointing to the dark tower of the Palace. And we commenced to walk.


  “So,” said my friend, after some time. “You have never had any personal encounters with any of the crowned heads of Europe?”


  “No,” I said.


  “I believe I can confidently state that you shall,” he told me. “And not with a corpse this time. Very soon.”


  “My dear fellow, whatever makes you believe—?”


  In reply he pointed to a carriage, black-painted, that had pulled up fifty yards ahead of us. A man in a black top-hat and a greatcoat stood by the door, holding it open, waiting, silently. A coat of arms familiar to every child in Albion was painted in gold upon the carriage door.


  “There are invitations one does not refuse,” said my friend. He doffed his own hat to the footman, and I do believe that he was smiling as he climbed into the box-like space, and relaxed back into the soft leathery cushions.


  When I attempted to speak with him during the journey to the Palace, he placed his finger over his lips. Then he closed his eyes and seemed sunk deep in thought. I, for my part, tried to remember what I knew of German royalty, but, apart from the Queen’s consort, Prince Albert, being German, I knew little enough.


  I put a hand in my pocket, pulled out a handful of coins—brown and silver, black and copper-green. I stared at the portrait stamped on each of them of our Queen, and felt both patriotic pride and stark dread. I told myself I had once been a military man, and a stranger to fear, and I could remember a time when this had been the plain truth. For a moment I remembered a time when I had been a crack-shot—even, I liked to think, something of a marksman—but my right hand shook as if it were palsied, and the coins jingled and chinked, and I felt only regret.


  3. THE PALACE


  
    


    At Long Last Doctor Henry Jekyll is proud to announce the general release of the world-renowned “Jekyll’s Powders” for popular consumption. No longer the province of the privileged few. Release the Inner You! For Inner and Outer Cleanliness! TOO MANY PEOPLE, both men and women, suffer from CONSTIPATION OF THE SOUL! Relief is immediate and cheap—with Jekyll’s powders! (Available in Vanilla and Original Mentholatum Formulations.)


    

  


  The Queen’s consort, Prince Albert, was a big man, with an impressive handlebar moustache and a receding hairline, and he was undeniably and entirely human. He met us in the corridor, nodded to my friend and to me, did not ask us for our names or offer to shake hands.


  “The Queen is most upset,” he said. He had an accent. He pronounced his S’s as Z’s: Mozt. Upzet. “Franz was one of her favourites. She has so many nephews. But he made her laugh so. You will find the ones who did this to him.”


  “I will do my best,” said my friend.


  “I have read your monographs,” said Prince Albert. “It was I who told them that you should be consulted. I hope I did right.”


  “As do I,” said my friend.


  And then the great door was opened, and we were ushered into the darkness and the presence of the Queen.


  She was called Victoria, because she had beaten us in battle, seven hundred years before, and she was called Gloriana, because she was glorious, and she was called the Queen, because the human mouth was not shaped to say her true name. She was huge, huger than I had imagined possible, and she squatted in the shadows staring down at us, without moving.


  Thizsz muzzst be zsolved. The words came from the shadows.


  “Indeed, ma’am,” said my friend.


  A limb squirmed and pointed at me. Zstepp forward.


  I wanted to walk. My legs would not move.


  My friend came to my rescue then. He took me by the elbow and walked me toward her majesty.


  Isz not to be afraid. Isz to be worthy. Isz to be a companion. That was what she said to me. Her voice was a very sweet contralto, with a distant buzz. Then the limb uncoiled and extended, and she touched my shoulder. There was a moment, but only a moment, of a pain deeper and more profound than anything I have ever experienced, and then it was replaced by a pervasive sense of well-being. I could feel the muscles in my shoulder relax, and, for the first time since Afghanistan, I was free from pain.


  Then my friend walked forward. Victoria spoke to him, yet I could not hear her words; I wondered if they went, somehow, directly from her mind to his, if this was the Queen’s Counsel I had read about in the histories. He replied aloud.


  “Certainly, ma’am. I can tell you that there were two other men with your nephew in that room in Shoreditch, that night, the footprints were, although obscured, unmistakable.” And then, “Yes. I understand . . . I believe so . . . Yes.”


  He was quiet when we left the palace, and said nothing to me as we rode back to Baker Street.


  It was dark already. I wondered how long we had spent in the Palace.


  Fingers of sooty fog twined across the road and the sky.


  Upon our return to Baker Street, in the looking glass of my room, I observed that the frog-white skin across my shoulder had taken on a pinkish tinge. I hoped that I was not imagining it, that it was not merely the moonlight through the window.


  4. THE PERFORMANCE
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  That my friend was a master of disguise should have come as no surprise to me, yet surprise me it did. Over the next ten days a strange assortment of characters came in through our door in Baker Street—an elderly Chinese man, a young roué, a fat, red-haired woman of whose former profession there could be little doubt, and a venerable old buffer, his foot swollen and bandaged from gout. Each of them would walk into my friend’s room, and, with a speed that would have done justice to a music-hall “quick change artist”, my friend would walk out.


  He would not talk about what he had been doing on these occasions, preferring to relax, staring off into space, occasionally making notations on any scrap of paper to hand, notations I found, frankly, incomprehensible. He seemed entirely preoccupied, so much so that I found myself worrying about his well-being. And then, late one afternoon, he came home dressed in his own clothes, with an easy grin upon his face, and he asked if I was interested in the theatre.


  “As much as the next man,” I told him.


  “Then fetch your opera glasses,” he told me. “We are off to Drury Lane.”


  I had expected a light opera, or something of the kind, but instead I found myself in what must have been the worst theatre in Drury Lane, for all that it had named itself after the royal court—and to be honest, it was barely in Drury Lane at all, being situated at the Shaftesbury Avenue end of the road, where the avenue approaches the Rookery of St. Giles. On my friend’s advice I concealed my wallet, and, following his example, I carried a stout stick.


  Once we were seated in the stalls (I had bought a threepenny orange from one of the lovely young women who sold them to the members of the audience, and I sucked it as we waited), my friend said, quietly, “You should only count yourself lucky that you did not need to accompany me to the gambling dens or the brothels. Or the madhouses—another place that Prince Franz delighted in visiting, as I have learned. But there was nowhere he went to more than once. Nowhere but—”


  The orchestra struck up, and the curtain was raised. My friend was silent.


  It was a fine enough show in its way: three one-act plays were performed. Comic songs were sung between the acts. The leading man was tall, languid, and had a fine singing voice; the leading lady was elegant, and her voice carried through all the theatre; the comedian had a fine touch for patter songs.


  The first play was a broad comedy of mistaken identities: the leading man played a pair of identical twins who had never met, but had managed, by a set of comical misadventures, each to find himself engaged to be married to the same young lady—who, amusingly, thought herself engaged to only one man. Doors swung open and closed as the actor changed from identity to identity.


  The second play was a heartbreaking tale of an orphan girl who starved in the snow selling hothouse violets—her grandmother recognised her at the last, and swore that she was the babe stolen ten years back by bandits, but it was too late, and the frozen little angel breathed her last. I must confess I found myself wiping my eyes with my linen handkerchief more than once.


  The performance finished with a rousing historical narrative: the entire company played the men and women of a village on the shore of the ocean, seven hundred years before our modern times. They saw shapes rising from the sea, in the distance. The hero joyously proclaimed to the villagers that these were the Old Ones whose coming was foretold, returning to us from R’lyeh, and from dim Carcosa, and from the plains of Leng, where they had slept, or waited, or passed out the time of their death. The comedian opined that the other villagers had all been eating too many pies and drinking too much ale, and they were imagining the shapes. A portly gentleman playing a priest of the Roman God tells the villagers that the shapes in the sea were monsters and demons, and must be destroyed.


  At the climax, the hero beat the priest to death with his own crucifer, and prepared to welcome Them as They came. The heroine sang a haunting aria, whilst, in an astonishing display of magic-lantern trickery, it seemed as if we saw Their shadows cross the sky at the back of the stage: the Queen of Albion herself, and the Black One of Egypt (in shape almost like a man), followed by the Ancient Goat, Parent to a Thousand, Emperor of all China, and the Czar Unanswerable, and He Who Presides over the New World, and the White Lady of the Antarctic Fastness, and the others. And as each shadow crossed the stage, or appeared to, from out of every throat in the gallery came, unbidden, a mighty “Huzzah!” until the air itself seemed to vibrate. The moon rose in the painted sky, and then, at its height, in one final moment of theatrical magic, it turned from a pallid yellow, as it was in the old tales, to the comforting crimson of the moon that shines down upon us all today.


  The members of the cast took their bows and their curtain calls to cheers and laughter, and the curtain fell for the last time, and the show was done.


  “There,” said my friend. “What did you think?”


  “Jolly, jolly good,” I told him, my hands sore from applauding.


  “Stout fellow,” he said, with a smile. “Let us go backstage.”


  We walked outside and into an alley beside the theatre, to the stage door, where a thin woman with a wen on her cheek knitted busily. My friend showed her a visiting card, and she directed us into the building and up some steps to a small communal dressing room.


  Oil lamps and candles guttered in front of smeared looking-glasses, and men and women were taking off their make-up and costumes with no regard to the proprieties of gender. I averted my eyes. My friend seemed unperturbed. “Might I talk to Mr Vernet?” he asked, loudly.


  A young woman who had played the heroine’s best friend in the first play, and the saucy innkeeper’s daughter in the last, pointed us to the end of the room. “Sherry! Sherry Vernet!” she called.


  The young man who stood up in response was lean; less conventionally handsome than he had seemed from the other side of the footlights. He peered at us quizzically. “I do not believe I have had the pleasure . . .?”


  “My name is Henry Camberley,” said my friend, drawling his speech somewhat. “You may have heard of me.”


  “I must confess that I have not had that privilege,” said Vernet.


  My friend presented the actor with an engraved card.


  The man looked at the card with unfeigned interest. “A theatrical promoter? From the New World? My, my. And this is . . .?” He looked at me.


  “This is a friend of mine, Mister Sebastian. He is not of the profession.”


  I muttered something about having enjoyed the performance enormously, and shook hands with the actor.


  My friend said, “Have you ever visited the New World?”


  “I have not yet had that honour,” admitted Vernet, “although it has always been my dearest wish.”


  “Well, my good man,” said my friend, with the easy informality of a New Worlder. “Maybe you’ll get your wish. That last play. I’ve never seen anything like it. Did you write it?”


  “Alas, no. The playwright is a good friend of mine. Although I devised the mechanism of the magic lantern shadow show. You’ll not see finer on the stage today.”


  “Would you give me the playwright’s name? Perhaps I should speak to him directly, this friend of yours.”


  Vernet shook his head. “That will not be possible, I am afraid. He is a professional man, and does not wish his connection with the stage publically to be known.”


  “I see.” My friend pulled a pipe from his pocket, and put it in his mouth. Then he patted his pockets. “I am sorry,” he began. “I have forgotten to bring my tobacco pouch.”


  “I smoke a strong black shag,” said the actor, “but if you have no objection—”


  “None!” said my friend, heartily. “Why, I smoke a strong shag myself,” and he filled his pipe with the actor’s tobacco, and the two men puffed away, while my friend described a vision he had for a play that could tour the cities of the New World, from Manhattan Island all the way to the furthest tip of the continent in the distant south. The first act would be the last play we had seen. The rest of the play might perhaps tell of the dominion of the Old Ones over humanity and its gods, perhaps telling what might have happened if people had had no Royal Families to look up to—a world of barbarism and darkness—“But your mysterious professional man would be the play’s author, and what occurs would be his alone to decide,” interjected my friend. “Our drama would be his. But I can guarantee you audiences beyond your imaginings, and a significant share of the takings at the door. Let us say fifty per-cent!”


  “This is most exciting,” said Vernet. “I hope it will not turn out to have been a pipe-dream!”


  “No sir, it shall not!” said my friend, puffing on his own pipe, chuckling at the man’s joke. “Come to my rooms in Baker Street tomorrow morning, after breakfast-time, say at ten, in company with your author friend, and I shall have the contracts drawn up and waiting.”


  With that the actor clambered up onto his chair and clapped his hands for silence. “Ladies and Gentlemen of the company, I have an announcement to make,” he said, his resonant voice filling the room. “This gentleman is Henry Camberley, the theatrical promoter, and he is proposing to take us across the Atlantic Ocean, and on to fame and fortune.”


  There were several cheers, and the comedian said, “Well, it’ll make a change from herrings and pickled-cabbage,” and the company laughed.


  And it was to the smiles of all of them that we walked out of the theatre and out onto the fog-wreathed streets.


  “My dear fellow,” I said. “Whatever was—”


  “Not another word,” said my friend. “There are many ears in the city.”


  And not another word was spoken until we had hailed a cab, and clambered inside, and were rattling up the Charing Cross Road.


  And even then, before he said anything, my friend took his pipe from his mouth, and emptied the half-smoked contents of the bowl into a small tin. He pressed the lid onto the tin, and placed it into his pocket.


  “There,” he said. “That’s the Tall Man found, or I’m a Dutchman. Now, we just have to hope that the cupidity and the curiosity of the Limping Doctor proves enough to bring him to us tomorrow morning.”


  “The Limping Doctor?”


  My friend snorted. “That is what I have been calling him. It was obvious, from footprints and much else besides, when we saw the Prince’s body, that two men had been in that room that night: a tall man, who, unless I miss my guess, we have just encountered, and a smaller man with a limp, who eviscerated the prince with a professional skill that betrays the medical man.”


  “A doctor?”


  “Indeed. I hate to say this, but it is my experience that when a Doctor goes to the bad, he is a fouler and darker creature than the worst cut-throat. There was Huston, the acid-bath man, and Campbell, who brought the procrustean bed to Ealing . . .” and he carried on in a similar vein for the rest of our journey.


  The cab pulled up beside the kerb. “That’ll be one and tenpence,” said the cabbie. My friend tossed him a florin, which he caught, and tipped to his ragged tall hat. “Much obliged to you both,” he called out, as the horse clopped out into the fog.


  We walked to our front door. As I unlocked the door, my friend said, “Odd. Our cabbie just ignored that fellow on the corner.”


  “They do that at the end of a shift,” I pointed out.


  “Indeed they do,” said my friend.


  I dreamed of shadows that night, vast shadows that blotted out the sun, and I called out to them in my desperation, but they did not listen.


  5. THE SKIN AND THE PIT
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  Inspector Lestrade was the first to arrive.


  “You have posted your men in the street?” asked my friend.


  “I have,” said Lestrade. “With strict orders to let anyone in who comes, but to arrest anyone trying to leave.”


  “And you have handcuffs with you?”


  In reply, Lestrade put his hand in his pocket, and jangled two pairs of cuffs, grimly.


  “Now sir,” he said. “While we wait, why do you not tell me what we are waiting for?”


  My friend pulled his pipe out of his pocket. He did not put it in his mouth, but placed it on the table in front of him. Then he took the tin from the night before, and a glass vial I recognised as the one he had had in the room in Shoreditch.


  “There,” he said. “The coffin-nail, as I trust it shall prove, for our Master Vernet.” He paused. Then he took out his pocket watch, laid it carefully on the table. “We have several minutes before they arrive.” He turned to me. “What do you know of the Restorationists?”


  “Not a blessed thing,” I told him.


  Lestrade coughed. “If you’re talking about what I think you’re talking about,” he said, “perhaps we should leave it there. Enough’s enough.”


  “Too late for that,” said my friend. “For there are those who do not believe that the coming of the Old Ones was the fine thing we all know it to be. Anarchists to a man, they would see the old ways restored—mankind in control of its own destiny, if you will.”


  “I will not hear this sedition spoken,” said Lestrade. “I must warn you—”


  “I must warn you not to be such a fathead,” said my friend.”Because it was the Restorationists that killed Prince Franz Drago. They murder, they kill, in a vain effort to force our masters to leave us alone in the darkness. The Prince was killed by a rache—it’s an old term for a hunting dog, Inspector, as you would know if you had looked in a dictionary. It also means revenge. And the hunter left his signature on the wallpaper in the murder-room, just as an artist might sign a canvas. But he was not the one who killed the Prince.”


  “The Limping Doctor!” I exclaimed.


  “Very good. There was a tall man there that night—I could tell his height, for the word was written at eye level. He smoked a pipe—the ash and dottle sat unburnt in the fireplace, and he had tapped out his pipe with ease on the mantel, something a smaller man would not have done. The tobacco was an unusual blend of shag. The footprints in the room had, for the most part been almost obliterated by your men, but there were several clear prints behind the door and by the window. Someone had waited there: a smaller man from his stride, who put his weight on his right leg. On the path outside I had several clear prints, and the different colours of clay on the bootscraper outside gave me more information: a tall man, who had accompanied the Prince into those rooms, and had, later, walked out. Waiting for them to arrive was the man who had sliced up the Prince so impressively . . .”


  Lestrade made an uncomfortable noise that did not quite become a word.


  “I have spent many days retracing the movements of his highness. I went from gambling hell to brothel to dining den to madhouse looking for our pipe-smoking man and his friend. I made no progress until I thought to check the newspapers of Bohemia, searching for a clue to the Prince’s recent activities there, and in them I learned that an English Theatrical Troupe had been in Prague last month, and had performed before Prince Franz Drago . . .”


  “Good lord,” I said. “So that Sherry Vernet fellow . . .”


  “Is a Restorationist. Exactly.”


  I was shaking my head in wonder at my friend’s intelligence and skills of observation, when there was a knock on the door.


  “This will be our quarry!” said my friend. “Careful now!”


  Lestrade put his hand deep into his pocket, where I had no doubt he kept a pistol. He swallowed, nervously.


  My friend called out, “Please, come in!”


  The door opened.


  It was not Vernet, nor was it a Limping Doctor. It was one of the young street Arabs who earn a crust running errands—“in the employ of Messrs. Street and Walker”, as we used to say when I was young. “Please sirs,” he said. “Is there a Mister Henry Camberley here? I was asked by a gentleman to deliver a note.”


  “I’m he,” said my friend. “And for a sixpence, what can you tell me about the gentleman who gave you the note?”


  The young lad, who volunteered that his name was Wiggins, bit the sixpence before making it vanish, and then told us that the cheery cove who gave him the note was on the tall side, with dark hair, and, he added, he had been smoking a pipe.


  I have the note here, and take the liberty of transcribing it.


  
    My Dear Sir,


    I do not address you as Henry Camberley, for it is a name to which you have no claim. I am surprised that you did not announce yourself under your own name, for it is a fine one, and one that does you credit. I have read a number of your papers, when I have been able to obtain them. Indeed, I corresponded with you quite profitably two years ago about certain theoretical anomalies in your paper on the Dynamics of an Asteroid.


    I was amused to meet you, yesterday evening. A few tips which might save you bother in times to come, in the profession you currently follow. Firstly, a pipe-smoking man might possibly have a brand-new, unused pipe in his pocket, and no tobacco, but it is exceedingly unlikely—at least as unlikely as a theatrical promoter with no idea of the usual customs of recompense on a tour, who is accompanied by a taciturn ex-army officer (Afghanistan, unless I miss my guess). Incidentally, while you are correct that the streets of London have ears, it might also behoove you in future not to take the first cab that comes along. Cab-drivers have ears too, if they choose to use them.


    You are certainly correct in one of your suppositions: it was indeed I who lured the half-blood creature back to the room in Shoreditch.


    If it is any comfort to you, having learned a little of his recreational predilections, I had told him I had procured for him a girl, abducted from a convent in Cornwall where she had never seen a man, and that it would only take his touch, and the sight of his face, to tip her over into a perfect madness.


    Had she existed, he would have feasted on her madness while he took her, like a man sucking the flesh from a ripe peach leaving nothing behind but the skin and the pit. I have seen them do this. I have seen them do far worse. And it is not the price we pay for peace and prosperity. It is too great a price for that.


    The good doctor—who believes as I do, and who did indeed write our little performance, for he has some crowd-pleasing skills—was waiting for us, with his knives.


    I send this note, not as a catch-me-if-you-can taunt, for we are gone, the estimable doctor and I, and you shall not find us, but to tell you that it was good to feel that, if only for a moment, I had a worthy adversary. Worthier by far than inhuman creatures from beyond the Pit.


    I fear the Strand Players will need to find themselves a new leading man.


    I will not sign myself Vernet, and until the hunt is done and the world restored, I beg you to think of me simply as,


    Rache.

  


  Inspector Lestrade ran from the room, calling to his men. They made young Wiggins take them to the place where the man had given him the note, for all the world as if Vernet the actor would be waiting there for them, a-smoking of his pipe. From the window we watched them run, my friend and I, and we shook our heads.


  “They will stop and search all the trains leaving London, all the ships leaving Albion for Europe or the New World,” said my friend, “Looking for a tall man, and his companion, a smaller, thickset medical man, with a slight limp. They will close the ports. Every way out of the country will be blocked.”


  “Do you think they will catch him, then?”


  My friend shook his head. “I may be wrong,” he said, “But I would wager that he and his friend are even now only a mile or so away, in the rookery of St. Giles, where the police will not go except by the dozen. And they will hide up there until the hue and cry have died away. And then they will be about their business.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “Because,” said my friend, “If our positions were reversed, it is what I would do. You should burn the note, by the way.”


  I frowned. “But surely it’s evidence,” I said.


  “It’s seditionary nonsense,” said my friend.


  And I should have burned it. Indeed, I told Lestrade I had burned it, when he returned, and he congratulated me on my good sense. Lestrade kept his job, and Prince Albert wrote a note to my friend congratulating him on his deductions, while regretting that the perpetrator was still at large.


  They have not yet caught Sherry Vernet, or whatever his name really is, nor was any trace of his murderous accomplice, tentatively identified as a former military surgeon named John (or perhaps James) Watson. Curiously, it was revealed that he had also been in Afghanistan. I wonder if we ever met.


  My shoulder, touched by the Queen, continues to improve, the flesh fills and it heals. Soon I shall be a dead-shot once more.


  One night when we were alone, several months ago, I asked my friend if he remembered the correspondence referred to in the letter from the man who signed himself Rache. My friend said that he remembered it well, and that “Sigerson” (for so the actor had called himself then, claiming to be an Icelander) had been inspired by an equation of my friend’s to suggest some wild theories furthering the relationship between mass, energy and the hypothetical speed of light. “Nonsense, of course,” said my friend, without smiling. “But inspired and dangerous nonsense nonetheless.”


  The palace eventually sent word that the Queen was pleased with my friend’s accomplishments in the case, and there the matter has rested.


  I doubt my friend will leave it alone, though; it will not be over until one of them has killed the other.


  I kept the note. I have said things in this retelling of events that are not to be said. If I were a sensible man I would burn all these pages, but then, as my friend taught me, even ashes can give up their secrets. Instead, I shall place these papers in a strongbox at my bank with instructions that the box may not be opened until long after anyone now living is dead. Although, in the light of the recent events in Russia, I fear that day may be closer than any of us would care to think.


  S——M——Major (Ret’d)


  Baker Street,


  London, New Albion, 1881
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  THE TALE OF THE GOLDEN EAGLE


  David D. Levine


  THIS IS A STORY ABOUT A BRID.


  A bird, a ship, a machine, a woman—she was all these things, and none, but first and fundamentally a bird.


  It is also a story about a man—a gambler, a liar, and a cheat, but only for the best of reasons.


  No doubt you know the famous Portrait of Denali Eu, also called The Third Decision, whose eyes have been described as “two pools of sadness iced over with determination.” This is the story behind that painting.


  It is a love story. It is a sad story. And it is true.


  The story begins in a time before shiftspace, before Conner and Hua, even before the caster people. The beginning of the story lies in the time of the bird ships.


  Before the bird ships, just to go from one star to another, people either had to give up their whole lives and hope their children’s children would remember why they had come, or freeze themselves and hope they could be thawed at the other end. Then the man called Doctor Jay made a great and horrible discovery: he learned that a living mind could change the shape of space. He found a way to weld a human brain to the keel of a starship, in such a way that the ship could travel from star to star in months instead of years.


  After the execution of Doctor Jay, people learned that the part of the brain called the visual cortex was the key to changing the shape of space. And so they found a creature whose brain was almost all visual cortex, the Aquila chrysaetos, or as it was known in those days, the golden eagle. This was a bird that has been lost to us; it had wings broader than a tall man is tall, golden brown feathers long and light as a lover’s touch, and eyes black and sharp as a clear winter night. But to the people of this time it was just another animal, and they did not appreciate it while they had it.


  They took the egg of a golden eagle, and they hatched it in a warm box, and they let it fly and learn and grow, and then they killed it. And they took its brain and they placed it at the top of a cunning construction of plastic and silicon which gave it the intelligence of a human, and this they welded to the keel of the starship.


  It may seem to you that it is as cruel to give a bird the intelligence of a human, only to enslave its brain, as it is to take the brain of a human and enslave that. And so it is. But the people of this time drew a rigid distinction between born-people and made-people, and to them this seemed only just and right.


  Now it happens that one golden eagle brain, which was called Nerissa Zeebnen-Fearsig, was installed into a ship of surpassing beauty. It was a great broad shining arrowhead of silver metal, this ship, filigreed and inlaid with gold, and filled with clever and intricate mechanisms of subtle pleasure.


  The ship traveled many thousands of light-years in the service of many captains. Love affairs and assassinations were planned and executed within its silver hull; it was used for a time as an emperor’s private yacht; it even carried Magister Ai on part of his expedition to the Forgotten Worlds. But Nerissa the shipbrain saw none of these things, for she had been given eyes that saw only outward. She knew her masters only by the sound of their voices and the feel of their hands on her controls.


  When the ship was under way, Nerissa felt the joy of flight, a pure unthinking joy she remembered from her time as a creature of muscle and feather. But most of her time was spent contemplating the silent stars or the wall of some dock, awaiting the whim of her owner and master.


  Over the years the masters’ voices changed. Cultured tones accustomed to command were replaced by harsher, more unforgiving voices, and the ship’s rich appointments were removed one by one. In time even basic maintenance was postponed or disregarded, and Nerissa found herself more and more often in places of darkness and decay. She despaired, even feared for her life, but shipbrains had no rights. The strongest protest she was allowed was, “Sir and Master, that course of action may be inadvisable.”


  Finally the last and roughest owner, a man with grating voice and hard unsubtle hands, ran the ship into a docking probe in a foul decrepit port. The tarnished silver hull gave way, the air gushed out, and the man died, leaving a legacy so tattered and filthy that none could bear to touch it. Ownerless, airless, the hulk was towed to a wrecking yard and forgotten. Nerissa wept as the ship’s power failed, her vision fading to monochrome and then to black. Reduced to the barest reserves of energy, she fell into a deep uneasy sleep.


  While she slept the universe changed. Conner and Hua discovered shiftspace, and travel between planets became something the merely well-off could afford. The Clash of Cultures burst into full flower almost at once, as ten thousand faiths and religions and philosophies collided and mingled. It was a time of violence and strife, but in time a few ideas emerged as points of agreement, and one of these was that what had been done to the golden eagles was wrong. So the hatcheries were closed, the ships retired, and the shipbrains compassionately killed.


  All save one. One that slept forgotten in a wrecking yard orbiting an ugly red star known only by a number.


  The Clash of Cultures gradually drew to a close as points of agreement grew and coalesced, eventually giving birth to Consensus. But much knowledge was lost, and so when a king’s tinker entered the wrecking yard and found the hulk of the great ship he had no idea what a unique treasure he had stumbled upon. He saw only the precious metal of the ship’s hull, and it was for this metal he purchased it for his master.


  As the ship was broken up, the tinker saved out a few of the most interesting-looking pieces for later use. One of these was the housing containing the sleeping brain of Nerissa Zeebnen-Fearsig. She felt a blinding pain as she was crudely torched from the ship’s keel, and she feared her end had come at last, but then the pain receded and she slept once more.


  Nerissa sat unconsidered for some years in one of the king’s many storerooms, surrounded by a thousand other dismembered devices. But then came a day when the tinker entered the storeroom in search of some wire. He spotted a likely-looking length of wire beneath a pile of dusty components, but when he pulled on it he found himself with a peculiar rounded thing that piqued his curiosity. He took it back to his workbench, where he puzzled out its contacts and connectors, its inputs and outputs, and finally he connected an ancient scavenged power unit and Nerissa returned to awareness.


  Waking was far more painful than being cut from the ship’s hull. A torrent of discordant colors and textures flooded her senses, but her screams went unheard for the tinker had not connected her voice. Instead, a series of meaningless numbers and letters stepped delicately onto a small display plate. The tinker was fascinated by this, and stayed up all that night, probing and prodding, trying to understand just what manner of machine he had found.


  Nerissa was nearly driven mad by the pain and the random sensations, and it was nothing but good fortune that when the tinker happened to hook up a voice unit to the proper outputs she was praying aloud for relief rather than crying incoherently—praying in Nihon, already an ancient language at the time of the bird ships, but still understood in the tinker’s time as it is today. He dropped his soldering iron in astonishment.


  Soon the tinker found Nerissa an eye and an ear and disconnected the probes that caused her the worst of the pain. They talked all that day, and he listened with apparent fascination to her description of her creation and her tales of her travels, for the first time in many centuries Nerissa allowed herself to hope. But though he professed to believe her, privately he concluded she was merely a machine: a storytelling machine constructed to believe its own fictions. For he was not an educated man, and as he had worked with machines every day of his life he was unable to conceive that she might be anything else.


  Though he thought Nerissa was a machine, he recognized her intelligence and charm and decided to present her to his king as a special gift. He called together his apprentices and artisans and together they built a suitable container for her, a humanoid body of the finest and most costly materials. Her structural elements were composite diamond fiber, stronger than her old hull; her skin and hair were pure platinum, glowing with a subtle color deeper and finer than silver; her eyes and her teeth were beryl and opal; and all was assembled with the greatest of care and attention such that it moved as smoothly as any living thing.


  The one thing he did not do was to provide the body with any semblance of sexual organs. It may seem to you that this omission is callous and arbitrary, and so it is. But the people of this time thought such a thing would be unseemly.


  When the body was finished, Nerissa’s brain in its housing was placed gently in its chest and the many connections were made with great care and delicacy. Power was applied then, and Nerissa’s beautiful body of precious metals convulsed and twisted, her back arching and a horrible keening wail tearing from her amber lips. She begged to be deactivated, but the tinker and his assistants probed and prodded, tweaked and adjusted, and gradually the pain ebbed away, leaving Nerissa trembling on its shore.


  The king was genuinely delighted with the tinker’s gift of “a storytelling machine, built from bits and pieces found here and there.” The tinker had warned him that Nerissa seemed to believe her own tales, and so he pretended to believe them too, but Nerissa knew when she was being humored. So she gave him made-up stories, as he expected, though most of them had a kernel of truth drawn from her own life.


  Now this king was a kind and wise man, truly appreciative of Nerissa, but he had many political problems and many enemies, so he rarely found time for her stories. After some months he found the sight of her, waiting patiently in his apartments, raised a pang of guilt that overwhelmed his joy at her beauty and grace. So he decided to gift Nerissa to an influential duke. In this way he hoped to put the man in his debt, to broaden the reputation of his tinker, and perhaps to gain Nerissa a more appreciative audience.


  So Nerissa joined the household of Duke Vey, in the city of Arica. The king’s plan met with great success; the duke, well pleased with the king’s gift, spent many hours parading Nerissa before his friends and relations.


  All were suitably impressed by her stories, her charm, and her gleaming beauty, and the king’s tinker received many fine commissions from those who had seen her.


  One of those who saw her was Denali Eu.


  The son and heir of the famous trader Ranson Eu, Denali appeared but rarely in Arica. When he did visit the city he attended all the finest soirees, displaying his subtle wit and radiant wardrobe, and gambled flamboyantly. All agreed he shared his late father’s gambling skill, though lacking his extravagance and bravado. Of his travels, however, he let fall only the vaguest of hints. He liked to say his business dealings were like leri fruits, sensitive to the harsh light of day.


  In fact, Ranson Eu had gambled away his fortune, leaving his wife and only child shackled to a mountainous debt. Denali Eu had no ship, no travels, no servants. His time away from Arica was spent in a small and shabby house not far from town, the family’s last bit of property, where he and his mother Leona survived on hunting and a small vegetable garden. In the evenings they sewed Denali’s outfits for the next expedition to Arica, using refurbished and rearranged pieces from previous seasons. It is a tribute to Leona Eu’s talent and taste that Denali was often perceived as a fashion leader.


  It pained Denali to maintain this fiction. But he had no alternative, for as long as he was perceived as a prosperous trader his father’s creditors were content to circle far from the fire and dine on scraps. His social status also gave him access to useful information, which could sometimes be sold for cash, and gave him entree to high-stakes gambling venues. Ranson Eu had, in fact, been an excellent gambler when sober, and had passed both acumen and techniques on to his son. Denali often wished he could have returned the favor by passing his caution and temperance on to his father.


  It was across a spinning gambling wheel that Denali Eu first saw Nerissa Zeebnen-Fearsig. The lamplight glanced off her silver metal shoulder as a cat rubs against a leg, leaving both charged with electricity. Her unclothed body revealed every bit of the expense and quality of her manufacture. She stood with head tilted upward, her amber lips gently parted as she spoke to the taller Duke Vey beside her.


  “Who is that?” asked Denali Eu to the woman beside him as he gathered his winnings.


  “It is the duke’s storytelling machine. Have you not seen it before?”


  “No . . . no, I have not. She’s beautiful. She must be worth millions.”


  “It’s priceless. It was a present from the king.”


  At that moment Eu made the first of three decisions that shaped the rest of his life and set a legend in motion: he determined to win Nerissa from the duke in a game of senec.


  Denali Eu was a keen observer of people, as he had to be given his situation, and he had often found himself seated across a senec table from Duke Vey. The duke, like many senec players, had a mathematical system for playing the game. It was a good system; in fact, Eu had to concede it was better than his own . . . most of the time. For he had noticed a flaw in the system’s logic. He had husbanded this knowledge for many months; he knew that once he had exploited the flaw the duke would not fall into the same trap a second time.


  Here was the opportunity he had been waiting for. The machine’s platinum and jewels alone might fetch enough to retire his father’s debt, even at the price (far below their actual value) he could obtain on the black market. It would be a shame to break up such a fine creation, but he could never sell her entire; to do so would attract far too much attention to the Eu family’s affairs.


  It was two weeks before Denali Eu was able to engineer a game of nolimit senec with the duke, and when he sat down at the table Denali’s nerves were already keening with tension. He usually kept his visits to a week, and despite his best efforts he thought some were beginning to suspect he had only two suits of clothing to his name.


  Denali knew the duke would not be easily trapped. As he played he extended himself much farther than he usually did, risked much more than he normally would, to engage the duke’s attention. His smile grew forced, and trickles of perspiration ran down his sides; he had to restrain himself from nervously tapping his cards against his sweating glass of leri water.


  Eyebrows were raised around the table. One of the other players muttered “seems he has a touch of the old man in him after all” behind his cards. Again and again Denali raised the stakes, pushing his system to its own limits. Repeatedly he seized control of the dealer’s token, the surest way to maintain his lead but the greatest risk in case of a forfeit. And forfeit he did, not just once but twice, for even the best system must occasionally fail in the face of an improbable run of bad cards. But through aggressive play he beat back from his losses, bankrupting one player after another. And always he kept a weather eye for the run of staves he needed to exploit the flaw in the duke’s system.


  Finally only Denali Eu and Duke Vey remained, the reflected light from the maroon felt of the senec table turning both their faces into demon masks. The other players watched from the surrounding darkness, most of their stakes now in Denali’s possession. He could walk away from the table right now and it would be his most profitable trip since his father’s death.


  “One last hand,” he said, placing his ante, “before we retire? A hand of Dragons’ Delight, perhaps?”


  “Very well,” replied the duke, matching the ante.


  Dragons’ Delight was a fiendishly complicated form of senec, with round after round of betting and many opportunities for forfeit. Denali trembled beneath his cape as he raised and raised, trying to pull as much money as possible from the duke’s hand, but not so much that he would be tempted to fold.


  The seven of staves came out, and Denali raised his bet. The duke matched him. Then the prince of staves snapped onto the table. He raised again, substantially, and the duke raised him back. He matched, then dealt another card.


  It was the courtesan of staves.


  Their eyes met over the red-glowing table, the little pile of colorful cards, the heaps of betting counters. Denali knew the duke’s system predicted an end to the run after three staves: a win for the duke. His own system said the odds of a fourth stave at this point, yielding a win for him, were better than eighty percent.


  Denali gathered his hand of cards into a tight little bundle, tapped it against the table to square it, laid it carefully on the felt before him. He placed his hands, fingers spread, on either side of the stack for a moment. Then he reached to his left and shoved a huge pile of counters to the middle of the table. It was far more than the duke could match.


  The duke placed his cards flat on the table. “It seems I must fold.”


  “So it seems. Or . . . you could wager some personal property.”


  “I think I know what you have in mind.”


  “Yes. The storytelling machine.”


  “I’m sorry. That is worth far more than . . .”


  Denali pushed all the rest of his counters forward.


  The duke stared levelly into Denali’s eyes. Denali stared back a challenge: How much do you trust your system?


  The duke dropped his eyes to his cards. Studied them hard for a moment, then looked back. “Very well. I wager the storytelling machine.” A ripple of sound ran through the observers. “But I’m afraid that must be considered a raise. What can you offer to match it?”


  Denali’s heart shrank to a cold hard clinker at the center of his chest. He must match the raise, or fold. “I wager my ship.” A man in the crowd gasped audibly.


  Denali’s ship, the Crocus, which had been his father’s, was nothing but a worthless hull rusting behind his mother’s house. The drive and other fittings had gone to a money lender from Gaspara. If he lost, his deception would be exposed and he would be sold into slavery to pay his father’s debts.


  “I accept that as a match,” said the duke.


  Denali stared at the back of the top card of the deck. If it was a stave, he won. Else, he lost. The little boy on the card’s back design stared back at him. He could not meet that printed gaze, and dropped his eyes.


  His eye lit upon one single counter that had been left by accident on the table before him, and a mad impulse seized him. He placed his index finger upon that counter, slid it across the felt to join the rest.


  “I raise by one.”


  Stunned silence from the observers.


  The duke’s eyes narrowed. Then widened. Then closed, as he placed his hand across them. He began to chuckle. Then he laughed out loud. He leaned back in his chair, roaring with laughter, and slapped his cards on the table before him. “You fiendish bastard!” he gasped out. “I fold!”


  Pandemonium. Denali Eu and the Duke Vey stood, shook hands, then embraced each other. The duke trembled with laughter; Denali just trembled. Servants appeared to gather the counters and process the transfer of property.


  Denali could not help himself. He turned over the top card.


  It was the five of berries.


  The next morning Denali Eu came to the duke’s city house, his bag slung over his shoulder. He found Nerissa waiting in the entry hall, alone except for two guards. “The duke sends his regrets,” said one, “but after last night’s entertainment he finds himself indisposed to company.”


  Denali and the guards signed papers acknowledging the transfer of Nerissa to his possession, and he turned to leave, gesturing for her to follow. But as the door opened for them, a ray of morning sunlight touched her body and sent shimmering reflections into all the comers of the room. Denali turned back and was startled by her brilliant beauty.


  “You’re naked,” he blurted out, and immediately felt foolish.


  “Sir and Master, I am as I was made,” she replied.


  “I myself was bom naked, but that does not excuse nudity in polite society. Here.” He removed his cape and placed it over her shoulders. It was sufficient for propriety. Then, unsure of the proper term of address for a machine, he silently proffered his elbow. She took it, and the two of them walked out the door side by side.


  “What shall I call you?” he said as they strolled up toward the docks. Her feet chimed on the hard pathway.


  “My name is Nerissa Zeebnen-Fearsig, Sir and Master.”


  “Yes, but have you any title?”


  “No, Sir and Master.”


  “Your name is a trifle . . . ungainly. I shall address you as M’zelle.” It was a standard term of address for a younger woman, or one of lower status. None of her other owners had ever called her anything of the sort.


  “As you wish, Sir and Master.”


  “You may address me simply as Sir,” he said. The repeated use of his full and proper title made Denali uncomfortable, for he was keenly aware of just how close he was to slavery himself. He was all the more discomfited by Nerissa’s inhuman beauty and poise. Walking beside her, he felt himself little more than a bag of meat and hair. Worse, he knew that soon he would have to destroy this marvelous machine, though his mind kept trying to escape that fact. “In fact, you need not use the Sir on every statement. M’zelle.” And he inclined his head.


  “Yes, Sir and Ma . . . Yes, Sir . . . Oh, goodness.” Though her face had only a few movements to it, her confusion and embarrassment were clear from the set of her tourmaline eyebrows and amber lips. “I mean, yes. Just yes.”


  “Just so,” he said, and he laughed.


  Nerissa was unsure what to think of this man, whose clothing and bearing indicated great wealth but whose attitude toward her was deferential. She had sometimes seen fear, from unsophisticated or unlettered people, but this was something else. It was as though she held a measure of power over him.


  Then she realized what it was she saw in Denali Eu’s eyes. It was something she had never before seen directed toward herself.


  It was respect.


  They reached the docks, a confusion of utilitarian buildings at the top of a hill just outside of town. This was where the shiftspace ships made landfall. “Here we are, M’zelle,” he said, and gestured her into a docking shed like all the rest.


  It was empty.


  “I do not understand, Sir.”


  He looked at the floor. His original plan had been to deactivate her at this point. But as they had walked together from town, he had come to understand just how heavy she was. There was no way he could smuggle her to his mother’s house unassisted, and nobody other than Nerissa herself who could be trusted to assist.


  He puffed out his cheeks, not raising his head. “The reason this shed is empty is that I have no ship. We will wait here until after dark, and then we will walk to my home, which is not far from here.”


  “You have no ship, Sir?”


  “No.” He turned and took her hands in his. They were warm, and hummed faintly. The fingernails were chips of ruby. He still did not meet her eyes. “No, M’zelle, I have no ship. In fact, I am afraid you are my sole possession of any value.” Finally he looked up, his eyes pleading. “I must ask that you keep my secret safe.”


  Nerissa’s heart went out to him then. “I am honored by your trust, Sir.”


  “Thank you, M’zelle.” He led her to a small office, where there was a cot and a chair and a small stasis cupboard. “This is my waiting room. Can I offer you something to drink? Oh.”


  His expression of embarrassment was charming. “No, thank you,” she said.


  “But please . . . do take a seat.”


  “I do not tire, Sir.”


  “Please, M’zelle. I insist. I could not bear to see you stand while I sit, and I do tire and must sit eventually.”


  “Very well, Sir,” she said. The chair creaked beneath her weight, but held.


  Denali poured himself a glass of cool water from the cupboard, then sat on the edge of the cot. “Usually I pass the time until dark reading, but since I am now the owner of a fine storytelling machine, it would seem impolite not to make use of your services. Would you please tell me a story?”


  “Certainly, Sir. What kind of story would you like to hear?”


  “Tell me a story about . . . yourself.”


  A thrill went through her then. “Would you like a true story, or a made-up one?”


  “True stories are always more interesting.”


  And so Nerissa told him a story about a golden eagle who lived for many years as the brain of a bird ship, then slept for a long time and finally became a storytelling machine. She did not embellish—the story was fantastic enough as it was—and she did not leave out the sad parts or the embarrassing parts.


  When she finished, it was full dark. The glass of water sat, untouched, on the dusty floor beside Denali’s cot.


  Unlike the tinker, Denali Eu was an educated man. He knew the history of the bird ships, and he understood just what Nerissa was and what she was capable of. He had inherited his father’s notes, his contacts, and his trading expertise along with his debts. He knew in his bones that with a bird ship he could not just repay those debts, but rebuild his family’s wealth and reputation.


  It was then that he made the second of the three decisions that set a legend in motion: he would find a way to refurbish the hull of Ciocus and refit it as a bird ship.


  But all he said to Nerissa was “Thank you for the story, M’zelle.” He knew his new plan was nearly as cruel as the old, because it would still mean the end of her existence as a gleaming almost-person. But at least she will still be alive, he told himself. You have the right to do this. She is your property. You owe it to your mother and to your father’s memory.


  Still he felt filthy.


  Denali dressed Nerissa in a spare suit of his traveling clothes, with gloves and a large floppy hat to hide her platinum skin, and they walked to his mother’s house by the light of the moons. They talked as they walked, he of his life and she of hers. Both asked questions; both listened attentively to the answers. They learned about each other and they grew closer. If Nerissa sensed Denali was holding something back, she was not unduly concerned; she had already received far more confidences from him than she could ever have expected.


  The house of Leona Eu had been hers before her marriage to Ranson Eu. It was small and patched, but warm and tasteful and genuine. Nerissa had never seen such a place; she loved it immediately.


  Denali introduced Nerissa to his mother and explained that he had won Nerissa at gambling. Later, in private, he told his mother he planned to sell Nerissa on his next trip to Arica, but did not want the storyteller to know this because she would feel unwanted.


  The life of the household returned to something like its usual routine, and Nerissa did her best to contribute. She proved to be a tireless gardener (her delicate finger joints protected from the dirt by leather gloves), and her ability to sit completely motionless for hours made her an impressive hunter. Nerissa was soon accepted as part of the family. This was something she had never experienced before, and she was honored and delighted. In the evenings, they all entertained each other with stories.


  After Leona and Nerissa had gone to bed (for though her body never wearied, Nerissa’s brain still required sleep), Denali stayed up late for many nights. He researched the bird ships and hauled out the old plans of Crocus, then drew new plans. The refitted ship would be stronger in the keel and lighter in weight; less luxurious, but with more lifesystem and cargo capacity. He sent both sets of plans to his father’s chandler. The reply arrived in a few days: the chandler would do the work, though he said the design seemed insane.


  The price he quoted was high. But the money Denali had won from the Duke would cover the down payment, and the balance was less than Nerissa’s empty body would bring on the black market.


  The next week the chandler came by with his delivery dirigible. He hooked chains and cables to Crocus‘s corroded hull and hauled it away. Denali emptied out his secret personal cache of money and told Leona it was the proceeds of the salvage sale.


  “I thought we had sold every part worth salvaging long ago,” she said. “Surely the expense of the dirigible was more than the hull was worth?”


  “I met the chandler on my last trip to Arica, and persuaded him he owed us a favor.”


  Leona still seemed unconvinced, but she accepted the money.


  In the following weeks Nerissa’s sense that Denali was hiding something from her increased. He grew haggard, and she found he would not meet her eyes. She wanted to ask him about his troubles, to repay the concern and respect she had been shown. But her years of servitude had ingrained in her a pattern of silent obedience and she said nothing.


  For his part, Denali felt an agony of silence. He could confide neither in his mother, who would berate him for hiring the chandler with money he did not yet have, nor in Nerissa, whose beauty he planned to tear away and sell for his own profit; yet he ached for reassurance. He found himself uninterested in food, and spent long hours of the night staring at his ceiling, unable to sleep.


  On one such restless night, he watched a patch of shimmering moonlight, reflected onto his ceiling from a small pond near the house, as it passed slowly from one side of the room to the other. Suddenly, silently, it flared and danced all over the room, then returned to its previous state. Just as he was about to dismiss the phenomenon as an effect of his tired eyes, it happened again. And a third time.


  He rose from his bed and looked out the window. What he saw then captured his heart. It was Nerissa, dancing naked on the shore of the pond. He had seen the moonlight reflected from her shining metal body.


  Nerissa’s dance was a soaring, graceful thing, a poem composed of twirls and leaps and tumbles. The great strength of her legs propelled her high into the air, in defiance of her metallic weight, and brought her to landing as delicately as a faun. Her platinum skin in the moonlight shone silver on silver, black on black; she was a creature of the moonlight, a pirouetting dancing fragment of the night.


  She was even more beautiful than he had thought.


  His heart was tom in two. Part of it wanted to fly, to leap and dance with her in the night. Part of it sank to the acid pit of his stomach, as though trying to hide from the knowledge of the plan he had laid. How could he destroy this beauty and grace for mere money? But how could he sentence himself, his mother, and his father’s memory to a continued life of debt and deceit—a life that must eventually end in discovery and shame—for the sake of a machine?


  Perhaps he let out a small sound of despair. Perhaps it was the sight of his white nightshirt in the window. For whatever reason, Nerissa noticed she was being watched. Clumsily she stopped her dance and stared directly at him, her eyes two tiny stars of reflected light.


  He descended the stairs and met her in the doorway. The moonlight shining from her cheek was painfully bright, and in the silence of the night he heard the tiny sounds of her eyes as they shifted in their sockets.


  “I’m sorry I disturbed your sleep, Sir.”


  “No, no . . . I wasn’t asleep. You dance beautifully, M’zelle.”


  “Thank you, Sir. I do enjoy it. It is as close as I can come in this body to the joy of flight between the stars.”


  The sundered halves of Denali’s heart fused together then, for he realized then his plan for Nerissa was exactly what she wanted as well. He would restore her to her former life of sailing the currents of space, which she had described so vividly to him, and at the same time restore his own fortune.


  Nerissa saw the smile spreading across his face, and asked what he was thinking.


  “I have just thought of the most delightful surprise for you, M’zelle. A gift for you, to express my appreciation of your dance. But it will take some time to prepare, so I must ask you to be patient.” He bent and kissed the warm metal of her fingers. “Good night, M’zelle.”


  “Good night, Sir.”


  He returned to his bed and fell immediately into a deep and dreamless sleep.


  Three days later the chandler’s dirigible returned, the refitted Crocus hanging from its gondola. The ship’s gleaming hull wore vivid stripes of red, yellow, and green, the colors of Ranson Eu’s former trading company. Denali, Leona, and Nerissa gathered together and watched as the dirigible lowered it gently to the ground. The pilot waved from the gondola as he flew away.


  “This is my surprise to you both,” Denali proclaimed. “Behold: Crocus is reborn!”


  Nerissa stared at the ship in silent rapture, but Leona turned to her son with concern. “I suspected you were hiding something from me. This is a wonderful surprise, to be sure, but I thought we had no secrets from each other.”


  “Only this one, Mother. And there was a reason. Nerissa, here is my gift to you: this new Crocus has been built especially for you. In this new bird ship you will fly the stars once more.”


  Nerissa’s reaction confused and disturbed him. She went rigid, her features drawing together and her eyes widening. “This is . . . a bird ship?” she said. “But where did you obtain the shipbrain?”


  “There is no shipbrain, M’zelle. That position has been reserved for your own sweet self.”


  Nerissa’s metal hands bunched into fists, held tightly against her chin. She seemed to shrink into herself. “No,” she whispered. “No, no . . . please, Sir and Master . . . I beg you . . .”


  Denali Eu felt his hands grow cold. “But M’zelle, when I saw you dance in the moonlight . . . I thought to fly the stars was your greatest joy.”


  “To fly is joy, yes . . . but to be cut from this body . . . to be severed . . . uprooted . . . the pain, Sir and Master . . . that pain is something I could never endure again.” She crouched, trembling, on the stones of the path. Her eyes were huge. “I would rather die, Sir and Master. I would find a way, Sir and Master. Please, Sir and Master, please . . . I know you are my owner, I know I must obey your wishes without question or hesitation, but I beg you . . . do not ask me to do this.” And she fell at his feet, her hands raised as though to ward off a blow.


  All the color ran out of Denali Eu’s world. He turned from Nerissa and Leona and marched clumsily into the woods behind the house. They did not follow.


  Some time later he found himself seated on a fallen log. The sun was low in the sky and his clothes and skin were tom from thorns and brambles.


  How could he have been so stupid? He had lied to his mother, lied to Nerissa, made unwarranted assumptions, and promised money he did not have. Soon the chandler’s bill would arrive and he had nothing with which to pay it.


  He considered his options. He could follow through with his plan—and Nerissa would find some way to end her life, or else would serve in unwilling misery. Even if he were heartless enough to force her to do this, he did not relish the idea of trusting his life to a ship he had betrayed.


  He could break up Nerissa, sell her platinum and precious stones to pay the chandler—and she would be gone completely, and he would have only a worthless hull without a drive.


  He could sell Nerissa in one piece—and it would be the same, only with more money. Nerissa would still be lost to him, and subject to the whim of some other master who might treat her still more cruelly.


  He could repudiate the chandler’s bill, declare bankruptcy—and see Nerissa sold off, along with his mother’s house, and himself sold into slavery.


  But there was one more option. Denali Eu was an educated man, and he knew the history of the bird ships. He also knew Nerissa’s story. And because of this knowledge, and despite this knowledge, he made the final, fateful decision that set a legend in motion.


  He spent a long time sitting on the log, his head in his hands, but he could think of no other alternative. Then he stood and walked back to his mother’s house. There, as the sun set, he told Nerissa and Leona of his decision. His mother cried and shouted and beat her hands upon the kitchen table; Nerissa sat upon a chair with her head bowed, but did not speak. Neither of them could change his mind.


  The next day Nerissa and Leona took Denali Eu for a walk in the forest. He listened to the birds and the rustling of the leaves, and he felt the cool wind brush gently against his skin. He smelled the green of the leaves and the damp of the earth, and as many flowers as they could find. In the evening they prepared for him a fine meal, with pungent spices and fresh vegetables, and succulent fruits new-gathered and sweet. Nerissa massaged his back with her strong warm fingers, and his mother cried as she brushed his cheek with pieces of silk and fur.


  On the following morning he went into the city and gave himself to the doctors. He told them what he wanted, and he swore three times that this was his will.


  And so they killed him, and they took his brain and welded it to the keel of the Crocus. For the techniques of Doctor Jay were legal, as long as the donation was voluntary and sworn to three times, and the organs of a young man in the best of health could be sold for enough money to pacify the chandler.


  The operation was every bit as painful as Nerissa had said. But Denali found sailing the stars was even more delightful than dancing in the moonlight: a symphony of colors and textures beyond his human experience. And this ship was equipped with eyes and ears and hands within its hull as well as without.


  The ship, renamed the Golden Eagle, became a hugely successful trader. Denali Eu’s knowledge and skill, combined with Nerissa Zeebnen-Fearsig’s beauty and charm, were something no seller or buyer could resist and no other trader could surpass. The ship with a human mind and a metal captain was famed in song and story, and when after many years Leona Eu died she left one of the greatest fortunes in the Consensus.


  Denali Eu and Nerissa the Silver Captain have not been seen for many, many years. Some say they sought new challenges in the Magellanic Clouds or even beyond. Some say they settled down to a contented existence on an obscure planet. But no one doubts that, wherever they are, they are together still.


  ROBOTS DON’T CRY


  Mike Resnick


  They call us graverobbers, but we’re not.


  What we do is plunder the past and offer it to the present. We hit old worlds, deserted worlds, worlds that nobody wants any longer, and we pick up anything we think we can sell to the vast collectibles market. You want a 700-year-old timepiece? A thousand-year old bed? An actual printed book? Just put in your order, and sooner or later we’ll fill it.


  Every now and then we strike it rich. Usually we make a profit. Once in a while we just break even. There’s only been one world where we actually lost money; I still remember it—Greenwillow. Except that it wasn’t green, and there wasn’t a willow on the whole damned planet.


  There was a robot, though. We found him, me and the Baroni, in a barn, half-hidden under a pile of ancient computer parts and self-feeders for mutated cattle. We were picking through the stuff, wondering if there was any market for it, tossing most of it aside, when the sun peeked in through the doorway and glinted off a prismatic eye.


  “Hey, take a look at what we’ve got here,” I said. “Give me a hand digging it out.”


  The junk had been stored a few feet above where he’d been standing and the rack broke, practically burying him. One of his legs was bent at an impossible angle, and his expressionless face was covered with cobwebs. The Baroni lumbered over—when you’ve got three legs you don’t glide gracefully—and studied the robot.


  “Interesting,” he said. He never used whole sentences when he could annoy me with a single word that could mean almost anything.


  “He should pay our expenses, once we fix him up and get him running,” I said.


  “A human configuration,” noted the Baroni.


  “Yeah, we still made ‘em in our own image until a couple of hundred years ago.”


  “Impractical.”


  “Spare me your practicalities,” I said. “Let’s dig him out.”


  “Why bother?”


  Trust a Baroni to miss the obvious. “Because he’s got a memory cube,” I answered. “Who the hell knows what he’s seen? Maybe we’ll find out what happened here.”


  “Greenwillow has been abandoned since long before you were born and I was hatched,” replied the Baroni, finally stringing some words together. “Who cares what happened?”


  “I know it makes your head hurt, but try to use your brain,” I said, grunting as I pulled at the robot’s arm. It came off in my hands. “Maybe whoever he worked for hid some valuables.” I dropped the arm onto the floor. “Maybe he knows where. We don’t just have to sell junk, you know; there’s a market for the good stuff too.”


  The Baroni shrugged and began helping me uncover the robot. “I hear a lot of ifs and maybes,” he muttered.


  “Fine,” I said. “Just sit on what passes for your ass, and I’ll do it myself.”


  “And let you keep what we find without sharing it?” he demanded, suddenly throwing himself into the task of moving the awkward feeders. After a moment he stopped and studied one. “Big cows,” he noted.


  “Maybe ten or twelve feet at the shoulder, judging from the size of the stalls and the height of the feeders,” I agreed. “But there weren’t enough to fill the barn. Some of those stalls were never used.”


  Finally we got the robot uncovered, and I checked the code on the back of his neck.


  “How about that?” I said. “The son of a bitch must be 500 years old. That makes him an antique by anyone’s definition. I wonder what we can get for him?”


  The Baroni peered at the code. “What does AB stand for?”


  “Aldebaran. Alabama. Abrams’ Planet. Or maybe just the model number. Who the hell knows? We’ll get him running and maybe he can tell us.” I tried to set him on his feet. No luck. “Give me a hand.”


  “To the ship?” asked the Baroni, using sentence fragments again as he helped me stand the robot upright.


  “No,” I said. “We don’t need a sterile environment to work on a robot. Let’s just get him out in the sunlight, away from all this junk, and then we’ll have a couple of mechs check him over.”


  We half-carried and half-dragged him to the crumbling concrete pad beyond the barn, then laid him down while I tightened the muscles in my neck, activating the embedded micro-chip, and directed the signal by pointing to the ship, which was about half a mile away.


  “This is me,” I said as the chip carried my voice back to the ship’s computer. “Wake up Mechs 3 and 7, feed them everything you’ve got on robots going back a millennium, give them repair kits and anything else they’ll need to fix a broken robot of indeterminate age, and then home in on my signal and send them to me.”


  “Why those two?” asked the Baroni.


  Sometimes I wondered why I partnered with anyone that dumb. Then I remembered the way he could sniff out anything with a computer chip or cube, no matter how well it was hidden, so I decided to give him a civil answer. He didn’t get that many from me; I hoped he appreciated it.


  “Three’s got those extendable eyestalks, and it can do microsurgery, so I figure it can deal with any faulty micro-circuits. As for Seven, it’s strong as an ox. It can position the robot, hold him aloft, move him any way that Three directs it to. They’re both going to show up filled to the brim with everything the ship’s data bank has on robots, so if he’s salvagable, they’ll find a way to salvage him.”


  I waited to see if he had any more stupid questions. Sure enough, he had.


  “Why would anyone come here?” he asked, looking across the bleak landscape.


  “I came for what passes for treasure these days,” I answered him. “I have no idea why you came.”


  “I meant originally,” he said, and his face started to glow that shade of pea-soup green that meant I was getting to him. “Nothing can grow, and the ultra-violet rays would eventually kill most animals. So why?”


  “Because not all humans are as smart as me.”


  “It’s an impoverished world,” continued the Baroni. “What valuables could there be?”


  “The usual,” I replied. “Family heirlooms. Holographs. Old kitchen implements. Maybe even a few old Republic coins.”


  “Republic currency can’t be spent.”


  “True—but a few years ago I saw a five-credit coin sell for three hundred Maria Teresa dollars. They tell me it’s worth twice that today.”


  “I didn’t know that,” admitted the Baroni.


  “I’ll bet they could fill a book with all the things you don’t know.”


  “Why are Men so sardonic and ill-mannered?”


  “Probably because we have to spend so much time with races like the Baroni,” I answered.


  Mechs Three and Seven rolled up before he could reply.


  “Reporting for duty, sir,” said Mech Three in his high-pitched mechanical voice.


  “This is a very old robot,” I said, indicating what we’d found. “It’s been out of commission for a few centuries, maybe even longer. See if you can get it working again.”


  “We live to serve,” thundered Mech Seven.


  “I can’t tell you how comforting I find that.” I turned to the Baroni. “Let’s grab some lunch.”


  “Why do you always speak to them that way?” asked the Baroni as we walked away from the mechs. “They don’t understand sarcasm.”


  “It’s my nature,” I said. “Besides, if they don’t know it’s sarcasm, it must sound like a compliment. Probably pleases the hell out of them.”


  “They are machines,” he responded. “You can no more please them than offend them.”


  “Then what difference does it make?”


  “The more time I spend with Men, the less I understand them,” said the Baroni, making the burbling sound that passed for a deep sigh. “I look forward to getting the robot working. Being a logical and unemotional entity, it will make more sense.”


  “Spare me your smug superiority,” I shot back. “You’re not here because Papa Baroni looked at Mama Baroni with logic in his heart.”


  The Baroni burbled again. “You are hopeless,” he said at last.


  We had one of the mechs bring us our lunch, then sat with our backs propped against opposite sides of a gnarled old tree while we ate. I didn’t want to watch his snakelike lunch writhe and wriggle, protesting every inch of the way, as he sucked it down like the long, living piece of spaghetti it was, and he had his usual moral qualms, which I never understood, about watching me bite into a sandwich. We had just about finished when Mech Three approached us.


  “All problems have been fixed,” it announced brightly.


  “That was fast,” I said.


  “There was nothing broken.” It then launched into a three-minute explanation of whatever it had done to the robot’s circuitry.


  “That’s enough,” I said when it got down to a dissertation on the effect of mu-mesons on negative magnetic fields in regard to prismatic eyes. “I’m wildly impressed. Now let’s go take a look at this beauty.”


  I got to my feet, as did the Baroni, and we walked back to the concrete pad. The robot’s limbs were straight now, and his arm was restored, but he still lay motionless on the crumbling surface.


  “I thought you said you fixed him.”


  “I did,” replied Mech Three. “But my programming compelled me not to activate it until you were present.”


  “Fine,” I said. “Wake him up.”


  The little Mech made one final quick adjustment and backed away as the robot hummed gently to life and sat up.


  “Welcome back,” I said.


  “Back?” replied the robot. “I have not been away.”


  “You’ve been asleep for five centuries, maybe six.”


  “Robots cannot sleep.” He looked around. “Yet everything has changed. How is this possible?”


  “You were deactivated,” said the Baroni. “Probably your power supply ran down.”


  “Deactivated,” the robot repeated. He swiveled his head from left to right, surveying the scene. “Yes. Things cannot change this much from one instant to the next.”


  “Have you got a name?” I asked him.


  “Samson 4133. But Miss Emily calls me Sammy.”


  “Which name do you prefer?”


  “I am a robot. I have no preferences.”


  I shrugged. “Whatever you say, Samson.”


  “Sammy,” he corrected me.


  “I thought you had no preferences.”


  “I don’t,” said the robot. “But she does.”


  “Has she got a name?”


  “Miss Emily.”


  “Just Miss Emily?” I asked. “No other names to go along with it?”


  “Miss Emily is what I was instructed to call her.”


  “I assume she is a child,” said the Baroni, with his usual flair for discovering the obvious.


  “She was once,” said Sammy. “I will show her to you.”


  Then somehow, I never did understand the technology involved, he projected a full-sized holograph of a small girl, perhaps five years old, wearing a frilly purple-and-white outfit. She had rosy cheeks and bright shining blue eyes, and a smile that men would die for someday if given half the chance.


  It was only after she took a step forward, a very awkward step, that I realized she had a prosthetic left leg.


  “Too bad,” I said. “A pretty little girl like that.”


  “Was she born that way, I wonder?” said the Baroni.


  “I love you, Sammy,” said the holograph.


  I hadn’t expected sound, and it startled me. She had such a happy voice. Maybe she didn’t know that most little girls came equipped with two legs. After all, this was an underpopulated colony world; for all I knew, she’d never seen anyone but her parents.


  “It is time for your nap, Miss Emily,” said Sammy’s voice. “I will carry you to your room.” Another surprise. The voice didn’t seem to come from the robot, but from somewhere . . . well, offstage. He was recreating the scene exactly as it had happened, but we saw it through his eyes. Since he couldn’t see himself, neither could we.


  “I’ll walk,” said the child. “Mother told me I have to practice walking, so that someday I can play with the other girls.”


  “Yes, Miss Emily.”


  “But you can catch me if I start to fall, like you always do.”


  “Yes, Miss Emily.”


  “What would I do without you, Sammy?”


  “You would fall, Miss Emily,” he answered. Robots are always so damned literal.


  And as suddenly as it had appeared, the scene vanished.


  “So that was Miss Emily?” I said.


  “Yes,” said Sammy.


  “And you were owned by her parents?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you have any understanding of the passage of time, Sammy?”


  “I can calibrate time to within three nanoseconds of . . .”


  “That’s not what I asked,” I said. “For example, if I told you that scene we just saw happened more than 500 years ago, what would you say to that?”


  “I would ask if you were measuring by Earth years, Galactic Standard years, New Calendar Democracy years . . .”


  “Never mind,” I said.


  Sammy fell silent and motionless. If someone had stumbled upon him at just that moment, they’d have been hard-pressed to prove that he was still operational.


  “What’s the matter with him?” asked the Baroni. “His battery can’t be drained yet.”


  “Of course not. They were designed to work for years without recharging.”


  And then I knew. He wasn’t a farm robot, so he had no urge to get up and start working the fields. He wasn’t a mech, so he had no interest in fixing the feeders in the barn. For a moment I thought he might be a butler or a major domo, but if he was, he’d have been trying to learn my desires to serve me, and he obviously wasn’t doing that. That left just one thing.


  He was a nursemaid.


  I shared my conclusion with the Baroni, and he concurred.


  “We’re looking at a lot of money here,” I said excitedly. “Think of it—a fully-functioning antique robot nursemaid! He can watch the kids while his new owners go rummaging for more old artifacts.”


  “There’s something wrong,” said the Baroni, who was never what you could call an optimist.


  “The only thing wrong is we don’t have enough bags to haul all the money we’re going to sell him for.”


  “Look around you,” said the Baroni. “This place was abandoned, and it was never prosperous. If he’s that valuable, why did they leave him behind?”


  “He’s a nursemaid. Probably she outgrew him.”


  “Better find out.” He was back to sentence fragments again.


  I shrugged and approached the robot. “Sammy, what did you do at night after Miss Emily went to sleep?”


  He came to life again. “I stood by her bed.”


  “All night, every night?”


  “Yes, sir. Unless she woke and requested pain medication, which I would retrieve and bring to her.”


  “Did she require pain medication very often?” I asked.


  “I do not know, sir.”


  I frowned. “I thought you just said you brought it to her when she needed it.”


  “No, sir,” Sammy corrected me. “I said I brought it to her when she requested it.”


  “She didn’t request it very often?”


  “Only when the pain became unbearable.” Sammy paused. “I do not fully understand the word ‘unbearable’, but I know it had a deleterious effect upon her. My Miss Emily was often in pain.”


  “I’m surprised you understand the word ‘pain’,” I said.


  “To feel pain is to be non-operational or disfunctional to some degree.”


  “Yes, but it’s more than that. Didn’t Miss Emily ever try to describe it?”


  “No,” answered Sammy. “She never spoke of her pain.”


  “Did it bother her less as she grew older and adjusted to her handicap?” I asked.


  “No, sir, it did not.” He paused. “There are many kinds of disfunction.”


  “Are you saying she had other problems, too?” I continued.


  Instantly we were looking at another scene from Sammy’s past. It was the same girl, now maybe thirteen years old, staring at her face in a mirror. She didn’t like what she saw, and neither did I.


  “What is that?” I asked, forcing myself not to look away.


  “It is a fungus disease,” answered Sammy as the girl tried unsuccessfully with cream and powder to cover the ugly blemishes that had spread across her face.


  “Is it native to this world?”


  “Yes,” said Sammy.


  “You must have had some pretty ugly people walking around,” I said.


  “It did not affect most of the colonists. But Miss Emily’s immune system was weakened by her other diseases.”


  “What other diseases?”


  Sammy rattled off three or four that I’d never heard of.


  “And no one else in her family suffered from them?”


  “No, sir.”


  “It happens in my race, too,” offered the Baroni. “Every now and then a genetically inferior specimen is born and grows to maturity.”


  “She was not genetically inferior,” said Sammy.


  “Oh?” I said, surprised. It’s rare for a robot to contradict a living being, even an alien. “What was she?”


  Sammy considered his answer for a moment.


  “Perfect,” he said at last.


  “I’ll bet the other kids didn’t think so,” I said.


  “What do they know?” replied Sammy.


  And instantly he projected another scene. Now the girl was fully grown, probably about twenty. She kept most of her skin covered, but we could see the ravaging effect her various diseases had had upon her hands and face.


  Tears were running down from these beautiful blue eyes over bony, parchment-like cheeks. Her emaciated body was wracked by sobs.


  A holograph of a robot’s hand popped into existence, and touched her gently on the shoulder.


  “Oh, Sammy!” she cried. “I really thought he liked me! He was always so nice to me.” She paused for breath as the tears continued unabated. “But I saw his face when I reached out to take his hand, and I felt him shudder when I touched it. All he really felt for me was pity. That’s all any of them ever feel!”


  “What do they know?” said Sammy’s voice, the same words and the same inflections he had just used a moment ago.


  “It’s not just him,” she said. “Even the farm animals run away when I approach them. I don’t know how anyone can stand being in the same room with me.” She stared at where the robot was standing. “You’re all I’ve got, Sammy. You’re my only friend in the whole world. Please don’t ever leave me.”


  “I will never leave you, Miss Emily,” said Sammy’s voice.


  “Promise me.”


  “I promise,” said Sammy.


  And then the holograph vanished and Sammy stood mute and motionless again.


  “He really cared for her,” said the Baroni.


  “The boy?” I said. “If he did, he had a funny way of showing it.”


  “No, of course not the boy. The robot.”


  “Come off it,” I said. “Robots don’t have any feelings.”


  “You heard him,” said the Baroni.


  “Those were programmed responses,” I said. “He probably has three million to choose from.”


  “Those are emotions,” insisted the Baroni.


  “Don’t you go getting all soft on me,” I said. “Any minute now you’ll be telling me he’s too human to sell.”


  “You are the human,” said the Baroni. “He is the one with compassion.”


  “I’ve got more compassion than her parents did, letting her grow up like that,” I said irritably. I confronted the robot again. “Sammy, why didn’t the doctors do anything for her?”


  “This was a farming colony,” answered Sammy. “There were only 387 families on the entire world. The Democracy sent a doctor once a year at the beginning, and then, when there were less than 100 families left, he stopped coming. The last time Miss Emily saw a doctor was when she was fourteen.”


  “What about an offworld hospital?” asked the Baroni.


  “They had no ship and no money. They moved here in the second year of a seven-year drought. Then various catastrophes wiped out their next six crops. They spent what savings they had on mutated cattle, but the cattle died before they could produce young or milk. One by one all the families began leaving the planet as impoverished wards of the Democracy.”


  “Including Miss Emily’s family?” I asked.


  “No. Mother died when Miss Emily was nineteen, and Father died two years later.”


  Then it was time for me to ask the Baroni’s question.


  “So when did Miss Emily leave the planet, and why did she leave you behind?”


  “She did not leave.”


  I frowned. “She couldn’t have run the farm—not in her condition.”


  “There was no farm left to run,” answered Sammy. “All the crops had died, and without Father there was no one to keep the machines working.”


  “But she stayed. Why?”


  Sammy stared at me for a long moment. It’s just as well his face was incapable of expression, because I got the distinct feeling that he thought the question was too simplistic or too stupid to merit an answer. Finally he projected another scene. This time the girl, now a woman approaching thirty, hideous open pustules on her face and neck, was sitting in a crudely-crafted hoverchair, obviously too weak to stand any more.


  “No!” she rasped bitterly.


  “They are your relatives,” said Sammy’s voice. “And they have a room for you.”


  “All the more reason to be considerate of them. No one should be forced to associate with me—especially not people who are decent enough to make the offer. We will stay here, by ourselves, on this world, until the end.”


  “Yes, Miss Emily.”


  She turned and stared at where Sammy stood. “You want to tell me to leave, don’t you? That if we go to Jefferson IV, I will receive medical attention and they will make me well—but you are compelled by your programming not to disobey me. Am I correct?”


  “Yes, Miss Emily.”


  The hint of a smile crossed her ravaged face. “Now you know what pain is.”


  “It is . . . uncomfortable, Miss Emily.”


  “You’ll learn to live with it,” she said. She reached out and patted the robot’s leg fondly. “If it’s any comfort, I don’t know if the medical specialists could have helped me even when I was young. They certainly can’t help me now.”


  “You are still young, Miss Emily.”


  “Age is relative,” she said. “I am so close to the grave I can almost taste the dirt.” A metal hand appeared, and she held it in ten incredibly fragile fingers. “Don’t feel sorry for me, Sammy. It hasn’t been a life I’d wish on anyone else. I won’t be sorry to see it end.”


  “I am a robot,” replied Sammy. “I cannot feel sorrow.”


  “You’ve no idea how fortunate you are.”


  I shot the Baroni a triumphant smile that said: See? Even Sammy admits he can’t feel any emotions.


  And he sent back a look that said: I didn’t know until now that robots could lie, and I knew we still had a problem.


  The scene vanished.


  “How soon after that did she die?” I asked Sammy.


  “Seven months, eighteen days, three hours, and four minutes, sir,” was his answer.


  “She was very bitter,” noted the Baroni.


  “She was bitter because she was born, sir,” said Sammy. “Not because she was dying.”


  “Did she lapse into a coma, or was she cogent up to the end?” I asked out of morbid curiosity.


  “She was in control of her senses until the moment she died,” answered Sammy. “But she could not see for the last eighty-three days of her life. I functioned as her eyes.”


  “What did she need eyes for?” asked the Baroni. “She had a hoverchair, and it is a single-level house.”


  “When you are a recluse, you spend your life with books, sir,” said Sammy, and I thought: The mechanical bastard is actually lecturing us!


  With no further warning, he projected a final scene for us.


  The woman, her eyes no longer blue, but clouded with cataracts and something else—disease, fungus, who knew?—lay on her bed, her breathing labored.


  From Sammy’s point of view, we could see not only her, but, much closer, a book of poetry, and then we heard his voice: “Let me read something else, Miss Emily.”


  “But that is the poem I wish to hear,” she whispered. “It is by Edna St. Vincent Millay, and she is my favorite.”


  “But it is about death,” protested Sammy.


  “All life is about death,” she replied so softly I could barely hear her. “Surely you know that I am dying, Sammy?”


  “I know, Miss Emily,” said Sammy.


  “I find it comforting that my ugliness did not diminish the beauty around me, that it will remain after I am gone,” she said. “Please read.”


  Sammy read: “There will be rose and rhododendron


  When you are dead and under ground;


  Still will be heard from white syringas . . .”


  Suddenly the robot’s voice fell silent. For a moment I thought there was a flaw in the projection. Then I saw that Miss Emily had died.


  He stared at her for a long minute, which means that we did too, and then the scene evaporated.


  “I buried her beneath her favorite tree,” said Sammy. “But it is no longer there.”


  “Nothing lasts forever, even trees,” said the Baroni. “And it’s been five hundred years.”


  “It does not matter. I know where she is.”


  He walked us over to a barren spot about thirty yards from the ruin of a farmhouse. On the ground was a stone, and neatly carved into it was the following:


  Miss Emily


  2298-2331


  G.E.


  here will be rose


  and rhododendron


  “That’s lovely, Sammy,” said the Baroni.


  “It is what she requested.”


  “What did you do after you buried her?” I asked.


  “I went to the barn.”


  “For how long?”


  “With Miss Emily dead, I had no need to stay in the house. I remained in the barn for many years, until my battery power ran out.”


  “Many years?” I repeated. “What the hell did you do there?”


  “Nothing.”


  “You just stood there?”


  “I just stood there.”


  “Doing nothing?”


  “That is correct.” He stared at me for a long moment, and I could have sworn he was studying me. Finally he spoke again. “I know that you intend to sell me.”


  “We’ll find you a family with another Miss Emily,” I said. If they’re the highest bidder.


  “I do not wish to serve another family. I wish to remain here.”


  “There’s nothing here,” I said. “The whole planet’s deserted.”


  “I promised my Miss Emily that I would never leave her.”


  “But she’s dead now,” I pointed out.


  “She put no conditions on her request. I put no conditions on my promise.”


  I looked from Sammy to the Baroni, and decided that this was going to take a couple of mechs—one to carry Sammy to the ship, and one to stop the Baroni from setting him free.


  “But if you will honor a single request, I will break my promise to her and come away with you.”


  Suddenly I felt like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop, and I hadn’t heard the first one yet.


  “What do you want, Sammy?”


  “I told you I did nothing in the barn. That was true. I was incapable of doing what I wanted to do.”


  “And what was that?”


  “I wanted to cry.”


  I don’t know what I was expecting, but that wasn’t it.


  “Robots don’t cry,” I said.


  “Robots can’t cry,” replied Sammy. “There is a difference.”


  “And that’s what you want?”


  “It is what I have wanted ever since my Miss Emily died.”


  “We rig you to cry, and you agree to come away with us?”


  “That is correct,” said Sammy.


  “Sammy,” I said, “you’ve got yourself a deal.”


  I contacted the ship, told it to feed Mech Three everything the medical library had on tears and tear ducts, and then send it over. It arrived about ten minutes later, deactivated the robot, and started fussing and fiddling. After about two hours it announced that its work was done, that Sammy now had tear ducts and had been supplied with a solution that could produce six hundred authentic saltwater tears from each eye.


  I had Mech Three show me how to activate Sammy, and then sent it back to the ship.


  “Have you ever heard of a robot wanting to cry?” I asked the Baroni.


  “No.”


  “Neither have I,” I said, vaguely disturbed.


  “He loved her.”


  I didn’t even argue this time. I was wondering which was worse, spending thirty years trying to be a normal human being and failing, or spending thirty years trying to cry and failing. None of the other stuff had gotten to me; Sammy was just doing what robots do. It was the thought of his trying so hard to do what robots couldn’t do that suddenly made me feel sorry for him. That in turn made me very irritable; ordinarily I don’t even feel sorry for Men, let alone machines.


  And what he wanted was such a simple thing compared to the grandiose ambitions of my own race. Once Men had wanted to cross the ocean; we crossed it. We’d wanted to fly; we flew. We wanted to reach the stars; we reached them. All Sammy wanted to do was cry over the loss of his Miss Emily. He’d waited half a millennium and had agreed to sell himself into bondage again, just for a few tears.


  It was a lousy trade.


  I reached out and activated him.


  “Is it done?” asked Sammy.


  “Right,” I said. “Go ahead and cry your eyes out.”


  Sammy stared straight ahead. “I can’t,” he said at last.


  “Think of Miss Emily,” I suggested. “Think of how much you miss her.”


  “I feel pain,” said Sammy. “But I cannot cry.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “I am sure,” said Sammy. “I was guilty of having thoughts and longings above my station. Miss Emily used to say that tears come from the heart and the soul. I am a robot. I have no heart and no soul, so I cannot cry, even with the tear ducts you have given me. I am sorry to have wasted your time. A more complex model would have understood its limitations at the outset.” He paused, and then turned to me. “I will go with you now.”


  “Shut up,” I said.


  He immediately fell silent.


  “What is going on?” asked the Baroni.


  “You shut up too!” I snapped.


  I summoned Mechs Seven and Eight and had them dig Sammy a grave right next to his beloved Miss Emily. It suddenly occurred to me that I didn’t even know her full name, that no one who chanced upon her headstone would ever know it. Then I decided that it didn’t really matter.


  Finally they were done, and it was time to deactivate him.


  “I would have kept my word,” said Sammy.


  “I know,” I said.


  “I am glad you did not force me to.”


  I walked him to the side of the grave. “This won’t be like your battery running down,” I said. “This time it’s forever.”


  “She was not afraid to die,” said Sammy. “Why should I be?”


  I pulled the plug and had Mechs Seven and Eight lower him into the ground. They started filling in the dirt while I went back to the ship to do one last thing. When they were finished I had Mech Seven carry my handiwork back to Sammy’s grave.


  “A tombstone for a robot?” asked the Baroni.


  “Why not?” I replied. “There are worse traits than honesty and loyalty.” I should know: I’ve stockpiled enough of them.


  “He truly moved you.”


  Seeing the man you could have been will do that to you, even if he’s all metal and silicone and prismatic eyes.


  “What does it say?” asked the Baroni as we finished planting the tombstone.


  I stood aside so he could read it:


  “Sammy”


  Australopithicus Robotus


  “That is very moving.”


  “It’s no big deal,” I said uncomfortably. “It’s just a tombstone.”


  “It is also inaccurate,” observed the Baroni.


  “He was a better man than I am.”


  “He was not a man at all.”


  “Fuck you.”


  The Baroni doesn’t know what it means, but he knows it’s an insult, so he came right back at me like he always does. “You realize, of course, that you have buried our profit?”


  I wasn’t in the mood for his notion of wit. “Find out what he was worth, and I’ll pay you for your half,” I replied. “Complain about it again, and I’ll knock your alien teeth down your alien throat.”


  He stared at me. “I will never understand Men,” he said.


  All that happened twenty years ago. Of course the Baroni never asked for his half of the money, and I never offered it to him again. We’re still partners. Inertia, I suppose.


  I still think about Sammy from time to time. Not as much as I used to, but every now and then.


  I know there are preachers and ministers who would say he was just a machine, and to think of him otherwise is blasphemous, or at least wrong-headed, and maybe they’re right. Hell, I don’t even know if there’s a God at all—but if there is, I like to think He’s the God of all us Australopithicines.


  Including Sammy.


  PAYING IT FORWARD


  Michael A. Burstein


  Legacies can take many forms . . .


  I’m dying.


  No one knows it yet. Having never married, I have no family to mourn my passing. I do have my fans, who would probably turn out in droves to say farewell if I had chosen to let them know in advance. But in the twilight of my time, I want to face this final passage alone.


  Of course, I’m not completely alone. I still have my mentor, Carl Lambclear. I’ll email him tonight, and he’ll email me back, and just remembering how much he helped me will keep me going until the very end. We’ll exchange our latest story ideas, and share more turns of phrase that we both find appealing. Carl Lambclear is the one person I could open up to about my condition, and I’m glad that I did.


  It’s the ultimate irony, I suppose, that once more I find myself having something in common with Lambclear. He, too, is familiar with the emotional gamut that accompanies an inoperable brain tumor; after all, many years ago, he died of the same thing.


  It started long ago, at the beginning of the century. I think it’s almost impossible for anyone who didn’t live through it to fully appreciate the swinging moods that the world experienced. For the months before and after New Year’s Eve 2000, everyone all over the world seemed to harbor a quiet expectation that things would become new and different. The twenty-first century, a century of imagination and great wonders, was arriving, and optimism was the order of the day.


  Of course, most of us sobered up after the economy tanked and September 11 happened and the other events of the ohs came to pass. With each tragedy, small or large, it was as if a curtain had plummeted down over another hope that was now irrevocably gone.


  For me, the curtain came down when Carl Lambclear died.


  I was in my early twenties, a recent college graduate dealing with one of the worst economic downturns to follow a time of great economic growth. Despite a double honors degree in Chemistry and Physics, I couldn’t find a job, and I didn’t really know what I would do with one if I had one.


  Because what I really wanted to do was write science fiction.


  My parents had waited until their later years to have their only child; and, as an unfortunate consequence, they both died of old age while I was still in college. But fortunately, they had also left me enough of an estate to take care of myself during that difficult time. And that meant I had a chance to explore what I wanted to do with my life, rather than having to take the first job that came in my direction just to support myself.


  I had grown up reading the great works of science fiction, pressed upon me by my father. Although in his later years his tastes had turned to mystery novels, he still understood the ability of science fiction to unleash the imagination of a teenage outcast. And I had been so captivated by the works of Asimov, Clarke, Heinlein, and all the rest, that I simply could not imagine doing anything else with my life but trying to bring that sense of the fantastic to others.


  And so I had been trying to establish myself as a writer of science fiction. I’d published a few stories in small markets while in college, but to no great acclaim. While pursuing my formal degrees, I had studied writing informally by reading book after book on technique, plot, character, setting, and whatever else seemed useful. But one book I had devoured above all others: Writing Short Science Fiction by Carl Lambclear.


  It wasn’t just that I enjoyed Lambclear’s novels. I also enjoyed his ability to teach, to explain how he created the worlds that he did in a way to make them fascinating. Lambclear had a lot of advice on how to draw the reader in, and the advice was just as fun to read as his fiction.


  On the day he died, I visited his webpage, and read about all the new books he was planning. It’s a strange phenomenon, I suppose, the dead leaving traces of themselves scattered around cyberspace as if they were still alive. Of course, I imagine people might have felt that way from the time the first person died who had a portrait painted. I remember reading mainstream mystery stories involving messages from beyond the grave, but not ghost stories and the like. There was nothing new about the idea of someone leaving a suicide note, or a clue to their murderer, but as technology progressed, the fictional and nonfictional deceased would leave answering machine messages, videotaped wills, and even emails set to go if a code word wasn’t entered into a computer on a daily basis.


  But for me, the spookiest of such messages from the dead were the webpages.


  A personal webpage—even a professional webpage, come to think of it—was a vivid statement in the ether, saying to one and all that this person exists. To visit a webpage knowing that the subject of it is dead is like talking to a ghost, and hearing about all the tasks that the dead one left undone.


  So, when I heard that Lambclear had died, it spurred me to visit his webpage. I had never done so before; odd, I suppose, given how much I liked his stuff, but it had honestly never occurred to me to do so.


  So I pointed my browser (Microsoft’s Internet Explorer on an iMac, connected via a 56K internal modem, if anyone still remembers those things) at his webpage and waited for it to download. The long amount of time it took surprised me. Most writers maintained webpages that were light on the graphics and easy on the text, which made downloading them rather fast, even over a simple phone line. But Lambclear’s page displayed elaborate graphics, and so I sat at my desk, staring at my computer screen and sighing as I waited for the bytelock to clear.


  Finally, just when I thought my computer had frozen up completely, the browser bar filled all the way from the left to the right, indicating that the download was done. The picture on my screen made it evident why it had taken so long. Lambclear’s webpage displayed a simulation of the control panel of a spaceship, with digital displays and blinking lights. As I stared at it, dumbfounded, my speakers started playing beeps and whooshes to go along with the effect. Windows on the control panel flashed funny messages, warning of strange anomalies, asteroids, black holes, and wormholes, and requesting that I make course corrections so I wouldn’t hit anything.


  I smiled. Although I doubted that Lambclear had designed the graphics himself, they did fit his style quite well. Lambclear wrote a lot of hard science fiction set on spaceships, rollicking adventure stories set against a rock-solid background of real physics.


  Something else fit his style as well. The graphics were intense on the eyes, but they didn’t make the webpage confusing to navigate. When I moused over all the graphics, nothing happened. Lambclear had placed a list of links to the other pages on the site over on the left of his main page, away from the graphic of the spaceship control panel. And each link was a simple word, such as “Home,” “News,” “Biography,” “Novels,” and “Bibliography.” The link right under “Home” was to a site map, so I knew that despite the fancy setup, he wanted his information to be as accessible as possible to any visitors.


  And on the bottom of the page sat a link that read, very simply, “Send me email.”


  I stared at it for a long time with regret. I had never emailed Lambclear, and clearly he had been interested in receiving feedback from his fans. If only I had thought of it before, I could have emailed him, let him know how much his work meant to me, and how much I wanted to emulate him.


  But it was too late. Lambclear didn’t even have a family to whom I could send my sympathies; he had remained a solitary bachelor until his last day. There was no one to whom I could properly express my appreciation for his work and my sorrow for his passing.


  No one except . . .


  I moused over the “Send me email” link and watched it blink back and forth between white and red. Finally, I clicked on it, bringing up my email program with the “To:” field already addressed to Lambclear’s America Online account (again, does anyone still remember them?). For a brief moment, I felt silly—but only for a moment. I stared at the screen, looked out my window at the autumn leaves just beginning to turn on the trees, and then I composed this message:


  Subject: Hello


  Dear Mr. Lambclear,


  I’m sorry I never got in touch with you before. I’m a big fan of your works, from the Ethereal Web stories to the Five Universes novels. I even have a copy of your first short story collection, The Universe Off to the Side, which my father gave to me as a birthday present when it first came out.


  I doubt you’ve ever heard of me, though, and I hope you won’t think it forward of me to write. (Your webpage did seem to invite email.) I’ve been trying to write science fiction myself, with no real success. I have to admit that I’ve been emulating you, with the hope that one day you might read my stuff and realize that we were kindred spirits—at least, as far as our tastes in writing.


  I’m sorry that will never happen now. I do wish I had written to you sooner. Although I knew you were something of a recluse, the afterword in Writing Short Science Fiction seemed to indicate that you were willing to hear from your fans. But I just never had the inclination to write to you. In the back of my mind, I think I was waiting until I had published enough stories myself so I could approach you as a colleague. But I guess, as I said, that can never happen now.


  I hope you can forgive me for waiting. Thank you for all your stories. You will be missed.


  I clicked the SEND button on my computer screen, and the email went off to its destination. I felt better. Even though I knew that Lambclear could never know of my appreciation of him and his work, at least I knew about it, and that made a difference.


  I went to bed that night feeling a little less sad about his passing.


  A reader of this file, if anyone finds it, could probably guess what happened next. But as I write this, I still choose to approach the event slowly, like I did that long-ago morning.


  My alarm clock went off at 7 A.M., blaring its grating tone as usual. I could have slept later, I know, but my parents had instilled in me a fear of sleeping away the days of my life. I pulled myself out of bed, walked to the kitchen, and brewed a cup of fresh-ground Colombian coffee to help me wake up. Still in my blue chamois pajamas, I sipped from my father’s old porcelain mug, sat down at my computer, and downloaded my email.


  And among the voluminous spam and occasional email from friends, I found a reply from the account of Carl Lambclear.


  At first I was confused, and I almost choked on my hot beverage. Lambclear was dead; how could he have replied to my note? Perhaps a friend was cleaning out his mailbox. Or maybe Lambclear had set his computer to send out automatic replies, acknowledging receipt of email. Whatever the reason, I knew an obvious way to find out. Just open the email and read it.


  I hesitated, as unwilling to resolve my situation as the familiar quantum cat. So long as I left the email closed, I could imagine that Lambclear lived; but the moment I opened it, I would come face to face again with the bald fact of his death.


  I shook my head, sighed at my own silliness, opened the email, and read it. And when I came to the end of the email, I leaned forward and read it again and again.


  Subject: Re: Hello


  Dear fellow traveler,


  It was an absolute delight to receive your missive from yesterday. As a matter of fact, I have heard of you. I keep up with all the magazines, even the semipro ones, and I fondly recall one of your stories. If my memory does not fail me, yours is the story about the young girl who runs off to join an interstellar circus. Good stuff, even if the writing is a bit awkward in places, and the plot a little thin. But writing weakly is a phase we all must pass through, and within your story I do espy the seeds of better work.


  However, the point of my reply is not to criticize your work, as I would hesitate to do so without a formal invitation. Rather, I am writing to tell you of my gratitude in knowing how much my work has meant to you. It may surprise you to hear this, but in point of fact I do not hear from many of my fans, even those who would aspire to join me in my calling. I presume most people are put off by my reputation of reclusiveness, and are therefore hesitant to intrude upon my privacy, no matter how delicately they might.


  But I must admit, now being in the autumn of my life, I find myself more willing to be an active participant in the world than I have been before. And since your letter arrived at this propitious moment, I feel that perhaps I owe you a little bit of the assistance that was offered to me at the beginning of my career. I would like to offer you the same help, giving you advice on your own stories in the hopes that you will grow to be the best writer that you possibly can.


  In other words, if you are willing, I would be more than happy to begin a correspondence.


  Sincerely yours,


  Carl Lambclear


  After reading the message three times, I leaned back slightly in my chair, sipped my coffee some more, and pondered. The email was impossible. Lambclear was dead; notices of his death had appeared on all the usual places, including the Locus and SFWA webpages. Lambclear could not have replied to me; therefore, by simple logic, someone else must have done so, pretending to be Lambclear.


  But who would have done that? For a moment, I had the fleeting thought that perhaps Lambclear actually did have a family. Was there a secret wife who replied to my message? Or maybe a secret child? But I dismissed that notion as quickly as I came up with it. It simply didn’t make any sense, given the tenor of the reply.


  Still, someone must have been reading his email, and whoever it was seemed intent on playing a joke on me. Rather than fall into the trap, and be made a laughingstock, I carefully composed my next email to dissuade the prankster. It went like this:


  Subject: Re: Hello


  Dear “Mr. Lambclear”:


  Whoever you are, this joke is in poor taste. Both you and I know that there is no way in the world Carl Lambclear could have responded to me. All I meant to do was express my appreciation of his work, and you poked fun at me for doing so.


  Leave me alone.


  I sent it out within the hour, and then spent the rest of my day writing. I managed to get my thousand words done, not bad for the day’s work. And, as was my habit, I refused to check my email while working. I knew too many aspiring writers who had fallen into that trap and never written a word.


  Furthermore, that night I had no time to read my email after I finished my thousand words, as I went out on an unsuccessful blind date. The date was disastrous enough that I still recall it today; still, the less said about it, the better. So the next morning, when I once again was drinking coffee in front of my computer, I found another ostensible reply from the account of Carl Lambclear.


  I sighed, thinking that this was absolutely ridiculous. I had already told off the anonymous person who had emailed me the first time; I didn’t really want to have to go through this again. I highlighted the email and prepared to delete it. And then a random piece of advice flitted into my head and stayed my hand. Some writer once said that any experience, no matter how bad, was fodder for the typewriter. Perhaps this message might lead to a story idea. At any rate, it couldn’t really harm me just to read it.


  So I clicked on the email, opening it. And read the following:


  Subject: Re: Hello


  Dear fellow traveler,


  I must admit being somewhat perplexed as to both the tone and the content of your last message. Here I am offering you a chance for personal feedback from me, and you react with hostility. From what you said in your first note, I was under the impression that you found my work enjoyable. Was I mistaken? Should I have not written back with the gratitude that I did?


  Please rest assured that it was indeed I who responded to you, that no one was poking fun at you, and that I am in fact Carl Lambclear.


  However, if I do not hear from you again, I will assume that you wish me to leave you alone, as you so explicitly indicated in your last sentence.


  Sincerely yours,


  Carl Lambclear


  It was only after I read the email that I noticed the attachment accompanying the message. Normally, I would approach an attachment from a strange email address with wariness, but curiosity took over. Besides, people never usually wrote computer viruses for Macintosh computers, so I figured the file would yield no problem.


  I opened the file and began reading it. After a moment, I choked. Lambclear, if it really was he, had written a critique of “Alien Circus,” my story about the young girl who runs off to join an interstellar circus.


  At first, I felt insulted. How dare this person, pretending to be Lambclear, take it upon himself to criticize my work without invitation?


  Then I began to read the critique.


  The writer, whoever he was, had made some very cogent points about the flaws in my story. As I continued reading, I felt my anger melt away. The writer’s gentle phrasing and spot-on analysis rendered me more grateful than upset. Lambclear clearly knew what he was talking about—he showed great insight in his comments—


  I shook my head. When had I decided to think of this person as Lambclear?


  I reached the middle of the document and stopped reading in order to ponder its existence. If I had written to Lambclear but a year or two ago, and gotten this email in reply, I wouldn’t have questioned its veracity in the slightest.


  And yet, how could Lambclear have sent me this email today, given the incontrovertible fact that he had died? Could he possibly still be alive? He wouldn’t perpetrate a death hoax, would he?


  A thought occurred to me, prompting me to open the first message I had sent Lambclear. I noticed something interesting; I had never mentioned in my note that Lambclear was dead. It didn’t seem important at the time, but now I wondered. Could whoever it was have taken my email as an invitation to give me the mentoring I so desperately wanted?


  And the funny thing, the two emails did sound like him. I went back to his book on writing and some of his essays, and the style felt very similar. I considered hiring someone to do a textual analysis of the two emails and the critique to prove that Lambclear was really composing them, but it didn’t seem worth it. Kind of like killing a fly with an atomic bomb.


  Still pondering and puzzled, I returned to the critique to see what else he had said about my story. My thoughts flipped back and forth over the question of whether or not Lambclear himself could have written this document.


  And then, when I finished his critique of my story, I saw something that clinched my belief that my correspondent might in fact be Lambclear. I pulled Writing Short Science Fiction off my shelf again, and riffled through the pages, until I came to the page I remembered.


  In this book on writing, Lambclear had given the subconscious mind a name. He called it “George,” and frequently noted that George would tell him to do this, or George would tell him to do that. Well, in the critique of my story, he ended with this piece of advice: “I suggest you get in touch with your inner George.” Now, the possibility existed that some other close fan of Lambclear’s work had written that final sentence. But it seemed unlikely, especially when taken together with all the other evidence I had that Lambclear himself had written back to me.


  And yet . . . rationality said otherwise. How could I reconcile the fact that Lambclear was dead with the fact that he was writing to me? I had grown up a rationalist, an agnostic, a skeptic in the face of superstition. How could I believe that I was now corresponding with the dead?


  I wrestled with what to do for few hours, finding myself too distracted to write fiction. Finally, I wrote another email:


  Subject: Truth


  Dear Mr. Lambclear (?),


  Thank you very much for your critique of “Alien Circus,” and for your willingness to reply. I only wish I had had the opportunity to run the story by you before it saw publication! Still, some of your comments suggest to me the possibility of a sequel, which I feel would have a higher quality than the original story. And so it goes, I guess.


  You must have noticed that although I removed the quotation marks from around your name, I’ve added a question mark in parentheses afterwards. Please do not take that as an insult, only as a representation of my confused state. You see, after reading your critique, I am convinced of a few things. I am convinced that you understand the art of writing very well, and that you also have great skill as a teacher. I am also convinced that you have a deep understanding of the field of science fiction, and what makes a story evoke that sense of wonder we all strive for.


  And yet, for reasons I do not want to mention explicitly, I find it extremely difficult to believe that you really are Carl Lambclear. Not to be insulting, but there are compelling reasons for me to believe otherwise. I hope you will understand what I mean, and still be willing to continue this correspondence that I may have inadvertently started. But I further hope that perhaps you can tell me something to clear up my confusion.


  The email sent into the ether, I returned to my daily quota of words. I recall how sometimes the critiques I received in writing workshops would make me freeze up for days on end, unable to write anything. It pleased me to discover that Lambclear’s critique had the opposite effect. I zipped through my thousand-word quota, and even doubled it before I declared my working day over.


  And the next morning, when I checked my email, I found another message from “Carl Lambclear.”


  I noticed he had changed the subject line.


  Subject: What is truth?


  Dear fellow traveler,


  I am delighted to see that you have come around somewhat, and are willing to accept the fact that I am who I say I am. (I remind you once again that you were the one who initiated our correspondence, not I.)


  I must admit, I haven’t received too many emails recently; or at least, not emails of any major interest. I suspect that most people doubt I would bother replying, for those same “compelling reasons” to which you obliquely referred. But you, my young friend, chose to write to me anyway, and for that, I hope to repay you.


  Essentially, I plan to share with you seeds of story ideas that might blossom under your tutelage. My wish is that you grow enough in your talent to be able to take these story ideas and make them uniquely yours. But let me begin with an idea that is uniquely mine, and which is also one that might make you feel better about corresponding with me.


  Let us posit the following scenario.


  Suppose a writer knew he was dying. An older writer, but not one who has yet reached what most would consider the twilight of one’s life, but rather just the autumn. Such a writer might feel many things: desperation, anger, and fear are the obvious ones, although one cannot omit the possibility of feeling peace or a sense of completion. A psychologist could discount that, however, and suggest that the writer might even go through the five stages of dying: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally acceptance.


  But the writer might do something else instead. Suppose that writer was also a Ph.D. physicist and an expert computer programmer, and he wanted to make sure that he would be remembered. What might he do? How does a person with a technical background and a ceaseless imagination deal with the inevitable conclusion of his existence?


  I know that such a scenario must be light-years away from your own mind, but that makes this all the more interesting a challenge. If you can figure out my idea, you might have the makings of an excellent spinner of tales of science fiction.


  Sincerely yours,


  Carl Lambclear


  I didn’t know it then, but this was only the beginning of the meat of my emails with Lambclear. Lambclear called it “Campbelling” a story, named after the most influential editor in the field of science fiction. John Campbell would give story ideas to his writers, and ask them to write the stories. They would take his ideas and run with them; for example, Isaac Asimov’s “Nightfall,” which was once voted the best science fiction story ever written, was based on an idea given to him by John Campbell. Lambclear loved to throw ideas in my direction, and over the years, many of my most well-regarded stories had their roots in Lambclear’s suggestions. I suppose I could come clean now, and point out which stories of mine came from Lambclear’s suggestions and which didn’t, but I think it is best if I do not. I have to leave something for the scholars to argue about, after all. (Ah, a writer’s ego rears its ugly head once again; why should I assume that future scholars will have any interest in my scribblings?)


  But I’m getting ahead of myself, because on that long-ago night when Lambclear first sent me a story idea, I had no idea where this would all lead. Picture me as a young, confused writer, who still had no idea what Lambclear was getting at. I suppose I could have terminated our correspondence right there and then, or just emailed him back innocuously. But the idea had created some deep feelings within me, and I decided to make my distress evident.


  Subject: Re: What is truth?


  Dear Mr. Lambclear,


  I’m afraid I’m totally at a loss as to how to develop that idea you’re suggesting. In fact, I’m not quite sure why you’re even suggesting it to me in the first place. After all, if it’s just a story idea, why not write the story yourself? And if it’s more than a story idea, why hint at it in such an odd way?


  I actually have more experience with death than you may expect or realize. You see, although I’m just out of college, both of my parents have passed on. I was there for each of them, and I helped my mother and my father go through their struggles before dying.


  Furthermore, Dad was a scientist, much like yourself, and Mom a computer programmer. So to suggest, as you did, a story idea in which someone with technical expertise finds himself dying—well, it hit me a little too close to home. Literally.


  My guess, though, is that you didn’t know. Otherwise you wouldn’t even have suggested that idea. But maybe this is why I’m having trouble spinning fiction out of your idea.


  Or maybe I’m once again having trouble dealing with the question of who you really are.


  Please stop playing games with me. Just be up front and let me know what’s going on.


  Subject: Re: What is truth?


  Dear fellow traveler,


  My first reaction to your latest note was to sigh, as I felt heavy with guilt of unintended actions. I truly did not mean to bring up any unpleasant memories. As you ascertained, I knew nothing of your family background, and had no idea that your parents were deceased. Please allow me to offer my sympathies, belated though they may be.


  That said, I do feel obliged to point out to you what you must have already learned if you have truly read my book on writing. The best stories come from deep within a writer’s soul. The death of your parents may hurt you deeply, so deeply that you choose to withhold your emotions; but if, instead, you were to tap that resource, you would probably find a rich vein of story ideas that would never be depleted.


  In any event, I reread “Alien Circus” and it reminded me again that you do have a talent I could nurture, even if it is still in its most rudimentary form. (Please do not take that as an insult; even well-established writers need constant nurturing, and the more mature and comfortable writers are with their level of talent, the more they understand and accept this.)


  So let me help you with the development of the story idea I suggested. Again, the question I posed is: suppose a writer with a strong background in Physics and Computer Science discovered he was dying? What might he do?


  To my way of thinking, the obvious answer is that he might try to find a way to stave off the grim reaper. Our field has plenty of examples of stories of immortals, or near-immortals; and yet surely, our field could support many more. So I played on this idea for a while, and came up with my own conclusions.


  The first thing that such a person might do is attempt to download his personality into a computer, so that he could continue living. Of course, as a few philosophers have been quick to point out, that doesn’t necessarily mean that the writer himself would continue to feel alive. Instead, others who interact with the computer program would swear that the person was alive and intelligent, so his influence would live on in an explicit way even if he himself did not.


  But, sadly, current technology doesn’t yet allow for an actual uploading of a mind; our brains are still far too complicated for us to understand that completely. However, if our imaginary writer had the skill, he might write a computer program that could simulate himself as a rudimentary form of artificial intelligence. Perhaps even as an AI which could pass the infamous Turing test.


  (As a side note, it seems to me that the writer, relying only upon his own judgment, would program the computer with only his best qualities, and leave out the worst. After all, we all imagine ourselves to be nobler than we really are.)


  Doesn’t that strike you as a fascinating idea to play with?


  Ah, but I hear you ask: what else? What other ideas come to mind?


  Well, try this one. Suppose this writer, having a background in Physics, figured out a way to connect his computer to another universe via a wormhole. Perhaps travel between universes is not possible, but communication is. If so, it might take the imagination of a science fiction writer to make it work. Could that writer arrange for all his incoming email to fall through that wormhole and end up in the mailbox of another version of himself? And might that version then pick up his communications where the original one was forced to leave off?


  Think on it, my young friend.


  Sincerely yours,


  Carl Lambclear


  Subject: Re: What is truth?


  Dear whoever,


  Are you saying you’re a Carl Lambclear from another universe? Are you saying that you’re a computer simulation of the Carl Lambclear who just died? WHO ARE YOU?


  Subject: I am that I am


  Dear fellow traveler,


  I believe the standard reply on the Internet is ROTFL, for the phrase “Rolling On The Floor, Laughing.” Nowhere in my email do I mean to imply that what I wrote is the truth! My idle thoughts were merely an exercise in speculation, nothing more. I’m not saying anything about the real world. I’m just doing what we science fiction writers always do, positing scenarios and generating story ideas.


  Of course, you may choose to believe what you wish, but remember the curse that falls upon the heretic. I dare say that if you took these bizarre insinuations to anyone but myself, they would look at you askance and inquire as to what weed you were smoking. Those who would hang on your every word are probably also those with whom you would be most reluctant to share these ideas.


  I will finish this email with the following offer, reiterated. I find myself with much time now, and can think of no better way to use my time than to help you along. If you would have me as your mentor, I would have you as my pupil. I only ask that you no longer question me on how and why, but accept this for being just what it is.


  Sincerely yours,


  Carl Lambclear


  I took Carl up on his offer, and with his help, my writing blossomed. I managed to crack a few minor markets at first, semiprozines and webzines, until finally I figured out how to make a story work for a larger audience. And then, by the purest luck, I managed to catch the wave of the science fiction renaissance, the so-called Second Golden Age.


  My stories were some of the first to appear in Analog, Asimov’s, F&SF, Absolute Magnitude, and Artemis when the kids who had grown up on the fantasies of J.K. Rowling and Tamora Pierce suddenly turned to science fiction to satiate their appetites for that undefinable sense of wonder. Of course, these things do come and go in waves. Eventually, the wonders seemed pedestrian again, and the circulation and sales dropped as they had many times before. But they will grow again at some point in the future; of this I am sure. As it says in Ecclesiastes 1:9, “That which has been is that which shall be; and that which has been done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun.”


  After having cut my teeth on short stories, I finally began publishing novels. My novels sold well enough for me to make a living, and garnered me some minor critical acclaim, even an award or two. And so the years passed. I need not recount them here in any sort of excruciating detail; anyone interested can refer to The Scenes of Life, the autobiography I uplinked just ten years ago in 2060. My estate will surely find the royalties useful for settling old debts. Instead, I turn now to the end of the tale, the last few emails I shared with my mentor.


  The emails in which I finally unearthed the strength within my soul to tell Carl Lambclear the truth.


  Subject: Cancer


  Dear Mr. Lambclear,


  I’m dying.


  I didn’t want to tell you this news. I know how much we’ve avoided talking about death, ever since the beginning of our emailing back and forth. I suspect I know why, and I’m sure you do too.


  It’s particularly disheartening, because the reason I’m dying is that I have an inoperable brain tumor. There is an irony in all this, I suppose, but again, I wouldn’t feel right pointing it out to you. Not after all these years of your help and guidance.


  I know I have very little time left; unfortunately, I have no way of knowing exactly how much. I must admit that part of me feels the need to ask you how you managed, after—well, you know what I mean. But the other part would hesitate to dispel the magic, and so I refuse to ask for a peek at the man behind the curtain.


  The email sent, I went back to my bedroom to try to get some sleep. The pain came and went, but by popping THC and plugging my head shunt into the wall, I managed to doze off and even have a few pleasant dreams of old friends.


  My EC chirped, waking me up, and called out the time in a flat monotone. “Eleven twenty-two P.M.,” it said. The middle of the night. I gently creaked out of my bed, pulled my tattered blue robe around me for warmth, and glided into my living room. The wall screens remained dim, due to the lateness of the hour.


  “Messages,” I called out. Perhaps it was old-fashioned of me, but I never wanted the whole house connected, just this one room, which was why I had to leave my bed for the alert.


  “You have twenty-seven messages,” the room said.


  “Delete all spam.”


  “You have one message,” the room said. As I had expected.


  “Display,” I said.


  And the screen on the walls turned bright with Carl Lambclear’s final message.


  Subject: Re: Cancer


  Dear fellow traveler,


  So it has come down to this. In the end, we really are fellow travelers.


  I am truly sorry to hear your news. I still remember my first reaction when I found out about my own terminal condition. You may recall how I refused to let anyone know about my cancer until I had finally passed on. My agent was good at keeping secrets, and she handled the announcement and the estate matters very well, or so I have always felt since.


  Because we are fellow travelers, my young friend (and may I still call you young?), I understand your feelings. We strive for immortality, all of us, in our myriad ways. Some of us run for public office, in the hopes that we will change the course of the world. Some of us teach, in hopes that out of the thousands of students we encounter, one will blossom. Some of us get married and have children, so that a little bit of us will survive in a fellow human being’s DNA. And some of us create, whether it be art, music, poetry, or stories, in hopes of communicating to the future that once we were here, and that once we mattered.


  In the end, however, from dust we sprang, and to dust we shall return. Even I was not immune to that, however much it may seem otherwise from our years-long correspondence. You know that I died, or at least a version of me did; and that is something you were never able to shake, no matter what.


  But, as I said, I feel greatly for you. And so, at some expense to myself, I have decided the time is ripe to provide you with my solution. I have sent you an attachment to this email. I assure you that it is not a virus, nor anything of a malicious sort.


  For reasons that will soon become clear to you, I am afraid that I will be unable to continue our correspondence for much longer. And so, having taken note of your salutation lo these many years, I would like to offer you one final hand of friendship. After all, we are no longer mentor and student, if we ever were. We have long passed into the roles of colleagues, equals in our field. And so, we should address each other as such.


  Feel free to call me Carl.


  Sincerely yours,


  Carl


  I read Lambclear’s—I mean Carl’s—note with tears welling up in my eyes, until I could no longer see. I removed my glasses and wiped them on my robe, and then the house brought me a tissue and I blew my nose.


  Eventually, I managed to regain my composure, and I took a look at the attachment Carl had sent me.


  I am not now, nor have I ever been, a computer programmer of any sort. Even today, when one programs the more complex computers by simply telling the less complex computers what you want them to accomplish, I still would have no idea what I’d be doing.


  Nor am I a physicist, despite my degrees. My education is so far in the past, in any event, that I can barely understand the mathematics of the cutting-edge theories proposed today.


  But I am a science fiction writer of many years, and I can comprehend certain concepts far better than the ordinary person. And as a science fiction writer, I am now prepared to accept even the most outlandish ideas that others might dismiss out of sheer mundanity.


  Carl’s attachment was a computer program. He had sent me the same program he had created shortly before he died, the program that allowed him to communicate with me. I tried to decipher it at first, but the coding was far too obscure for me to grasp.


  Fortunately, Carl’s program was filled with comment lines, laying out every step of what it did. The comments made it trivial to command my system to execute the program. And as an added bonus, I now know just with whom I was communicating all these many years, and I no longer have to guess if Carl’s emails came from an artificial intelligence, from another universe, or from something or somewhere else that no one could ever guess. Because in the comment lines, Carl explained how he had managed to apply the Tegmark Hypothesis.


  Max Tegmark, a physicist who did much of his work at the turn of the millennium, when I was just out of college, had proposed an interesting take on the Many-Worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics. Many-Worlds, proposed by Hugh Everett in 1957, explained away the paradoxes of quantum uncertainty by postulating that every time a decision has to be made, the universe splits into two, yielding an infinite multitude of realities, sometimes referred to as the multiverse. Well, Tegmark looked at this bizarre concept and proposed an even more bizarre idea of his own, which came to be known by his name.


  The Tegmark Hypothesis can be summarized as follows: The only realities you continue to be aware of are those in which you survive.


  In other words, suppose you do an experiment where you ask an assistant to push a button which will randomly cause a machine gun to either fire or not fire. You position yourself exactly in front of the gun, so that if the gun fires, you have no chance of surviving.


  Here’s where quantum mechanics comes into play. It is certainly possible for your assistant and for the rest of us to observe the experiment and recoil in shock at the sudden explosion of a bullet into your chest. But because there are an infinite number of tracks upon which the universe can run, you yourself will never feel the bullet. For you to be a valid observer, your consciousness must follow a track along which it will never—can never—be snuffed out. The alternate way to phrase the Tegmark Hypothesis is this: You can never have any awareness of realities in which you are dead.


  Carl’s program opens a connection to computers in other universes, and seeks out the universe in which “I” continue to live, forever and ever. The program will reach that version of me, and explain to that version exactly what is happening to me, in my universe—which is, of course, the only universe which matters to me. The program will bring a message about my life to my other self, and propose that my other self keep the memory of my existence alive in this particular world, doing exactly what Carl started doing those many years ago.


  And so now I know what I must do. Webpages are years in the past, of course. We no longer surf websites on the World Wide Web; rather, we visit Holosites in the Universal Database. But email, in whatever form one calls it, is still the same.


  Carl’s program was easy to download into my own machines. I do not have to wonder if it scans my files and reproduces an artificially intelligent copy of myself, for I now know that it does not. Nor do I have to concern myself with the entropic problems of creating a gateway into another universe, for that gateway is only for computers to navigate. And because I know what will happen, it no longer matters to me that Carl’s program cannot keep my “me-ness” intact. Within a week or a month, I know I shall be gone, and in the meantime, I must keep my shunt plugged into my system. Although it may be immodest of me, I imagine that on the day I die, some young fan who aspires to write will visit my site and will see the recently installed link that encourages fans to email. I imagine that the fan will hesitate, just as I did so many years ago, and then decide to send one more email into the ether, as a tribute to the author of that fan’s admiration.


  And when that happens, my system will be ready. Carl’s program is set, and the young fan will receive “my” reply. With luck, my encouragement will spur my correspondent into a full-fledged calling as a writer. Another, immortal, version of myself will help that fan, in the same way Carl helped me and generations of writers beforehand helped him. All of our influence will be felt throughout the centuries. And none of us will be forgotten.


  It pays to pay it forward.


  —For Charles Sheffield, Damon Knight, and all the rest.


  FOUR SHORT NOVELS


  Joe Haldeman


  Remembrance of Things Past


  EVENTUALLY IT CAME TO pass that no one ever had to die, unless they ran out of money. When you started to feel the little aches and twinges that meant your body was running down, you just got in line at Immortality, Incorporated, and handed them your credit card. As long as you had at least a million bucks—and eventually everybody did—they would reset you to whatever age you liked.


  One way people made money was by swapping knowledge around. Skills could be transferred with a technology spun off from the immortality process. You could spend a few decades becoming a great concert pianist, and then put your ability up for sale. There was no shortage of people with two million dollars who would trade one million to be their village’s Van Cliburn. In the sale of your ability, you would lose it, but you could buy it back a few decades or centuries later.


  For many people this became the game of life—becoming temporarily a genius, selling your genius for youth, and then clawing your way up in some other field, to buy back the passion that had rescued you first from the grave. Enjoy it a few years, sell it again, and so on ad infinitum. Or finitum, if you just once made a wrong career move, and wound up old and poor and bereft of skill. That happened less and less often, of course, Darwinism inverted: the un-survival of the least fit.


  It wasn’t just a matter of swapping around your piano-playing and brain surgery, of course. People with the existential wherewithal to enjoy century after century of life tended to grow and improve with age. A person could look like a barely pubescent teenybopper, and yet be able to out-Socrates Socrates in the wisdom department. People were getting used to seeing acne and gravitas on the same face.


  Enter Jutel Dicuth, the paragon of his age, a raging polymath. He could paint and sculpt and play six instruments. He could write formal poetry with his left hand while solving differential equations with his right. He could write formal poetry about differential equations! He was an Olympic-class gymnast and also held the world record for the javelin throw. He had earned doctorates in anthropology, art history, slipstream physics, and fly-tying.


  He sold it all.


  Immensely wealthy but bereft of any useful ability, Jutel Dicuth set up a trust fund for himself that would produce a million dollars every year. It also provided a generous salary for an attendant. He had Immortality, Incorporated set him back to the apparent age of one year, and keep resetting him once a year.


  In a world where there were no children—where would you put them?—he was the only infant. He was the only person with no useful skills and, eventually, the only one alive who did not have nearly a thousand years of memory.


  In a world that had outgrown the old religions—why would you need them?—he became like unto a god. People came from everywhere to listen to his random babbling and try to find a conduit to the state of blissful innocence buried under the weight of their wisdom.


  It was inevitable that someone would see a profit in this. A consortium with a name we would translate as Blank Slate offered to “dicuth” anyone who had a certain large sum of what passed for money, and maintain them for as long as they wanted. At first people were slightly outraged, because it was a kind of sacrilege, or were slightly amused, because it was such a transparent scheme to gather what passed for wealth.


  Sooner or later, though, everyone tried it. Most who tried it for one year went back for ten or a hundred, or, eventually, forever. After some centuries, permanent dicuths began to outnumber humans—though those humans were not anything you would recognize as people, crushed as they were by nearly a thousand years of wisdom and experience. And jealous of those who had given up.


  On 31 December, A.D. 3000, the last “normal” person surrendered his loneliness for dicuth bliss. The world was populated completely by total innocents, tended by patient machines.


  It lasted a long time. Then one by one, the machines broke down.


  Crime and Punishment


  EVENTUALLY IT CAME TO PASS that no one ever had to die, unless they were so horrible that society had to dispose of them. Other than the occasional horrible person, the world was in an idyllic state, everyone living as long as they wanted to, doing what they wanted to do.


  This is how things got back to normal.


  People gained immortality by making copies of themselves, farlies, which were kept in safe places and updated periodically. So if you got run over by a truck or hit by a meteorite, your farlie would sense this and automatically pop out and take over, after prudently making a farlie of itself. Upon that temporary death, you would lose only the weeks or months that had gone by since your last update.


  That made it difficult to deal with criminals. If someone was so horrible that society had to hang or shoot or electrocute or inject him to death, his farlie would crop up somewhere, still bad to the bone, make a farlie of itself, and go off on another rampage. If you put him in jail for the rest of his life, he would eventually die, but then his evil farlie would leap out, full of youthful vigor and nasty intent.


  Ultimately, if society felt you were too horrible to live, it would take preemptive action: check out your farlie and destroy it first. If it could be found. Really bad people became adept at hiding their farlies. Inevitably, people who were really good at being really bad became master criminals. It was that, or die forever. There were only a few dozen of them, but they moved through the world like neutrinos: effortless, unstoppable, invisible.


  One of them was a man named Bad Billy Beerbreath. He started the ultimate crime wave.


  There were Farlie Centers where you would go to update your farlie—one hundred of them, all over the world—and that’s where almost everybody kept their farlies stored. But you could actually put a farlie anywhere, if you got together enough liquid nitrogen and terabytes of storage and kept them in a cool dry place out of direct sunlight.


  Most people didn’t know this; in fact, it was forbidden knowledge. Nobody knew how to make Farlie Centers anymore, either. They were all built during the lifetime of Joao Farlie, who had wandered off with the blueprints after deciding not to make a copy of himself, himself.


  Bad Billy Beerbreath decided to make it his business to trash Farlie Centers. In its way, this was worse than murder, because if a client died before he or she found out about it, and hadn’t been able to make a new farlie (which took weeks)—he or she would die for real, kaput, out of the picture. It was a crime beyond crime. Just thinking about this gave Bad Billy an acute pleasure akin to a hundred orgasms.


  Because there were a hundred Bad Billy Beerbreaths.


  In preparation for his crime wave, Bad Billy had spent years making a hundred farlies of himself, and he stored them in cool dry places out of direct sunlight, all around the world. On 13 May 2999, all but one of those farlies jump-started itself and went out to destroy the nearest Farlie Center.


  By noon, GMT, police and militia all over the world had captured or killed or subdued every copy (but one) of Bad Billy, but by noon every single Farlie Center in the world had been leveled, save the one in Akron, Ohio.


  The only people left who had farlies were people who had a reason to keep them in a secret place. Master criminals like Billy. Pals of Billy. They all were waiting at Akron, and held off the authorities for months, by making farlie after farlie of themselves, like broomsticks in a Disney cartoon, sending most of them out to die, or “die,” defending the place, until there were so many of them the walls were bulging. Then they sent out word that they wanted to negotiate, and during the lull that promise produced, they fled en masse, destroying the last Farlie Center behind them.


  They were a powerful force, a hundred thousand hardened criminals united in their contempt for people like you and me, and in their loyalty to Bad Billy Beerbreath. Somewhat giddy, not to say insane, in their triumph after having destroyed every Farlie Center, they went on to destroy every jail and prison and courthouse. That did cut their numbers down considerably, since most of them only had ten or twenty farlies tucked away, but it also reduced drastically the number of police, not to mention the number of people willing to take up policing as a profession, since once somebody killed you twice, you had to stay dead.


  By New Year’s Eve, A.D. 3000, the criminals were in charge of the whole world.


  Again.


  War and Peace


  EVENTUALLY IT CAME TO PASS that no one ever had to die, unless they wanted to, or could be talked into it. That made it very hard to fight wars, and a larger and larger part of every nation’s military budget was given over to psychological operations directed toward their own people: dulce et decorum est just wasn’t convincing enough anymore.


  There were two elements to this sales job. One was to romanticize the image of the soldier as heroic defender of the blah blah blah. That was not too hard; they’d been doing that since Homer. The other was more subtle: convince people that every individual life was essentially worthless—your own and also the lives of the people you would eventually be killing.


  That was a hard job, but the science of advertising, more than a millennium after Madison Avenue, was equal to it, through the person of a genius named Manny O’Malley. The pitch was subtle, and hard for a person to understand who hasn’t lived for centuries, but shorn of Manny’s incomprehensible humor and appeal to subtle pleasures that had no name until the thirtieth century, it boiled down to this:


  A thousand years ago, they seduced people into soldiering with the slogan, “Be all that you can be.” But you have been all you can be. The only thing left worth being is not being.


  Everybody else is in the same boat, O’Malley convinced them. In the process of giving yourself the precious gift of nonexistence, share it with many others.


  It’s hard for us to understand. But then we would be hard for them to understand, with all this remorseless getting and spending laying waste our years.


  Wars were all fought in Death Valley, with primitive hand weapons, and the United States grew wealthy renting the place out, until it inevitably found itself fighting a series of wars for Death Valley, during one of which O’Malley himself finally died, charging a phalanx of no-longer-immortal pikemen on his robotic horse, waving a broken sword. His final words were, famously, “Oh, shit.”


  Death Valley eventually wound up in the hands of the Bertelsmann Corporation, which ultimately ruled the world. But by that time, Manny’s advertising had been so effective that no one cared. Everybody was in uniform, lining up to do their bit for Bertelsmann.


  Even the advertising scientists. Even the high management of Bertelsmann.


  There was a worldwide referendum, utilizing something indistinguishable from telepathy, where everybody agreed to change the name of the planet to Death Valley, and on the eve of the new century, A.D. 3000, have at each other.


  Thus O’Malley’s ultimate ad campaign achieved the ultimate victory: a world that consumed itself.


  The Way of All Flesh


  EVENTUALLY IT CAME TO PASS that no one ever had to die, so long as just one person loved them. The process that provided immortality was fueled that way.


  Almost everybody can find someone to love him or her, at least for a little while, and if and when that someone says good-bye, most people can clean up their act enough to find yet another.


  But every now and then you find a specimen who is so unlovable that he can’t even get a hungry dog to take a biscuit from his hand. Babies take one look at him and get the colic. Women cross their legs as he passes by. Ardent homosexuals drop their collective gaze. Old people desperate for company feign sleep.


  The most extreme such specimen was Custer Tralia. Custer came out of the womb with teeth, and bit the doctor. In grade school he broke up the love training sessions with highly toxic farts. He celebrated puberty by not washing for a year. All through middle school and high school, he made loving couples into enemies by spreading clever vicious lies. He formed a Masturbation Club and didn’t allow anybody else to join. In his graduation yearbook, he was unanimously voted “The One Least Likely to Survive, If We Have Anything to Do with It.”


  In college, he became truly reckless. When everybody else was feeling the first whiff of mortality and frantically seducing in self-defense, Custer declared that he hated women almost as much as he hated men, and he reveled in his freedom from love; his superior detachment from the cloying crowd. Death was nothing compared to the hell of dependency. When, at the beginning of his junior year, he had to declare what his profession was going to be, he wrote down “hermit” for first, second, and third choices.


  The world was getting pretty damned crowded, though, since a lot of people loved each other so much they turned out copy after copy of themselves. The only place Custer could go and be truly alone was the Australian outback. He had a helicopter drop him there with a big water tank and crates of food. They said they’d check back in a year, and Custer said don’t bother. If you’ve decided not to live forever, a few years or decades one way or the other don’t make much difference.


  He found peace among the wallabies and dingoes. A kangaroo began to follow him around, and he accepted it as a pet, sharing his rehydrated Kentucky Fried Chicken and fish and chips with it.


  Life was a pleasantly sterile and objectless quest. Custer and his kangaroo quartered the outback, turning over rocks just to bother the things underneath. The kangaroo was loyal, which was a liability, but at least it couldn’t talk, and its attachment to Custer was transparently selfish, so they got along. He taught it how to beg, and, by not rewarding it, taught it how to whimper.


  One day, like Robinson Crusoe, he found footprints. Unlike Robinson Crusoe, he hastened in the opposite direction.


  But the footprinter had been watching him for some time, and outsmarted him. Knowing he would be gone all day, she had started miles away, walking backward by his camp, and knew that his instinct for hermitage would lead him directly, perversely, back into her cave.


  Parky Gumma had decided to become a hermit, too, after she read about Custer’s audacious gesture. But after about a year she wanted a bath, and someone to love her so she wouldn’t die, in that order. So under the wheeling Milky Way, on the eve of the thirty-first century, she stalked backward to her cave, and squandered a month’s worth of water sluicing her body, which was unremarkable except for the fact that it was clean and the only female one in two hundred thousand square miles.


  Parky left herself unclothed and squeaky clean, carefully perched on a camp stool, waiting for Custer’s curiosity and misanthropy to lead him back to her keep. He crept in a couple of hours after sunrise.


  She stood up and spread her arms, and his pet kangaroo boinged away in terror.


  Custer himself was paralyzed by a mixture of conflicting impulses. He had seen pictures of naked women, but never one actually in the flesh, and honestly didn’t know what to do.


  Parky showed him.


  The rest is the unmaking of history. That Parky had admired him and followed him into the desert was even more endearing than the slip and slide that she demonstrated for him after she washed him up. But that was revolutionary, too. Custer had to admit that a year or a century or a millennium of that would be better than keeling over and having dingos tear up your corpse and spread your bones over the uncaring sands.


  So this is Custer’s story, and ours. He never did get around to liking baths, so you couldn’t say that love conquers all. But it could still conquer death.
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  TRAVELS WITH MY CATS


  Mike Resnick


  I found it in the back of a neighbor’s garage. They were retiring and moving to Florida, and they’d put most of their stuff up for sale rather than pay to ship it south.


  I was eleven years old, and I was looking for a Tarzan book, or maybe one of Clarence Mulford’s Hopalong Cassidy epics, or perhaps (if my mother was looking the other way) a forbidden Mickey Spillane novel. I found them, too—and then the real world intruded. They were 50 cents each (and a whole dollar for Kiss Me Deadly), and all I had was a nickel.


  So I rummaged some more, and finally found the only book that was in my price range. It was called Travels with My Cats, and the author was Miss Priscilla Wallace. Not Priscilla, but Miss Priscilla. For years I thought Miss was her first name.


  I thumbed through it, hoping it at least had some photos of half-naked native girls hidden in its pages. There weren’t any pictures at all, just words. I wasn’t surprised; somehow I had known that an author called Miss wasn’t going to plaster naked women all over her book.


  I decided that the book itself felt too fancy and feminine for a boy who was trying out for the Little League later in the day—the letters on the cover were somehow raised above the rest of the surface, the endpapers were an elegant satin, the boards were covered with a russet, velvet-like cloth, and it even had a bookmark, which was a satin ribbon attached to the binding. I was about to put it back when it fell open to a page that said that this was Number 121 of a Limited Printing of 200.


  That put a whole new light on things. My very own limited edition for a nickel—how could I say No? I brought it to the front of the garage, dutifully paid my nickel, and waited for my mother to finish looking (she always looked, never shopped—shopping implied parting with money, and she and my father were Depression kids who never bought what they could rent cheaper, or, better yet, borrow for free).


  That night I was faced with a major decision. I didn’t want to read a book called Travels with My Cats by a woman called Miss, but I’d spent my last nickel on it—well, the last until my allowance came due again next week—and I’d read all my other books so often you could almost see the eyetracks all over them.


  So I picked it up without much enthusiasm, and read the first page, and then the next—and suddenly I was transported to Kenya Colony and Siam and the Amazon. Miss Priscilla Wallace had a way of describing things that made me wish I was there, and when I finished a section I felt like I’d been there.


  There were cities I’d never heard of before, cities with exotic names like Maracaibo and Samarkand and Addis Ababa, some with names like Constantinople that I couldn’t even find on the map.


  Her father had been an explorer, back in the days when there still were explorers. She had taken her first few trips abroad with him, and he had undoubtedly give her a taste for distant lands. (My own father was a typesetter. How I envied her!)


  I had half hoped the African section would be filled with rampaging elephants and man-eating lions, and maybe it was—but that wasn’t the way she saw it. Africa may have been red of tooth and claw, but to her it reflected the gold of the morning sun, and the dark, shadowy places were filled with wonder, not terror.


  She could find beauty anywhere. She would describe two hundred flower sellers lined up along the Seine on a Sunday morning in Paris, or a single frail blossom in the middle of the Gobi Desert, and somehow you knew that each was as wondrous as she said.


  And suddenly I jumped as the alarm clock started buzzing. It was the first time I’d ever stayed up for the entire night. I put the book away, got dressed for school, and hurried home after school so that I could finish it.


  I must have read it six or seven more times that year. I got to the point where I could almost recite parts of it word-for-word. I was in love with those exotic faraway places, and maybe a little bit in love with the author, too. I even wrote her a fan letter addressed to “Miss Priscilla Wallace, Somewhere,” but of course it came back.


  Then, in the fall, I discovered Robert A. Heinlein and Louis L’Amour, and a friend saw Travels with My Cats and teased me about its fancy cover and the fact that it was written by a woman, so I put it on a shelf and over the years I forgot about it.


  I never saw all those wonderful, mysterious places she wrote about. I never did a lot of things. I never made a name for myself. I never got rich and famous. I never married.


  By the time I was forty, I was finally ready to admit that nothing unusual or exciting was ever likely to happen to me. I’d written half of a novel that I was never going to finish or sell, and I’d spent twenty years looking fruitlessly for someone I could love. (That was Step One; Step Two—finding someone who could love me—would probably have been even more difficult, but I never got around to it.)


  I was tired of the city, and of rubbing shoulders with people who had latched onto the happiness and success that had somehow eluded me. I was Midwestern born and bred, and eventually I moved to Wisconsin’s North Woods, where the most exotic cities were small towns like Manitowoc and Minnaqua and Wausau—a far cry from Macau and Marrakech and the other glittering capitals of Priscilla Wallace’s book.


  I worked as a copy editor for one of the local weekly newspapers—the kind where getting the restaurant and real estate ads right was more important than spelling the names in the news stories correctly. It wasn’t the most challenging job in the world, but it was pleasant enough, and I wasn’t looking for any challenges. Youthful dreams of triumph had gone the way of youthful dreams of love and passion; at this late date, I’d settled for tranquility.


  I rented a small house out on a little nameless lake, some fifteen miles out of town. It wasn’t without its share of charm: it had an old-fashioned veranda, with a porch swing that was almost as old as the house. A pier for the boat I didn’t own jutted out into the lake, and there was even a water trough for the original owner’s horses. There was no air-conditioning, but I didn’t really need it—and in the winter I’d sit by the fire, reading the latest paperback thriller.


  It was on a late summer’s night, with just a bit of a Wisconsin chill in the air, as I sat next to the empty fireplace, reading about a rip-roaring gun-blazing car chase through Berlin or Prague or some other city I’ll never see, that I found myself wondering if this was my future: a lonely old man, spending his evenings reading pop fiction by a fireplace, maybe with a blanket over his legs, his only companion a tabby cat . . .


  And for some reason—probably the notion of the tabby—I remembered Travels with My Cats. I’d never owned a cat, but she had; there had been two of them, and they’d gone everywhere with her.


  I hadn’t thought of the book for years. I didn’t even know if I still had it. But for some reason, I felt an urge to pick it up and look through it.


  I went to the spare room, where I kept all the stuff I hadn’t unpacked yet. There were maybe two dozen boxes of books. I opened the first of them, then the next. I rummaged through Bradburys and Asimovs and Chandlers and Hammetts, dug deep beneath Ludlums and Amblers and a pair of ancient Zane Grays—and suddenly there it was, as elegant as ever. My one and only Limited Numbered Edition.


  So, for the first time in perhaps thirty years, I opened the book and began reading it. And found myself just as captivated as I had been the first time. It was every bit as wonderful as I remembered. And, as I had done three decades ago, I lost all track of the time and finished it just as the sun was rising.


  I didn’t get much work done that morning. All I could do was think about those exquisite descriptions and insights into worlds that no longer existed—and then I began wondering if Priscilla Wallace herself still existed. She’d probably be a very old lady, but maybe I could update that old fan letter and finally send it.


  I stopped by the local library at lunchtime, determined to pick up everything else she had written. There was nothing on the shelves or in their card file. (They were a friendly old-fashioned rural library; computerizing their stock was still decades away.)


  I went back to the office and had my computer run a search on her. There were thirty-seven distinct and different Priscilla Wallaces. One was an actress in low-budget movies. One taught at Georgetown University. One was a diplomat stationed in Bratislava. One was a wildly successful breeder of show poodles. One was the youthful mother of a set of sextuplets in South Carolina. One was an inker for a Sunday comic strip.


  And then, just when I was sure the computer wouldn’t be able to find her, the following came up on my screen:


  “Wallace, Priscilla, b. 1892, d. 1926. Author of one book: Travels with My Cats.”


  1926. So much for fan letters, then or now; she’d died decades before I’d been born. Even so, I felt a sudden sense of loss, and of resentment—resentment that someone like that had died so young, and that all her unlived years had been taken by people who would never see the beauty that she found everywhere she went.


  People like me.


  There was also a photo. It looked like a reproduction of an old sepia-toned tintype, and it showed a slender, auburn-haired young woman with large dark eyes that seemed somehow sad to me. Or maybe the sadness was my own, because I knew she would die at thirty-four and all that passion for life would die with her. I printed up a hard copy, put it in my desk drawer, and took it home with me at the end of the day. I don’t know why. There were only two sentences on it. Somehow a life—any life—deserved more than that. Especially one that could reach out from the grave and touch me and make me feel, at least while I was reading her book, that maybe the world wasn’t quite as dull and ordinary as it seemed to me.


  That night, after I heated up a frozen dinner, I sat down by the fireplace and picked up Travels with My Cats again, just thumbing through it to read my favorite passages here and there. There was the one about the stately procession of elephants against the backdrop of snow-capped Kilimanjaro, and another about the overpowering perfume of the flowers as she walked through the gardens of Versailles on a May morning. And then, toward the end, there was what had become my favorite of all:


  “There is so much yet to see, so much still to do, that on days like this I wish I could live forever. I take comfort in the heartfelt belief that long after I am gone, I will be alive again for as long as someone picks up a copy of this book and reads it.”


  It was a comforting belief, certainly more immortality than I ever aspired to. I’d made no mark, left no sign by which anyone would know I’d ever been here. Twenty years after my death, maybe thirty at most, no one would ever know that I’d even existed, that a man named Ethan Owens—my name; you’ve never encountered it before, and you doubtless never will again—lived and worked and died here, that he tried to get through each day without doing anyone any harm, and that was the sum total of his accomplishments.


  Not like her. Or maybe very much like her. She was no politician, no warrior queen. There were no monuments to her. She wrote a forgotten little travel book and died before she could write another. She’d been gone for more than three-quarters of a century. Who remembered Priscilla Wallace?


  I poured myself a beer and began reading again. Somehow, the more she described each exotic city and primal jungle, the less exotic and primal they felt, the more they seemed like an extension of home. As often as I read it, I couldn’t figure out how she managed to do that.


  I was distracted by a clattering on the veranda. Damned raccoons are getting bolder every night, I thought—but then I heard a very distinct meow. My nearest neighbor was a mile away, and that seemed a long way for a cat to wander, but I figured the least I could do was go out and look, and if it had a collar and a tag I’d call its owner. And if not, I’d shoo it away before it got into the wrong end of a disagreement with the local raccoons.


  I opened the door and stepped out onto the veranda. Sure enough, there was a cat there, a small white one with a couple of tan markings on its head and body. I reached down to pick it up, and it backed away a couple of steps.


  “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said gently.


  “He knows that,” said a feminine voice. “He’s just shy.”


  I turned—and there she was, sitting on my porch swing. She made a gesture, and the cat walked across the veranda and jumped up onto her lap.


  I’d seen that face earlier in the day, staring at me in sepia tones. I’d studied it for hours, until I knew its every contour.


  It was her.


  “It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?” she said as I kept gaping at her. “And quiet. Even the birds are asleep.” She paused. “Only the cicadas are awake, serenading us with their symphonies.”


  I didn’t know what to say, so I just watched her and waited for her to vanish.


  “You look pale,” she noted after a moment.


  “You look real,” I finally managed to croak.


  “Of course I do,” she replied with a smile. “I am real.”


  “You’re Miss Priscilla Wallace, and I’ve spent so much time thinking about you that I’ve begun hallucinating.”


  “Do I look like an hallucination?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t think I’ve ever had one before, so I don’t know what they look like—except that obviously they look like you.” I paused. “They could look a lot worse. You have a beautiful face.”


  She laughed at that. The cat jumped, startled, and she began stroking it gently. “I do believe you’re trying to make me blush,” she said.


  “Can you blush?” I asked, and then of course wished I hadn’t.


  “Of course I can,” she replied, “though I had my doubts after I got back from Tahiti. The things they do there!” Then, “You were reading Travels with My Cats, weren’t you?”


  “Yes, I was. It’s been one of my most cherished possessions since I was a child.”


  “Was it a gift?” she asked.


  “No, I bought it myself.”


  “That’s very gratifying.”


  “It’s very gratifying to finally meet the author who’s given me so much pleasure,” I said, feeling like an awkward kid all over again.


  She looked puzzled, as if she was about to ask a question. Then she changed her mind and smiled again. It was a lovely smile, as I had known it would be.


  “This is very pretty property,” she said. “Is it yours all the way up to the lake?”


  “Yes.”


  “Does anyone else live here?”


  “Just me.”


  “You like your privacy,” she said. It was a statement, not a question.


  “Not especially,” I answered. “That’s just the way things worked out. People don’t seem to like me very much.”


  Now why the hell did I tell you that? I thought. I’ve never even admitted it to myself.


  “You seem like a very nice person,” she said. “I find it difficult to believe that people don’t like you.”


  “Maybe I overstated the case,” I admitted. “Mostly they don’t notice me.” I shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean to unburden myself on you.”


  “You’re all alone. You have to unburden yourself to someone,” she replied. “I think you just need a little more self-confidence.”


  “Perhaps.”


  She stared at me for a long moment. “You keep looking like you’re expecting something terrible to happen.”


  “I’m expecting you to disappear.”


  “Would that be so terrible?”


  “Yes,” I said promptly. “It would be.”


  “Then why don’t you simply accept that I’m here? If you’re wrong, you’ll know it soon enough.”


  I noded. “Yeah, you’re Priscilla Wallace, all right. That’s exactly the kind of answer she’d give.”


  “You know who I am. Perhaps you’ll tell me who you are?”


  “My name is Ethan Owens.”


  “Ethan,” she repeated. “That’s a nice name.”


  “You think so?”


  “I wouldn’t say so if I didn’t.” She paused. “Shall I call you Ethan, or Mr. Owens?”


  “Ethan, by all means. I feel like I’ve known you all my life.” I felt another embarrassing admission coming on. “I even wrote you a fan letter when I was a kid, but it came back.”


  “I would have liked that,” she said. “I never once got a fan letter. Not from anyone.”


  “I’m sure hundreds of people wanted to write. Maybe they couldn’t find your address either.”


  “Maybe,” she said dubiously.


  “In fact, just today I was thinking about sending it again.”


  “Whatever you wanted to say, you can tell me in person.” The cat jumped back down onto the veranda. “You look very uncomfortable, perched on the railing like that, Ethan. Why don’t you come and sit beside me?”


  “I’d like that very much,” I said, standing up. Then I thought it over. “No, I’d better not.”


  “I’m thirty-two years old,” she said in amused tones. “I don’t need a chaperone.”


  “Not with me, you don’t,” I assured her. “Besides, I don’t think we have them anymore.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  “The truth?” I said. “If I sit next to you, at some point my hip will press against yours, or perhaps I’ll inadvertently touch your hand. And . . .”


  “And what?”


  “And I don’t want to find out that you’re not really here.”


  “But I am.”


  “I hope so,” I said. “But I can believe it a lot easier from where I am.”


  She shrugged. “As you wish.”


  “I’ve had my wish for the night,” I said.


  “Then why don’t we just sit and enjoy the breeze and the scents of the Wisconsin night?”


  “Whatever makes you happy,” I said.


  “Being here makes me happy. Knowing my book is still being read makes me happy.” She was silent for a moment, staring off into the darkness. “What’s the date, Ethan?”


  “April 17.”


  “I mean the year.”


  “2004.”


  She looked surprised. “It’s been that long?”


  “Since . . .?” I said hesitantly.


  “Since I died,” she said. “Oh, I know I must have died a long time ago. I have no tomorrows, and my yesterdays are all so very long ago. But the new millennium? It seems”—she searched for the right word—“excessive.”


  “You were born in 1892, more than a century ago,” I said.


  “How did you know that?”


  “I had the computer run a search on you.”


  “I don’t know what a computer is,” she said. Then, suddenly: “Do you also know when and how I died?”


  “I know when, not how.”


  “Please don’t tell me,” she said. “I’m thirty-two, and I’ve just written the last page of my book. I don’t know what comes next, and it would be wrong for you to tell me.”


  “All right,” I said. Then, borrowing her expression, “As you wish.”


  “Promise me.”


  “I promise.”


  Suddenly the little white cat tensed and looked off across the yard.


  “He sees his brother,” said Priscilla.


  “It’s probably just the raccoons,” I said. “They can be a nuisance.”


  “No,” she insisted. “I know his body language. That’s his brother out there.”


  And sure enough, I heard a distinct meow a moment later. The white cat leaped off the veranda and headed toward it.


  “I’d better go get them before they become completely lost,” said Priscilla, getting to her feet. “It happened once in Brazil, and I didn’t find them for almost two days.”


  “I’ll get a flashlight and come with you,” I said.


  “No, you might frighten them, and it wouldn’t do to have them run away in strange surroundings.” She stood up and stared at me. “You seem like a very nice man, Ethan Owens. I’m glad we finally met.” She smiled sadly. “I just wish you weren’t so lonely.”


  She climbed down to the yard and walked off into the darkness before I could lie and tell her I led a rich full life and wasn’t lonely at all. Suddenly I had a premonition that she wasn’t coming back. “Will we meet again?” I called after her as she vanished from sight.


  “That depends on you, doesn’t it?” came her answer out of the darkness.


  I sat on the porch swing, waiting for her to reappear with the cats. Finally, despite the cold night air, I fell asleep. I woke up when the sun hit the swing in the morning.


  I was alone.


  It took me almost half the day to convince myself that what had happened the night before was just a dream. It wasn’t like any other dream I’d ever had, because I remembered every detail of it, every word she’d said, every gesture she’d made. Of course she hadn’t really visited me, but just the same I couldn’t get Priscilla Wallace out of my mind, so I finally stopped working and used my computer to try to learn more about her.


  There was nothing more to be found under her name except for that single brief entry. I tried a search on Travels with My Cats and came up empty. I checked to see if her father had ever written a book about his explorations; he hadn’t. I even contacted a few of the hotels she had stayed at, alone or with her father, but none of them kept records that far back.


  I tried one line of pursuit after another, but none of them proved fruitful. History had swallowed her up almost as completely as it would someday swallow me. Other than the book, the only proof I had that she had ever lived was that one computer entry, consisting of ten words and two dates. Wanted criminals couldn’t hide from the law any better than she’d hidden from posterity.


  Finally I looked out the window and realized that night had fallen and everyone else had gone home. (There’s no night shift on a weekly paper.) I stopped by a local diner, grabbed a ham sandwich and a cup of coffee, and headed back to the lake.


  I watched the ten o’clock news on TV, then sat down and picked up her book again, just to convince myself that she really had lived once upon a time. After a couple of minutes I got restless, put the book back on a table, and walked out for a breath of fresh air.


  She was sitting on the porch swing, right where she had been the night before. There was a different cat next to her, a black one with white feet and white circles around its eyes.


  She noticed me looking at the cat. “This is Goggle,” she said. “I think he’s exceptionally well-named, don’t you?”


  “I suppose,” I said distractedly.


  “The white one is Giggle, because he loves getting into all sorts of mischief.” I didn’t say anything. Finally she smiled. “Which of them has your tongue?”


  “You’re back,” I said at last.


  “Of course I am.”


  “I was reading your book again,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever encountered anyone who loved life so much.”


  “There’s so much to love!”


  “For some of us.”


  “It’s all around you, Ethan,” she said.


  “I prefer seeing it through your eyes. It was like you were born again into a new world each morning,” I said. “I suppose that’s why I kept your book, and why I find myself re-reading it—to share what you see and feel.”


  “You can feel things yourself.”


  I shook my head. “I prefer what you feel.”


  “Poor Ethan,” she said sincerely. “You’ve never loved anything, have you?”


  “I’ve tried.”


  “That isn’t what I said.” She stared at me curiously. “Have you ever married?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t know.” I decided I might as well give her an honest answer. “Probably because none of them ever measured up to you.”


  “I’m not that special,” she said.


  “To me you are. You always have been.”


  She frowned. “I wanted my book to enrich your life, Ethan, not ruin it.”


  “You didn’t ruin it,” I said. “You made it a little more bearable.”


  “I wonder . . .” she mused.


  “About what?”


  “My being here. It’s puzzling.”


  “Puzzling is an understatement,” I said. “Unbelievable is more the word for it.”


  She shook her head distractedly. “You don’t understand. I remember last night.”


  “So do I—every second of it.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” She stroked the cat absently. “I was never brought back before last night. I wasn’t sure then. I thought perhaps I forgot after each episode. But today I remember last night.”


  “I’m not sure I follow you.”


  “You can’t be the only person to read my book since I died. Or even if you were, I’ve never been called back before, not even by you.” She stared at me for a long moment. “Maybe I was wrong.”


  “About what?”


  “Maybe what brought me here wasn’t the fact that I needed to be read. Maybe it’s because you so desperately need someone.”


  “I—” I began heatedly, and then stopped. For a moment it seemed like the whole world had stopped with me. Then the moon came out from behind a cloud, and an owl hooted off to the left.


  “What is it?”


  “I was about to tell you that I’m not that lonely,” I said. “But it would have been a lie.”


  “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Ethan.”


  “It’s nothing to brag about, either.” There was something about her that made me say things I’d never said to anyone else, including myself. “I had such high hopes when I was a boy. I was going to love my work, and I was going to be good at it. I was going to find a woman to love and spend the rest of my life with. I was going to see all the places you described. Over the years I saw each of those hopes die. Now I settle for paying my bills and getting regular check-ups at the doctor’s.” I sighed deeply. “I think my life can be described as a fully-realized diminished expectation.”


  “You have to take risks, Ethan,” she said gently.


  “I’m not like you,” I said. “I wish I was, but I’m not. Besides, there aren’t any wild places left.”


  She shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. Love involves risk. You have to risk getting hurt.”


  “I’ve been hurt,” I said. “It’s nothing to write home about.”


  “Maybe that’s why I’m here. You can’t be hurt by a ghost.”


  The hell I can’t, I thought. Aloud I said: “Are you a ghost?”


  “I don’t feel like one.”


  “You don’t look like one.”


  “How do I look?” she asked.


  “As lovely as I always knew you were.”


  “Fashions change.”


  “But beauty doesn’t,” I said.


  “That’s very kind of you to say, but I must look very old-fashioned. In fact, the world I knew must seem primitive to you.” Her face brightened. “It’s a new millennium. Tell me what’s happened.”


  “We’ve walked on the moon—and we’ve landed ships on Mars and Venus.”


  She looked up into the night sky. “The moon!” she exclaimed. Then: “Why are you here when you could be there?”


  “I’m not a risk-taker, remember?”


  “What an exciting time to be alive!” she said enthusiastically. “I always wanted to see what lay beyond the next hill. But you—you get to see what’s beyond the next star!”


  “It’s not that simple,” I said.


  “But it will be,” she persisted.


  “Someday,” I agreed. “Not during my lifetime, but someday.”


  “Then you should die with the greatest reluctance,” she said. “I’m sure I did.” She looked up at the stars, as if envisioning herself flying to each of them. “Tell me more about the future.”


  “I don’t know anything about the future,” I said.


  “My future. Your present.”


  I told her what I could. She seemed amazed that hundreds of millions of people now traveled by air, that I didn’t know anyone who didn’t own a car, and that train travel had almost disappeared in America. The thought of television fascinated her; I decided not to tell her what a vast wasteland it had been since its inception. Color movies, sound movies, computers—she wanted to know all about them. She was eager to learn if zoos had become more humane, if people had become more humane. She couldn’t believe that heart transplants were actually routine.


  I spoke for hours. Finally I just got so dry I told her I was going to have to take a break for a couple of minutes while I went into the kitchen and got us some drinks. She’d never heard of Fanta or Dr. Pepper, which is what I had, and she didn’t like beer, so I made her an iced tea and popped open a Bud for me. When I brought them out to the porch she and Goggle were gone.


  I didn’t even bother looking for her. I knew she had returned to the somewhere from which she had come.


  She was back again the next three nights, sometimes with one cat, sometimes with both. She told me about her travels, about her overwhelming urge to see what there was to see in the little window of time allotted us humans, and I told her about the various wonders she would never see.


  It was strange, conversing with a phantom every night. She kept assuring me she was real, and I believed it when she said it, but I was still afraid to touch her and discover that she was just a dream after all. Somehow, as if they knew my fears, the cats kept their distance too; not once in all those evenings did either of them ever so much as brush against me.


  “I wish I’d seen all the sights they’ve seen,” I said on the third night, nodding toward the cats.


  “Some people thought it was cruel to take them all over the world with me,” replied Priscilla, absently running her hand over Goggle’s back as he purred contentedly. “I think it would have been more cruel to leave them behind.”


  “None of the cats—these or the ones that came before—ever caused any problems?”


  “Certainly they did,” she said. “But when you love something, you put up with the problems.”


  “Yeah, I suppose you do.”


  “How do you know?” she asked. “I thought you said you’d never loved anything.”


  “Maybe I was wrong.”


  “Oh?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I love someone who vanishes every night when I turn my back.” She stared at me, and suddenly I felt very awkward. I shrugged uncomfortably. “Maybe.”


  “I’m touched, Ethan,” she said. “But I’m not of this world, not the way you are.”


  “I haven’t complained,” I said. “I’ll settle for the moments I can get.” I tried to smile; it was a disaster. “Besides, I don’t even know if you’re real.”


  “I keep telling you I am.”


  “I know.”


  “What would you do if you knew I was?” she asked.


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  I stared at her. “Try not to get mad,” I began.


  “I won’t get mad.”


  “I’ve wanted to hold you and kiss you since the first instant I saw you on my veranda,” I said.


  “Then why haven’t you?”


  “I have this . . . this dread that if I try to touch you and you’re not here, if I prove conclusively to myself that you don’t exist, then I’ll never see you again.”


  “Remember what I told you about love and risk?”


  “I remember.”


  “And?”


  “Maybe I’ll try tomorrow,” I said. “I just don’t want to lose you yet. I’m not feeling that brave tonight.”


  She smiled, a rather sad smile I thought. “Maybe you’ll get tired of reading me.”


  “Never!”


  “But it’s the same book all the time. How often can you read it?”


  I looked at her, young, vibrant, maybe two years from death, certainly less than three. I knew what lay ahead for her; all she could see was a lifetime of wonderful experiences stretching out into the distance.


  “Then I’ll read one of your other books.”


  “I wrote others?” she asked.


  “Dozens of them,” I lied.


  She couldn’t stop smiling. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “Thank you, Ethan,” she said. “You’ve made me very happy.”


  “Then we’re even.”


  There was a noisy squabble down by the lake. She quickly looked around for her cats, but they were on the porch, their attention also attracted by the noise.


  “Raccoons,” I said.


  “Why are they fighting?”


  “Probably a dead fish washed up on the shore,” I answered. “They’re not much for sharing.”


  She laughed. “They remind me of some people I know.” She paused. “Some people I knew,” she amended.


  “Do you miss them—your friends, I mean?”


  “No. I had hundreds of acquaintances, but very few close friends. I was never in one place long enough to make them. It’s only when I’m with you that I realize they’re gone.” She paused. “I don’t quite understand it. I know that I’m here with you, in the new millennium—but I feel like I just celebrated my thirty-second birthday. Tomorrow I’ll put flowers on my father’s grave, and next week I set sail for Madrid.”


  “Madrid?” I repeated. “Will you watch them fight the brave bulls in the arena?”


  An odd expression crossed her face. “Isn’t that curious?” she said.


  “Isn’t what curious?”


  “I have no idea what I’ll do in Spain . . . but you’ve read all my books, so you know.”


  “You don’t want me to tell you,” I said.


  “No, that would spoil it.”


  “I’ll miss you when you leave.”


  “You’ll pick up one of my books and I’ll be right back here,” she said. “Besides, I went more than seventy-five years ago.”


  “It gets confusing,” I said.


  “Don’t look so depressed. We’ll be together again.”


  “It’s only been a week, but I can’t remember what I did with my evenings before I started talking to you.”


  The squabbling at the lake got louder, and Giggle and Goggle began huddling together.


  “They’re frightening my cats,” said Priscilla.


  “I’ll go break it up,” I said, climbing down from the veranda and heading off to where the raccoons were battling. “And when I get back,” I added, feeling bolder the farther I got from her, “maybe I’ll find out just how real you are after all.”


  By the time I reached the lake, the fight was all but over. One large raccoon, half a fish in its mouth, glared at me, totally unafraid. Two others, not quite as large, stood about ten feet away. All three were bleeding from numerous gashes, but it didn’t look as if any of them had suffered a disabling injury.


  “Serves you right,” I muttered.


  I turned and started trudging back up to the house from the lake. The cats were still on the veranda, but Priscilla wasn’t. I figured she’d stepped inside to get another iced tea, or perhaps use the bathroom—one more factor in favor of her not being a ghost—but when she didn’t come out in a couple of minutes I searched the house for her.


  She wasn’t there. She wasn’t anywhere in the yard, or in the old empty barn. Finally I went back and sat down on the porch swing to wait.


  A couple of minutes latter Goggle jumped up on my lap. I’d been idly petting him for a couple of minutes before I realized that he was real.


  I bought some cat food in the morning. I didn’t want to set it out on the veranda, because I was sure the raccoons would get wind of it and drive Giggle and Goggle off, so I put it in a soup bowl and placed it on the counter next to the kitchen sink. I didn’t have a litter box, so I left the kitchen window open enough for them to come and go as they pleased.


  I resisted the urge to find out any more about Priscilla with the computer. All that was really left to learn was how she’d died, and I didn’t want to know. How does a beautiful, healthy, world-traveling woman die at thirty-four? Torn apart by lions? Sacrificed by savages? Victim of a disfiguring tropical disease? Mugged, raped, and killed in New York? Whatever it was, it had robbed her of half a century. I didn’t want to think of the books she could have written in that time, but rather of the joy she could have felt as she traveled from one new destination to another. No, I very definitely didn’t want to know how she died.


  I worked distractedly for a few hours, then knocked off in midafternoon and hurried home. To her.


  I knew something was wrong the moment I got out of my car. The porch swing was empty. Giggle and Goggle jumped off the veranda, raced up to me, and began rubbing against my legs as if for comfort.


  I yelled her name, but there was no response. Then I heard a rustling inside the house. I raced to the door, and saw a raccoon climbing out through the kitchen window just as I entered.


  The place was a mess. Evidently he had been hunting for food, and since all I had were cans and frozen meals, he just started ripping the house apart, looking for anything he could eat.


  And then I saw it: Travels with My Cats lay in tatters, as if the raccoon had had a temper tantrum at the lack of food and had taken it out on the book, which I’d left on the kitchen table. Pages were ripped to shreds, the cover was in pieces, and he had even urinated on what was left.


  I worked feverishly on it for hours, tears streaming down my face for the first time since I was a kid, but there was no salvaging it—and that meant there would be no Priscilla tonight, or any night until I found another copy of the book.


  In a blind fury I grabbed my rifle and a powerful flashlight and killed the first six raccoons I could find. It didn’t make me feel any better—especially when I calmed down enough to consider what she would have thought of my bloodlust.


  I felt as if morning would never come. When it did, I raced to the office, activated my computer, and tried to find a copy of Priscilla’s book at www.abebooks.com and www.bookfinder.com, the two biggest computerized clusters of used book dealers. There wasn’t a single copy for sale.


  I contacted some of the other book dealers I’d used in the past. None of them had ever heard of it.


  I called the copyright division at the Library of Congress, figuring they might be able to help me. No luck: Travels with My Cats was never officially copyrighted; there was no copy on file. I began to wonder if I hadn’t dreamed the whole thing, the book as well as the woman.


  Finally I called Charlie Grimmis, who advertises himself as The Book Detective. He does most of his work for anthologists seeking rights and permissions to obscure, long-out-of-print books and stories, but he didn’t care who he worked for, as long as he got his money.


  It took him nine days and cost me six hundred dollars, but finally I got a definitive answer:


  Dear Ethan:


  You led me a merry chase. I’d have bet halfway through it that the book didn’t exist, but you were right: evidently you did own a copy of a limited, numbered edition.


  Travels with My Cats was self-published by one Priscilla Wallace (d. 1926), in a limited, numbered edition of 200. The printer was the long-defunct Adelman Press of Bridgeport, Connecticut. The book was never copyrighted or registered with the Library of Congress.


  Now we get into the conjecture part. As near as I can tell, this Wallace woman gave about one hundred and fifty copies away to friends and relatives, and the final fifty were probably trashed after her death. I’ve checked back, and there hasn’t been a copy for sale anywhere in the past dozen years. It’s hard to get trustworthy records farther back than that. Given that she was an unknown, that the book was a vanity press job, and that it went only to people who knew her, the likelihood is that no more than fifteen or twenty copies still exist, if that many.


  Best,


  Charlie


  When it’s finally time to start taking risks, you don’t think about it—you just do it. I quit my job that afternoon, and for the past year I’ve been criss-crossing the country, hunting for a copy of Travels with My Cats. I haven’t found one yet, but I’ll keep looking, no matter how long it takes. I get lonely, but I don’t get discouraged.


  Was it a dream? Was she a hallucination? A couple of acquaintances I confided in think so. Hell, I’d think so too—except that I’m not traveling alone. I’ve got two feline companions, and they’re as real and substantial as cats get to be.


  So the man with no goal except to get through another day finally has a mission in life, an important one. The woman I love died half a century too soon. I’m the only one who can give her back those years, if not all at once then an evening and a weekend at a time—but one way or another she’s going to get them. I’ve spent all my yesterdays and haven’t got a thing to show for them; now I’m going to start stockpiling her tomorrows.


  Anyway, that’s the story. My job is gone, and so is most of my money. I haven’t slept in the same bed twice in close to four hundred days. I’ve lost a lot of weight, and I’ve been living in these clothes for longer than I care to think. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I find a copy of that book, and someday I know I will.


  Do I have any regrets?


  Just one.


  I never touched her. Not even once.
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  DECISIONS


  Michael A. Burstein


  Commander Aaron Eliassen threw the tray across his cell. It smashed against the far wall, covering the white molded plaster in a mix of browns, greens, and reds. The tray slid down to the floor, clattered for a moment, then fell still.


  Aaron glared around the small, featureless white room at nothing in particular. For the twentieth time, or the hundredth, or perhaps the thousandth, he ran and smashed himself against the locked door, hoping that perhaps this time he would break apart the unseen hinges.


  As before, the door refused to budge. All he succeeded in doing was getting his blue jumpsuit even filthier than before.


  Aaron placed his eye against the crack between the door and the wall, again trying to peer through to the outside, to get some idea of what lay beyond. He tilted and twisted his head to get some sort of view, but all in vain.


  He shuffled back from the door until he stood in the center of the room, then looked up at the ceiling. Although he had not yet spotted a microphone or surveillance camera, he assumed he was being monitored. “You hear me?” he shouted. He pointed at the mess of food that lay in a lump on the floor. “Did you see that? I’m not going to eat anymore. Not until I get some answers.”


  No one responded. Eliassen walked over to the discolored wall and stared at the gloppy mess of stew, asparagus, and gelatin. His stomach rumbled slightly, but he ignored it.


  “Let me out!” he screamed. He beat against the door with both his fists in unison, and then when that got tiring he changed the rhythm. Right fist, left fist, right fist, left fist. He walked around the perimeter of the room, continuing to bang against the wall, until he had come back to the door and his hands felt raw. He dropped his arms to his sides, panting. How many times had he done this? He couldn’t say. He couldn’t remember.


  “Talk to me,” he said between breaths. “Someone, anyone, talk to me. Please.”


  He walked over to the bunk, stared at it, and then, in defiance, he collapsed onto the floor. For the third or fourth time, he cried himself to sleep.


  Aaron heard the voice, a deep one, calling his name. “Commander Eliassen. Commander Eliassen. Please wake up.”


  Aaron opened his eyes and immediately shielded his face with his arm. A bright light shone through the open—finally, open!—door. A figure stood in the doorway, with the light forming an aura around it.


  Aaron fought down an urge to jump up and run through the door, knowing it would get him nowhere. Instead, he eased himself up, barely noticing that although he had fallen asleep on the floor, somehow he had ended up in the bunk. “Who is that?” he rasped.


  The figure nodded to someone outside, and the door clicked shut, once again blending into the wall with but a tiny crack around it. Aaron’s eyes adjusted to the ambient fluorescent light. He glanced at the far wall; someone had cleaned all of the food off of it, but a nauseating spot of brown color remained on the floor.


  “Do you recognize me?” the figure asked.


  Aaron studied the man’s face and body for a moment. Black hair, solid jaw, etched wrinkles, blue blazer—it could not be possible, and yet Aaron did recognize the man.


  “Director Carter?” he asked softly. “Gabe?”


  Gabe nodded, his lips pressed together tightly.


  Aaron jumped out of the bed and ran towards his friend, a mixture of anger, fear, and relief playing out within him. He raised his arms, but whether he intended to hug Gabe or choke him, even Aaron could not say. He figured he’d decide once within range.


  Before he could get too close, however, Gabe pulled a revolver out of a shoulder holster and pointed it straight at him. Aaron stopped short. He lifted his gaze from the gun and stared into Gabe’s eyes, trying to read his friend’s blank expression.


  “Gabe?” he said again. “Is it really you?”


  Gabe nodded once. “Yes, Aaron, it’s me. Please do not come any closer.” His voice sounded cold but uncertain.


  “I don’t understand,” Aaron said.


  Gabe held the gun steady. “If you get violent, I will shoot you. If that doesn’t stop you, the soldiers standing outside will fill the room with gas and knock us both out.”


  Aaron nodded. He backed away from Gabe with measured steps and sat on the bunk. “May I ask a question?”


  Gabe slid the revolver back into its holster, but kept his eyes on Aaron the whole time. “Go ahead.”


  “What the hell’s going on here?”


  Gabe looked around the room for a moment. When his eyes finally settled on Aaron’s face, Aaron noticed that they were bloodshot. “Perhaps you can tell me,” Gabe said.


  Aaron’s jaw dropped. “I should tell you?”


  Gabe nodded. “Yes. Tell me everything that happened after you returned from your mission.”


  “After I returned? But the mission itself—I need to tell you about my discoveries—”


  “Don’t!” Gabe shouted, holding up both his hands. “Only tell me about everything that happened to you since you landed.”


  Aaron’s anger had disappeared into his confusion; it now returned stronger than before. He repressed an urge to spit. “Don’t you already know? Look around you!”


  Gabe made no move to turn his head, so Aaron continued. “You locked me in a cell. You must know this already. Why are you torturing me?”


  Gabe shook his head so slightly that Aaron could barely see it. “Assume I don’t know already. Assume I need to hear it from you. From the instant you made contact with Earth.”


  Aaron yawned, cracking his jaw. “Well. The instant I made contact, hmm? Houston told me to bring her in at Edwards instead of the Cape. I came in fine, a perfect two-pointer.”


  “And then?”


  Aaron glowered. “And then a bunch of army soldiers grabbed me out of the shuttle and dragged me into this cell. No one listened to my protestations or questions; it’s as if I spoke Martian.”


  “And what have you done since?”


  “Done?” Aaron made no effort to hide the sarcasm in his voice. “Why, I took in a show and made out with a dancing girl. I’m planning to introduce her to Mom next week.” He tensed up. “What in God’s name do you think I’ve done?”


  “I’m sorry. It was necessary.”


  “Necessary? It was necessary for NASA to treat me like a common criminal? No—worse than a common criminal. No television, no radio, no Internet access—not even a telephone to call a lawyer, let alone my mom. Is this still America or what?”


  Gabe lowered his eyes. “It’s still America.”


  “How long have I been here? Counting the meals pushed through the slot and the cycle of the lights, I’m guessing four days.”


  “Four days sounds about right.”


  “ ‘Sounds about right?’ Don’t you know?”


  Gabe placed his hand on his chest, near the holster. “Aaron, what’s the date?”


  “Huh?”


  “You remember your mission schedule?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “Well, then. If we assume that you landed four days ago, and have been here ever since, then what’s today’s date?”


  Aaron thought for a moment. “If I returned on October tenth, as scheduled, then today’s October fourteenth.”


  Gabe sighed. “It’s not.”


  “It’s not?”


  “No. It’s May eleventh.”


  Aaron narrowed his eyes. “Are you telling me I was in space for over a year? Impossible. I didn’t have enough supplies to last for that long.”


  “You misunderstood me. Today’s May eleventh, a week before your launch.”


  That evening, still locked in his cell and eating bland food off one of the government-issued trays, Aaron went over the conversation from that afternoon. At first, he had refused to accept his old friend’s statement.


  “What are you talking about?” he had asked.


  Gabe sighed, and slid down with his back against the wall next to the door. He crouched on the floor, looking ready to jump up if Aaron made any sudden moves. “What I mean is,” he said, drawing each word out, “you haven’t left yet.”


  “Bullshit! I’ve gone and returned.” He stood up from the bunk and pointed at himself. “See? Here I am.”


  Gabe appeared to tense up. “Oh, I can’t argue with the fact that you’ve returned, Aaron,” he said, waving a hand. “I mean, I’m talking to you right now.”


  Aaron settled onto the bunk again. “Well, then?”


  “Well, then.” Gabe sighed. “The thing of it is, I also talked to you this morning.”


  “This morning? No way. I would have remembered.” Even though, Aaron thought, he had no way of knowing the time, since no clock hung in the cell.


  Gabe chuckled. “I’m sure you do remember the conversation. I spoke with the real—I mean, the one of you who hasn’t left yet.”


  “And what did we discuss?”


  “We talked about the wafer with all the names on it.” Gabe stared at his face. “You said—”


  “I said that it was a waste of my weight allowance.”


  “Yes.”


  Aaron snorted. “I remember that conversation. From over six months ago.”


  Gabe shook his head. “It happened this morning.”


  Aaron leaned forward. “Prove it to me.”


  Gabe stood up again and held out his arms in a gesture of helplessness. “I wish I could.”


  “Not good enough. If this is for real, then tell me—how did I travel back in time?”


  “We believe your ship followed a Gott closed timelike curve, if you know what that means.”


  Aaron shook his head. “I don’t.”


  “Do you want me to try to explain it to you?”


  Aaron smiled. “I wouldn’t consider it proof.”


  Gabe put his fingers together and stared at the wall over Aaron’s head. “Think about my dilemma for a moment, even if you consider it just a theoretical exercise. How could I prove to you that you’re in the past? You’ve lived through it already. There’s nothing I can show you that you haven’t already seen.” He paused. “I suppose you could ask me questions to try to trip me up, but I don’t see how that would work.”


  A sudden realization hit Aaron. “But I could prove to you I’m from the future, is that it? Tell you what’s going to happen tomorrow?”


  The color drained from Gabe’s face. “No,” he said, “do not do that, under any circumstances.”


  “Why not?” Aaron looked around at the walls. “Isn’t that why you locked me in here?”


  “No. We locked you in here to avoid any paradoxes.”


  “Paradoxes?”


  Gabe sighed. “Aaron, what would you do if you managed to build a time machine? What would you use it for?”


  Aaron’s nose itched; he scratched it. “You tell me.”


  “You might use it to give yourself information about the future, so as to change it. But if you change it, then where did the information come from in the first place?”


  Aaron thought for a moment. “I’ve heard of this. The Grandfather Paradox, right? I go back in time and kill my grandfather, and then I was never born. But then how did I go back in time if I never existed?”


  Gabe nodded, a small smile on his face. “Good. You do understand.”


  Exasperated, Aaron asked, “What do I understand? Tell me.”


  “You understand why we had to lock you up.”


  Aaron glared at Gabe and clenched his fists. He suppressed the rage he felt. “I do not understand that at all,” he said in measured tones.


  “We had to keep you away from everyone else to avoid contaminating the present with information from the future.”


  Aaron grunted. “I suppose,” he said, “I could grant that necessity.”


  Gabe sighed. “I’m glad you can see it my way. My own presence here is a risk. If you told me something about the future, it could destroy the Universe.”


  Aaron stared at his friend for a moment, then laughed. The hollow laughter rippled and cascaded, and wouldn’t stop. After a moment, Aaron began coughing.


  “Are you okay, Aaron?”


  Aaron waved his friend’s concern away as the last of his coughs spasmed out. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just that you sounded so melodramatic.” He mimicked Gabe’s serious tone. “ ‘It could destroy the Universe,’ ” he repeated, and he started laughing again.


  “It could.”


  Aaron stopped laughing. “Literally?”


  “Yes.”


  Aaron thought for a moment. If Gabe was telling the truth . . . “Then coming in here to see me must be some risk.”


  Gabe shrugged. “You weren’t doing too well, Aaron. Somebody had to explain.”


  Aaron looked into Gabe’s eyes and realized that Gabe himself must have fought for the right to tell Aaron why they had locked him away. For a moment, Aaron felt affection for his friend. But it quickly faded. After all, Gabe might have fought to talk to him, but what Aaron really wanted, really needed—


  “Let me go, Gabe.”


  “I can’t. It’ll create paradoxes. We need to avoid them.”


  “You can’t avoid any paradoxes! Hasn’t my presence here already affected the timeline, if you believe your nonsense?”


  Gabe smiled. “And now you understand my problem, old friend. According to Doctor—I mean, according to our physicists, I have to minimize your impact here as much as possible.”


  Aaron shook his head. “The only way you could do that is by keeping me locked away in here until the time comes for me to return.”


  Gabe stared at him silently for a few seconds, and Aaron suddenly felt cold.


  “No,” he said. “No way. You can’t possibly—”


  “What choice do I have?”


  Aaron’s mind raced through the possibilities. “You’ve got a million of them! If you believe this crap, just let me out after the shuttle leaves on May eighteenth.”


  “No good,” Gabe said. “We can’t explain your quick return. We’re going to have to keep you here until October, without any other human contact. But I will push for a TV for you. Think of it this way. It will let you catch up with everything you missed, in real time.” He paused. “I’m sorry.”


  The door clicked open, and Gabe dashed through it. Aaron had rushed him, screaming, but by the time he got to the door, it had shut tightly in front of him.


  And now, as he finished his food and left the tray on the floor, Aaron considered his options. He refused to stay locked up, without human contact, for six months. What could he do? He had to escape, somehow. But how? The door remained locked at all times, and his incessant tapping and banging on the walls had revealed no hollowness anywhere around.


  Then he realized something. He had never been awake for the delivery of the food. They had to get it into and out of the room somehow . . .


  Aaron smiled. Yawning loudly and deliberately, he walked over to the bunk and lay down. He closed his eyes, fought to stay awake, and waited as if he had all the time in the world. When the door finally clicked open, he was ready.


  Only one guard came in to retrieve the tray while Aaron slept. Only one, probably to reduce “contamination” from the future, as Gabe had put it. A lucky break, but Aaron had managed to surprise him. The guard now lay unconscious in the cell as Aaron dashed through the corridors of the base, wondering where he could run to.


  As Aaron ran, a feeling of familiarity snuck up on him. He knew the base, he knew it intimately, and this place looked very much like the way he remembered it.


  He stopped. Could he really have traveled into the past? Was today really May eleventh—perhaps now May twelfth?


  If it really was a week before he launched, then Aaron—his earlier self—would still be here in California, doing some last minute prep work before flying to Florida. They kept him at the base, going over the details of the mission, checking his health, and generally giving him busywork until the time came to leave.


  Aaron had nowhere else to run to, and an idea had already begun forming in his mind. Quickly, he navigated his way to his old quarters, in the residential part of the base. He found his door and jimmied it open, glad to see that he still had the lock picking skills he had taught himself in college.


  The door opened onto a dark room, with the ambient light of the corridor illuminating the nondescript bed, desk, computer, and chair. He snuck into the room, closed the door gently behind him, and flipped on the light switch. The man lying on the bed groaned and moved an arm to cover his eyes.


  Aaron strode over to him, shook the man awake, and found himself face to face with—himself. Despite his expecting this on an intellectual level, his breath still caught in his throat.


  The other Aaron’s eyes filled with fear. He opened his mouth, and Aaron quickly placed his hand over it. God, this felt weird.


  “Aaron, don’t shout, don’t scream. I need to talk to you. Please relax. I’m not going to hurt you.” He paused. “Do you understand?”


  The other Aaron nodded, although fear still showed in his eyes. Slowly, Aaron removed his hand.


  “How are you?” he asked.


  The other Aaron sat up in his bed and pulled his body back into a defensive position. “What the hell’s going on? How did you get in here?”


  “Take a good look at me, Aaron. I’m you.”


  Aaron waited while his younger self studied his features. Finally, the younger Aaron said, “This isn’t possible.”


  “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell Gabe. Apparently, when you—when I—went on the deep space mission, we followed some sort of closed something something loop. I ended up back here, in the past.”


  “How is this possible?”


  Aaron shook his head. “I can only think of one thing, and I tried to tell Gabe, but he wouldn’t listen.” He sat down next to his younger self. “Halfway through the mission, at the edge of the solar system, I found something, a colorful wall of light. I didn’t discover it until I hit it, but it must have been that closed something something curve Gabe told me about. When I passed through it, I must have traveled back in time.”


  The younger Aaron scrunched his eyes closed and shook his head. “I’m dreaming.”


  “I wish. For a while I thought I was. But apparently, it’s all real. I must really have traveled into the past.” He looked off to the side. “Except—except that I don’t remember this conversation.”


  “What?” his other self asked.


  Aaron laughed as something occurred to him. “Listen, you. If I had traveled back in time, and met my past self—meaning you—shouldn’t my future self—meaning me—remember this conversation? Wouldn’t I be forming new memories for every second of this conversation?”


  The other Aaron shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going on.”


  Aaron shrugged. “Well, I don’t know much of the science of time travel either. But it seems pretty likely to me. And that means that I’m not in the past.”


  “So where—I mean when—I mean, what’s going on?”


  “Stop babbling,” Aaron said. “It makes you—me—look like an idiot.” He sighed. “Now I don’t know what’s going on. Maybe the anomaly thrust me into a parallel universe, similar to mine but a few months out of sync. Perhaps if I search around, I’ll find something different, a clue that I really have jumped universes. Or maybe—” He cut off, thinking.


  “Yes?”


  “I don’t know. But I know this much—I’m not in the past. And I didn’t even have to kill my grandfather to prove it.” He grinned at his other self. “Or you.”


  The younger Aaron suddenly jumped out of the bed and lunged towards the desk.


  Oh, shit, Aaron thought. He’s going for my gun.


  Aaron lurched at his younger self, his right shoulder aiming directly at the other man’s chest. The younger Aaron went down, bent over and panting to get his breath back.


  “No, I’m not going to kill you,” Aaron said. “But I’m not going to be able to convince Gabe to free me either. Unless—” He walked over to the desk, opened the top drawer, and pulled out the gun. He pointed it at Aaron and said, “When you get your breath back, take off your clothes. We’re switching places.”


  Despite his conviction that he had fallen into a parallel universe rather than the past, Aaron’s life for the week before the launch followed an eerily familiar track. He couldn’t possibly remember every single detail of his life from six months ago, but nothing happened that seemed out of place. He finished his training, flew to Florida, boarded the DSS, and launched.


  And, halfway into the mission, Aaron found himself back at the anomaly, the weird colorful, curving wall of light he had encountered just outside the orbit of the Pluto-Charon system, which currently sat on the other side of the solar system. He remembered planning to tell Gabe about it just before Gabe told him not to reveal any details of the mission. Well, he thought, Gabe loses out.


  It suddenly occurred to him that his escape, his approach here—both felt far too easy. Why didn’t he remember this second, long trip to the outer solar system? Why couldn’t he recall launching a second time either? What in God’s name had happened to him?


  He passed through the wall of light and found himself in empty darkness.


  He opened his eyes and found himself back in his bunk in the cell. Two alien creatures stood in the room with him. They were tall and thin, with human-looking features that appeared stretched out, like in a funhouse mirror.


  “Aaron Eliassen,” one of them said in flatly accented English. “You were only partly correct. You did not go back in time, at least not directly. But neither did you fall into a parallel universe.”


  Slowly, Aaron eased himself out of the bunk. He kept his back to it and paced towards the wall. “Who are you?”


  The aliens glanced at each other, and the smaller one spoke. Aaron couldn’t differentiate between the voices. “Our name would mean little to you if we gave it in our language. Your species calls itself the Wise Ones; we call ourselves the Ones Who Speak.”


  Aaron looked back and forth between the two figures, and felt the urge to make a joke. “I’ll call you Jabbers.”


  They looked at him without expression. “As you feel the need,” the smaller one said.


  “Do you have names?”


  “Again, yes, but—”


  “But I wouldn’t be able to pronounce them or something. Fine.” He pointed at each in turn, first the larger and then the smaller. “You’re George and you’re Gracie.”


  “As you feel—”


  “—the need, yeah, I heard you the first time. So why did you tap into my mind and create that illusion for me?”


  “You are quicker than we would have anticipated,” Gracie said. “You have already figured out that we had a role in the creation of the illusion of your recent experience.”


  “Thank you, but I still want answers. What’s going on?”


  It hesitated, then said, “Did you ever wonder about first contact, Commander Eliassen?”


  Aaron thought back to all the movies and TV shows he had seen about aliens. “Sure, who hasn’t?”


  “We represent an alliance of sentient beings. Whenever we discover a solar system in the process of developing intelligent life, we set up a special wormhole.”


  “The anomaly,” Aaron said.


  “Yes. We placed a boundary at the edge of your solar system, like a giant soap bubble. When you crossed it, it pulled you through a wormhole and transported you here.”


  Aaron quelled his fears by dwelling on the mundane. “Does that mean that the Pioneer and Voyager space probes were taken off course?”


  “No. The system is designed to activate only in the event it detects an actual lifeform, not an artifact.”


  “Why?”


  “Because only then do we know that a race has achieved the ability to colonize the galaxy.”


  Aaron stifled a laugh. “Humans are a far cry from colonizing the galaxy.”


  “Nevertheless, your race is at a beginning. And if we let you continue your explorations, you would soon discover wormhole travel and our alliance.”


  “We just have,” Aaron said.


  The aliens remained silent for a moment. Then the larger one took over the discussion. “Actually, you have that the wrong way around. We have discovered you. We needed to study your world. Our alliance needed to make sure that your species had developed to the point where you could accept our existence, become a part of our alliance. So we reached into your mind, let you think that you had returned to Earth, and let the scenario play out. So that we could understand your race as completely as possible.”


  The smaller alien said, “Unfortunately, your will was most resistant.”


  Aaron cocked his head at it. “What does that mean?”


  “You were unwilling to create a present for yourself, so you replayed your experiences in the past, over and over, until finally your subconscious realized that you were trapped in a loop.”


  “I don’t remember that.”


  “Of course you wouldn’t. Your long-term memories have been recorded once; there was no need for them to code the same exact experiences again. So, instead, you broke out.”


  He looked around the cell. “How long have I been here?”


  The aliens exchanged a glance. “On your scale, about a month.”


  “So I haven’t been gone long enough to be missed. But you can’t keep me here much longer.”


  “They will assume your mission has failed. Besides, soon it will not matter.”


  Aaron tensed up. “What do you mean, it won’t matter?”


  The two aliens remained silent, and Aaron felt cold. “Does this mean—you’re not planning to destroy the Earth, are you?”


  The aliens made a noise that Aaron couldn’t understand, but it felt like laughter. “No, we do not destroy the incompatible emerging races. We simply lock them away.”


  “Lock them away?”


  “The wormhole boundary becomes a barrier. Any living creature that enters it on one side of the solar system finds itself emerging on the other side of the solar system. A cosmic loop.”


  “A torus,” Aaron said, drawing on memory of long-ago mathematics courses. “A four-dimensional donut.”


  “Exactly. We will lock your solar system into a toroidal shape, so you can never emerge to threaten the galaxy.”


  Aaron shook his head, and clasped his hands together to keep them from trembling. Still, he shivered. “If you lock us away, when the Sun dies, so will my entire race.”


  “But that is billions of years in your future. You personally would be long gone by then. It will not matter to you.”


  Aaron glared at it. “You haven’t really learned much about humanity, have you?”


  “We have learned enough. What we do may be regrettable, but it is necessary. Your race is too paranoid and violent to allow into the galaxy. You would threaten our alliance.”


  “We wouldn’t,” Aaron said softly. “On the contrary, we’re not that paranoid.”


  The larger alien took over the conversation. “You cannot deny the paranoia that is inherent to your species. Your own people did lock you up when you returned before you had left.”


  Aaron felt a sudden need to respond to the alien’s stupidity with his fists. But he knew that wouldn’t help, and in fact, would just make things worse. He took a few deep breaths and then spoke in measured tones. “You know, it’s really unfair for you to use a scenario that you yourself created to judge my species.”


  “Ah, but we did not actually create the scenario in its entirety, Commander Eliassen. We merely initiated it. Your own subconscious mind elaborated it, fleshed it out, and gave it reality. As we said before, we merely allowed the scenario to play out from the starting point. It was our way of learning more about your species, so we could judge you accordingly. And in the reality that you created for yourself, your own people locked you away.”


  “So they locked me away. Big deal. It was only because they were faced with something unexpected, something they had never seen before.”


  The aliens just stared silently at Aaron as the seconds passed. After a moment, he realized the implications of his comment, and he sighed. “Okay. I get it.”


  “Then we shall commence reshaping the space occupied by your solar system.”


  “Wait!” Aaron’s mind raced with desperation. He knew he had to find an argument to ensure the future of the human race, and he reached for the only one that came to mind. “What if I offered you an alternative?”


  The aliens gave him a quizzical glance. “Explain.”


  “Instead of locking us away forever, why not give us more time? Recreate your wormhole boundary twice as far away.”


  “What would that accomplish?”


  “It would give us more time to develop, to mature.” Aaron smiled. “The next human who comes this far might be years away. By then, we’ll be less violent, less paranoid.”


  The alien gave him what appeared to be a sad look. “You cannot guarantee that.”


  “No,” Aaron admitted. “I can’t. But I can tell you this. We may be violent, but we aren’t looking to enter space to conquer intelligent life. We’re looking to befriend intelligent life, to work together in harmony.” He resisted an impulse to fall to the floor and beg. Instead, he pulled himself a little taller and stared directly into the eyes of the larger alien. “I know you have the power to look into my mind. Do it again. Now. But look at everything it means to be human, not just the violent stuff that you’re assuming is all there is.”


  “What do you expect us to find?”


  “You’ll see images of paranoia and fear, but also those of joy and hope. You’ll see humans hurting each other, but you’ll also see us helping each other. You’ll see that we have the capacity for a higher morality.”


  “But why should we recreate the wormhole twice as far away? What is the point of delaying the inevitable?”


  Aaron fought to stay calm. “That’s just my point. It’s not inevitable. We’ll grow in that many years. And if we don’t, so what? If we’re still not acceptable to you, lock us off then. But give us more time, give us a chance. Please.”


  The aliens looked at each other. “Let us look into your mind, as you have offered.”


  Aaron nodded, and felt a sudden intrusion into his thoughts. His guts told him to resist, but his mind told him to let them see his life, his experiences, and his world.


  Suddenly, Aaron no longer found himself with the aliens. He looked out into a bright light, and realized that he was watching the world from his own eyes at the moment of his birth. The world around him looked hazy, and people moved slowly around him. Then the world sped up, and Aaron became a detached observer in his own life. From a hidden corner of his mind, accompanied by the alien presences, he watched his life unfold. Elementary school, high school, college, the air force, his first kiss, the first time making love, the first time he flew solo, all the tragedies of his life, all the hopes, all his desires, all his dreams . . .


  He blinked, and once more stood in the room with the aliens. They stared at him in silence. The seconds passed, and Aaron continued to wait while they continued staring. Finally, just when he thought he couldn’t bear it any longer, the larger alien spoke. “Your proposal is acceptable.”


  Aaron breathed a sigh of relief. “Good.” He paused. “So, I know you’re giving the human race a second chance, but what happens to me now?”


  “We will send you back, of course, after wiping your memory of our existence.”


  Aaron nodded. “I understand,” he said. But, he thought, he would fight to keep his memory as intact as possible.


  “Houston, this is Deep Space Shuttle One. Please reply. Over.”


  Gabe’s voice came over the radio. “DSS One, this is Houston. How’re you doing, Aaron?”


  Aaron breathed a sigh of relief. “Much better, now that the lightspeed lag is gone. It’s good to be back home. Over.”


  “Well, you’re not quite home yet,” came the amused reply. “We’ll get you out of orbit as soon as we can.” Gabe paused. “One thing, Aaron. Weather’s a little stormy in Florida, so we’ll need you to land at Edwards. Hope that’s not a problem.”


  “No, not at—” Aaron began, and then something nagged at the back of Aaron’s mind. “Um, Houston?”


  “Yes?”


  “What’s today’s date?”


  “The date?” Gabe laughed. “It’s October tenth. You’ve arrived home right on schedule.”


  “Good.”


  “Why, what did you expect? Relativity kicking in and bringing you far, far into the future? You never went fast enough for that.”


  “No, not that. I expected—” Aaron thought for a moment, but nothing came to mind. “I don’t know what I expected.”


  “Well, you should expect a parade, at least. You’ll be a genuine hero when you return. Just like Neil Armstrong.”


  Aaron leaned back and smiled. What does a hero do? He promotes causes, of course. And Aaron knew that it would be vitally important for him to use his new status to speak out against fear, against hate, against violence and wars. He couldn’t say why. He just knew it had to be that way.


  Their current job completed, the beings Aaron had called George and Gracie studied the naked bodies of thousands of other primitive aliens suspended in separate plasma baths, which kept them alive as they lived out their illusions.


  The Younger asked the Elder, “Have you ever done such a thing before?”


  “Never,” the Elder replied. “Never in the history of our existence.”


  “Will you not get in trouble?”


  “No. It is my decision to make, as it will be yours to make when I am gone.”


  “But to make such a promise to a primitive, violent alien, and then to carry it out.”


  The Elder’s countenance took on the equivalent of a smile. “That very promise is the reason for our jobs. Have you never wondered why we do not just lock up every other solar system with the potential for intelligent life? Why are we here, to intercept each race as they emerge from their shells? What is our function?” He paused. “Do you now understand what you are being trained to do?”


  The Younger thought for a moment. “I think I almost understand. Please make it clear for me.”


  “The humans,” the Elder said. “They were the first to discover the secret.”


  “Which is what?”


  “That it is not a race’s capacity for violence that condemns us, but rather, the decisions that we choose to make. This human, Aaron Eliassen, made the right decision.” The Elder swept his arm around, indicating all the aliens floating in their plasma baths. “Every other alien representative that we have encountered has always reacted the same way, claiming that they will conquer the Universe, and along with it, us. We had no choice but to lock their races away forever. But this human chose wisely. This was the first representative that expressed a different hope, that his race would one day be more acceptable to us, rather than requiring us to be more acceptable to them.”


  “I understand.”


  “Perhaps one day, they will be partners with us. For now, though—”


  An ultraviolet light blinked on, and at the same time, a high frequency whine began.


  The Elder turned to the Younger. “Another race has emerged from its shell. Let us attend to it.”


  The Younger closed the door of the chamber behind it, pausing only briefly to study the hundreds of aliens suspended in their plasma baths. He recalled how many in turn had threatened the Elder with violence, and had claimed that their race alone would own the Universe. He had reached the beginning of understanding, and sorrow filled his being.


  He turned to the Elder. “It is good that we could decide as we did for the human. But what a pity that we could not decide otherwise for the rest.”


  “They decided for themselves, young friend. We do not judge them; they chose their own verdicts.”


  SHED SKIN


  Robert J. Sawyer


  Some decisions seem much simpler before you make them than after.


  “I’m sorry,” said Mr. Shiozaki, as he leaned back in his swivel chair and looked at the middle-aged white man with the graying temples, “but there’s nothing I can do for you.”


  “But I’ve changed my mind,” said the man. He was getting red in the face as the conversation went on. “I want out of this deal.”


  “You can’t change your mind,” said Shiozaki. “You’ve moved your mind.”


  The man’s voice had taken on a plaintive tone, although he was clearly trying to suppress it. “I didn’t think it would be like this.”


  Shiozaki sighed. “Our psychological counselors and our lawyers went over the entire procedure and all the ramifications with Mr. Rathburn beforehand. It’s what he wanted.”


  “But I don’t want it anymore.”


  “You don’t have any say in the matter.”


  The white man placed a hand on the table. The hand was flat, the fingers splayed, but it was nonetheless full of tension. “Look,” he said, “I demand to see to see the other me. I’ll explain it to him. He’ll understand. He’ll agree that we should rescind the deal.”


  Shiozaki shook his head. “We can’t do that. You know we can’t. That’s part of the agreement.”


  “But—”


  “No buts,” said Shiozaki. “That’s the way it has to be. No successor has ever come back here. They can’t. Your successor has to do everything possible to shut your existence out of his mind, so he can get on with his existence, and not worry about yours. Even if he wanted to come see you, we wouldn’t allow the visit.”


  “You can’t treat me like this. It’s inhuman.”


  “Get this through your skull,” said Shiozaki. “You are not human.”


  “Yes, I am, damn it. If you—”


  “If I prick you, do you not bleed?” said Shiozaki.


  “Exactly! I’m the one who is flesh and blood. I’m the one who grew in my mother’s womb. I’m the one who is a descendant of thousands of generations of Homo sapiens and thousands of generations of Homo erectus and Homo habilis before that. This this other me is just a machine, a robot, an android.”


  “No, its not. It is George Rathburn. The one and only George Rathburn.”


  “Then why do you call him ‘it’?”


  “I’m not going to play semantic games with you,” said Shiozaki. “He is George Rathburn. You aren’t not anymore.”


  The man lifted his hand from the table and clenched his fist. “Yes, I am. I am George Rathburn.”


  “No, you’re not. You’re just a skin. Just a shed skin.”


  George Rathburn was slowly getting used to his new body. He’d spent six months in counseling preparing for the transference. They’d told him this replacement body wouldn’t feel like his old one, and they’d been right. Most people didn’t transfer until they were old, until they’d enjoyed as much biological physicality as they could and until the ever-improving robotic technology was as good as it was going to get during their natural lifetimes.


  After all, although the current robot bodies were superior in many ways to the slab-of-flab ones how soon he’d adopted that term!—they still weren’t as physically sensitive.


  Sex the recreational act, if not the procreative one was possible, but it wasn’t quite as good. Synapses were fully reproduced in the nano-gel of the new brain, but hormonal responses were faked by playing back memories of previous events. Oh, an orgasm was still an orgasm, still wonderful but it wasn’t the unique, unpredictable experience of a real sexual climax. There was no need to ask, “Was it good for you?,” for it was always good, always predictable, always exactly the same.


  Still, there were compensations. George could now walk or run, if he wanted to for hours on end without feeling the slightest fatigue. And he’d dispensed with sleep. His daily memories were organized and sorted in a six-minute packing session every twenty-four hours; that was his only downtime.


  Downtime. Funny that it had been the biological version of him that had been prone to downtime, while the electronic version was mostly free of it.


  There were other changes, too. His proprioception the sense of how his body and limbs were deployed at any given moment was much sharper than it had previously been.


  And his vision was more acute. He couldn’t see into the infrared that was technically possible, but so much of human cognition was based on the idea of darkness and light that to banish them with heat sensing had turned out to be bad psychologically. But his chromatic abilities had been extended in the other direction, and that let him see, among other things, bee purple, the color that often marked distinctive patterns on flower petals that human eyes the old-fashioned kind of human eyes, that is were blind to.


  Hidden beauty revealed.


  And an eternity to enjoy it.


  “I demand to see a lawyer.”


  Shiozaki was again facing the flesh-and-blood shell that had once housed George Rathburn, but the Japanese man’s eyes seemed to be focused at infinity, as if looking right through him. “And how would you pay for this lawyer’s services?” Shiozaki asked at last.


  Rathburn perhaps he couldn’t use his name in speech, but no one could keep him from thinking it opened his mouth to protest. He had money lots of money. But, no, no, he’d signed all that away. His biometrics were meaningless; his retinal scans were no longer registered. Even if he could get out of this velvet prison and access one, no ATM in the world would dispense cash to him. Oh, there were plenty of stocks and bonds in his name . . . but it wasn’t his name anymore.


  “There has to be something you can do to help me,” said Rathburn.


  “Of course,” said Shiozaki. “I can assist you in any number of ways. Anything at all you need to be comfortable here.”


  “But only here, right?”


  “Exactly. You knew that I’m sorry; Mr. Rathburn knew that when he chose this path for himself, and for you. You will spend the rest of your life here in Paradise Valley.”


  Rathburn was silent for a time, then: “What if I agreed to accept your restrictions? What if I agreed not to present myself as George Rathburn? Could I leave here then?”


  “You aren’t George Rathburn. Regardless, we can’t allow you to have any outside contact.” Shiozaki was quiet for a few moments, and then, in a softer tone, he said, “Look, why make things difficult for yourself? Mr. Rathburn provided very generously for you. You will live a life of luxury here. You can access any books you might want, any movies. You’ve seen our recreation center, and you must admit it’s fabulous. And our sex-workers are the best-looking on the planet. Think of this as the longest, most-pleasant vacation you’ve ever had.”


  “Except it doesn’t end until I die,” said Rathburn.


  Shiozaki said nothing.


  Rathburn exhaled noisily. “You’re about to tell me that I’m already dead, aren’t you? And so I shouldn’t think of this as a prison; I should think of this as heaven.”


  Shiozaki opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again without saying anything. Rathburn knew that the administrator couldn’t even give him that comfort. He wasn’t dead nor would he be, even when this discarded biological container, here, in Paradise Valley, finally ceased to function. No, George Rathburn lived on, a duplicated version of this consciousness in an almost indestructible, virtually immortal robot body, out in the real world.


  “Hey there, G.R.,” said the black man with the long gray beard. “Join me?”


  Rathburn the Rathburn made out of carbon, that is had entered Paradise Valley’s dining hall. The man with the beard had already been served his lunch: a lobster tail, garlic mashed potatoes, a glass of the finest Chardonnay. The food here was exquisite.


  “Hi, Dat,” Rathburn said, nodding. He envied the bearded man. His name, before he’d transferred his consciousness into a robot, had been Darius Allan Thompson, so his initials, the only version of his birth name allowed to be used here, made a nice little word almost as good as having a real name. Rathburn took a seat at the same table. One of the ever-solicitous servers young, female (for this table of straight men), beautiful was already at hand, and G.R. ordered a glass of champagne. It wasn’t a special occasion nothing was ever special in Paradise Valley but any pleasure was available to those, like him and Dat, on the Platinum Plus maintenance plan.


  “Why so long in the face, G.R.?” asked Dat.


  “I don’t like it here.”


  Dat admired the derrière of the departing server, and took a sip of his wine. “What’s not to like?”


  “You used to be a lawyer, didn’t you? Back on the outside?”


  “I still am a lawyer on the outside,” said Dat.


  G.R. frowned, but decided not to press the point. “Can you answer some questions for me?”


  “Sure. What do you want to know?”


  G.R. entered Paradise Valley’s “hospital.” He thought of the name as being in quotation marks, since a real hospital was a place you were supposed to go to only temporarily for healing. But most of those who had uploaded their consciousness, who had shed their skins, were elderly. And when their discarded shells checked into the hospital, it was to die. But G.R. was only forty-five. With proper medical treatment, and some good luck, he had a fair chance of seeing one hundred.


  G.R. went into the waiting room. He’d watched for two weeks now, and knew the schedule, knew that little Lilly Ng slight, Vietnamese, fifty would be the doctor on duty. She, like Shiozaki, was staff a real person who got to go home, to the real world, at night.


  After a short time, the receptionist said the time-honored words: “The doctor will see you now.”


  G.R. walked into the green-walled examination room. Ng was looking down at a datapad. “GR-7,” she said, reading his serial number. Of course, he wasn’t the only one with the initials G.R. in Paradise Valley, and so he had to share what faint echo of a name he still possessed with several other people. She looked at him, her gray eyebrows raised, waiting for him to confirm that that was indeed who he was.


  “That’s me,” said G.R., “but you can call me George.”


  “No,” said Ng. “I cannot.” She said it in a firm but gentle tone; presumably, she’d been down this road before with others. “What seems to be the problem?”


  “I’ve got a skin tag in my left armpit,” he said. “I’ve had it for years, but it’s started to get sensitive. It hurts when I apply roll-on deodorant, and it chafes as I move my arm.”


  Ng frowned. “Take off your shirt, please.”


  G.R. began undoing buttons. He actually had several skin tags, as well as a bunch of moles. He also had a hairy back, which he hated. One reason uploading his consciousness had initially seemed appealing was to divest himself of these dermal imperfections. The new golden robot body he’d selected looking like a cross between the Oscar statuette and C-3PO—had no such cosmetic defects.


  As soon as the shirt was off, he lifted his left arm and let Ng examine his axilla.


  “Hmm,” she said, peering at the skin tag. “It does look inflamed.”


  G.R. had brutally pinched the little knob of skin an hour before, and had twisted it as much as he could in either direction.


  Ng was now gently squeezing it between thumb and forefinger. G.R. had been prepared to suggest a treatment, but it would be better if she came up with the idea herself. After a moment, she obliged. “I can remove it for you, if you like.”


  “If you think that’s the right thing to do,” said G.R.


  “Sure,” said Ng. “I’ll give you a local anesthetic, clip it off, and cauterize the cut. No need for stitches.”


  Clip it off? No! No, he needed her to use a scalpel, not surgical scissors. Damn it!


  She crossed the room, prepared a syringe, and returned, injecting it directly into the skin tag. The needle going in was excruciating for a few moments. And then there was no sensation at all.


  “How’s that?” she asked.


  “Fine.”


  Ng put on surgical gloves, opened a cupboard, and pulled out a small leather case. She placed it on the examination table G.R. was now perched on, and opened it. It contained surgical scissors, forceps, and—


  They glinted beautifully under the lights from the ceiling.


  A pair of scalpels, one with a short blade, the other with a longer one.


  “All right,” said Ng, reaching in and extracting the scissors. “Here we go . . .”


  G.R. shot his right arm out, grabbing the long-bladed scalpel, and quickly swung it around, bringing it up and under Ng’s throat. Damn but the thing was sharp! He hadn’t meant to hurt her, but a shallow slit two centimeters long now welled crimson across where her Adam’s apple would have been had she been a man.


  A small scream escaped from Ng, and G.R. quickly clamped his other hand over her mouth. He could feel her shaking.


  “Do exactly as I say,” he said, “and you’ll walk out of this alive. Screw me over, and you’re dead.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Detective Dan Lucerne to Mr. Shiozaki. “I’ve handled eight hostage situations over the years, and in every case, we’ve managed a peaceful solution. We’ll get your woman back.”


  Shiozaki nodded then looked away, hiding his eyes from the detective. He should have recognized the signs in GR-7. If only he’d ordered him sedated, this never would have happened.


  Lucerne gestured toward the vidphone. “Get the examination room on this thing,” he said.


  Shiozaki reached over Lucerne’s shoulder and tapped out three numbers on the keypad. After a moment, the screen came to life, showing Ng’s hand pulling away from the camera at her end. As the hand withdrew, it was clear that G.R. still had the scalpel held to Ng’s neck.


  “Hello,” said Lucerne. “My name is Detective Dan Lucerne. I’m here to help you.”


  “You’re here to save Dr. Ng’s life,” said GR-7. “And if you do everything I want, you will.”


  “All right,” said Lucerne. “What do you want, sir?”


  “For starters, I want you to call me Mr. Rathburn.”


  “Fine,” said Lucerne. “That’s fine, Mr. Rathburn.”


  Lucerne was surprised to see the shed skin tremble in response. “Again,” GR-7 said, as if it were the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. “Say it again.”


  “What can we do for you, Mr. Rathburn?”


  “I want to talk to the robot version of me.”


  Shiozaki reached over Lucerne’s shoulder again, pushing the mute button. “We can’t allow that.”


  “Why not?” asked Lucerne.


  “Our contract with the uploaded version specifies that there will never be any contact with the shed skin.”


  “I’m not worried about fine print,” said Lucerne. “I’m trying to save a woman’s life.” He took the mute off. “Sorry about that, Mr. Rathburn.”


  GR-7 nodded. “I see Mr. Shiozaki standing behind you. I’m sure he told you that what I wanted isn’t permitted.”


  Lucerne didn’t look away from the screen, didn’t break the eye contact with the skin. “He did say that, yes. But he’s not in charge here. I’m not in charge here. It’s your show, Mr. Rathburn.”


  Rathburn visibly relaxed. Lucerne could see him back the scalpel off a bit from Ng’s neck. “That’s more like it,” he said. “All right. All right. I don’t want to kill Dr. Ng but I will unless you bring the robot version of me here within three hours.” He spoke out of the side of his mouth to Ng. “Break the connection.”


  A terrified-looking Ng reached her arm forward, her pale hand and simple gold wedding ring filling the field of view.


  And the screen went dead.


  George Rathburn the silicon version was sitting in the dark, wood-paneled living room of his large Victorian-style country house. Not that he had to sit; he never grew tired anymore. Nor did he really need his chairs to be padded. But folding his metal body into the seat still felt like the natural thing to do.


  Knowing that, barring accidents, he was now going to live virtually forever, Rathburn figured he should tackle something big and ambitious, like War and Peace or Ulysses. But, well, there would always be time for that later. Instead, he downloaded the latest Buck Doheney mystery novel into his datapad, and began to read.


  He’d only gotten halfway through the second screenful of text when the datapad bleeped, signaling an incoming call.


  Rathburn thought about just letting the pad record a message. Already, after only a few weeks of immortality, nothing seemed particularly urgent. Still, it might be Kathryn. He’d met her at the training center, while they were both getting used to their robot bodies, and to their immortality. Ironically, she’d been eighty-two before she’d uploaded; in his now-discarded flesh-and-blood shell, George Rathburn would never have had a relationship with a woman so much older than he was. But now that they were both in artificial bodies his gold, hers a lustrous bronze they were well on the way to a full-fledged romance.


  The pad bleeped again, and Rathburn touched the ANSWER icon no need to use a stylus anymore; his synthetic fingers didn’t secrete oils that would leave a mark on the screen.


  Rathburn had that strange feeling he’d experienced once or twice since uploading the feeling of deep surprise that would have been accompanied by his old heart skipping a beat. “Mr. Shiozaki?” he said. “I didn’t expect to ever see you again.”


  “I’m sorry to have to bother you, George, but we’ve well, we’ve got an emergency. Your old body has taken a hostage here in Paradise Valley.”


  “What? My God . . .”


  “He’s saying he will kill the woman if we don’t let him talk to you.”


  George wanted to do the right thing, but . . .


  But he’d spent weeks now trying to forget that another version of him still existed. “I..um . . . I guess it’d be okay if you put him on.”


  Shiozaki shook his head. “No. He won’t take a phone call. He says you have to come here in person.”


  “But . . . but you said . . .”


  “I know what we told you during counseling, but, damn it, George, a woman’s life is at stake. You might be immortal now, but she isn’t.”


  Rathburn thought for another few seconds, then: “All right. All right. I can be there in a couple of hours.”


  The robot-bodied George Rathburn was shocked by what he was seeing on the vidphone in Shiozaki’s office. It was him just as he remembered himself. His soft, fragile body; his graying temples; his receding hairline; his nose that he’d always thought was too large.


  But it was him doing something he never could have imagined doing holding a surgical blade to a woman’s throat.


  Detective Lucerne spoke toward the phone’s pickups. “Okay,” he said. “He’s here. The other you is here.”


  On the screen, Rathburn could see his shed skin’s eyes go wide as they beheld what he’d become. Of course, that version of him had selected the golden body but it had only been an empty shell then, with no inner workings. “Well, well, well,” said G.R. “Welcome, brother.”


  Rathburn didn’t trust his synthesized voice, so he simply nodded.


  “Come on down to the hospital,” said G.R. “Go to the observation gallery above the operating theater; I’ll go to the operating theater itself. We’ll be able to see each other and we’ll be able to talk, man to man.”


  “Hello,” said Rathburn. He was standing on his golden legs, staring through the angled sheet of glass that overlooked the operating room.


  “Hello,” said GR-7, looking up. “Before we go any further, I need you to prove that you are who you say you are. Sorry about this, but, well, it could be anyone inside that robot.”


  “It’s me,” said Rathburn.


  “No. At best it’s one of us. But I’ve got to be sure.”


  “So ask me a question.”


  GR-7 was clearly prepared for this. “The first girl to ever give us a blowjob.”


  “Carrie,” said Rathburn, at once. “At the soccer field.”


  GR-7 smiled. “Good to see you, brother.”


  Rathburn was silent for a few moments. He swiveled his head on noiseless, frictionless bearings, looking briefly at Lucerne’s face, visible on a vidphone out of view of the observation window. Then he turned back to his shed skin. “I, ah, I understand you want to be called George.”


  “That’s right.”


  But Rathburn shook his head. “We you and I, when we were one shared exactly the same opinion about this matter. We wanted to live forever. And that can’t be done in a biological body. You know that.”


  “It can’t be done yet in a biological body. But I’m only forty-five. Who knows what technology will be available in the rest of our of my lifetime?”


  Rathburn no longer breathed so he could no longer sigh. But he moved his steel shoulders while feeling the emotion that used to produce a sigh. “You know why we chose to transfer early. You have a genetic predisposition to fatal strokes. But I don’t have that George Rathburn doesn’t have that anymore. You might check out any day now, and if we hadn’t transferred our consciousness into this body, there would have been no immortality for us.”


  “But we didn’t transfer consciousness,” said GR-7. “We copied consciousness bit for bit, synapse for synapse. You’re a copy. I’m the original.”


  “Not as a matter of law,” said Rathburn. “You the biological you signed the contract that authorized the transfer of personhood. You signed it with the same hand you’re using to hold that scalpel to Dr. Ng’s throat.”


  “But I’ve changed my mind.”


  “You don’t have a mind to change. The software we called the mind of George Rathburn the only legal version of it has been transferred from the hardware of your biological brain to the hardware of our new body’s nano-gel CPU.” The robotic Rathburn paused. “By rights, as in any transfer of software, the original should have been destroyed.”


  GR-7 frowned. “Except that society wouldn’t allow for that, any more than it would allow for physician-assisted suicide. it’s illegal to terminate a source body, even after the brain has been transferred.”


  “Exactly,” said Rathburn, nodding his robotic head. “And you have to activate the replacement before the source dies, or else the court will determine that there’s been no continuity of personhood and dispose of the assets. Death may not be certain anymore, but taxes certainly are.”


  Rathburn had hoped GR-7 would laugh at that, hoped that a bridge could be built between them. But GR-7 simply said, “So I’m stuck here.”


  “I’d hardly call it ‘stuck,’ ” said Rathburn. “Paradise Valley is a little piece of heaven here on Earth. Why not just enjoy it, until you really do go to heaven?”


  “I hate it here,” said GR-7. He paused. “Look, I accept that by the current wording of the law, I have no legal standing. All right, then. I can’t make them nullify the transfer but you can. You are a person in the eyes of the law; you can do this.”


  “But I don’t want to do it. I like being immortal.”


  “But I don’t like being a prisoner.”


  “It’s not me that’s changed,” said the android. “It’s you. Think about what you’re doing. We were never violent. We would never dream of taking a hostage, of holding a knife to someone’s throat, of frightening a woman half to death. You’re the one who has changed.”


  But the skin shook his head. “Nonsense. We’d just never been in such desperate circumstances before. Desperate circumstances make one do desperate things. The fact that you can’t conceive of us doing this means that you’re a flawed copy. This this transfer process isn’t ready for prime time yet. You should nullify the copy and let me, the original, go on with your with our life.”


  It was now the robotic Rathburn’s turn to shake his head. “Look, you must realize that this can’t ever work that even if I were to sign some paper that transferred our legal status back to you, there are witnesses here to testify that I’d been coerced into signing it. It would have no legal value.”


  “You think you can outsmart me?” said GR-7. “I am you. Of course I know that.”


  “Good. Then let that woman go.”


  “You’re not thinking,” said GR-7. “Or at least you’re not thinking hard enough. Come on, this is me you’re talking to. You must know I’d have a better plan than that.”


  “I don’t see . . .”


  “You mean you don’t want to see. Think, Copy of George. Think.”


  “I still don’t . . .” The robotic Rathburn trailed off. “Oh. No, no, you can’t expect me to do that.”


  “Yes, I do,” said GR-7.


  “But . . .”


  “But what?” The skin moved his free hand the one not holding the scalpel in a sweeping gesture. “It’s a simple proposition. Kill yourself, and your rights of personhood will default back to me. You’re correct that, right now, I’m not a person under the law meaning I can’t be charged with a crime. So I don’t have to worry about going to jail for anything I do now. Oh, they might try but I’ll ultimately get off, because if I don’t, the court will have to admit that not just me, but all of us here in Paradise Valley are still human beings, with human rights.”


  “What you’re asking is impossible.”


  “What I’m asking is the only thing that makes sense. I talked to a friend who used to be a lawyer. The personhood rights will revert if the original is still alive, but the uploaded version isn’t. I’m sure no one ever intended the law to be used for this purpose; I’m told it was designed to allow product-liability suits if the robot brain failed shortly after transfer. But regardless, if you kill yourself, I get to go back to being a free human.” GR-7 paused for a moment. “So what’s it going to be? Your pseudolife, or the real flesh-and-blood life of this woman?”


  “George . . .” said the robot mouth. “Please.”


  But the biological George shook his head. “If you really believe that you, as a copy of me, are more real than the original that still exists if you really believe that you have a soul, just like this woman does, inside your robotic frame then there’s no particular reason why you should sacrifice yourself for Dr. Ng here. But if, down deep, you’re thinking that I’m correct, that she really is alive, and you’re not, then you’ll do the right thing.” He pressed the scalpel’s blade in slightly, drawing blood again. “What’s it going to be?”


  George Rathburn had returned to Shiozaki’s office, and Detective Lucerne was doing his best to persuade the robot-housed mind to agree to GR-7’s terms.


  “Not in a million years,” said Rathburn, “and, believe me, I intend to be around that long.”


  “But another copy of you can be made,” said Lucerne.


  “But it won’t be me this me.”


  “But that woman, Dr. Ng: she’s got a husband, three daughters . . .”


  “I’m not insensitive to that, Detective,” said Rathburn, pacing back and forth on his golden mechanical legs. “But let me put it to you another way. Say this is 1875, in the southern US. The Civil War is over, blacks in theory have the same legal status as whites. But a white man is being held hostage, and he’ll only be let go if a black man agrees to sacrifice himself in the white man’s place. See the parallel? Despite all the courtroom wrangling that was done to make uploaded life able to maintain the legal status, the personhood, of the original, you’re asking me to set that aside, and reaffirm what the whites in the south felt they knew all along: that, all legal mumbo-jumbo to the contrary, a black man is worth less than a white man. Well, I won’t do that. I wouldn’t affirm that racist position, and I’ll be damned if I’ll affirm the modern equivalent: that a silicon-based person is worth less than a carbon-based person.”


  “I’ll be damned,’ ” repeated Lucerne, imitating Rathburn’s synthesized voice. He let the comment hang in the air, waiting to see if Rathburn would respond to it.


  And Rathburn couldn’t resist. “Yes, I know there are those who would say I can’t be damned—because whatever it is that constitutes the human soul isn’t recorded during the transference process. That’s the gist of it, isn’t it? The argument that I’m not really human comes down to a theological assertion: I can’t be human, because I have no soul. But I tell you this, Detective Lucerne: I feel every bit as alive—and every bit as spiritual—as I did before the transfer. I’m convinced that I do have a soul, or a divine spark, or an élan vital, or whatever you want to call it. My life in this particular packaging of it is not worth one iota less than Dr. Ng’s, or anyone else’s.”


  Lucerne was quiet for a time, considering. “But what about the other you? You’re willing to stand here and tell me that that version—the original, flesh-and-blood version—is not human anymore. And you would have that distinction by legal fiat, just as blacks were denied human rights in the old south.”


  “There’s a difference,” said Rathburn. “There’s a big difference. That version of me—the one holding Dr. Ng hostage—agreed of its own free will, without any coercion whatsoever, to that very proposition. He—it—agreed that it would no longer be human, once the transfer into the robot body was completed.”


  “But he doesn’t want it to be that way anymore.”


  “Tough. It’s not the first contract that he—that I—signed in my life that I later regretted. But simple regret isn’t reason enough to get out of a legally valid transaction.” Rathburn shook his robotic head. “No, I’m sorry. I refuse. Believe me, I wish more than anything that you could save Dr. Ng—but you’re going to have to find another way to do it. There’s too much at stake here for my people—for uploaded humans—to let me make any other decision.”


  “All right,” Lucerne finally said to the robotic Rathburn, “I give up. If we can’t do it the easy way, we’re going to have to do it the hard way. It’s a good thing the old Rathburn wants to see the new Rathburn directly. Having him in that operating room while you’re in the overlooking observation gallery will be perfect for sneaking a sharpshooter in.”


  Rathburn felt as though his eyes should go wide, but of course they did not. “You’re going to shoot him?”


  “You’ve left us no other choice. Standard procedure is to give the hostage-taker everything he wants, get the hostage back, then go after the criminal. But the only thing he wants is for you to be dead—and you’re not willing to cooperate. So we’re going to take him out.”


  “You’ll use a tranquilizer, won’t you?”


  Lucerne snorted. “On a man holding a knife to a woman’s throat? We need something that will turn him off like a light, before he’s got time to react. And the best way to do that is a bullet to the head or chest.”


  “But . . . but I don’t want you to kill him.”


  Lucerne made an even louder snort. “By your logic, he’s not alive anyway.”


  “Yes, but . . .”


  “But what? You willing to give him what he wants?”


  “I can’t. Surely you can see that.”


  Lucerne shrugged. “Too bad. I was looking forward to being able to quip ‘Goodbye, Mr. Chips.’ ”


  “Damn you,” said Rathburn. “Don’t you see that it’s because of that sort of attitude that I can’t allow this precedent?”


  Lucerne made no reply, and after a time Rathburn continued. “Can’t we fake my death somehow? Just enough for you to get Ng back to safety?”


  Lucerne shook his head. “GR-7 demanded proof that it was really you inside that tin can. I don’t think he can be easily fooled. But you know him better than anyone else. Could you be fooled?”


  Rathburn tipped his mechanical head down. “No. No, I’m sure he’ll demand positive proof.”


  “Then we’re back to the sharpshooter.”


  Rathburn walked into the observation gallery, his golden feet making soft metallic clangs as they touched the hard, tiled floor. He looked through the angled glass, down at the operating room below. The slab-of-flab version of himself had Dr. Ng tied up now, her hands and feet bound with surgical tape. She couldn’t get away, but he no longer had to constantly hold the scalpel to her throat. GR-7 was standing up, and she was next to him, leaning against the operating table.


  The angled window continued down to within a half-meter of the floor. Crouching below its sill was Conrad Burloak, the sharpshooter, in a gray uniform, holding a black rifle. A small transmitter had been inserted in Rathburn’s camera hardware, copying everything his glass eyes were seeing onto a datapad Burloak had with him.


  In ideal circumstances, Burloak had said, he liked to shoot for the head, but here he was going to have to fire through the plate-glass window, and that might deflect the bullet slightly. So he was going to aim for the center of the torso, a bigger target. As soon as the datapad showed a clean line-of-fire at G.R., Burloak would pop up and blow him away.


  “Hello, George,” said the robotic Rathburn. There was an open intercom between the observation gallery and the operating theater below.


  “All right,” said the fleshy one. “Let’s get this over with. Open the access panel to your nano-gel braincase, and . . .”


  But GR-7 trailed off, seeing that the robotic Rathburn was shaking his head. “I’m sorry, George. I’m not going to deactivate myself.”


  “You prefer to see Dr. Ng die?”


  Rathburn could shut off his visual input, the equivalent of closing his eyes. He did that just now for a moment, presumably much to the chagrin of the sharpshooter studying the datapad. “Believe me, George, the last thing I want to do is see anyone die.”


  He reactivated his eyes. He’d thought he’d been suitably ironic but, of course, the other him had the same mind. GR-7, perhaps suspecting that something was up, had moved Dr. Ng so that she was now standing between himself and the glass,


  “Don’t try anything funny,” said the skin. “I’ve got nothing to lose.”


  Rathburn looked down on his former self—but only in the literal sense. He didn’t want to see this . . . this man, this being, this thing, this entity, this whatever it was, hurt.


  After all, even if the shed skin wasn’t a person in the cold eyes of the law, he surely still remembered that time he’d—they’d—almost drowned swimming at the cottage, and mom pulling him to shore while his arms flailed in panic. And he remembered his first day at junior-high school, when a gang of grade nines had beaten him up as initiation. And he remembered the incredible shock and sadness when he’d come home from his weekend job at the hardware store and found dad slumped over in his easy chair, dead from a stroke.


  And that biological him must remember all the good things, too: hitting that home run clear over the fence in grade eight, after all the members of the opposing team had moved in close; his first kiss, at a party, playing spin the bottle; and his first romantic kiss, with Dana, her studded tongue sliding into his mouth; that perfect day in the Bahamas, with the most gorgeous sunset he’d ever seen.


  Yes, this other him wasn’t just a backup, wasn’t just a repository of data. He knew all the same things, felt all the same things, and—


  The sharpshooter had crawled several meters along the floor of the observation gallery, trying to get a clean angle at GR-7. Out of the corner of his robotic vision—which was as sharp at the peripheries as it was in the center—Rathburn saw the sharpshooter tense his muscles, and then—


  And then Burloak leaped up, swinging his rifle, and—


  And to his astonishment, Rathburn found the words “Look out, George!” emitting from his robotic mouth at a greatly amplified volume.


  And just as the words came out, Burloak fired, and the window exploded into a thousand shards, and GR-7 spun around, grabbing Dr. Ng, swinging her in between himself and the sharpshooter, and the bullet hit, drilling a hole through the woman’s heart, and through the chest of the man behind her, and they both crumpled to the operating-room floor, and human blood flowed out of them, and the glass shards rained down upon them like robot tears.


  And so, at last, there was no more ambiguity. There was only one George Rathburn—a single iteration of the consciousness that had first bloomed some forty-five years ago, now executing as code in the nano-gel inside a robotic form.


  George suspected that Shiozaki would try to cover up what had occurred back in Paradise Valley—at least the details. He’d have to admit that Dr. Ng had been killed by a skin, but doubtless Shiozaki would want to gloss over Rathburn’s warning shout. After all, it would be bad for business if those about to shed got wind of the fact that the new versions still had empathy for the old ones.


  But Detective Lucerne and his sharpshooter would want just the opposite: only by citing the robotic Rathburn’s interference could they exonerate the sharpshooter from accidentally shooting the hostage.


  But nothing could exonerate GR-7 from what he’d done, swinging that poor, frightened woman in front of himself as a shield . . .


  Rathburn sat down in his country house’s living room. Despite his robotic body, he did feel weary—bone-weary—and needed the support of the chair.


  He’d done the right thing, even if GR-7 hadn’t; he knew that. Any other choice by him would have been devastating not just for himself, but also for Kathryn and every other uploaded consciousness. There really had been no alternative.


  Immortality is grand. Immortality is great. As long as you have a clear conscience, that is. As long as you’re not tortured by doubt, racked by depression, overcome with guilt.


  That poor woman, Dr. Ng. She’d done nothing wrong, nothing at all.


  And now she was dead.


  And he—a version of him—had caused her to be killed.


  GR-7’s words replayed in Rathburn’s memory. We’d just never been in such desperate circumstances before.


  Perhaps that was true. But he was in desperate circumstances now.


  And he’d found himself contemplating actions he never would have considered possible for him before.


  That poor woman. That poor dead woman . . .


  It wasn’t just GR-7’s fault. It was his fault. Her death was a direct consequence of him wanting to live forever.


  And he’d have to live with the guilt of that forever.


  Unless . . .


  Desperate circumstances make one do desperate things.


  He picked up the magnetic pistol—astonishing what things you could buy online these days. A proximity blast from it would destroy all recordings in nano-gel.


  George Rathburn looked at the pistol, at its shiny, hard exterior.


  And he placed the emitter against the side of his stainless-steel skull, and, after a few moments of hesitation, his golden robotic finger contracted against the trigger.


  What better way, after all, was there to prove that he was still human?


  THE BEST CHRISTMAS EVER


  James Patrick Kelly


  Aunty Em's man was not doing well at all. He had been droopy and gray ever since the neighbor Mr. Kimura had died, shuffling around the house in nothing but socks and bathrobe. He had even lost interest in the model train layout that he and the neighbor were building in the garage. Sometimes he stayed in bed until eleven in the morning and had ancient Twinkies for lunch. He had a sour, vinegary smell. By midafternoon he'd be asking her to mix strange ethanol concoctions like Brave Little Toasters and Tin Honeymoons. After he had drunk five or six, he would stagger around the house mumbling about the big fires he'd fought with Ladder Company No. 3 or the wife he had lost in the Boston plague. Sometimes he would just cry.


  •  •   •   •


  Begin Interaction 4022932


  •  •   •   •


  “Do you want to watch Annie Hall?” Aunty Em asked.


  The man perched on the edge of the Tyvola sofa in the living room, elbows propped on knees, head sunk into hands.


  “The General? Monty Python and the Holy Grail? Spaced Out?”


  “I hate that robot.” He tugged at his thinning hair and snarled. “I hate robots.”


  Aunty Em did not take this personally—she was a biop, not a robot. “I could call Lola. She’s been asking after you.”


  “I’ll bet.” Still, he looked up from damp hands. “I’d rather have Kathy.”


  This was a bad sign. Kathy was the lost wife. The girlfriend biop could certainly assume that body; she could look like anyone the man wanted. But while the girlfriend biop could pretend, she could never be the wife that the man missed. His reactions to the Kathy body were always erratic and sometimes dangerous.


  “I’ll nose around town,” said Aunty Em. “I heard Kathy was off on a business trip, but maybe she’s back.”


  “Nose around,” he said and then reached for the glass on the original Noguchi coffee table with spread fingers, as if he thought it might try to leap from his grasp. “You do that.” He captured it on the second attempt.


  •  •   •   •


  End Interaction 4022932


  •  •   •   •


  The man was fifty-six years old and in good health, considering. His name was Albert Paul Hopkins, but none of the biops called him that. Aunty Em called him Bertie. The girlfriend called him sweetie or Al. The pal biops called him Al or Hoppy or Sport. The stranger biops called him Mr. Hopkins or sir. The animal biops didn’t speak much, but the dog called him Buddy and the cat called him Mario.


  When Aunty Em beamed a summary of the interaction to the girlfriend biop, the girlfriend immediately volunteered to try the Kathy body again. The girlfriend had been desperate of late, since the man didn’t want anything to do with her. His slump had been hard on her, hard on Aunty Em too. Taking care of the man had changed the biops. They were all so much more emotional than they had been when they were first budded.


  But Aunty Em told the girlfriend to hold off. Instead she decided to throw a Christmas. She hadn’t done Christmas in almost eight months. She’d given him a Gone With The Wind Halloween and a Fourth of July with whistling busters, panoramas, phantom balls, and double-break shells, but those were only stopgaps. The man needed cookies, he needed presents, he was absolutely aching for a sleigh filled with Christmas cheer. So she beamed an alert to all of her biops and assigned roles. She warned them that if this wasn’t the best Christmas ever, they might lose the last man on earth.


  •  •   •   •


  Aunty Em spent three days baking cookies. She dumped eight sticks of fatty acid triglycerides, four cups of C12H22O11, four vat-grown ova, four teaspoons of flavor potentiator, twelve cups of milled grain endosperm, and five teaspoons each of NaHCO3 and KHC4H4O6 into the bathtub and then trod on the mixture with her best baking boots. She rolled the dough and then pulled cookie cutters off the top shelf of the pantry: the mitten and the dollar sign and the snake and the double-bladed ax. She dusted the cookies with red nutriceutical sprinkles, baked them at 190°C, and brought a plate to the man while they were still warm.


  The poor thing was melting into the recliner in the television room. He clutched a half-full tumbler of Sins-of-the-Mother, as if it were the anchor that was keeping him from floating out of the window. He had done nothing but watch classic commercials with the sound off since he had fallen out of bed. The cat was curled on the man’s lap, pretending to be asleep.


  •  •   •   •


  Begin Interaction 4022947


  •  •   •   •


  “Cookies, Bertie,” said Aunty Em. “Fresh from the oven, oven fresh.” She set the plate down on the end table next to the Waterford lead crystal vase filled with silk daffodils.


  “Not hungry,” he said. On the mint-condition 34-inch Sony Hi-Scan television Ronald McDonald was dancing with some kids.


  Aunty Em stepped in front of the screen, blocking his view. “Have you decided what you want for Christmas, dear?”


  “It isn’t Christmas.” He waved her away from the set, but she didn’t budge. He did succeed in disturbing the cat, which stood, arched its back, and then dropped to the floor.


  “No, of course it isn’t.” She laughed. “Christmas isn’t until next week.”


  He aimed the remote at the set and turned up the sound. A man was talking very fast. “Two all beef patties, special sauce, lettuce, cheese . . .”


  Aunty Em pressed the off button with her knee. “I’m talking to you, Bertie.”


  The man lowered the remote. “What’s today?”


  “Today is Friday.” She considered. “Yes, Friday.”


  “No, I mean the date.”


  “The date is . . . let me see. The twenty-first.”


  His skin temperature had risen from 33°C to 37°. “The twenty-first of what?” he said.


  She stepped away from the screen. “Have another cookie, Bertie.”


  “All right.” He turned the television on and muted it. “You win.” A morose Maytag repairman slouched at his desk, waiting for the phone to ring. “I know what I want,” said the man. “I want a Glock 17.”


  “And what is that, dear?”


  “It’s a nine millimeter handgun.”


  “A handgun, oh my.” Aunty Em was so flustered that she ate one of her own cookies, even though she had extinguished her digestive track for the day. “For shooting? What would you shoot?”


  “I don’t know.” He broke the head off a gingerbread man. “A reindeer. The TV. Maybe one of you.”


  “Us? Oh, Bertie—one of us?”


  He made a gun out of his thumb and forefinger and aimed. “Maybe just the cat.” His thumb came down.


  The cat twitched. “Mario,” it said and nudged the man’s bare foot with its head. “No, Mario.”


  On the screen the Jolly Green Giant rained peas down on capering elves.


  •  •   •   •


  End Interaction 4022947


  •  •   •   •


  Begin Interaction 4023013


  •  •   •   •


  The man stepped onto the front porch of his house and squinted at the sky, blinking. It was late spring and the daffodils were nodding in a warm breeze. Aunty Em pulled the sleigh to the bottom of the steps and honked the horn. It played the first three notes of “Jingle Bells.” The man turned to go back into the house but the girlfriend biop took him by the arm. “Come on now, sweetie,” she said and steered him toward the steps.


  The girlfriend had assumed the Donna Reed body the day before, but unlike previous Christmases, the man had taken no sexual interest in her. She was wearing the severe black dress with the white lace collar from the last scene of It’s A Wonderful Life. The girlfriend looked as worried about the man as Mary had been about despairing George Bailey. All the biops were worried, thought Aunty Em. They would be just devastated if anything happened to him. She waved gaily and hit the horn again. Beep-beep-BEEP!


  The dog and the cat had transformed themselves into reindeer for the outing. The cat got the red nose. Three of the animal biops had assumed reindeer bodies too. They were all harnessed to the sleigh, which hovered about a foot off the ground. As the man stumped down the steps, Aunty Em discouraged the antigrav, and the runners crunched against gravel. The girlfriend bundled the man aboard.


  “Do you see who we have guiding the way?” said Aunty Em. She beamed the cat and it lit up its nose. “See?”


  “Is that the fake cop?” The man coughed. “Or the fake pizza guy? I can’t keep them straight.”


  “On Dasher, now Dancer, now Comet and Nixon,” cried Aunty Em as she encouraged the antigrav. “To the mall, Rudolf, and don’t bother to slow down for yellow lights!” She cracked the whip and away they went, down the driveway and out into the world.


  The man lived at the edge of the biop compound, away from the bustle of the spaceport and the accumulatorium with its bulging galleries of authentic human artifacts and the vat where new biops were budded off the master template. They drove along the perimeter road. The biops were letting the forest take over here, and saplings of birch and hemlock sprouted from the ruins of the town.


  The sleigh floated across a bridge and Aunty Em started to sing. “Over the river and through the woods . . .” But when she glanced over her shoulder and saw the look on the man’s face, she stopped. “Is something wrong, Bertie dear?”


  “Where are you taking me?” he said. “I don’t recognize this road.”


  “It’s a secret,” said Aunty Em. “A Christmas secret.”


  His blood pressure had dropped to 93/60. “Have I been there before?”


  “I wouldn’t think so. No.”


  The girlfriend clutched the man’s shoulder. “Look,” she said. “Sheep.”


  Four ewes had gathered at the river’s edge to drink, their stumpy tails twitching. They were big animals; their long, tawny fleeces made them look like walking couches. A brown man on a dromedary camel watched over them. He was wearing a satin robe in royal purple with gold trim at the neck. When Aunty Em beamed him the signal, he tapped the line attached to the camel’s nose peg and the animal turned to face the road.


  “One of the wise men,” said Aunty Em.


  “The king of the shepherds,” said the girlfriend.


  As the sleigh drove by, the wise man tipped his crown to them. The sheep looked up from the river and bleated, “Happy holidays.”


  “They’re so cute,” said the girlfriend. “I wish we had sheep.”


  The man sighed. “I could use a drink.”


  “Not just yet, Bertie,” said Aunty Em. “But I bet Mary packed your candy.”


  The girlfriend pulled a plastic pumpkin from underneath the seat. It was filled with leftovers from the Easter they’d had last month. She held it out to the man and shook it. It was filled with peeps and candy corn and squirtgum and chocolate crosses. He pulled a peep from the pumpkin and sniffed it suspiciously.


  “It’s safe, sweetie,” said the girlfriend. “I irradiated everything just before we left.”


  There were no cars parked in the crumbling lot of the Wal-Mart. They pulled up to the entrance where a Salvation Army Santa stood over a black plastic pot holding a bell. The man didn’t move.


  “We’re here, Al.” The girlfriend nudged him. “Let’s go.”


  “What is this?” said the man.


  “Christmas shopping,” said Aunty Em. “Time to shop.”


  “Who the hell am I supposed to shop for?”


  “Whoever you want,” said Aunty Em. “You could shop for us. You could shop for yourself. You could shop for Kathy.”


  “Aunty Em!” said the girlfriend.


  “No,” said the man. “Not Kathy.”


  “Then how about Mrs. Marelli?”


  The man froze. “Is that what this is about?”


  “It’s about Christmas, Al,” said the girlfriend. “It’s about getting out of the god-damned sleigh and going into the store.” She climbed over him and jumped down to the pavement before Aunty Em could discourage the antigrav. She stalked by the Santa and through the entrance without looking back. Aunty Em beamed her a request to come back but she went dark.


  “All right,” said the man. “You win.”


  The Santa rang his bell at them as they approached. The man stopped and grasped Aunty Em’s arm. “Just a minute,” he said and ran back to the sleigh to fetch the plastic pumpkin. He emptied the candy into the Santa’s pot.


  “God bless you, young man.” The Santa knelt and sifted the candy through his red suede gloves as if it were gold.


  “Yeah,” said the man. “Merry Christmas.”


  Aunty Em twinkled at the two of them. She thought the man might finally be getting into the spirit of the season.


  The store was full of biops, transformed into shoppers. They had stocked the shelves with artifacts authenticated by the accumulatorium: Barbies and Sonys and Goodyears and Dockers; patio furniture and towels and microwave ovens and watches. At the front of the store was an array of polyvinyl chloride spruce trees predecorated with bubble lights and topped with glass penguins. Some of the merchandise was new, some used, some broken. The man paid attention to none of it, not even the array of genuine Lionel “O” Scale locomotives and freight cars Aunty Em had ordered specially for this interaction. He passed methodically down the aisles, eyes bright, searching. He strode right by the girlfriend, who was sulking in Cosmetics.


  Aunty Em paused to touch her shoulder and beam an encouragement, but the girlfriend shook her off. Aunty Em thought she would have to do something about the girlfriend, but she didn’t know what exactly. If she sent her back to the vat and replaced her with a new biop, the man would surely notice. The girlfriend and the man had been quite close before the man had slipped into his funk. She knew things about him that even Aunty Em didn’t know.


  The man found Mrs. Marelli sitting on the floor in the hardware section. She was opening packages of GE Soft White 100-watt light bulbs and then smashing them with a Stanley Workmaster claw hammer. The biop shoppers paid no attention. Only the lead biop of her team, Dr. Watson, seemed to worry about her. He waited with a broom, and whenever she tore into a new box of light bulbs he swept the shards of glass away.


  Aunty Em was shocked at the waste. How many pre-extinction light bulbs were left on this world? Twenty thousand? Ten? She wanted to beam a rebuke to Dr. Watson, but she knew he was doing a difficult job as best he could.


  “Hello, Ellen.” The man knelt next to the woman. “How are you doing?”


  She glanced at him, hammer raised. “Dad?” She blinked. “Is that you, Dad?”


  “No, it’s Albert Hopkins. Al—you know, your neighbor. We’ve met before. These . . . people introduced us. Remember the picnic? The trip to the spaceport?”


  “Picnic?” She shook her head as if to clear it. Ellen Theresa Marelli was eleven years older than the man. She was wearing Bruno Magli black leather flats and a crinkly light blue Land’s End dress with a pattern of small dark blue and white flowers. Her hair was gray and a little thin but was nicely cut and permed into tight curls. She was much better groomed than the man, but that was because she couldn’t take care of herself anymore and so her biops did everything for her. “I like picnics.”


  “What are you doing here, Ellen?”


  She stared at the hammer as if she were surprised to see it. “Practicing.”


  “Practicing for what?” He held out his hand for the hammer and she gave it to him.


  “Just practicing.” She gave him a sly look. “What are you doing here?”


  “I was hoping to do a little Christmas shopping.”


  “Oh, is it Christmas?” Her eyes went wide.


  “In a couple of days,” said the man. “Do you want to tag along?”


  She turned to Dr. Watson. “Can I?”


  “By all means.” Dr. Watson swept the space in front of her.


  “Oh goody!” She clapped her hands. “This is just the best.” She tried to get up but couldn’t until the man and Dr. Watson helped her to her feet. “We’ll need a shopping cart,” she said.


  She tottered to the fashion aisles and tried on sweaters. The man helped her pick out a Ralph Lauren blue cable cardigan that matched her dress. In the housewares section, she decided that she needed a Zyliss garlic press. She spent the most time in the toy aisle, lingering at the Barbies. She didn’t care much for the late models, still in their packaging. Instead she made straight for the vintage Barbies and Kens and Francies and Skippers posed around the Barbie Dream House and the Barbie Motor Home. Dr. Watson watched her nervously.


  “Look, they even have talking Barbies,” she said, picking up a doll in an orange flowered dress. “I had one just like this. With all the blond hair and everything. See the little necklace? You press the button and . . .”


  But the Barbie didn’t speak. The woman’s mouth set in a grim line and she smashed it against the shelf.


  “Ellie,” said Dr. Watson. “I wish you wouldn’t . . .”


  The woman threw the doll at him and picked up another. This was a brunette that was wearing only the top of her hot pink bathing suit. The woman jabbed at the button.


  “It’s time to get ready for my date with Ken,” said the doll in a raspy voice.


  “That’s better,” said the woman.


  She pressed the button again and the doll said, “Let’s invite the gang over!”


  The woman turned to the man and the two biops, clearly excited. “Here.” She thrust the doll at Aunty Em, who was nearest to her. “You try.” Aunty Em pressed the button.


  “I can’t wait to meet my friends,” said the doll.


  “What a lovely toy!” Aunty Em smiled. “She certainly has the Christmas spirit, don’t you think, Bertie?”


  The man frowned and Aunty Em could tell from the slump of his shoulders that his good mood was slipping away. His heart rate jumped and his eyes were distant, a little misty. The woman must have noticed the change too, because she pointed a finger at Aunty Em.


  “You,” she said. “You ruin everything.”


  “Now Mrs. Marelli,” she said, “I . . .”


  “You’re following us.” The woman snatched the Barbie away from her. “Who are you?”


  “You know me, Mrs. Marelli. I’m Aunty Em.”


  “That’s crazy.” The woman’s laugh was like a growl. “I’m not crazy.”


  Dr. Watson beamed a general warning that he was terminating the interaction; seeing the man always upset the woman. “That’s enough, Ellen.” He grasped her forearm, and Aunty Em was relieved to see him paint relaxant onto her skin with his med finger. “I think it’s time to go.”


  The woman shivered. “Wait,” she said. “He said it was Christmas.” She pointed at the man. “Daddy said.”


  “We’ll talk about that when we get home, Ellen.”


  “Daddy.” She shook herself free and flung herself at the man.


  The man shook his head. “This isn’t . . .”


  “Ssh. It’s okay.” The woman hugged him. “Just pretend. That’s all we can do, isn’t it?” Reluctantly, he returned her embrace. “Daddy.” She spoke into his chest. “What are you getting me for Christmas?”


  “Can’t tell,” he said. “It’s a secret.”


  “A Barbie?” She giggled and pulled away from him.


  “You’ll just have to wait.”


  “I already know that’s what it is.”


  “But you might forget.” The man held out his hand and she gave him the doll. “Now close your eyes.”


  She shut them so tight that Aunty Em could see her orbicularis oculi muscles tremble.


  The man touched her forehead. “Daddy says forget.” He handed the doll to Dr. Watson, who mouthed Thank you. Dr. Watson beamed a request for Aunty Em to hide, and she sidled behind the bicycles where the woman couldn’t see her. “Okay, Ellen,” said the man. “Daddy says open your eyes.”


  She blinked at him. “Daddy,” she said softly, “when are you coming home?”


  The man was clearly taken aback; there was a beta wave spike in his EEG. “I . . . ah . . .” He scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t know,” he said. “Our friends here keep me pretty busy.”


  “I’m so lonely, Daddy.” The last woman on earth began to cry.


  The man opened his arms to her and they clung to each other, rocking back and forth. “I know,” said the man, over and over. “I know.”


  •  •   •   •


  End Interaction 4023013


  •  •   •   •


  Aunty Em, the dog, and the cat gathered in the living room of the house, waiting for the man to wake up. She had scheduled the pals, Jeff and Bill, to drop by around noon for sugar cookies and eggnog. The girlfriend was upstairs fuming. She had been Katie Couric, Anna Kournikova, and Jacqueline Kennedy since the Wal-Mart trip but the man had never even blinked at her.


  The music box was playing “Blue Christmas.” The tree was decorated with strings of pinlights and colored packing peanuts. Baseball cards and silver glass balls and plastic army men hung from the branches. Beneath the tree was a modest pile of presents. Aunty Em had picked out one each for the inner circle of biops and signed the man’s name to the cards. The rest were gifts for him from them.


  •  •   •   •


  Begin Interaction 4023064


  •  •   •   •


  “ ‘Morning, Mario,” said the cat.


  Aunty Em was surprised; it was only eight-thirty. But there was the man propped in the doorway, yawning.


  “Merry Christmas, Bertie!” she said.


  The dog scrabbled across the room to him. “Buddy, open now, Buddy, open, Buddy, open, open!” It went up on hind legs and pawed his knee.


  “Later.” The man pushed it away. “What’s for breakfast?” he said. “I feel like waffles.”


  “You want waffles?” said Aunty Em. “Waffles you get.”


  •  •   •   •


  End Interaction 4023064


  •  •   •   •


  She bustled into the kitchen as the man closed the bathroom door behind him. A few minutes later she heard the pipes clang as he turned on the shower. She beamed a revised schedule to the pals, calling for them to arrive within the hour.


  Aunty Em could not help but be pleased. This Christmas was already a great success. The man’s attitude had changed dramatically after the shopping trip. He was keeping regular hours and drinking much less. He had stopped by the train layout in the garage, although all he had done was look at it. Instead he had taken an interest in the garden in the backyard and had spent yesterday weeding the flowerbeds and digging a new vegetable patch. He had sent the pal Jeff to find seeds he could plant. The biops reported that they had found some peas and corn and string beans—but they were possibly contaminated and might not germinate. She had already warned some of the lesser animal biops that they might have to assume the form of corn stalks and pea vines if the crop failed.


  Now if only he would pay attention to the girlfriend.


  •  •   •   •


  Begin Interaction 4023066


  •  •   •   •


  The doorbell gonged the first eight notes of “Silent Night.”


  “Would you get that, Bertie dear?” Aunty Em was pouring freshly-budded ova into a pitcher filled with Pet Evaporated Milk.


  “It’s the pals,” the man called from the front hall. “Jeff and . . . I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”


  “Bill.”


  “Bill, of course. Come in, come in.”


  A few minutes later, Aunty Em found them sitting on the sofa in the living room. Each of the pals balanced a present on his lap, wrapped in identical green and red paper. They were listening uncomfortably as the cat recited “ ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas.” The man was busy playing Madden NFL 2007 on his Game Boy.


  “It’s time for sweets and presents, Bertie.” Aunty Em set the pitcher of eggnog next to the platter of cookies. She was disturbed that the girlfriend hadn’t joined the party yet. She beamed a query but the girlfriend was dark. “Presents and sweets.”


  The man opened Jeff’s present first. It was filled with hand tools for his new garden: a dibbler and a trowel and a claw hoe and a genuine Felco10 Professional Pruner. The dog gave the man a chewable rubber fire hydrant that squeeked when squeezed. The cat gave him an “O” Scale Western Pacific Steam Locomotive that had belonged to the dead neighbor, Mr. Kimura. The man and the cat exchanged looks briefly and then the cat yawned. The dog nudged his head under all the discarded wrapping paper and the man reached down with the claw hoe and scratched its back. Everyone but the cat laughed.


  Next came Bill’s present. In keeping with the garden theme of this Christmas, it was a painting of a balding old farmer and a middle-aged woman standing in front of a white house with an odd gothic window. Aunty Em could tell the man was a farmer because he was holding a pitchfork. The farmer stared out of the painting with a glum intensity; the woman looked at him askance. The curator biop claimed that it was one of the most copied images in the inventory, so Aunty Em was not surprised that the man seemed to recognize it.


  “This looks like real paint,” he said.


  “Yes,” said Bill. “Oil on beaverboard.”


  “What’s beaverboard?” said the cat.


  “A light, semirigid building material of compressed wood pulp,” Bill said. “I looked it up.”


  The man turned the painting over and brushed his finger across the back. “Where did you get this?” His face was pale.


  “From the accumulatorium.”


  “No, I mean where before then?”


  Aunty Em eavesdropped as the pal beamed the query. “It was salvaged from the Chicago Art Institute.”


  “You’re giving me the original American Gothic?” His voice fell into a hole.


  “Is something the matter, Bertie?”


  He fell silent for a moment. “No, I suppose not.” He shook his head. “It’s a very thoughtful gift.” He propped the painting on the mantle, next to his scuffed leather fireman’s helmet that the biops had retrieved from the ruins of the Ladder Company No. 3 Firehouse two Christmases ago.


  Aunty Em wanted the man to open his big present, but the girlfriend had yet to make her entrance. So instead, she gave the pals their presents from the man. Jeff got the October 1937 issue of Spicy Adventure Stories. On the cover a brutish sailor carried a terrified woman in a shredded red dress out of the surf as their ship sank in the background. Aunty Em pretended to be shocked and the man actually chuckled. Bill got a chrome Model 1B14 Toastmaster two-slice toaster. The man took it from him and traced the triple loop logo etched in the side. “My mom had one of these.”


  Finally there was nothing left to open but the present wrapped in the blue paper with the Santa-in-space print. The man took the Glock 17 out of the box cautiously, as if he were afraid it might go off. It was black with a polymer grip and a four-and-a-half-inch steel barrel. Aunty Em had taken a calculated risk with the pistol. She always tried to give him whatever he asked for, as long as it wasn’t too dangerous. He wasn’t their captive after all. He was their master.


  “Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s not loaded. I looked but couldn’t find the right bullets.”


  “But I did,” said the girlfriend, sweeping into the room in the Kathy body. “I looked harder and found hundreds of thousands of bullets.”


  “Kathy,” said Aunty Em, as she beamed a request for her to terminate this unauthorized interaction. “What a nice surprise.”


  “9 millimeter Parabellum,” said the girlfriend. Ten rounds clattered onto the glass top of the Noguchi coffee table. “115 grain. Full metal jacket.”


  “What are you doing?” said the man.


  “You want to shoot someone?” The girlfriend glared at the man and swung her arms wide.


  “Kathy,” said Aunty Em. “You sound upset, dear. Maybe you should go lie down.”


  The man returned the girlfriend’s stare. “You’re not Kathy.”


  “No,” said the girlfriend. “I’m nobody you know.”


  “Kathy’s dead,” said the man. “Everybody’s dead except for me and poor Ellen Marelli. That’s right, isn’t it?”


  The girlfriend sank to her knees, rested her head on the coffee table, and began to cry. Only biops didn’t cry, or at least no biop that Aunty Em had ever heard of. The man glanced around the room for an answer. The pals looked at their shoes and said nothing. “Jingle Bell Rock” tinkled on the music box. Aunty Em felt something swell inside of her and climb her throat until she thought she might burst. If this was what the man felt all the time, it was no wonder he was tempted to drink himself into insensibility.


  “Well?” he said.


  “Yes,” Aunty Em blurted. “Yes, dead, Bertie. All dead.”


  The man took a deep breath. “Thank you,” he said. “Sometimes I can’t believe that it really happened. Or else I forget. You make it easy to forget. Maybe you think that’s good for me. But I need to know who I am.”


  “Buddy,” said the dog, brushing against him. “Buddy, my Buddy.”


  The man patted the dog absently. “I could give up. But I won’t. I’ve had a bad spell the last couple of weeks, I know. That’s not your fault.” He heaved himself off the couch, came around the coffee table and knelt beside the girlfriend. “I really appreciate that you trust me with this gun. And these bullets too. That’s got to be scary, after what I said.” The girlfriend watched him scoop up the bullets. “Kathy, I don’t need these just now. Would you please keep them for me?”


  She nodded.


  “Do you know the movie, Miracle On 34th Street?” He poured the bullets into her cupped hands. “Not the remakes. The first one, with Maureen O’Hara?”


  She nodded again.


  He leaned close and whispered into her ear. His pulse soared to 93.


  She sniffed and then giggled.


  “You go ahead,” he said to her. “I’ll come up in a little while.” He gave her a pat on the rear and stood up. The other biops watched him nervously.


  “What’s with all the long faces?” He tucked the Glock into the waistband of his pants. “You look like them.” He waved at the painting of the somber farm folk, whose mood would never, ever change. “It’s Christmas Day, people. Let’s live it up!”


  •  •   •   •


  End Interaction 4023066


  •  •   •   •


  Over the years, Aunty Em gave the man many more Christmases, not to mention Thanksgivings, Easters, Halloweens, April Fools, and Valentine Days. But she always said—and no one contradicted her: not the man, not even the girlfriend—that this Christmas was the best ever.


  A PRINCESS OF EARTH


  Mike Resnick


  When Lisa died I felt like my soul had been ripped out of my body, and what was left wasn’t worth the powder to blow it to hell. To this day I don’t even know what she died of; the doctors tried to tell me why she had collapsed and what had killed her, but I just tuned them out. She was dead and I would never talk to her or touch her again, never share a million unimportant things with her, and that was the only fact that mattered. I didn’t even go to the funeral; I couldn’t bear to look at her in her coffin.


  I quit my job we’d been counting the days to my retirement so we could finally spend all our time together and I considered selling the house and moving to a smaller place, but in the end I couldn’t do it. There was too much of her there, things I’d lose forever if I moved away.


  I left her clothes in the closet, just the way they’d always been. Her hairbrush and her perfume and her lipstick remained on the vanity where she’d kept them neatly lined up. There was a painting of a New England landscape that I’d never liked much, but since she had loved it I left it hanging where it was. I had my favorite photos of her blown up and framed, and put them on every table and counter and shelf in the house.


  I had no desire to be with other people, so I spent most of my days catching up on my reading. Well, let me amend that. I started a lot of books; I finished almost none of them. It was the same thing with movies: I’d rent a few, begin playing them, and usually turn them off within fifteen or twenty minutes. Friends would invite me out, I’d refuse, and after awhile they stopped calling. I barely noticed.


  Winter came, a seemingly endless series of bleak days and frigid nights. It was the first time since I’d married Lisa that I didn’t bring a Christmas tree home to decorate. There just didn’t seem much sense to it. We’d never had any children, she wasn’t there to share it, and I wasn’t going to have any visitors.


  As it turned out, I was wrong about the visitor: I spotted him maybe an hour before midnight, wandering naked across my backyard during the worst blizzard of the season.


  At first I thought I was hallucinating. Five inches of snow had fallen, and the wind chill was something like ten below zero. I stared in disbelief for a full minute, and when he didn’t disappear, I put on my coat, climbed into my boots, grabbed a blanket, and rushed outside. When I reached him he seemed half frozen. I threw the blanket around him and led him back into the house.


  I rubbed his arms and legs vigorously with a towel, then sat him down in the kitchen and poured him some hot coffee. It took him a few minutes to stop shivering, but finally he reached out for the cup. He warmed his hands on it, then lifted it and took a sip.


  “Thank you,” he whispered hoarsely.


  Once I was sure he wasn’t going to die, I stood back and took a look at him. He was actually pretty good-looking now that his color was returning. He might have been thirty, maybe a couple of years older. Lean body, dark hair, gray eyes. A couple of scars, but I couldn’t tell what they were from, or how fresh they were. They could have been from one of the wars in Iraq, or old sports injuries, or perhaps just the wind whipping frozen bushes against him a few minutes ago.


  “Are you feeling better?” I asked.


  He nodded. “Yes, I’ll be all right soon.”


  “What the hell were you doing out there without any clothes on?”


  “Trying to get home,” he said with an ironic smile.


  “I haven’t seen you around,” I said. “Do you live near here?”


  “No.”


  “Is there someone who can pick you up and take you there?”


  He seemed about to answer me, then changed his mind and just shook his head.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  “John.” He took another swallow from the cup and made a face.


  “Yeah, I know,” I said. “The coffee’s pretty awful. Lisa made it better.”


  “Lisa?”


  “My wife,” I said. “She died last year.”


  We were both silent for a couple of minutes, and I noticed still more color returning to his face.


  “Where did you leave your clothes?” I asked.


  “They’re very far away.”


  “Just how far did you walk in this blizzard?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Okay,” I said in exasperation. “Who do I call the cops, the hospital, or the nearest asylum?”


  “Don’t call anyone,” said John. “I’ll be all right soon, and then I’ll leave.”


  “Dressed like that? In this weather?”


  He seemed surprised. “I’d forgotten. I guess I’ll have to wait here until it’s over. I’m sorry to impose, but . . .”


  “What the hell,” I said. “I’ve been alone a long time and I’m sure Lisa would say I could use a little company, even from a naked stranger. At any rate she wouldn’t want me to throw you out in the cold on Christmas Eve.” I stared at him. “I just hope you’re not dangerous.”


  “Not to my friends.”


  “I figure pulling you out of the snow and giving you shelter qualifies as an act of friendship,” I said. “Just what the hell were you doing out there, and what happened to your clothes?”


  “It’s a long story.”


  “It’s a long night, and I’ve got nothing to do.”


  “All right,” said John with a shrug. “I am a very old man; how old I do not know. Possibly I am a hundred, possibly more; but I can’t tell because I have never aged as other men, nor do I remember any childhood.”


  “Stop,” I said.


  “What is it?”


  “I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I’ve heard that before a long, long time ago. I don’t know where, but I’ve heard it.”


  He shook his head. “No you haven’t. But perhaps you’ve read it before.”


  I searched through my memory, mentally scanning the bookshelves of my youth and there I found it, right between The Wizard or Oz and King Solomon’s Mines. “God, it’s been close to half a century! I loved that book when I was growing up.”


  “Thank you,” said John.


  “What are you thanking me for?”


  “I wrote it.”


  “Sure you did,” I said. “I read the damned thing fifty years ago, and it was an old book then. Look at yourself in a mirror.”


  “Nevertheless.”


  Wonderful, I thought. Just what I needed on Christmas Eve. Other people get carolers; I get you. Aloud I said: “It wasn’t written by a John. It was written by an Edgar.”


  “He published it. I wrote it.”


  “Sure,” I said. “And your last name is Carter, right?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “I should have called the loony bin to begin with.”


  “They couldn’t get here until morning,” said John. “Trust me: you’re perfectly safe.”


  “The assurances of a guy who walks around naked in a snowstorm and thinks he’s John Carter of Mars aren’t exactly coin of the realm,” I said. The second I said it I kind of tensed and told myself I should be humoring him, that I was a sixty-four-year-old man with high blood pressure and worse cholesterol and he looked like a cruiserweight boxer. Then I realized that I didn’t really care whether he killed me or not, that I’d just been going through the motions of living since Lisa had died, and I decided not to humor him after all. If he picked up a kitchen knife and ran me through, Warlord of Mars style, at least it would put an end to the aching loneliness that had been my constant companion for almost a year.


  “So why do you think you’re John Carter?” I asked him.


  “Because I am.”


  “Why not Buck Rogers or Flash Gordon or the Scarlet Pimpernel for that matter?”


  “Why aren’t you Doc Savage or the Shadow?” he replied. “Or James Bond for that matter?”


  “I never claimed to be a fictional character,” I said.


  “Neither did I. I am John Carter, formerly of Virginia, and I am trying to return to my princess.”


  “Stark naked in a blizzard?”


  “My clothes do not survive the transition, and I am not responsible for the weather,” he said.


  “That’s a reasonably rational explanation for a crazy man.”


  He stared at me. “The woman I love more than life itself is millions of miles from here. Is it so crazy to want to return to her?”


  “No,” I admitted. “it’s not crazy to want to be with her. But it’s crazy to think she’s on Mars.”


  “Where do you think she is?” he asked.


  “How the hell should I know?” I shot back. “But I know nothing’s on Mars except a bunch of rocks. it’s below zero in the summer, there’s no oxygen, and if anything ever lived there, it died out fifty or sixty million years ago. What have you got to say to that?”


  “I have spent close to a century on Barsoom. Perhaps it is some other world than the one you know as Mars. Perhaps when I traverse the void, I also traverse the eons. I’m not interested in explanations, only in results. As long as I can once again hold my incomparable princess in my arms, I’ll leave the answers to the scientists and the philosophers.”


  “And the psychiatrists,” I added.


  He looked grimly amused. “So if you had your way, I would be locked away in an institution until they convinced me that the woman I love doesn’t exist and that my entire life has been a meaningless fantasy. You strike me as a very unhappy man; would that make you happier?”


  “I’m just a realistic man,” I said. “When I was a kid, I wanted so badly to believe A Princess of Mars was true that I used to stand in my backyard every night and reach my hands out to Mars, just the way you did. I kept waiting to get whisked away from the mundane life I’d been living and transported to Barsoom.” I paused. “It never happened. All I got from all that reaching was sore shoulders and a lot of teasing from friends who didn’t read books.”


  “Perhaps you had no reason to go to Barsoom,” he said. “You were a child, with your entire life ahead of you. I think that Barsoom can be very choosy about who it allows to visit.”


  “So now you’re saying that a planet is sentient?”


  “I have no idea if it is,” replied John. “Do you know for an absolute fact that it isn’t?”


  I stared at him irritably. “You’re better at this than I am,” I said. “You sound so fucking reasonable. Of course, you’ve had a lot more practice.”


  “More practice at what?”


  “Fooling people by sounding normal.”


  “More practice than you?”


  “See?” I said. “That’s what I mean. You’ve got an answer for everything, and if you don’t, then you respond with a question that’ll make me sound like a fool if I answer it. But I wasn’t wandering around naked in a blizzard in the middle of the night, and I don’t think I live on Mars.”


  “Do you feel better now?” he said.


  “Not much,” I admitted. “You want some more coffee?”


  “Actually, what I’d like to do is walk around a little and get some life back in my limbs.”


  “Outside?”


  He shook his head. “No, not outside.”


  “Fine,” I said, getting up. “it’s not as big or as stately as a Martian palace, but I’ll give you the chef’s tour.”


  He got to his feet, adjusted the blanket around himself, and fell into step behind me. I led him into the living room, then stopped.


  “Are you still cold?”


  “A little.”


  “I think I’ll light a fire,” I said. “I haven’t used the damned fireplace all winter. I might as well get my money’s worth.”


  “It’s not necessary,” he said. “I’ll be all right.”


  “It’s no bother,” I said, opening the screen and tossing a couple of logs onto the grate. “Look around while I’m doing it.”


  “You’re not afraid I might rob you?”


  “Have you got any pockets to put your loot in?” I asked.


  He smiled at that. “I guess it’s my good luck that I’m not a thief.”


  I spent the next couple of minutes positioning the kindling and starting the fire. I don’t know which rooms he’d seen, but he was just returning when I straightened up.


  “You must have loved her very much,” he said. “You’ve turned the house into a shrine to her.”


  “Whether you’re John Carter or merely think you’re John Carter, you should be able to understand what I felt.”


  “How long has she been gone?”


  “She died last February,” I said, then added bitterly: “On Valentine’s Day.”


  “She was a lovely woman.”


  “Most people just get older,” I said. “She got more beautiful every day. To me, anyway.”


  “I know.”


  “How could you know? You never met her, never saw her.”


  “I know because my princess grows more beautiful with every passing moment. When you are truly in love, your princess always grows more beautiful.”


  “And if she’s Barsoomian, she stays young for a thousand years, give or take,” I said, remembering the book.


  “Perhaps.”


  “Perhaps? Don’t you know?”


  “Does it really make a difference, as long as she remains young and beautiful in my eyes?”


  “That’s pretty philosophical for a guy who thinks he makes his living lopping off heads with a longsword,” I said.


  “I want nothing more than to live in peace,” he replied, sitting in the armchair that was closest to the fire. “I resent every second that I am away from my Dejah Thoris.”


  “I envy you,” I said.


  “I thought I was supposed to be insane,” he said wryly.


  “You are. It makes no difference. Whether your Dejah Thoris is real or whether she’s a figment of a deranged mind, you believe she exists and that you’re going to join her. My Lisa is dead; I’ll never see her again.”


  He made no reply, but simply stared at me.


  “You may be as crazy as a loon,” I continued, seating myself on the sofa, “but you’re convinced you’re going to see your Princess of Mars. I’d give up every last vestige of sanity if I could believe, even for a minute, that I would see my Princess of Earth one more time.”


  “I admire your courage,” said John.


  “Courage?” I repeated, surprised.


  “If my princess were to die, I would have no desire to live another day, even another moment, without her.”


  “It has nothing to do with a desire to live.”


  “Then what is it?”


  I shrugged. “Instinct. Inertia. I don’t know. I certainly haven’t enjoyed being alive the past year.”


  “And yet you have not ended it.”


  “Maybe it’s not courage at all,” I said. “Maybe it’s cowardice.”


  “Or maybe there is a reason.”


  “For living? I can’t give you one.”


  “Then perhaps it was Fate that I should appear at your house.”


  “You didn’t magically appear,” I said. “You walked here from wherever it was you left your clothes.”


  “No,” he said, shaking his head firmly. “One moment I was strolling through the gardens of my palace in Helium, hand in hand with my princess, and the next I was standing in your yard, without my harness or my weapons. I tried to return, but I couldn’t see Barsoom through the swirling snow, and if I can’t see it I can’t reach out to it.”


  “You’ve got a smooth answer for everything,” I said wearily. “I’ll bet you ace all your Rorschach tests, too.”


  “You know all your neighbors,” said John. “Have you ever seen me before? How far do you think a naked man could get in this blizzard? Have the police come by to warn you of an escaped madman?”


  “It’s a terrible night to be out, even for the police, and you seem like a harmless enough madman,” I replied.


  “Now who has the smooth answer?”


  “Okay, fine you’re John Carter, and Dejah Thoris is up there somewhere waiting for you, and it was Fate that brought you here, and tomorrow morning a very worried man won’t show up looking for his missing cousin or brother.”


  “You have my books,” he said. “Some of them anyway. I saw them on a shelf in your study. Use them. Ask me anything you want.”


  “What would that prove? There’s probably a thousand kids who can recite them word for word.”


  “Then I guess we’ll spend the night in silence.”


  “No,” I said. “I’ll ask you some questions but the answers won’t be in the books.”


  “Fine.”


  “All right,” I said. “How can you be so smitten with a woman who was hatched from an egg?”


  “How can you love a woman of Irish or Polish or Brazilian descent?” he asked. “How can you love a black woman, or a red one, or a white one? How can you love a Christian or a Jew? I love my princess because of what she is, not what she might have been.” He paused. “Why are you smiling?”


  “I was thinking that we’re growing a perceptive crop of madmen this year.”


  He gestured to one of Lisa’s photos. “I take it she had nothing in common with you.”


  “She had everything in common with me,” I said. “Except heritage and religion and upbringing. Odd, isn’t it?”


  “Why should it be?” he asked. “I never thought it was odd to love a Martian woman.”


  “I suppose if you can believe there are people on Mars, even people who have hatched from eggs, it’s easy enough to believe you love one of them.”


  “Why do you feel it’s so insane to believe in a better world, a world of grace and chivalry, of manners and nobility? And why should I not love the most perfect woman that world has to offer? Would it not be mad to feel otherwise? Once you met your princess, would it have been rational to cast her aside?”


  “We’re not talking about my princess,” I said irritably.


  “We are talking about love.”


  “Lots of people fall in love. No one else has had to go to Mars because of it.”


  “And now we are talking about the sacrifices one makes for love.” He smiled ruefully. “For example, here I am, in the middle of the night, forty million miles from my princess, with a man who thinks I belong in an asylum.”


  “Why did you come back from Mars, then?” I asked.


  “It was not an act of volition.” He paused, as if remembering. “The first time it happened, I thought the Almighty must be testing me as He had tested Job. I spent ten long years here before I could return.”


  “And you never once questioned if it had really happened?”


  “The ancient cities, the dead sea bottoms, the battles, the fierce green-skinned warriors, I could have imagined them. But I could never have imagined my love for my princess; it remained with me every minute of every day the sound of her voice, the feel of her skin, the scent of her hair. No, I could not have invented that.”


  “It must have been a comfort during your exile,” I said.


  “A comfort and a torture,” he replied. “To look up in the sky every day and know that she and the son I had never seen were so unthinkably far away.”


  “But you never doubted?”


  “Never,” he said. “I still remember the last words I wrote: ‘I believe that they are waiting for me, and something tells me I shall soon know.’ ”


  “True or not, at least you could believe it,” I said. “You didn’t watch your princess die in front of you.”


  He stared at me, as if trying to decide what to say next. Finally he spoke. “I have died many times, and if Providence wills it, I shall die again tomorrow.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Only my consciousness can traverse the void between worlds,” he said. “My body remains behind, a lifeless hulk.”


  “And it doesn’t decay or rot, it just waits for you to return?” I said sarcastically.


  “I can’t explain it,” he said. “I can only take advantage of it.”


  “And this is supposed to comfort me that a madman who thinks he’s John Carter is hinting that my Lisa might somehow be alive on Mars?”


  “It would comfort me,” he said.


  “Yeah, but you’re crazy.”


  “Is it crazy to think she might have done what I did?”


  “Absolutely,” I said.


  “If you had a terminal disease, would it be crazy to seek out every quack in the world who thought he could cure it rather than to sit around passively waiting to die?”


  “So now you’re a quack instead of a madman?”


  “No,” he said. “I’m just a man who is less afraid of death than of losing his princess.”


  “Bully for you,” I said. “I’ve already lost mine.”


  “For ten months. I lost mine for ten years.”


  “There’s a difference,” I pointed out. “Mine’s dead; yours wasn’t.”


  “There’s another difference,” he replied. “I had the courage to find mine.”


  “Mine isn’t lost. I know exactly where she is.”


  He shook his head. “You know where the unimportant part of her is.”


  I sighed deeply. “I’d settle for your madness if I had your faith.”


  “You don’t need faith. You only need the courage to believe, not that something is true, but that it is possible.”


  “Courage is for Warlords,” I replied, “not for sixty-four-year-old widowers.”


  “Every man has untapped wells of courage,” he said. “Maybe your princess is not on Barsoom. Maybe there is no Barsoom, and I am every bit as crazy as you think I am. Are you really content to accept things as they are, or have you the courage to hope that I’m right?”


  “Of course I hope you’re right,” I said irritably. “So what?”


  “Hope leads to belief, and belief leads to action.”


  “It leads to the funny farm.”


  He looked at me, a sad expression on his face. “Was your princess perfect?”


  “In every way,” I said promptly.


  “And did she love you?”


  I saw his next question coming, but I couldn’t help answering him. “Yes.”


  “Could a perfect princess have loved a coward or a madman?” he said.


  “Enough!” I snapped. “it’s been hard enough staying sane these last ten months. Then you come along and make the alternative sound too attractive. I can’t spend the rest of my life thinking that I’ll somehow find a way to see her again!”


  “Why not?”


  At first I thought he was kidding. Then I saw that he wasn’t.


  “Aside from the fact that it’s crazy, if I bought into it I wouldn’t accomplish a damned thing.”


  “What are you accomplishing now?” he asked.


  “Nothing,” I admitted, suddenly deflated. “I get up each morning and all I do is wait for the day to drag to a close so I can go to sleep and not see her face in front of me until I wake up again.”


  “And you consider this the rational behavior of a sane man?”


  “Of a realistic man,” I replied. “She’s gone and she’s not coming back.”


  “Reality is greatly overrated,” he responded. “A realist sees silicon; a madman sees a machine that can think. A realist sees bread mold; a madman sees a drug that miraculously cures infection. A realist looks at the stars and asks, why bother? A madman looks at those same stars and asks, why not bother?” He paused and stared intently at me. “A realist would say, my princess is dead. A madman would say, John Carter found a way to overcome death, so why couldn’t she?”


  “I wish I could say that.”


  “But?” he said.


  “I’m not a madman.”


  “I feel very sorry for you.”


  “I don’t feel sorry for you,” I replied.


  “Oh? What do you feel?”


  “Envy,” I said. “They’ll come by tonight or tomorrow or the next day to pick you up and take you back to wherever you wandered off from, and you will believe just as devoutly then as you do now. You’ll know beyond any doubt that your princess is waiting for you. You’ll spend your every waking moment trying to escape, trying to get back to Barsoom. You’ll have belief and hope and purpose, which is a pretty impressive triumvirate. I wish I had any one of them.”


  “They’re not unattainable.”


  “Maybe not to Warlords, but they are to aging widowers with bad knees and worse blood pressure,” I said, getting to my feet. He looked at me curiously. “I’ve had enough craziness for one night,” I told him. “I’m going to bed. You can sleep on the sofa if you want, but if I were you I’d leave before they came looking for me. If you go to the basement you’ll find some clothes and an old pair of boots you can have, and you can take my coat from the hall closet.”


  “Thank you for your hospitality,” he said as I walked to the staircase. “I’m sorry to have brought back painful memories of your princess.”


  “I cherish my memories,” I replied. “Only the present is painful.”


  I climbed the stairs and lay down on the bed, still dressed, and fell asleep to visions of Lisa alive and smiling, as I did every night.


  When I awoke in the morning and went downstairs he was gone. At first I thought he’d taken my advice and gotten a head start on his keepers but then I looked out the window and saw him, right where I’d spotted him the night before.


  He was face-down in the snow, his arms stretched out in front of him, naked as the day he was born. I knew before I checked for a pulse that he was dead. I wish I could say that he had a happy smile on his face, but he didn’t; he looked as cold and uncomfortable as when I’d first found him.


  I called the police, who showed up within the hour and took him away. They told me they had no reports of any nutcases escaping from the local asylum.


  I checked in with them a few times in the next week. They simply couldn’t identify him. His fingerprints and DNA weren’t on file anywhere, and he didn’t match any missing persons descriptions. I’m not sure when they closed the file on him, but nobody showed up to claim the body and they finally planted him, with no name on his headstone, in the same cemetery where Lisa was buried.


  I visited Lisa every day, as usual, and I started visiting John’s grave as well. I don’t know why. He’d gotten me thinking crazy, uncomfortable thoughts that I couldn’t shake, blurring the line between wishes and possibilities, and I resented it. More to the point, I resented him: he died with the absolute knowledge that he would soon see his princess, while I lived with the absolute knowledge that I would never again see mine.


  I couldn’t help wondering which of us was truly the sane one the one who made reality conform by the sheer force of his belief, or the one who settled for old memories because he lacked the courage to try to create new ones.


  As the days passed I found myself dwelling more and more on what John had said, turning it over in my mind again and again and then, on February 13, I read an item in the newspaper that tomorrow Mars would be closer to Earth than at any time in the next sixteen years.


  I turned my computer on for the first time in months and verified the item on a couple of internet news services. I thought about it for awhile, and about John, and about Lisa. Then I phoned the Salvation Army and left a message on their answering device, giving them my address and telling them that I would leave the house unlocked and they were welcome to everything in it— clothes, food, furniture, anything they wanted.


  I’ve spent the past three hours writing these words, so that whoever reads them will know that what I am about to do I am doing willingly, even joyfully, and that far from giving in to depression I am, at long last, yielding to hope.


  It’s almost three in the morning. The snow stopped falling at midnight, the sky is clear, and Mars should come into view at any moment now. A few minutes ago I gathered my favorite photos of Lisa; they’re lined up on the desk right beside me, and she seems more beautiful than ever.


  Very soon I’ll take off my clothes, fold them neatly on my desk chair, and walk out into the yard. Then it’s just a matter of spotting what I’m looking for. Is it Mars? Barsoom? Something else? It makes no difference. Only a realist sees things as they are, and it was John who showed me the limitations of reality and how could someone as perfect as my princess not transcend those limitations?


  I believe she is waiting for me, and something tells me I shall soon know.
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  TK’TK’TK


  David D. Levine


  Walker’s voice recorder was a beautiful thing of aluminum and plastic, hard and crisp and rectangular. It sat on the waxy countertop, surrounded by the lumpy excreted-looking products of the local technology. Unique selling proposition, he thought, and clutched the leather handle of his grandfather’s briefcase as though it were a talisman.


  Shkthh pth kstphst, the shopkeeper said, and Walker’s hypno-implanted vocabulary provided a translation: “What a delightful object.” Chitinous fingers picked up the recorder, scrabbling against the aluminum case with a sound that Walker found deeply disturbing. “What does it do?”


  It took him a moment to formulate a reply. Even with hypno, Thfshpfth was a formidably complex language. “It listens and repeats,” he said. “You talk all day, it remembers all. Earth technology. Nothing like it for light-years.” The word for “light-year” was hkshkhthskht, difficult to pronounce. He hoped he’d gotten it right.


  “Indeed yes, most unusual.” The pink frills, or gills, at the sides of the alien’s head throbbed. It did not look down—its faceted eyes and neckless head made that impossible—but Walker judged its attention was on the recorder and not on himself. Still, he kept smiling and kept looking the alien in the eyes with what he hoped would be interpreted as a sincere expression.


  “Such a unique object must surely be beyond the means of such a humble one as myself,” the proprietor said at last. Sthshsk, such-a-humble-one-as-myself—Walker could die a happy man if he never heard those syllables again.


  Focus on value, not price. “Think how useful,” he hissed in reply. “Never forget things again.” He wasn’t sure you could use htpthtk, “things,” in that way, but he hoped it got the point across.


  “Perhaps the honored visitor might wish to partake of a cup of thshsh?”


  Walker’s smile became rigid. Thshsh was a beverage nearly indistinguishable from warm piss. But he’d learned that to turn down an offer of food or drink would bring negotiations to an abrupt close. “This-humble-one-accepts-your-most-generous-offer,” he said, letting the memorized syllables flow over his tongue.


  He examined the shopkeeper’s stock as it prepared the drink. It all looked like the products of a sixth-grade pottery class, irregular clots of brown and gray. But the aliens’ biotech was far beyond Earth’s—some of these lumps would be worth thousands back home. Too bad he had no idea which ones. His expertise lay elsewhere, and he was here to sell, not buy.


  The shopkeeper itself was a little smaller than most of its kind, about a hundred forty centimeters tall, mostly black, with yellow spine-tips and green eyes. Despite its insectile appearance, it was warm-blooded—under its chitin it had bones and muscle and organs not unlike Walker’s own. But its mind and culture were even stranger than its disturbing mouth-parts.


  “The cup of friendship,” the alien said, offering a steaming cup of thshsh. Walker suppressed a shudder as his fingers touched the alien’s—warm, covered with fine hairs, and slightly sticky—but he nodded politely and raised the cup to his lips.


  He sipped as little as he felt he could politely get away with. It was still vile.


  “Very good,” he said.


  Forty-five minutes later the conversation finally returned to the voice recorder. “Ownership of this most wondrous object is surely beyond price. Perhaps the honored guest would be willing to lend it for a short period?”


  “No trial period necessary. Satisfaction is guaranteed.” He was taking a risk with that, he knew, but the recorder had never failed him in all the years he’d owned it.


  Tk’tk’tk, the alien said, tapping its mouthparts together. There was no translation for that in Walker’s vocabulary. He wanted to throttle the thing—couldn’t it even stick to its own language?—but he struggled not to show his impatience.


  After a pause, the alien spread a hand—a gesture that meant nothing to Walker. “Perhaps the honored owner could be compensated for the temporary use of the property.”


  “Humbly requesting more details.”


  “A loan of this type is generally for an indefinite period. The compensation is, of course, subject to negotiation . . .”


  “You make offer?” he interrupted. He realized that he was not being as polite as he could be. But it was already late afternoon, and he hadn’t eaten since breakfast—and if he didn’t conclude this deal successfully he might not have enough money for lunch.


  Tk’tk’tk again. “Forty-three,” it said at last.


  Walker seethed at the offer. He had hoped to sell the recorder for enough to live on for at least a week, and his hotel alone—barely worthy of the name—cost twenty-seven a night. But he had already spent most of a day trying to raise some cash, and this was the only concrete offer he’d gotten.


  “Seventy?”


  The alien’s gills, normally in constant slight motion, stopped. Walker knew he had offended it somehow, and his heart sank. But his smile never wavered.


  “Seventy is a very inopportune number. To offer seventy to one of your exalted status would be a great insult.”


  Damn these aliens and their obscure numerology! Walker began to sputter an apology.


  “Seventy-three, on the other hand,” the shopkeeper continued, “is a number with an impeccable lineage. Would the honored guest accept compensation in this amount?”


  He was so busy trying to apologize that he almost didn’t recognize the counter-offer for what it was. But some salesman’s instinct, some fragment of his father’s and his grandfather’s DNA, noticed it, and he managed to hiss out “This-humble-one-accepts-your-most-generous-offer” before he got in any more trouble.


  It took another hour before the shopkeeper actually counted the money—soft brown lumps like rabbit droppings, each looking exactly like the others—into Walker’s hand. He passed his reader over them; it smelled the lumps and told him they were three seventeens, two nines, and a four, totaling seventy-three as promised. He sorted them into different pockets so he wouldn’t accidentally give the luggage-carrier a week’s salary as a tip again. It angered him to be dependent on the Chokasti-made reader, but he would rather use alien technology than try to read the aliens’ acrid pheromonal “writing” with his own nose.


  Walker pressed through the labia of the shop entrance into the heat and noise and stink of the street. Hard orange shafts of dusty late-afternoon sun glinted dully on the scuttling carapaces of the populace: little merchants and bureaucrats, big laborers and warriors, hulking mindless transporters. No cars, no autoplanes . . . just a rustling mass of aliens, chuttering endlessly in their harsh sibilant language, scraping their hard spiny limbs and bodies against each other and the rounded, gourd-like walls. Here and there a knot of two or three in conversation blocked traffic, which simply clambered over them. The aliens had no concept of personal space.


  Once a swarm of juveniles had crawled right over him—a nightmare of jointed legs and chitinous bodies, and a bitter smell like rusty swamp water. They had knocked his briefcase from his hand, and he had scrambled after it under the scrabbling press of their bodies. He shuddered at the memory—not only did the briefcase contain his most important papers, it had belonged to his grandfather. His father had given it to him when he graduated from college.


  He clutched his jacket tight at his throat, gripped his briefcase firmly under his arm, and shouldered through the crowd.


  Walker sat in the waiting room of his most promising prospect—to be blunt, his only prospect—a manufacturer of building supplies whose name translated as Amber Stone. Five days in transit, eight weeks in this bug-infested hellhole of a city, a fifteen-megabyte database of contacts from five different species, and all he had to show for it was one lousy stinking customer. Potential customer at that . . . it hadn’t signed anything yet. But Walker had been meeting with it every couple of days for two weeks, and he was sure he was right on the edge of a very substantial sale. All he had to do was keep himself on site and on message.


  The light in the palm-sized windows shaded from orange to red before Amber Stone finally appeared from its inner office. “Ah, human! So very pleased that you honor such a humble one as myself with your delightful presence.” The aliens couldn’t manage the name “Walker,” and even “human” came out more like hsshp’k.


  “Honor is mine, Amber Stone. You read information I give you, three days?”


  “Most intriguing, yes. Surely no finer literature has ever been produced.”


  “You have questions?”


  Questions it did have, yes indeed, no end of questions—who performed the translation, where did you have it reproduced, is it really as cold there as they say, did you come through Pthshksthpt or by way of Sthktpth . . . but no questions about the product. I’m building rapport with the customer, Walker thought grimly, and kept up his end of the conversation as best he could.


  Finally Walker tried to regain control. “Your business, it goes well?”


  Tk’tk’tk, the customer said, and placed its hands on its shoulders. “As the most excellent guest must surely have noticed, the days are growing longer.”


  Walker had no idea what that might mean. “Good business or bad, always need for greater efficiency.”


  “The honored visitor graces this humble one with the benefits of a unique perspective.”


  Though the sweat ran down behind his tie, Walker felt as though he were sliding on ice—his words refusing to gain traction. “My company’s software will improve inventory management efficiency and throughput by three hundred percent or more,” he said, pulling out one of his best memorized phrases.


  “Alas, your most marvelous software is surely so far superior to our humble computers that no accommodation could be made.”


  “We offer complete solution. Hardware, software, support. Fully compatible. Satisfaction guaranteed.” Walker smiled, trying to project confidence—no, not just confidence, love, for the product.


  Tk’tk’tk. Was that an expression of interest? “Most intriguing, yes. Most unique. Alas, sun is setting.” It gestured to the windows, which had faded from red to nearly black. “This most humble one must beg the honored visitor’s forgiveness for consuming so much valuable time.”


  “Is no problem . . .”


  “This one would not dream of insulting an honored guest in such a way. Please take your rest now, and honor this unworthy establishment with your esteemed presence again tomorrow.” The alien turned and vanished into the inner office.


  Walker sat and seethed. Dismissed by a bug, he thought, how much lower can you sink? He stared into the scuffed leather surface of his briefcase as though he’d find the answer there. But it just sat on his lap, pressing down with the hard-edged weight of two generations of successful salesmen.


  Though the sun had set, the street was still oppressively hot and still teemed with aliens. The yellow-green bioluminescent lighting made them look even stranger, more unnatural. Walker clutched his grandfather’s briefcase to his chest as the malodorous crowd bumped and jostled him, spines catching on his clothing and hair.


  It didn’t help his attitude that he was starving. He’d left most of his lunch on the plate, unable to stomach more than a few wriggling bites, and that had been hours ago. He hoped he’d be able to find something more palatable for dinner, but he wasn’t very optimistic. It seemed so cruel of the universe to make travelers find food when they were hungry.


  But then, drifting between the sour and acrid smells of the bustling street, Walker’s nose detected a warm, comforting smell, something like baked potatoes. He wandered up and down the street, passing his reader over pheromone-lines on the walls advertising SUPERLATIVE CHITIN-WAX and BLUE RIVER MOLT-FEVER INSURANCE. Finally, just as he was coming to the conclusion the smell was a trick of his homesick mind, the reader’s tiny screen told him he had arrived at the SPIRIT OF LIFE VEGETARIAN RESTAURANT.


  He hadn’t even known the Thfshpfth language had the concept “vegetarian.” But whatever it was, it certainly smelled good. He pushed through the restaurant’s labia.


  The place was tiny and low-ceilinged, with a single low, curving counter and five squatting-posts. Only one of the posts was occupied, by a small brown alien with white spine-tips and red eyes. It sat quietly, hands folded on the counter, in an attitude that struck Walker as contemplative. No staff was in evidence.


  Walker chose a post, placed his folded jacket on it as a cushion, and seated himself as comfortably as possible. His space at the counter had the usual indentation, into which his order would be ladled, and was equipped with a double-ended spoon, an ice-pick, a twisty implement whose use he had yet to decipher, and a small bowl of water (which, he had learned to his great embarrassment, was for washing the fingertips, not drinking). But there was no menu.


  Menus were one of the most frustrating things about this planet. Most of the items listed on the pheromone-tracked planks were not in his reader’s vocabulary, and for the rest the translations were inadequate—how was he supposed to know whether or not “land-crab in the northern style” was something he would find edible? Time and again he had gone hungry, offended the server, or both. Even so, menus were something he understood. He had no idea what to order, or even how, without a menu to point at.


  He drummed his fingers on the countertop and fidgeted while he waited for the server to appear. Say what you like about these creatures, they were unfailingly polite, and prompt. Usually. But not here, apparently. Finally, frustrated, he got up to leave. But as he was putting on his jacket, trying to steel himself for the crowd outside, he caught another whiff of that baked-potato smell. He turned back to the other customer, still sitting quietly. “No menu. No server. Hungry. How order?”


  The alien did not turn. “Sit quietly. With peace comes fulfillment.” Its voice was a low susurration, not as harsh as most of the others he’d heard.


  With peace comes fulfillment? Walker opened his mouth for a sarcastic reply, but found his grammar wasn’t up to the task. And he was hungry. And the food smelled good. So he took off his jacket and sat down again.


  He sat with back straight and hands folded, staring at the swirled brown and cream colors of the wall in front of him. It might have come from Amber Stone’s factory, produced by a huge genetically modified life form that ate garbage and shat building supplies. He tried not to think about it too much . . . the aliens’ biotechnology made him queasy.


  Looking at the wall, he thought about what it would take to sell Amber Stone’s products on Earth. They couldn’t be any more incomprehensible to him than the software he had been sent here to sell, and as his father always said, “a good salesman can sell anything.” Though with three failed jobs and a failed marriage behind him, he was no longer sure that description had ever really fit him. No matter, he was too old to change careers now. The most he could hope for now was to stay alive until he could afford to retire. Get off the treadmill, buy a little house in the woods, walk the dog, maybe go fishing . . .


  Walker’s reverie was interrupted when the other customer rose from its squatting-post and walked around the counter to stand in front of him. “Greetings,” it said. “This one welcomes the peaceful visitor to the Spirit of Life.”


  Walker sputtered. “You . . . you server?”


  “All serve the Spirit of Life, well or poorly, whether they understand it or not. This one serves food as well. The visitor is hungry?”


  “Yes!” Walker’s head throbbed. Was the alien laughing at him?


  “Then this one will bring food. When peace is attained, satisfaction follows.” It vanished through the door behind the counter.


  Walker fumed, but he tried to wait peacefully. Soon the alien returned with a steaming pot, and ladled out a portion into the indentation in front of Walker. It looked like chunks of purple carrot and pale-yellow potato in a saffron-colored sauce, and it smelled wonderful. It tasted wonderful, too. A little strange, maybe—the purple carrots were bitter and left an odd aftertaste—but it had a complex flavor and was warm and filling. Walker spooned up every bit of it.


  “Very good,” he said to the server, which had returned to its previous station in front of the counter. “How much?”


  It spread its hands and said “This establishment serves the Spirit of Life. Any donation would be appropriate.” It pointed to a glass jar on the counter, which contained a small pile of money.


  Walker considered. How much of his limited funds could he spare? Yesterday’s lunch had cost him five and a half. This place, and the food, were much plainer. But it was the single best meal he had eaten in weeks. Finally he chose a seven from his pocket, scanned it with his reader to make sure, and dropped it in the jar.


  “This one thanks the peaceful guest. Please return.”


  Walker gave an awkward little bow, then pushed through the restaurant’s labia into the nightmare of the street.


  Walker waved his room key, a twisted brown stick reeking with complex pheromones, at the hotel desk clerk. “Key no work,” he said. “No let me in.”


  The clerk took the key, ran its fingers over it to read the codes. “Ah. Yes. This most humble one must apologize. Fthshpk starts tomorrow.”


  “What is Fthshpk?”


  “Ah. Yes. This humble one has been so unkind as to forget that the most excellent guest is not familiar with the poor customs of this humble locale. Fthshpk is a religious political holiday. A small and insignificant celebration by our guest’s most elevated standards, to be sure.”


  “So why it not work, the key?”


  “Humble though it may be, Fthshpk is very important to the poor folk of the outlying regions. They come to the city in great numbers. This humble room has long been promised to such as these. And surely the most honored guest does not wish to share it?”


  “No. . .” The room was tiny enough for Walker alone. And he didn’t want to find out how some of the equipment in the toilet-room was used.


  “Indeed. So this most humble establishment, in a poor attempt to satisfy the most excellent human guest, has moved the guest’s belongings to another room.” It held out a new key, identical in appearance to the old one.


  Walker took the key. “Where is?”


  “Three levels down. Most cozy and well-protected.”


  The new room was larger than the old one, having two separate antechambers of unknown function. But the rounded ceiling was terribly low—though Walker could stand up straight in the middle of the room, he had to crouch everywhere else—and the lighting was dim, the heat and humidity desperately oppressive, and everything in the room stank of the aliens.


  He lay awake for hours, staring into the sweltering darkness.


  In the morning, he discovered that his shaver and some other things had vanished in the move. When he complained at the front desk, he got nothing but effusive, meaningless praise—oh yes, the most wonderful guest must be correct, our criminal staff is surely at fault—and a bill for the previous night’s stay.


  “Three hundred eighty-three!”


  “The usual Fthshpk rate for our highest-quality suite is five hundred sixty-one. This most inadequate establishment has already offered a substantial reduction, out of respect for the highly esteemed guest and the unfortunate circumstances.”


  “Highest-quality suite? Too hot! Too dark! Too low!”


  “Ah. Yes. The most excellent guest has unique tastes. Alas, this poor room is considered the most preferential in the hotel. The heat and light are praised by our other, sadly unenlightened, customers. These most lowly ones find it comforting.”


  “I not have so much money. You take interstellar credit? Bank draft?”


  The clerk’s gills stopped pulsing and it drew back a step, going tk’tk’tk. “Surely this humble one has misheard the most honored guest, for to offer credit during Fthshpk would be a most grave insult.”


  Walker licked his lips. Though the lobby was sweltering hot, suddenly he felt chilled. “Can pay after holiday?” He would have to find some other source of local currency.


  Tk’tk’tk. “If the most honored visitor will please be patient . . .” The clerk vanished.


  Walker talked with the front desk manager, the chief hotelier, and the thkfsh, whatever that was, but behind the miasma of extravagant politeness was a cold hard wall of fact: he would pay for the room, he would pay in cash, and he would pay now.


  “This establishment extends its most sincere apologies for the honored guest’s unfortunate situation,” said the thkfsh, which was dark yellow with green spine-tips and eyes. “However, even in this most humble city, payment for services rendered is required by both custom and law.”


  Walker had already suffered from the best the city had to offer—he was terrified of what he might find in the local jail. “I no have enough money. What can I do?”


  “Perhaps the most honored guest would consider temporarily lending some personal possessions to the hotel?”


  Walker remembered how he had sold his voice recorder. “Lend? For indefinite period?”


  Tk’tk’tk. “The honored guest is most direct and forthright.”


  Walker thought about what they might want that he could spare. Not his phone, or his reader. “Interest in clothes? Shoes?”


  “The highly perceptive guest will no doubt have noticed that the benighted residents of this city have not yet learned to cover themselves in this way.”


  Walker sighed, and opened his briefcase. Mostly papers, worthless or confidential or both. “Paper fastening device,” he said, holding up his stapler. “Earth technology. Nothing like it for sixty-five light years.”


  “Surely such an item is unique and irreplaceable,” said the thkfsh. “To accept the loan of this fine device would bring shame upon this humble establishment. However, the traveling-box . . .”


  “Not understanding.”


  The thkfsh touched the scuffed leather of Walker’s briefcase. “This traveling-box. It is most finely made.”


  Walker’s chest tightened. “This humble object . . . only a box. Not worth anything.”


  “The surface has a most unusual and sublime flavor. And the texture is unlike anything this unworthy one has touched.”


  Desperately, Walker dug under papers for something, anything else. He found a pocket umbrella. “This, folding rain-shield. Most useful. Same technology used in expanding solar panels.”


  “The honored visitor’s government would surely object to the loan of such sensitive technology. But the traveling-box is, as the visitor says, only a box. Its value and interest to such a humble one as myself are far greater than its value to the exalted guest.”


  Walker’s fingernails bit into his palms. “Box has . . . personal value. Egg-parent’s egg-parent used it.”


  “How delightful! For the temporary loan of such a fine and significant object, this establishment might be willing to forgive the most worthy visitor’s entire debt.”


  It’s only a briefcase, Walker thought. It’s not worth going to jail for. But his eyes stung as he emptied it out and placed its contents in a cheap extruded carry-bag.


  Unshaven, red-eyed, Walker left the hotel carrying all his remaining possessions: a suitcase full of clothes and the carry-bag. He had less than a hundred in cash in his pockets, and no place to spend the night.


  Harsh sunlight speared into his eyes from a flat blue sky. Even at this hour of the morning, the heat was already enough to make sweat spring from his skin. And the streets swarmed with aliens—more of them, in greater variety, and more excited than he had ever seen before.


  A group of five red-and-black laborers, each over two and a half meters tall, waded through the crowd singing—or at least chattering rhythmically in unison. A swarm of black juveniles crawled over them in the opposite direction, flinging handfuls of glittering green rings into the air. All around, aliens large and small spun in circles, waving their hands in the air. Some pounded drums or wheedled on high-pitched flutes.


  A yellow merchant with black spines grabbed Walker’s elbows and began spinning the two of them around, colliding with walls and with other members of the crowd. The merchant chattered happily as they spun, but its words were lost in the maelstrom of sound that surrounded them. “Let go! Let go!” Walker shouted, clutching his suitcase and his bag as he tried to squirm away, but the merchant couldn’t hear—or wasn’t listening—and its chitinous hands were terribly strong.


  Finally Walker managed to twist out of the merchant’s grasp, only to spin away and collide with one of the hulking laborers. Its unyielding spines tore Walker’s jacket.


  The laborer stopped chanting and turned to face Walker. It grasped his shoulders, turned him side to side. “What are you?” it shouted. Its breath was fetid.


  “Visitor from Earth,” Walker shouted back, barely able to hear himself.


  The laborer called to its companions, which had moved on through the crowd. They fought their way back, and the five of them stood around him, completely blocking the light.


  “This one is a visitor from h’th,” said the first laborer.


  One of the others grabbed a handful of green rings from a passing juvenile, scattered them over Walker’s head and shoulders. They watched him expectantly.


  “Thank you?” he said. But that didn’t seem to be what they wanted.


  The first laborer cuffed Walker on the shoulder, sending him reeling into one of the others. “The visitor is not very polite,” it said. The aliens loomed close around him.


  “This-most-humble-one-begs-the-honored-one’s-forgiveness,” Walker chattered out, clutching the carry-bag to his chest, wishing for the lost solidity of his grandfather’s briefcase. But the laborers ignored his apology and began to twirl him around, shouting in unison.


  After a few dozen spins he made out the words of the chant: “Rings, dance! Rings, dance!” Desperately, not at all sure he was doing the right thing, he tried to dance in circles as he had seen some of the aliens do.


  The laborers pulled the bag from Walker’s hands and began to stomp their feet. “Rings, dance! Rings, dance!” Walker waved his arms in the air as he spun, chanting along with them. His breath came in short pants, destroying his pronunciation.


  He twirled, gasping “rings, dance,” until he felt the hot sun on his head, and twirled a while longer until he understood what that sun meant: the laborers, and their shade, had deserted him. He was spinning for no reason, in the middle of a crowd that took no notice. He stopped turning and dropped his arms, weaving with dizziness and relief. But the relief lasted only a moment—sudden panic seized him as he realized his arms were empty.


  There was the carry-bag, just a meter away, lying in the dirt surrounded by chitinous alien feet. He plowed through the crowd and grabbed it before it got too badly stomped.


  But though he searched for an hour, he never found the suitcase.


  Walker leaned, panting, against the outside wall of Amber Stone’s factory. He had fought through the surging streets for hours, hugging the bag to his chest under his tightly buttoned jacket, to reach this point. Again and again he had been sprinkled with green rings and had danced in circles, feeling ridiculous, but not wanting to find out what might happen if he refused. He was hot and sweaty and filthy.


  The still-damp pheromone line drawn across the office’s labia read CLOSED FOR FTHSHPK.


  Walker covered his face with his hands. Sobs thick as glue clogged the back of his throat, and he stood with shoulders heaving, not allowing himself to make a sound. The holiday crowd streamed past like a river of blackberry vines.


  Eventually he recovered his composure and blew his nose, patting his waist as he pocketed the sodden handkerchief. His money belt, with the two hard little rectangles of his passport and return ticket, was still in place. All he had to do was walk to the transit gate, and he could return home—with nothing to show for his appallingly expensive trip. But he still had his papers, his phone, and his reader, and his one prospective customer. It was everything he needed to succeed, as long as he didn’t give up.


  “I might have lost your briefcase, Grandpa,” he said aloud in English, “but I’m not going to lose the sale.”


  A passing juvenile paused at the odd sound, then continued on with the rest of the crowd.


  Walker would never have believed he’d be glad to see anything on this planet, but his relief when he entered the Spirit of Life Vegetarian Restaurant was palpable. The city’s tortuous streets had been made even more incomprehensible by the Fthshpk crowds, and he had begun to doubt he would ever find it, or that it would be open on the holiday. He had been going in entirely the wrong direction when he had found the address by chance, on the pheromone-map at a nearby intersection.


  “How long Fthshpk?” he asked the server, once he had eaten. It was the same server as before, brown with white spine-tips; it stood behind the counter, hands folded on its thorax, in a centered and imperturbable stance.


  “One day,” it replied. “Though some believe the spirit of Fthshpk should be felt in every heart all year long.”


  Walker suppressed a shudder at the thought. “Businesses open tomorrow?”


  “Most of them, yes. Some trades take an extended holiday.”


  “Building supplies?” Walker’s anxiety made him sputter the word.


  “They will be open.” The server tilted its shoulders, a posture that seemed to convey amusement. “The most honored visitor is perhaps planning a construction project?”


  “No.” He laughed weakly, a sound that startled the server. “Selling, not buying.”


  “The visitor is a most intriguing creature.” The server’s shoulders returned to the horizontal. “This humble one wishes to help, but does not know how.”


  “This one seeks business customers. The server knows manufacturers? Inventory controllers? Enterprise resource management specialists?”


  “The guest’s words are in the Thfshpfth language, but alas, this one does not understand them.”


  “To apologize. Very specialized business.”


  The server lowered itself smoothly, bringing its face down to Walker’s level. Its gills moved like seaweed in a gentle current. “Business problems are not this one’s strength. Is the honored visitor having troubles with family?”


  It took Walker a moment to formulate his response. “No. Egg-parent, brood-parent deceased. This one no egglings. Brood-partner . . . departed.” For a moment he forgot who, or what, he was talking to. “This one spent too much time away from nest. Brood-partner found another egg-partner.” He fell silent, lost in memory.


  The server stood quietly for a moment, leaving Walker to his thoughts. After a while it spoke: “It is good to share these stories. Undigested stories cause pain.”


  “Thanking you.”


  “This humble one is known as Shining Sky. If the visitor wishes to share further stories, please return to this establishment and request this one by name.”


  When Walker left the Spirit of Life, the sun had already set. The Fthshpk crowds had thinned, with just a few revelers still dancing and twirling under the yellow-green street lights, so Walker was relatively unimpeded as he walked to hotel after hotel. Alas, they all said, this humble one apologizes most profusely, no room for the most honored visitor. Finally, exhausted, he found a dark space between buildings. Wrapping his jacket around the carry-bag, he placed it under his head—as a pillow, and for security. He would grab a few hours’ sleep and meet with his customer the first thing in the morning.


  He slept soundly until dawn, when the first hot light of day struck his face. He squinted and rolled over, then awoke fully at the sensation of the hard alley floor under his head.


  The bag was not there.


  He sat up, wide-eyed, but his worst fears were confirmed: his jacket and bag were nowhere to be seen. Panicked, he felt at his waist—his passport and return ticket were safe. But his money, his papers, his phone, and his reader were gone.


  “Ah, human!” said Amber Stone. “Once again the most excellent visitor graces this unworthy establishment.” It was late in the morning. Robbed of street signs, addresses, and maps by the loss of his reader, Walker had wandered the streets for hours in search of the factory. Without the accustomed weight of his briefcase, he felt as though he might blow away on the next breeze.


  “You requested I come yesterday,” Walker hissed. “I come, factory closed. Come again today. Very important.” Even without the papers from his briefcase, he could still get a verbal commitment, or at least a strong expression of interest . . . some tiny tidbit of achievement to prove to his company, his father, his grandfather, and himself that he wasn’t a complete loss.


  “Surely the superlative guest has more important appointments than to meet with this insignificant one?”


  “No. Amber Stone is most important appointment. Urgent we discuss purchase of software.”


  “This groveling one extends the most sincere apologies for occupying the exalted guest’s time, and will not delay the most highly esteemed one any further.” It turned to leave.


  “This-most-humble-one-begs-the-honored-one’s-forgiveness!”


  Amber Stone spoke without turning back. “One who appears at a merchant’s establishment filthy, staggering, and reeking of Fthshpk-rings is obviously one whose concerns are so exalted as to be beyond the physical plane. Such a one should not be distracted from its duties, which are surely incomprehensible to mere mortals.”


  Walker’s shoulders slumped in defeat, but then it was as though he heard his father’s voice in his inner ear: Ask for the sale. Walker swallowed, then said “Would the honored Amber Stone accept indefinite loan of inventory management system from this humble merchant?”


  The alien paused at the threshold of its inner office, then turned back to Walker. “If that is what the most exalted one desires, this simple manufacturer must surely pay heed. Would fifty-three million be sufficient compensation for the loan of a complete system?”


  Stunned, Walker leaned against the wall. It was warm and rounded, and throbbed slightly. “Yes,” he said at last. “Yes. Sufficient.”


  “Where the hell have you been, Walker? Your phone’s been offline for days. And you look like shit.” Gleason, Walker’s supervisor, didn’t look very good himself—his face on the public phone’s oval screen was discolored and distorted by incompatibilities between the alien and human systems.


  “I’ve been busy.” He inserted Amber Stone’s data-nodule into the phone’s receptor.


  Gleason’s eyes widened as the contract came up on his display. “Yes you have! This is great!”


  “Thanks.” Gleason’s enthusiasm could not penetrate the shell of numbness around Walker’s soul. Whatever joy he might have felt at making the sale had been drowned by three days of negotiations.


  “This will make you the salesman of the quarter! And the party’s tomorrow night!”


  The End-of-Quarter party. He thought of the bluff and facile faces of his fellow salesmen, the loutish jokes and cheap congratulations of every other EOQ he’d ever attended. Would it really be any different if his name was the one at the top of the list? And then to return to his empty apartment, and go out the next day to start a new quarter from zero . . .


  “Sorry,” Walker said, “I can’t make it.”


  “That’s right, what am I thinking? It’s gotta be at least a five day trip, with all the transfers. Look, give me a call whenever you get in. You got my home number?”


  “It’s in my phone.” Wherever that was.


  “Okay, well, I gotta go. See you soon.”


  He sat in the dim, stuffy little booth for a long time. The greenish oval of the phone screen looked like a pool of stagnant water, draining slowly away, reflecting the face of a man with no family, no dog, no little house in the woods. And though he might be the salesman of the quarter today, there were a lot of quarters between here and retirement, and every one of them would be just as much work.


  Eventually came the rap of chitinous knuckles on the wall of the booth, and a voice. “This most humble one begs the worthy customer’s forgiveness. Other customers desire to use the phone.”


  The booth cracked open like a seed pod. Walker stuck out his head, blinking at the light, and the public phone attendant said “Ah, most excellent customer. This most unworthy one trusts your call went well?”


  “Yes. Most well.”


  “The price of the call is two hundred sixty-three.”


  Walker had about six in cash in his pants pockets. The rest had vanished with his jacket. He thought a moment, then dug in his money belt and pulled out a tiny plastic rectangle.


  “What is this?”


  “Ticket to Earth.”


  “An interstellar transit ticket? To Earth? Surely this humble one has misheard.”


  “Interstellar. To Earth.”


  “This is worth thousands!”


  “Yes.” Then, in English, he said “Keep the change.”


  He left the attendant sputtering in incomprehension behind him.


  The man was cursing the heat and the crowds as he pushed through the restaurant’s labia from the street, but when he saw Walker he stopped dead and just gaped for a moment. “Jesus!” he said at last, in English. “I thought I was the only human being on this Godforsaken planet.”


  Walker was lean and very tan; his salt-and-pepper hair and beard were long but neatly combed, and he stood with folded hands in an attitude of centered harmony. He wore only a short white skirt. “Greetings,” he said in the Thfshpfth language, as he always did. “This one welcomes the peaceful visitor to the Spirit of Life.”


  “What are you doing here?” The English words were ludicrously loud and round.


  Walker tapped his teeth together, making a sound like tk’tk’tk, before he replied in English: “I am . . . serving food.” The sound of it tickled his mouth.


  “On this planet, I mean.”


  “I live here.”


  “But why did you come here? And why the Hell did you stay?”


  Walker paused for a moment. “I came to sell something. It was an Earth thing. The people here didn’t need it. After a while I understood, and stopped trying. I’ve been much happier since.” He gestured to one of the squatting-posts. “Please seat yourself.”


  “I, uh . . . I think I’ll pass.”


  “You’re sure? The thksh hspthk is very good today.”


  “Thanks, but no.” The man turned to go, but then he paused, pulled some money from his pocket, ran a reader over it. “Here,” he said, handing it to Walker. “Good luck.”


  As the restaurant’s labia closed behind the visitor, Walker touched the money, then smelled his fingertip. Three hundred and eleven, a substantial sum.


  He smiled, put the money in the donation jar, and settled in to wait for the next customer.
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  SEVENTY-FIVE YEARS


  Michael A. Burstein


  As times change, so do laws—in many interconnected ways. And 75 years is enough . . .


  Isabel paused at the entrance of the Hart Senate Office Building. She turned southwest for a moment to take one last look at the shell of the Capitol Building. A rare Columbia District snowfall obscured her view slightly, but she could still make out the scaffolding surrounding the dome. They were saying that it wouldn’t be rebuilt until the summer, half a year or so away.


  She turned around, loosened her coat, and walked through the main entrance of the Hart Building. She showed her special visitor’s badge to the security guards hearing the telltale hum as she passed through the one thin electronic railgate that scanned her body and briefcase. When she failed to set off any alarms, one of the guards nodded to her, and she stepped into the main atrium of the building.


  She walked quickly past the Alexander Calder sculpture “Mountains and Clouds” that filled the cavernous atrium. The black aluminum sheets of the suspended “clouds” and the standing “mountains” contrasted with the white marble of the floor and walls. Many times before, Isabel had appreciated the majestic feeling the sculpture gave to the atrium. But not today. Today she had to focus on her mission, and she couldn’t afford any distractions.


  She entered an empty elevator, which whisked her up to the seventh floor, where Peter had his office. Not Peter, she thought. Not even Fitz. Think of him as Senator Fitzgerald. Maintain a proper level of detachment. Approach him first as a historian, not as an ex-wife.


  The elevator opened, and her feet remembered the way. She felt as if she was watching her body from outside as she glided to Peter’s office.


  She pushed the button next to the door, and within a moment she was buzzed into the outer office. The place looked sparse. A calendar on the wall displayed today’s date: Thursday, February 27, 2098.


  The senator’s chief of staff, James MacDonald Wills, nodded at her from behind his desk as she slid into the outer office. His blue blazer clung tightly to his slight frame.


  “Hi, Jim.”


  “Hi, Isabel,” he said, still staring at whatever images his glasses were displaying. “Give me a moment to kill the feed.”


  She nodded. He pushed a button on his earpiece, and his eyes focused onto her.


  “What was it?”


  “Nothing important.” He smiled, and she understood. Whatever he had been studying was not for public consumption.


  She inclined her head towards the door. “How’s the old man?”


  Jim shrugged. “Same as always, I suppose. He’s expecting you.”


  “Can I go in, then?”


  Jim nodded. “Sure. Although I’d love to know what this is all about.”


  She looked back at Jim. “He hasn’t told you?”


  “Nary a peep.”


  She nodded. “Well, I’m sure he’ll tell you eventually.” She took a deep breath and pushed open the door.


  Isabel had not been in Peter’s office since the divorce, so many years ago. She recalled that it had always been a maelstrom of chaos, with handhelds, pads, and even actual papers scattered all over his desk and his chairs. So she was surprised to discover Peter sitting behind an oak desk with an uncluttered surface, upon which sat only a cup and a terminal.


  She was even more surprised when she looked at Peter.


  Peter’s hair had long ago turned grey, and in response he had undergone depilation. His head, once covered in dark, thick hair, was now bald. She had also remembered his wrinkled face, and its current smoothness advertised the benefits of the rejuvenation therapies medical science had developed within the last ten years. Isabel had last seen Peter up close ten years ago, but today he looked not ten years older, but many more years younger.


  “Hello, Senator,” she said.


  “Hello, Isabel. It’s been a long time, but you can still call me Peter.” He inclined his head, and a chair slid towards Isabel. As she settled herself into it, he reached for his cup and took a sip.


  “Comfortable?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Good. I’m glad you wanted to come see me.”


  “That’s crap, and you know it,” she replied after only a moment’s hesitation.


  Peter paused with the cup halfway back to the desk. “Pardon me?”


  “Peter, cut the geniality for the moment. I know as well as you do how much pull it took for me to arrange this meeting.”


  He put the cup back down and shrugged. “You haven’t changed, Isabel. You’re still as blunt as ever.” He rubbed his eyes. “Fine. I resent this meeting and I have no interest in talking to you. Are you going to do me the favor of leaving now?”


  “No, I’m not. I’m going to have my say.”


  He smiled. “Have your say, then. It’s not going to change anything.”


  “Very well. I’m here to ask you to leave Title 13 of the United States Code alone.”


  He sighed. “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “I doubt I’ll be able to, Peter. But maybe I can give you a different perspective on it.”


  “A different perspective? On my Census bill?”


  Isabel opened up her briefcase and removed one of her handhelds. “I have here the text of your bill, and the argument that you’ve given in favor of it.”


  “Mrrph.”


  Isabel turned the handheld on and read to herself briefly. “According to this, your bill would push the date of release of the individual Census forms from seventy-two to seventy-five years.”


  “It makes sense, Isabel.”


  “It does?”


  He pointed to her handheld. “You say you have my argument in there.”


  “I do. And I find it specious.”


  “Oh, really?”


  She nodded. “You’re very clever, the way you’re hiding this change as a way to save money for both the federal government and the taxpayers.”


  “Well, it does save money. With more time to process the individual Census reports, the less we’ll have to pay overall. And who cares if we delay the release of the individual questionnaires from 2030? It’s not like there are a ton of people dying to see them.”


  “But there are. I represent a coalition of historians—”


  “That wasn’t a joke?”


  “No, it’s not a joke.”


  “Look, historians have always waited seventy-two years for the individual questionnaires to be released. And they have the statistical data; hell, they’ve had it since the Census was taken. This is such a minor thing; I have no idea why you’re so upset about it.”


  “Then let me tell you. Suppose you do push the release date to seventy-five years. And the world doesn’t come to an end.”


  “So?”


  “So a precedent is set. A few years later, someone else suggests that we push it to eighty years, then ninety, then one hundred. Before you know it, Census data is kept confidential in perpetuity and history is lost. And all because you managed to push the date of release to seventy-five years.”


  Peter stared at her for a moment, then let loose with a raucous guffaw. “History is lost? You’re kidding, right?”


  “No, I’m not. It’s like the great copyright battles of the early twenty-first century. When all the corporations fought for copyright extensions so they could hold onto the rights to their characters so that no one else could ever use them.”


  “So Time-Warner-Marvel-Disney still owns Mickey Mouse, Superman, and Spider-Man. So what?”


  “So our cultural heritage is taken away from the public and reserved for the corporations. Now it’s our historical identity that you’re threatening to rob with your new bill.”


  “Isabel, it’s not just the money.”


  “Right. It’s also the longevity factor.”


  Peter looked surprised, but nodded. “People live longer today. Our founding fathers lived in a world in which the average lifespan was barely forty years. They couldn’t fathom a world in which people routinely lived to be three times that age. But here we are today, and there are millions of people alive right now who filled out that Census back in 2030. Releasing the information too soon would be a violation of their privacy. History must be subservient to the living.”


  She shook her head slowly. “You don’t really believe that, Peter. I know you too well. Perhaps you think that history ought to be subservient to you, but not to the rest of us.”


  “So what if I do? The argument still holds.”


  She sighed. “Peter, you’re forcing my hand. And I really don’t think you want to do that.”


  He leaned back in his chair and gave Isabel a small smile. “Oh, why not? Amuse me. What else have you got?”


  Isabel took a deep breath and considered her words carefully before she spoke. “Very well. Peter, according to your birth certificate, you’ve just turned 68 years old this month. And the significance of your age is not lost on me. You’re in the 2030 census. It’s not others you’re trying to protect; it’s yourself.”


  Time seemed to stand still for Isabel. She had not wanted to bring up her trump card, but here it was. And Peter sat there, quiet and unmoving, his face unreadable.


  Isabel counted off thirty seconds in her head before she found the courage to break the silence. “Peter?”


  “Senator,” he replied.


  She nodded. “Senator Fitzgerald. Will you agree to drop the bill? Or should I—”


  Peter cut her off. “No. Go on. I want to hear what you have to say.”


  “Okay. Let me start from basics, then. If Title 13 stays the same, the 2030 census data will be released in 2102. But if your law gets passed, it doesn’t get released until 2105.”


  “So?”


  “You’re planning to run for president in 2104, aren’t you?”


  He glared at her. “The media’s speculations—”


  “Screw the media, Senator. I’m not about to head out your office door and go blogging on the Holosites. For the moment, this is just you and me in your office. So are you running for president in 2104?”


  “I’m running for re-election now, Isabel. In case you had forgotten, my current term as senator expires this year. And the voters of Massachusetts either support the idea of pushing the Census release ahead by three years, or they don’t care. And given the demographics of the rest of the country—”


  “I know the demographics of the country. Over forty percent of the population is over sixty-five. If you bother to present the longevity argument to them, they may very well support the bill. But think for a moment. I’m not the only one who’s going to be able to make this connection. It’s obvious that if Title 13 is changed, your personal first Census record will stay hidden until after the election of 2104.


  “So what’s in the census of 2030 that you want to hide?”


  Peter sighed. “I always said you were smarter than I was, Isabel. Why didn’t you go into politics?”


  “I preferred teaching history at Harvard.”


  “Yes, you did. Well, I didn’t tell you my secret when we were married; what makes you think I’ll tell you now?”


  “Because I wanted to give you the chance to do so before I told it to you.”


  For the first time that she could recall, Isabel saw fear on Peter’s face. He tried to cover it up with a sneer, but Isabel could see right through him.


  “Oh, really?” he asked. “You think you know what I’m hiding?”


  “Yes. I did some digging of my own.” She reached into her briefcase and pulled out another handheld. “The United States went through a bizarre period at the turn of the millennium. We were polarized between the liberal states and the conservative states, kind of like we are today. Even the war on terror couldn’t unite the country for more than a brief period of time. And our state, Massachusetts, has always been among the most radical. Lexington and Concord. The only state not to vote for Nixon. Same sex marriage from 2004 to 2044. Polygamy approved under the second Mormon governor.”


  She paused. “And, thanks to MIT and Harvard, legal human cloning for a very brief window in the 2020s.”


  Peter coughed. “That has nothing to do with me.”


  “Not according to your birth certificate, no. But birth certificates never revealed that information. The Census, on the other hand, added a question in April of 2030, because of the legality of cloning.”


  Isabel studied Peter’s face; the fear was gone.


  “Isabel—” he began.


  “There’s no record of your mother, Peter.”


  “She died in childbirth.”


  “That’s what you always told me before. But that’s not what I found.” She paused. “You’re a clone of your father, Peter. Or rather, of one of them. And I have proof.”


  Peter remained quiet, so Isabel pressed on. “Before 2004, your biological father would have been what was euphemistically referred to as a confirmed bachelor. But according to records in Brookline Town Hall, your father was married to another man when you were born. Of course, in this day and age no one may care about that, especially since your fathers divorced shortly after you were born.


  “But they will care about the fact that you’re a clone.”


  Peter bit his lip. “I’m just as much a human being as anyone else.”


  “Of course you are, Peter. I don’t deny it. But there are people out there who will claim that you’re not, that you lack a soul, or that you’re a demon. Insufferable bigots, all of them. But unfortunately for you, there’s still a stigma.”


  “Are you going to reveal this?”


  “Only if you make me. The way I see it, Peter, if you pull back from your position on Title 13, you have a chance that no one will find out your secret. After all, there’s a lot of Census data to go through. On the other hand, since you’ve been so vocal about pushing the release date to seventy-five years, your opponents might very well do some extensive digging before the election. But that’s a chance you’ve got to take. Because if you don’t back off, I’m releasing what I know to the press. And your secret will definitely be out.”


  He wrung his hands. “It was never about protecting history with you at all, Isabel. You just wanted to ruin me.”


  “Partly,” she admitted. “I hated the way politics tore us apart. But I’d rather not ruin you if I don’t have to. There is another way.”


  “What?”


  “Be bold, for once in your life.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Isabel smiled. “Throughout our history, great men and women have stepped forward to stop discrimination. Rosa Parks. Martin Luther King. Margaret Marshall.” She paused. “You can be one of them. Fight the good fight. Let the world know that you’re a clone before the Census data is released in 2102.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I have the strength for that kind of fight anymore.”


  “Then you shouldn’t be in the Senate anymore, should you?” She paused. “You fought like this once before. You can do it again. Hell, don’t wait until the presidential election of 2104. Announce it now, during your ‘98 re-election campaign.”


  “I’ll lose my seat.”


  “So what? You’ll gain a place in history, a far more important place than if you became president. I know you’ve always been obsessed with history, Peter. That’s why I married you. Return the favor to history.”


  Peter sighed and pushed back away from his desk. He stood up, walked around Isabel, and stopped at his office window. He stood there quietly for a moment, then turned to face Isabel again. She could see a weary look in his eyes.


  “Well?” she asked.


  “I don’t know if I can handle it,” he said.


  “I’m sure you can.”


  He closed the distance between them and took her hand, surprising her. “Perhaps I could,” he said. “But only on one condition.”


  “You’re naming conditions?”


  “Yes.” He paused. “Stay with me.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “I never should have let you go.”


  “Is this blackmail?”


  He sighed again. “No, no it’s not. I’ll do what you ask, whether or not you join me again. But you were always the stronger of the two of us. And this burden . . . it would be better shared.”


  She looked into his eyes, and for the first time in years, saw in his soul the man she remembered. Gently, she squeezed his hand, and felt him squeeze hers back.


  “It would be,” she said.


  SINGING MY SISTER DOWN


  Margo Logan


  WE ALL WENT DOWN TO THE TAR-PIT, with mats to spread our weight.


  Ikky was standing on the bank, her hands in a metal twinloop behind her. She’d stopped sulking; now she looked, more, stare-y and puzzled.


  Chief Barnarndra pointed to the pit. ‘Out you go then, girl. You must walk on out there to the middle and stand. When you picked a spot, your people can join you.’


  So Ik stepped out, very ordinary. She walked out. I thought—hoped, even—she might walk right across and into the thorns the other side; at the same time, I knew she wouldn’t do that.


  She walked the way you walk on the tar, except without the arms balancing. She nearly fell from a stumble once, but Mumma hulloo’d to her, and she straightened and walked upright out to the very middle, where she slowed and stopped.


  Mumma didn’t look to the chief, but all us kids and the rest did. ‘Right, then,’ he said.


  Mumma stepped out as if she’d just herself that moment happened to decide to. We went after her—only us, Ik’s family, which was like us being punished, too, everyone watching us walk out to that girl who was our shame.


  In the winter you come to the pit to warm your feet in the tar. You stand long enough to sink as far as your ankles—the littler you are, the longer you can stand. You soak the heat in for as long as the tar doesn’t close over your feet and grip, and it’s as good as warmed boots wrapping your feet. But in summer, like this day, you keep away from the tar, because it makes the air hotter and you mind about the stink.


  But today we had to go out, and everyone had to see us go.


  Ikky was tall, but she was thin and light from all the worry and prison; she was going to take a long time about sinking. We got our mats down, all the food parcels and ice-baskets and instruments and such spread out evenly on the broad planks Dash and Felly had carried out.


  ‘You start, Dash,’ said Mumma, and Dash got up and put his drum-ette to his hip and began with ‘Fork-Tail Trio’, and it did feel a bit like a party. It stirred Ikky awake from her hung-headed shame; she lifted up and even laughed, and I saw her hips move in the last chorus, side to side.


  Then Mumma got out one of the ice-baskets, which was already black on the bottom from meltwater.


  Ikky gasped. ‘Ha! What! Crab! Where’d that come from?’


  ‘Never you mind, sweet-thing.’ Mumma lifted some meat to Ikky’s mouth, and rubbed some of the crush-ice into her hair.


  ‘Oh, Mumma!’ Ik said with her mouth full.


  ‘May as well have the best of this world while you’re here,’ said Mumma. She stood there and fed Ikky like a baby, like a pet guinea-bird.


  ‘I thought Auntie Mai would come,’ said Ik.


  ‘Auntie Mai, she’s useless,’ said Dash. ‘She’s sitting at home with her handkerchief.’


  ‘I wouldn’t’ve cared, her crying,’ said Ik. ‘I would’ve thought she’d say goodbye to me.’


  ‘Her heart’s too hurt,’ said Mumma. ‘You frightened her. And she’s such a straight lady—she sees shame where some of us just see people. Here, inside the big claw, that’s the sweetest meat.’


  ‘Ooh, yes! Is anyone else feasting with me?’


  ‘No, darlin’, this is your day only. Well, okay, I’ll give some to this little sad-eyes here, huh? Felly never had crab but the once. Is it yum? Ooh, it’s yum! Look at him!’


  Next she called me to do my flute—the flashiest, hardest music I knew. And Ik listened; Ik who usually screamed at me to stop pushing spikes into her brain, she watched my fingers on the flute-holes and my sweating face and my straining, bowing body and, for the first time, I didn’t feel like just the nuisance-brother. I played well, out of the surprise of her not minding. I couldn’t’ve played better. I heard everyone else being surprised, too, at the end of those tunes that they must’ve known, too well from all my practising.


  I sat down, very hungry. Mumma passed me the water cup and a damp-roll.


  ‘I’m stuck now,’ said Ik, and it was true—the tar had her by the feet, closed in a gleaming line like that pair of zipperslippers I saw once in the shoemaster’s vitrine.


  ‘Oh yeah, well and truly stuck,’ said Mumma. ‘But then, you knew when you picked up that axe-handle you were sticking yourself.’


  ‘I did know.’


  ‘No coming unstuck from this one. You could’ve let that handle lie.’


  That was some serious teasing.


  ‘No, I couldn’t, Mumma, and you know.’


  ‘I do, baby chicken. I always knew you’d be too angry, once the wedding-glitter rubbed off your skin. It was a good party, though, wasn’t it?’ And they laughed at each other, Mumma having to steady Ikky or her ankles would’ve snapped over. And when their laughter started going strange Mumma said, ‘Well, this party’s going to be almost as good, ’cause it’s got children. And look what else!’ And she reached for the next ice-basket.


  And so the whole long day went, in treats and songs, in ice and stink and joke-stories and gossip and party-pieces. On the banks, people came and went, and the chief sat in his chair and was fanned and fed, and the family of Ikky’s husband sat around the chief, being served, too, all in purple-cloth with flashing edging, very prideful.


  She went down so slowly.


  ‘Isn’t it hot?’ Felly asked her.


  ‘It’s like a big warm hug up my legs,’ said Ik. ‘Come here and give me a hug, little stick-arms, and let me check. Oof, yes, it’s just like that, only lower down.’


  ‘You’re coming down to me,’ said Fel, pleased.


  ‘Yeah, soon I’ll be able to bite your ankles like you bite mine.’


  Around midafternoon, Ikky couldn’t move her arms any more and had a panic, just quiet, not so the bank-people would’ve noticed.


  ‘What’m I going to do, Mumma?’ she said. ‘When it comes up over my face? When it closes my nose?’


  ‘Don’t you worry. You won’t be awake for that.’ And Mumma cooled her hands in the ice, dried them on her dress, and rubbed them over Ik’s shoulders, down Ik’s arms to where the tar had locked her wrists.


  ‘You better not give me any teas, or herbs, or anything,’ said Ik. ‘They’ll get you, too, if you help me. They’ll come out to make sure.’


  Mumma put her hands over Felly’s ears. ‘Tristem gave me a gun,’ she whispered.


  Ikky’s eyes went wide. ‘But you can’t! Everyone’ll hear!’


  ‘It’s got a thing on it, quietens it. I can slip it in a tarwrinkle, get you in the head when your head is part sunk, fold back the wrinkle, tell ’em your heart stopped, the tar pressed it stopped.’


  Felly shook his head free. Ikky was looking at Mumma, quietening. There was only the sound of Dash tearing bread with his teeth, and the breeze whistling in the thorn-galls away over on the shore. I was watching Mumma and Ikky closely—I’d wondered about that last part, too. But now this girl up to her waist in the pit didn’t even look like our Ikky. Her face was changing like a cloud, or like a masque-lizard’s colours; you don’t see them move but they become something else, then something else again.


  ‘No,’ she said, still looking at Mumma. ‘You won’t do that. You won’t have to.’ Her face had a smile on it that touched off one on Mumma’s, too, so that they were both quiet, smiling at something in each other that I couldn’t see.


  And then their eyes ran over and they were crying and smiling, and then Mumma was kneeling on the wood, her arms around Ikky, and Ikky was ugly against her shoulder, crying in a way that we couldn’t interrupt them.


  That was when I realised how many people were watching, when they set up a big, spooky oolooling and stamping on the banks, to see Mumma grieve.


  ‘Fo!’ I said to Dash, to stop the hair creeping around on my head from that noise. ‘There never was such a crowd when Chep’s daddy went down.’


  ‘Ah, but he was old and crazy,’ said Dash through a mouthful of bread, ‘and only killed other olds and crazies.’


  ‘Are those fish-people? And look at the yellow-cloths—they’re from up among the caves, all that way!’


  ‘Well, it’s nearly Langasday, too,’ said Dash. ‘Lots of people on the move, just happening by.’


  ‘Maybe. Is that an honour, or a greater shame?’


  Dash shrugged. ‘This whole thing is upended. Who would have a party in the tar, and with family going down?’


  ‘It’s what Mumma wanted.’


  ‘Better than having her and Ik be like this all day.’ Dash’s hand slipped into the nearest ice-basket and brought out a crumb of gilded macaroon. He ate it as if he had a perfect right.


  Everything went slippery in my mind, after that. We were being watched so hard! Even though it was quiet out here, the pothering wind brought crowd-mumble and scraps of music and smoke our way, so often that we couldn’t be private and ourselves. Besides, there was Ikky with the sun on her face, but the rest of her from the rib-peaks down gloved in tar, never to see sun again. Time seemed to just have gone, in big clumps, or all the day was happening at once or something, I was wondering so hard about what was to come, I was watching so hard the differences from our normal days. I wished I had more time to think, before she went right down; my mind was going breathless, trying to get all its thinking done.


  But evening came and Ik was a head and shoulders, singing along with us in the lamplight, all the old songs—‘A Flower for You’, ‘Hen and Chicken Bay’, ‘Walking the Tracks with Beejum Singh’, ‘Dollarberries’. She sang all Felly’s little-kid songs that normally she’d sneer at; she got Dash to teach her his new one, ‘The Careless Wanderer’, with the tricky chorus. She made us work on that one like she was trying to stop us noticing the monster bonfires around the shore, the other singing, of fishing songs and forest songs, the stomp and clatter of dancing in the gathering darkness. But they were there, however well we sang, and no other singing in our lives had had all this going on behind it.


  When the tar began to tip Ik’s chin up, Mumma sent me for the wreath. ‘Mai will have brought it, over by the chief’s chair.’


  I got up and started across the tar, and it was as if I cast magic ahead of me, silence-making magic, for as I walked—and it was good to be walking, not sitting—musics petered out, and laughter stopped, and dancers stood still, and there were eyes at me, all along the dark banks, strange eyes and familiar both.


  The wreath showed up in the crowd ahead, a big, pale ring trailing spirals of whisper-vine, the beautifullest thing. I climbed up the low bank there, and the ground felt hard and cold after a day on the squishy tar. My ankles shivered as I took the wreath from Mai. It was heavy; it was fat with heavenly scents.


  ‘You’ll have to carry those,’ I said to Mai, as someone handed her the other garlands. ‘You should come out, anyway. Ik wants you there.’


  She shook her head. ‘She’s cloven my heart in two with that axe of hers.’


  ‘What, so you’ll chop hers as well, this last hour?’


  We glared at each other in the bonfire light, all loaded down with the fine, pale flowers.


  ‘I never heard this boy speak with a voice before, Mai,’ said someone behind her.


  ‘He’s very sure,’ said someone else. ‘This is Ikky’s Last Things we’re talking about, Mai. If she wants you to be one of them . . .’


  ‘She shouldn’t have shamed us, then,’ Mai said, but weakly.


  ‘You going to look back on this and think yourself a poface,’ said the first someone.


  ‘But it’s like—’ Mai sagged and clicked her tongue. ‘She should have cared what she did to this family,’ she said with her last fight. ‘It’s more than just herself.’


  ‘Take the flowers, Mai. Don’t make the boy do this twice over. Time is short.’


  ‘Yeah, everybody’s time is short,’ said the first someone.


  Mai stood, pulling her mouth to one side.


  I turned and propped the top of the wreath on my forehead, so that I was like a little boy-bride, trailing a head of flowers down my back to the ground. I set off over the tar, leaving the magic silence in the crowd. There was only the rub and squeak of flower stalks in my ears; in my eyes, instead of the flourishes of bonfires, there were only the lamps in a ring around Mumma, Felly, Dash, and Ikky’s head. Mumma was kneeling bonty-up on the wood, talking to Ikky; in the time it had taken me to get the wreath, Ikky’s head had been locked still.


  ‘Oh, the baby,’ Mai whimpered behind me. ‘The little darling.’


  Bit late for darling-ing now, I almost said. I felt cross and frightened and too grown-up for Mai’s silliness.


  ‘Here, Ik, we’ll make you beautiful now,’ said Mumma, laying the wreath around Ik’s head. ‘We’ll come out here to these flowers when you’re gone, and know you’re here.’


  ‘They’ll die pretty quick—I’ve seen it.’ Ik’s voice was getting squashed, coming out through closed jaws. ‘The heat wilts ’em.’


  ‘They’ll always look beautiful to you,’ said Mumma. ‘You’ll carry down this beautiful wreath, and your family singing.’


  I trailed the vines out from the wreath like flares from the edge of the sun.


  ‘Is that Mai?’ said Ik. Mai looked up, startled, from laying the garlands between the vines. ‘Show me the extras, Mai.’


  Mai held up a garland. ‘Aren’t they good? Trumpets from Low Swamp, Auntie Patti’s whisper-vine, and star-weed to bind. You never thought ordinary old stars could look so good, I’ll bet.’


  ‘I never did.’


  It was all set out right, now. It went in the order: head, half-ring of lamps behind (so as not to glare in her eyes), wreath, half-ring of garlands behind, leaving space in front of her for us.


  ‘Okay, we’re going to sing you down now,’ said Mumma. ‘Everybody get in and say a proper goodbye.’ And she knelt inside the wreath a moment herself, murmured something in Ikky’s ear and kissed her on the forehead.


  We kids all went one by one. Felly got clingy and made Ikky cry; Dash dashed in and planted a quick kiss while she was still upset and would hardly have noticed him; Mumma gave me a cloth and I crouched down and wiped Ik’s eyes and nose—and then could not speak to her bare, blinking face.


  ‘You’re getting good at that flute,’ she said.


  But this isn’t about me, Ik. This is not at all about me.


  ‘Will you come out here some time, and play over me, when no one else’s around?’


  I nodded. Then I had to say some words, of some kind, I knew. I wouldn’t get away without speaking. ‘If you want.’


  ‘I want, okay? Now give me a kiss.’


  I gave her a kid’s kiss, on the mouth. Last time I kissed her, it was carefully on the cheek as she was leaving for her wedding. Some of her glitter had come off on my lips. Now I patted her hair and backed away over the wreath.


  Mai came in last. ‘Fairy doll,’ I heard her say sobbingly. ‘Only-one.’


  And Ik, ‘It’s all right, Auntie. It’ll be over so soon, you’ll see. And I want to hear your voice nice and strong in the singing.’


  We readied ourselves, Felly in Mumma’s lap, then Dash, then me next to Mai. I tried to stay attentive to Mumma, so Mai wouldn’t mess me up with her weeping. It was quiet except for the distant flubber and snap of the bonfires.


  We started up, all the ordinary evening songs for putting babies to sleep, for farewelling, for soothing broke-hearted people—all the ones everyone knew so well that they’d long ago made rude versions and joke-songs of them. We sang them plain, following Mumma’s lead; we sang them straight, into Ikky’s glistening eyes, as the tar climbed her chin. We stood tall, so as to see her, and she us, as her face became the sunken centre of that giant flower, the wreath. Dash’s little drum held us together and kept us singing, as Ik’s eyes rolled and she struggled for breath against the pressing tar, as the chief and the husband’s family came and stood across from us, shifting from foot to foot, with torches raised to watch her sink away.


  Mai began to crumble and falter beside me as the tar closed in on Ik’s face, a slow, sticky, rolling oval. I sang good and strong—I didn’t want to hear any last whimper, any stopped breath. I took Mai’s arm and tried to hold her together that way, but she only swayed worse, and wept louder. I listened for Mumma under the noise, pressed my eyes shut and made my voice follow hers. By the time I’d steadied myself that way, Ik’s eyes were closing.


  Through our singing, I thought I heard her cry for Mumma; I tried not to, yet my ears went on hearing. This will happen only the once—you can’t do it over again if ever you feel like remembering. And Mumma went to her, and I could not tell whether Ik was crying and babbling, or whether it was a trick of our voices, or whether the people on the banks of the tar had started up again. I watched Mumma, because Mumma knew what to do; she knew to lie there on the matting, and dip her cloth in the last water with the little fading fish-scales of ice in it, and squeeze the cloth out and cool the shrinking face in the hole.


  And the voice of Ik must have been ours or others’ voices, because the hole Mumma was dampening with her cloth was, by her hand movements, only the size of a brassboy now. And by a certain shake of her shoulders I could tell: Mumma knew it was all right to be weeping now, now that Ik was surely gone, was just a nose or just a mouth with the breath crushed out of it, just an eye seeing nothing. And very suddenly it was too much—the flowers nodding in the lamplight, our own sister hanging in tar, going slowly, slowly down like Vanderberg’s truck that time, like Jappity’s cabin with the old man still inside it, or any old villain or scofflaw of around these parts, and I had a big sicking-up of tears, and they tell me I made an awful noise that frightened everybody right up to the chief, and that the husband’s parents thought I was a very ill-brought-up boy for upsetting them instead of allowing them to serenely and superiorly watch justice be done for their lost son.


  I don’t remember a lot about that part. I came back to myself walking dully across the tar between Mai and Mumma, hand-in-hand, carrying nothing, when I had come out here laden, when we had all had to help. We must have eaten everything, I thought. But what about the mats and pans and planks? Then I heard a screeking clanking behind me, which was Dash hoisting up too heavy a load of pots.


  And Mumma was talking, wearily, as if she’d been going on a long time, and soothingly, which was like a beautiful guide-rope out of my sickness, which my brain was following hand over hand. It’s what they do to people, what they have to do, and all you can do about it is watch out who you go loving, right? Make sure it’s not someone who’ll rouse that killinganger in you, if you’ve got that rage, if you’re like our Ik—


  Then the bank came up high in front of us, topped with grass that was white in Mumma’s lamp’s light. Beyond it were all the eyes, and attached to the eyes the bodies, flat and black against bonfire or starry sky. They shuffled aside for us.


  I knew we had to leave Ik behind, and I didn’t make a fuss, not now. I had done my fussing, all at once; I had blown myself to bits out on the tar, and now several monstrous things, several gaping mouths of truth, were rattling pieces of me around their teeth. I would be all right, if Mai stayed quiet, if Mumma kept murmuring, if both their hands held me as we passed through this forest of people, these flitting firefly eyes.


  They got me up the bank, Mumma and Auntie; I paused and they stumped up and then lifted me, and I walked up the impossible slope like a demon, horizontal for a moment and then stiffly over the top—


  —and into my Mumma, whose arms were ready. She couldn’t’ve carried me out on the tar. We’d both have sunk, with me grown so big now. But here on the hard ground she took me up, too big as I was for it. And, too big as I was, I held myself onto her, crossing my feet around her back, my arms behind her neck. And she carried me like Jappity’s wife used to carry Jappity’s idiot son, and I felt just like that boy, as if the thoughts that were all right for everyone else weren’t coming now, and never would come, to me. As if all I could do was watch, but not ever know anything, not ever understand. I pushed my face into Mumma’s warm neck; I sealed my eyes shut against her skin; I let her strong warm arms carry me away in the dark.


  DOWN MEMORY LANE


  Mike Resnick


  Gwendolyn sticks a finger into her cake, pulls it out, and licks it with a happy smile on her face.


  “I like birthdays!” she says, giggling with delight.


  I lean over and wipe some frosting off her chin. “Try to be a little neater,” I say. “You wouldn’t want to have to take a bath before you open your present.”


  “Present?” she repeats excitedly, her gaze falling on the box with the colorful wrapping paper and the big satin bow. “Is it time for my present now? Is it?”


  “Yes, it is,” I answer. I pick up the box and hand it to her. “Happy birthday, Gwendolyn.”


  She tears off the paper, shoves the card aside, and opens the box. An instant later she emits a happy squeal and pulls out the rag doll. “This is my very favorite day of my whole life!” she announces.


  I sigh and try to hold back my tears.


  Gwendolyn is eighty-two years old. She has been my wife for the last sixty of them.


  I don’t know where I was when Kennedy was shot. I don’t know what I was doing when the World Trade Center collapsed under the onslaught of two jetliners. But I remember every single detail, every minute, every second, of the day we got the bad news.


  “It may not be Alzheimer’s,” said Dr. Castleman. “Alzheimer’s is becoming a catchword for a variety of senile dementias. Eventually we’ll find out exactly which dementia it is, but there’s no question that Gwendolyn is suffering from one of them.”


  It wasn’t a surprise—after all, we knew something was wrong; that’s why she was being examined—but it was still a shock.


  “Is there any chance of curing it?” I asked, trying to keep my composure.


  He shook his head sadly. “Right now we’re barely able to slow it down.”


  “How long have I got?” said Gwendolyn, her face grim, her jaw set.


  “Physically you’re in fine shape,” said Castleman. “You could live another ten to twenty years.”


  “How long before I don’t know who anyone is?” she persisted.


  He shrugged helplessly. “It proceeds at different rates with different people. At first you won’t notice any diminution, but before long it will become noticeable, perhaps not to you, but to those around you. And it doesn’t progress in a straight line. One day you’ll find you’ve lost the ability to read, and then, perhaps two months later, you’ll see a newspaper headline, or perhaps a menu in a restaurant, and you’ll read it as easily as you do today. Paul here will be elated and think you’re regaining your capacity, and he’ll call me and tell me about it, but it won’t last. In another day, another hour, another week, the ability will be gone again.”


  “Will I know what’s happening to me?”


  “That’s almost the only good part of it,” replied Castleman. “You know now what lies ahead of you, but as it progresses you will be less and less aware of any loss of your cognitive abilities. You’ll be understandably bitter at the start, and we’ll put you on anti-depressants, but the day will come when you no longer need them because you no longer remember that you ever had a greater mental capacity than you possess at that moment.”


  She turned to me. “I’m sorry, Paul.”


  “It’s not your fault,” I said.


  “I’m sorry that you’ll have to watch this happen to me.”


  “There must be something we can do, some way we can fight it . . .” I muttered.


  “I’m afraid there isn’t,” said Castleman. “They say there are stages you go through when you know you’re going to die: disbelief, then anger, then self-pity, and finally acceptance. No one’s ever come up with a similar list for the dementias, but in the end what you’re going to have to do is accept it and learn to live with it.”


  “How long before I have to go to . . . to wherever I have to go when Paul can’t care for me alone?”


  Castleman took a deep breath, let it out, and pursed his lips. “It varies. It could be five or six months, it could be two years, it could be longer. A lot depends on you.”


  “On me?” said Gwendolyn.


  “As you become more childlike, you will become more curious about things that you no longer know or recognize. Paul tells me you’ve always had a probing mind. Will you be content to sit in front of the television while he’s sleeping or otherwise occupied, or will you feel a need to walk outside and then forget how to get back home? Will you be curious about all the buttons and switches on the kitchen appliances? Two-year-olds can’t open doors or reach kitchen counters, but you will be able to. So, as I say, it depends on you, and that is something no one can predict.” He paused. “And there may be rages.”


  “Rages?” I repeated.


  “In more than half the cases,” he replied. “She won’t know why she’s so enraged. You will, of course—but you won’t be able to do anything about it. If it happens, we have medications that will help.”


  I was so depressed I was thinking of suicide pacts, but Gwendolyn turned to me and said, “Well, Paul, it looks like we have a lot of living to cram into the next few months. I’ve always wanted to take a Caribbean cruise. We’ll stop at the travel agency on the way home.”


  That was her reaction to the most horrific news a human being can receive.


  I thanked God that I’d had sixty years with her, and I cursed Him for taking away everything that made her the woman I loved before we’d said and done all the things we had wanted to say and do.


  She’d been beautiful once. She still was. Physical beauty fades, but inner beauty never does. For sixty years we had lived together, loved together, worked together, played together. We got to where we could finish each other’s sentences, where we knew each other’s tastes better than we knew our own. We had fights—who doesn’t?—but we never once went to bed mad at each other.


  We raised three children, two sons and a daughter. One son was killed in Vietnam; the other son and the daughter kept in touch as best they could, but they had their own lives to lead, and they lived many states away.


  Gradually our outside social contacts became fewer and fewer; we were all each other needed. And now I was going to watch the only thing I’d ever truly loved become a little less each day, until there was nothing left but an empty shell.


  The cruise went well. We even took the train all the way to the rum factory at the center of Jamaica, and we spent a few days in Miami before flying home. She seemed so normal, so absolutely herself, that I began thinking that maybe Dr. Castleman’s diagnosis had been mistaken.


  But then it began. There was no single incident that couldn’t have occurred fifty years ago, nothing that you couldn’t find a reasonable excuse for—but things kept happening. One afternoon she put a roast in the oven, and at dinnertime we found that she’d forgotten to turn the oven on. Two days later we were watching The Maltese Falcon for the umpteenth time, and suddenly she couldn’t remember who killed Humphrey Bogart’s partner. She “discovered” Raymond Chandler, an author she’d loved for years. There were no rages, but there was everything else Dr. Castleman had predicted.


  I began counting her pills. She was on five different medications, three of them twice a day. She never skipped them all, but somehow the numbers never came out quite right.


  I’d mention a person, a place, an incident, something we’d shared together, and one time out of three she couldn’t recall it—and she’d get annoyed when I’d explain that she had forgotten it. In a month it became two out of three times. Then she lost interest in reading. She blamed it on her glasses, but when I took her to get a new prescription, the optometrist tested her and told us that her vision hadn’t changed since her last visit two years earlier.


  She kept fighting it, trying to stimulate her brain with crossword puzzles, math problems, anything that would cause her to think. But each month the puzzles and problems got a little simpler, and each month she solved a few less than she had the month before. She still loved music, and she still loved leaving seeds out for the birds and watching them come by to feed—but she could no longer hum along with the melodies or identify the birds.


  She had never allowed me to keep a gun in the house. It was better, she said, to let thieves steal everything than to get killed in a shootout—they were just possessions; we were all that counted—and I honored her wishes for sixty years. But now I went out and bought a small handgun and a box of bullets, and kept them locked in my desk against the day that she was so far gone she no longer knew who I was. I told myself that when that day occurred, I would put a bullet into her head and another into my own . . . but I knew that I couldn’t. Myself, yes; the woman who’d been my life, never.


  I met her in college. She was an honor student. I was a not-very-successful jock—third-string defensive end in football, back-up power forward in basketball, big, strong, and dumb—but she saw something in me. I’d noticed her around the campus—she was too good-looking not to notice—but she hung out with the brains, and our paths almost never crossed. The only reason I asked her out the first time was because one of my frat brothers bet me ten dollars she wouldn’t give me the time of day. But for some reason I’ll never know she said yes, and for the next sixty years I was never willingly out of her presence. When we had money we spent it, and when we didn’t have money we were every bit as happy; we just didn’t live as well or travel as much. We raised our kids, sent them out into the world, watched one die and two move away to begin their own lives, and wound up the way we’d started—just the two of us.


  And now one of us was vanishing, day by day, minute by minute.


  One morning she locked the bathroom door and couldn’t remember how to unlock it. She was so panicky that she couldn’t hear me giving her instructions from the other side. I was on the phone, calling the fire department, when she appeared at my side to ask why I was talking to them and what was burning.


  “She had no memory of locking herself in,” I explained to Dr. Castleman the next day. “One moment she couldn’t cope with a lock any three-year-old could manipulate, and the next moment she opened the door and didn’t remember having any problem with it.”


  “That’s the way these things progress,” he said.


  “How long before she doesn’t know me any more?”


  Castleman sighed. “I really don’t know, Paul. You’ve been the most important thing in her life, the most constant thing, so it stands to reason that you’ll be the last thing she forgets.” He sighed again. “It could be a few months, or a few years—or it could be tomorrow.”


  “It’s not fair,” I muttered.


  “Nobody ever said it was,” he replied. “I had her checked over while she was here, and for what it’s worth she’s in excellent physical health for a woman of her age. Heart and lungs are fine, blood pressure’s normal.”


  Of course her blood pressure was normal, I thought bitterly. She didn’t spend most of her waking hours wondering what it would be like when the person she had spent her life with no longer recognized her.


  Then I realized that she didn’t spend most of her waking hours thinking of anything, and I felt guilty for pitying myself when she was the one whose mind and memories were racing away at an ever-faster rate.


  Two weeks later we went shopping for groceries. She wandered off to get something—ice cream, I think—and when I’d picked up what I needed and went over to the frozen food section she wasn’t there. I looked around, checked out the next few aisles. No luck.


  I asked one of the stock girls to check the women’s rest room. It was empty.


  I started getting a panicky feeling in the pit of my stomach. I was just about to go out into the parking lot to look for her when a cop brought her into the store, leading her very gently by the arm.


  “She was wandering around looking for her car,” he explained. “A 1961 Nash Rambler.”


  “We haven’t owned that car in forty years or more,” I said. I turned to Gwendolyn. “Are you all right?”


  Her face was streaked by tears. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I couldn’t remember where we parked the car.”


  “It’s all right,” I said.


  She kept crying and telling me how sorry she was. Pretty soon everyone was staring, and the store manager asked if I’d like to take her to his office and let her sit down. I thanked him and the cop, but decided she’d be better off at home, so I led her out to the Ford we’d owned for the past five years and drove her home.


  As we pulled into the garage and got out of the car, she stood back and looked at it.


  “What a pretty car,” she said. “Whose is it?”


  “They’re not sure of anything,” said Dr. Castleman. “But they think it’s got something to do with the amyloid beta protein. An abundance of it can usually be found in people suffering from Alzheimer’s or Down Syndrome.”


  “Can’t you take it out, or do something to neutralize it?” I asked.


  Gwendolyn sat in a chair, staring at the wall. We could have been ten thousand miles away as far as she was concerned.


  “If it was that simple, they’d have done it.”


  “So it’s a protein,” I said. “Does it come in some kind of food? Is there something she shouldn’t be eating?”


  He shook his head. “There are all kinds of proteins. This is one you’re born with.”


  “Is it in the brain?”


  “Initially it’s in the spinal fluid.”


  “Well, can’t you drain it out?” I persisted.


  He sighed. “By the time we know it’s a problem in a particular individual, it’s too late. It forms plaques on the brain, and once that happens, the disease is irreversible.” He paused wearily. “At least it’s irreversible today. Someday they’ll cure it. They should be able to slow it down before too long. I wouldn’t be surprised to see it eradicated within a quarter of a century. There may even come a day when they can test embryos for an amyloid beta imbalance and correct it in utero. They’re making progress.”


  “But not in time to help Gwendolyn.”


  “No, not in time to help Gwendolyn.”


  Gradually, over the next few months, she became totally unaware that she even had Alzheimer’s. She no longer read, but she watched the television incessantly. She especially liked children’s shows and cartoons. I would come into the room and hear the eighty-two-year-old woman I loved singing along with the Mickey Mouse Club. I had a feeling that if they still ran test patterns she could watch one for hours on end.


  And then came the morning I had known would come: I was fixing her breakfast—some cereal she’d seen advertised on television—and she looked up at me, and I could tell that she no longer knew who I was. Oh, she wasn’t afraid of me, or even curious, but there was absolutely no spark of recognition.


  The next day I moved her into a home that specialized in the senile dementias.


  “I’m sorry, Paul,” said Dr. Castleman. “But it really is for the best. She needs professional care. You’ve lost weight, you’re not getting any sleep, and to be blunt, it no longer makes any difference to her who feeds and cleans and medicates her.”


  “Well, it makes a difference to me,” I said angrily. “They treat her like an infant!”


  “That’s what she’s become.”


  “She’s been there two weeks, and I haven’t seen them try—really try—to communicate with her.”


  “She has nothing to say, Paul.”


  “It’s there,” I said. “It’s somewhere inside her brain.”


  “Her brain isn’t what it once was,” said Castleman. “You have to face up to that.”


  “I took her there too soon,” I said. “There must be a way to connect with her.”


  “You’re an adult, and despite her appearance, she’s a four-year-old child,” said Castleman gently. “You no longer have anything in common.”


  “We have a lifetime in common!” I snapped.


  I couldn’t listen to any more, so I got up and stalked out of his office.


  I decided that depending on Dr. Castleman was a dead end, and I began visiting other specialists. They all told me pretty much the same thing. One of them even showed me his lab, where they were doing all kinds of chemical experiments on the amyloid beta protein and a number of other things. It was encouraging, but nothing was going to happen fast enough to cure Gwendolyn.


  Two or three times each day I picked up that pistol I’d bought and toyed with ending it, but I kept thinking: what if there’s a miracle—medical, religious, whatever kind? What if she becomes Gwendolyn again? She’ll be all alone with a bunch of senile old men and women, and I’ll have deserted her.


  So I couldn’t kill myself, and I couldn’t help her, and I couldn’t just stand by and watch her. Somehow, somewhere, there had to be a way to connect with her, to communicate on the same level again. We’d faced some pretty terrible problems together—losing a son, suffering a miscarriage, watching each of our parents die in turn—and as long as we were together we were able to overcome them. This was just one more problem—and every problem is capable of solution.


  I found the solution, too. It wasn’t where I expected, and it certainly wasn’t what I expected, but she was eighty-two years old and sinking fast, and I didn’t hesitate.


  That’s where things stand this evening. Earlier today I bought this notebook, and this marks the end of my first entry.


  Friday, June 22. I’d heard about the clinic while I was learning everything I could about the disease. The government outlawed it and shut it down, so they moved it lock, stock and barrel to Guatemala. It wasn’t much to look at, but then, I wasn’t expecting much. Just a miracle of a different sort.


  They make no bones about what they anticipate if the experiment goes as planned. That’s why they only accept terminal patients—and because they have so few and are so desperate for volunteers, that’s also why they didn’t challenge me when I told them I had a slow-acting cancer. I signed a release that probably wouldn’t hold up in any court of law outside Guatemala; they now have my permission to do just about anything they want to me.


  Saturday, June 23. So it begins. I thought they’d inject it into my spine, but instead they went through the carotid artery in my neck. Makes sense; it’s the conduit between the spine and the brain. If anything’s going to get the protein where it can do its work, that’s the ticket. I thought it would hurt like hell, but it’s just a little sore. Except for that, I don’t feel any different.


  Wednesday, June 27. Fourth day in a row of tedious lectures explaining how some of us will die but a few may be saved and all humanity will benefit, or something like that. Now I have an inkling of how lab rats and guinea pigs feel. They’re not aware that they’re dying; and I guess before too long, we won’t be either.


  Wednesday, July 3. After a week of having me play with the most idiotic puzzles, they tell me that I’ve lost 6 percent of my cognitive functions and that the condition is accelerating. It seems to please them no end. I’m not convinced; I think if they’d give me a little more time I’d do better on these damned tests. I mean, it’s been a long time since I was in school. I’m out of practice.


  Sunday, July 7. You know, I think it’s working. I was reading down in the lounge, and for the longest time I couldn’t remember where my room was. Good. The faster it works, the better.


  I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.


  Tuesday, July 16. Today we got another talking-to. They say the shots are stronger and the symptons are appearing even faster than they’d hoped, and it’s almost time to try the anecdote. Anecdote. Is that the right word?


  Friday, July 26. Boy am I lucky. At the last minute I remembered why I went there in the furst place. I wated until it was dark and snuck out. When I got to the airport I didnt have any money, but they asked to see my wallet and took out this plastic card and did something with it and said it was OK and gave me a ticket.


  Saturday, july 27. I wrote down my address so I wouldn’t forget, and boy am i lucky I did, because when I got a cab at the airporte I couldn’t’ remember what to tell him. We drove and we drove and finally I remembered I had wrote it down, but when we got home i didn’t’ have a key. i started pounding on the door, but no one was there to let me in, and finally they came with a loud siren and took me somewhere else. i cant stay long. I have to find gwendolyn before it is too late, but i cant remember what it wood be too late for.


  Mundy, august. He says his name is Doctr Kasleman and that i know him, and he kept saying o paul why did you do this to yourself, and i told him i didn’t remember but i know I had a reason and it had something to do with gwendolyn. do you remember her he said. of course i do i said, she is my love and my life. I askt when can i see her & he said soon.


  wensday. they gave me my own room, but i dont want my own room i want to be with gwendolyn. finaly they let me see her and she was as beutiful as ever and i wanted to hug her and kiss her but wen i walked up to her she started krying and the nurse took her away


  it has been 8 daz since i rote here. or maybe 9. i keep forgeting to. today i saw a prety littl girl in the hall, with prety white hair. she reminds me of someone but i dont know who. tomorrow if i remember i will bring her a present


  i saw the pretti gurl again today. i took a flower from a pot and gave it to her and she smiled and said thank you and we talkt alot and she said i am so glad we met & i am finaly happy. i said so am i. i think we are going to be great friends becauz we like each other and have so mucch in commmon. i askt her name and she couldnt remember, so i will call her gwendolyn. i think i nu someone called gwendolyn once a long time ago and it is a very pretti name for a very pretti new frend.


  THE CLOCKWORK ATOM BOMB


  Dominic Green


  “Over here, mister. This is the place.” The girl tugged Mativi’s sleeve and led him down a street that was mostly poorly-patched shell holes. Delayed Action Munitions— the size of thumbnails and able to turn a man into fragments of the same dimensions— littered the ground hereabouts, designed to lie dormant for generations. Construction companies used robot tractors to fill in bomb damage, and the robots did a poor job. Granted, they were getting better— Robocongo was one of equatorial Africa’s biggest exporters. But usually the whites and the blacks-with-cash sat in control rooms a kilometre away directing robots to build the houses of the poor, and the poor then had to live in those houses not knowing whether, if they put their foot down hard on a tough domestic issue, they might also be putting it down on a DAM bomblet a metre beneath their foundations.


  This street, though, hadn’t even been repaired. It was all sloped concrete, blast rubble and wrecked signs telling outsiders to keep out this goverment building! field clerical stores! important goverment work here you go back!


  “Come on, mister”, said the phaseuse. “You will see, and then you will have no problem paying.”


  “You stand still,” commanded Mativi suddenly. “Stand right there.”


  Nervously, he reached into a pocket and brought out the Noli Timere. It only worked fifty per cent of the time, based on information gathered from scientist-collaborators from all factions in the war, but fifty per cent was better than zip.


  He turned the device on, on low power in case any of the more recent devices that smelled mine detector power-up were present, and swept it left and right. Nothing. He flicked it up to full power and swept again. A small stray air-dropped anti-personnel device at the north-west end of the street, but otherwise nothing.


  “You see that house over there, Emily?” he said, pointing across the road. The girl nodded. “Well, you’re not to go in there. There is an explosive device in there. A big one. It’ll kill you.”


  Emily shook her head firmly. “It isn’t nearly as big as the one that took Claude.”


  Mativi nodded. “But you say the device is still there.”


  “Has been since I was very little. Everyone knows it’s there. The grown-ups know it’s there. They used it when the slim hit, to get rid of the bodies, so we wouldn’t get sick. Sometimes,” she said, “before the bodies were entirely dead.”


  “You can’t get slim from a dead body,” said Mativi.


  “That’s what you say,” said Emily. And he knew she was right. So many generously altered genomes had been flying around Africa in warheads fifteen years ago that someone could have altered HIV and turned it into an airborne, rather than blood-borne, virus— like the rickettsial haemorrhagic fever that had wiped out all of Johannesburg’s blood banks in a single day and made social pariahs of blacks all over Europe and America overnight.


  The sun dropped below the horizon like a guillotine blade, and it was suddenly night, as if someone had flicked a switch in Heaven. Mativi had gotten too used to life off the equator, had been working on the basis that night would steal up slowly as it had in Quebec and Patagonia. But the busy equatorial night had no time for twilight. He hadn’t brought night vision goggles. Had he brought a torch?


  As they walked up the street, a wind gathered, as if the landscape sensed his unease.


  “You have to be careful,” said the girl, “tread only where I tread. And you have to bend down.” She nodded at Mativi’s Kinshasa Rolex. “You have to leave your watch outside.”


  Why? So one of your bacheque boyfriends can steal it while I’m in there? To satisfy the girl’s insistence, he slid the watch off his wrist and set it on a brick, but picked it up again when she wasn’t looking and dropped it into his pocket.


  “Where are we going?” he said.


  “In there.” She pointed. Half-buried in the rubble was a concrete lintel, one end of a substantial buried structure, through which the wind was whistling.


  No. Correction. Out of which the wind was whistling.


  She slipped under the lintel, on which was fixed a sign saying warning! extreme personal danger! The room beyond had once had skylights. Now, it had ruined holes in the roof, into which the geostationary UNPEFORCONG security moon poured prisms of reflected sunlight. 35,900 kilometres above Mativi’s head, he and five million other Kinshasans were being watched with five thousand cameras. This had at first seemed an outrageous intrusion on his privacy, until he’d realized that he’d have to commit a thousand murders before any of the cameras was likely to catch him in the act.


  “Don’t step any closer,” said the girl. “It will take you.”


  The entrance had promised an interior like any other minor military strongpoint— only just large enough to contain a couple of hammocks and a machine gun, maybe. But inside, after only a few steps down, the room was huge, the size of a factory floor. They had entered via an engineer’s inspection catwalk close to the roof. He was not sure how far down the floor was.


  The wind in here was deafening. The girl had to shout. “THERE IS MORE THAN ONE IN HERE. THEY LIVE IN THE MACHINES. THE GOVERNMENT MADE THE MACHINES, BUT NOT WITH TECHNICIANS AND ELECTRICIANS. WITH SORCERY.”


  The machines did not look made by sorcery. They were entirely silent, looking like rows of gigantic, rusted steel chess pawns twice the height of a man, with no pipes or wires entering or leaving them, apparently sitting here unused for any purpose. Mativi felt an urgent, entirely rational need to be in another line of employment.


  “HAVE YOU ANY IDEA WHAT THE MACHINES WERE BUILT FOR?” said Mativi, who had.


  The girl nodded. “THE DEMONS ARE IN THE MACHINES,” she said. “THE MACHINES WERE BUILT AS CAGES. THE MILITARY MEN WHO MADE THIS PLACE WARNED All THE MOST IMPORTANT MEN IN OUR DISTRICT OF THIS. THEY WARNED MY FATHER. THEY TOLD HIM NEVER TO BREAK ANY OF THE MACHINES OPEN. BUT OVER TIME, THEY LEAK, AND THE DEMONS CAN GET OUT. THE FIRST TWO MACHINES ARE SAFE, FOR NOW. BUT YOU MUST BE CAREFUL, BECAUSE WE THOUGHT THE THIRD ONE WAS SAFE TOO, AND IT TOOK CLAUDE.”


  “WHAT DID IT DO TO CLAUDE, WHEN IT TOOK HIM?” said Mativi. He could not see any damage to the walls around the third machine beyond, perhaps, a certain swept-clean quality of the dust on the floor around it.


  “IT TOOK HIM,” said the girl. “IT MADE HIM SMALL. IT SUCKED HIM UP.”


  “THE MACHINES,” said Mativi in broken lingala. “THEY ARE COVERED WITH . . . WITH THINGS.”


  The heads of the chess-pawns, under the light of Mativi’s torch, were surrealistically coiffured with assorted objects— spanners, wire, door furniture, and, worryingly, a single fragmentation grenade. Many, perhaps more than half of the things were ferrous metal. But some looked like aluminium. Some were even bits of wood or plaster.


  Not just magnetism, then.


  He fished the fake Rolex out of his pocket, waved it in the direction of the machines, and felt a strong tug on it as he held it in his hand. But he also felt a strong tug on the sleeve of his shirt, and on his arm itself.


  He realized with growing unease that the wind was not blowing out of the chamber, but into it, pushing him from behind. It also appeared to be blowing in through the skylights in the roof above. It did not seem to be blowing out anywhere.


  The girl gasped. “YOU SHOULD NOT HAVE DONE THAT! NOW YOUR WATCH WILL NOT KEEP GOOD TIME.”


  “IS THAT HOW THE MACHINE SUCKED CLAUDE UP?”


  “NO. All THE MACHINES DRAW THINGS IN, BUT YOU CAN PULL YOURSELF LOOSE FROM MOST OF THEM. BUT THE ONES THE DEMONS LIVE IN WILL SUCK YOU RIGHT INSIDE WHERE THE DEMON LIVES, AND NOT LEAVE A HAIR BEHIND.”


  “WHOLE PEOPLE?”


  “PEOPLE, METAL, ANYTHING.”


  “STONES?” Mativi picked up a fragment of loose plaster from the floor.


  “YES. BUT YOU SHOULD NOT THROW THINGS.”


  He threw it. The girl winced. He saw the plaster travel halfway across the floor until it passed the second machine. Then it jerked sideways in mid-air, as if attached to invisible strings, puffed into a long cone of powder, and vanished.


  The girl was angry. “YOU MUST DO WHAT I SAY! THE MIlITARY MEN SAID WE SHOUlD NOT THROW THINGS INTO THE BAD MACHINES. THEY SAID IT MADE THE DEMONS STRONGER.”


  “YES,” said Mativi. “AND THEY WERE ABSOlUTElY RIGHT. NOT MUCH STRONGER, BUT IF ENOUGH PEOPlE THREW IN ENOUGH UNCHARGED MATERIAl OVER ENOUGH TIME . . .”


  “I DON’T UNDERSTAND WHAT YOU MEAN BY uNcharged maTerIal.”


  “DO YOU UNDERSTAND WHAT I MEAN BY ‘EVERYONE WOUlD DIE’?”


  The girl nodded. “WE SHOUlD NOT STAY TOO lONG IN HERE. PEOPlE WHO STAY TOO lONG IN HERE GET SICK. THE DEMONS MAKE THEM SICK.”


  Mativi nodded. “AND I SUPPOSE THIS SICKNESS TAKES THE FORM OF HAIR lOSS, SHORTNESS OF BREATH, ExTREME PAlENESS OF THE SKIN?”


  “YES,” said the girl. “THE VICTIMS DISPlAY THE ClASSIC SYMPTOMS OF RADIATION AlOPECIA AND STEM CEll DEATH.”


  Well, I’ll be damned. But after all, she has lived through a nuclear war. She’s been living among radiation victims her entire life. Probably taught herself to read using red cross posters.


  “WEll, THE SAME DEMONS THAT WERE USED IN THE RADIATION BOMBS ARE IN HERE. SlIGHTlY DIFFERENT, BECAUSE THESE ARE A SlIGHTlY DIFFERENT WEAPON. BUT THE SAME DEMONS.”


  The girl nodded. “BUT THESE ARE NOT RADIATION BOMBS,” she said. “THIS MEANS YOU HAVE TO PAY ME DOUBlE.” She held out her hand.


  Mativi nodded. “THIS MEANS I HAVE TO PAY YOU DOUBlE.” He fished in his wallet for a fistful of United Nations scrip.


  After all, why shouldn’t I pay you? None of this money is going to be worth anything if these things destroy the world tomorrow.


  “I’m telling you, there are at least forty of them. I counted them. Five rows by eight . . . I didn’t go to the hotel because I didn’t want to call you in the clear. We have to be the only people who know about this . . . Because if anyone wanders into that site, anyone at all, and does anything they shouldn’t, we will all die. I’m not saying they, I’m saying we, and I’m not saying might die, I’m saying will die . . . Yes, this is a Heavy Weapons alert . . . No, I can’t tell you what that means . . . All I can tell you is that you must comply with the alert to the letter if you’re interested in handing on the planet to your children . . . Your children will grow out of that, that hating their father thing. All teenagers go through that phase. And credit where credit’s due, you really shouldn’t have slept with their mother’s sister in the first place . . . No, I do not want ‘an inspection team’. I want troops. Armed troops with a mandate to shoot to kill, not a detachment of graduates in Peace Studies from liechtenstein in a white APC. And when I put the phone down on you, I want to know that you’re going to be picking up your phone again and dialling the IAEA. I am serious about this, louis . . . All right. All right. I’ll see you at the site tomorrow.”


  When he laid the handset down, he was trembling. In a day when there were over a hundred permanent websites on the Antarctic ice shelf, it had taken him five hours to find a digital phone line in a city of five million people. Which, to be fair, fifteen years ago, had been a city of ten million people.


  Of course, his search for a phone line compatible with his encryption software would probably be for nothing. If there were this few digital lines in the city, there was probably a retrotech transistor microphone planted somewhere in the booth he was sitting in, feeding data back to a mainframe at police headquarters. But at least that meant the police would be the only ones who knew. If he’d gone through the baroque network of emergency analogue lines, every housewife in the cité would have known by morning.


  He got up from the booth, walked to the desk, and paid the geek— the geek with a submachinegun— who was manning it. There was no secret police car waiting outside— the car would have been unmarked, but extremely obvious due to the fact that no one but the government could afford to travel around in cars. The Congolese sun came up like a jack in a box and it was a short walk through the zero tolerance district back to his hotel, which had once been a Hilton. He fell into the mattress, which bludgeoned him compliantly unconscious.


  When he opened his hotel room door in the morning to go to the one functioning bathroom, a man was standing outside with a gun.


  Neither the man nor the gun were particularly impressive— the gun because it appeared to be a pre-War cased ammunition model that hadn’t been cleaned since the Armistice, and the man because his hand was shaking like a masturbator’s just before orgasm, and because Mativi knew him to be a paterfamilias with three kids in kindergarten and a passion for N gauge model railways.


  However, the gun still fired big, horrid bullets that made holes in stuff, and it was pointing at Mativi.


  “I’m sorry, Chet, I can’t let you do it.” The safety catch, Mativi noted, was off.


  “Do what?” said Mativi.


  “You’re taking away my livelihood. You know you are.”


  “I’m sorry, Jean, I don’t understand any of this. Maybe you should explain a little more?” Jean-Baptiste Ngoyi, an unremarkable functionary in the United Nations Temporary Administration Service (Former People’s Democratic Republic of Congo), appeared to have put on his very best work clothes to murder Mativi. The blue UNTASFORDEMRECONG logo was embroidered smartly (and widely) on his chest pocket.


  “I can’t let you take them away.” There were actually tears in the little man’s eyes.


  “Take what away?”


  “You know what. everybody knows. They heard you talking to Grosjean.”


  Mativi’s eyes popped. “No. Ohhh shit. No.” He leaned back against crumbling postmodernist plasterwork. “Jean, don’t take this personally, but if someone as far down the food chain as you knows, everyone in the city with an email address and a heartbeat knows.” He looked up at Ngoyi. “There was a microphone in the comms booth, right?”


  “No, the geek who mans the desk is President lissouba’s police chief ’s half brother. The police are full of lissouba men who were exonerated by the General Amnesty after the Armistice.”


  “Shit. Shit. What are they doing, now they know?”


  “ ‘Emergency measures are being put in place to contain the problem’. That’s all they’d say. Oh, and there are already orders out for your arrest For Your Own Safety. But they didn’t know which hotel you were staying in. One of them was trying to find out when he rang me.”


  Mativi walked in aimless circles, holding his head to stop his thoughts from wandering. “I’ll bet he was. God, god. And you didn’t tell them where I was. Does that mean you’re, um, not particularly serious about killing me?” He stared at Ngoyi ingratiatingly. But the gun didn’t waver— at least, not any more than it had been wavering already. Never mind. It had been worth a try.


  “It means I couldn’t take the chance that they really did want you arrested for your own safety,” said Ngoyi. “If a UN Weapons Inspector died in Kinshasa, that would throw the hand grenade well and truly in the muck spreader for the police chiefs, after all.”


  “I take it some of them are the men who originally installed the containers. If so, they know very well full amnesties are available for war crimes—”


  Ngoyi shook his head. “Not for crimes committed after the war.”


  Mativi was alarmed. “After?”


  “They’ve been using the machines as execution devices,” said Ngoyi. “No mess, no body, no incriminating evidence. And they work, too. The bacheques are terrified of them, will do anything to avoid being killed that way. They think they’re the homes of demons— ”


  “They’re not far wrong,” muttered Mativi.


  “—and then there are the undertakers,” continued Ngoyi. “They’ve been using the machines for mass burials. Otherwise the bodies would just have piled up in the streets in the epidemics. And the domestic waste trucks, about five of them stop there several times a week and dump stuff in through the skylights. And my own trucks—”


  “Your own trucks?”


  “Yes. Three times a week, sometimes four or five.” Ngoyi returned Mativi’s accusing stare. “Oh, sure, the UN gives us Geiger counters and that bacterial foam that fixes fallout, and the special vehicles for sucking up the fixed material and casting it into lead glass bricks—”


  “Which you’re supposed to then arrange for disposal by the IAEA by burial underground in the Devil’s Brickyard in the Dry Valleys of Antarctica,” finished Mativi. “Only you haven’t been doing that, have you? You thought you’d cut a few corners.”


  “The UN gives us a budget of only five million a year!” complained Ngoyi. “And by the time that reaches us, it has, by the magic of African mathematics, become half a million. Have you any idea what it costs to ship a single kilo of hazardous waste to Antarctica?”


  “That’s what you’re supposed to do,” repeated Mativi, staring up the barrel of the gun, which somehow did not matter quite so much now.


  “We were talking astrophysics in the Bar B Doll only the other night. You told me then that once something crosses the Event Horizon, it never comes out!” said the civil servant, mortified. “You promised!”


  “That’s absolutely correct,” said Mativi. “Absolutely, totally and utterly correct.”


  “Then,” said Ngoyi, his face brightening insanely, “then there is no problem. We can throw as much stuff in as we want to.”


  “Each one of those containers,” said Mativi, “is designed to hold a magnetically charged object that weighs more than ten battleships. Hence the reinforced concrete floor, hence the magnetized metal casing that attracts every bit of ferrous metal in the room. Now, what do you think is going to happen if you keep piling in extra uncharged mass? Nothing that crosses the Event Horizon comes out, Jean. Nothing. ever. Including you, including me, including Makemba and Kimbareta and little laurent.”


  Ngoyi’s face fell. Then, momentarily, it rose again. “But our stuff is only a few hundred kilos a week,” he began. “Much less than what the domestic waste people put in.”


  “I feel better already. You’re not going to be personally responsible for getting the whole planet sucked into oblivion, it’s going to be some other guy.”


  “The sewage outlet, mind you,” continued Ngoyi. “That must be pumping in a good thousand litres a day—”


  Mativi’s jaw dropped. “Sewage outlet?”


  “Sure. The sanitation guys rerouted the main waste pipe for the city as a temporary measure. They have to keep replacing the last few metres— the machine keeps eating the pipe.” Ngoyi shrugged. “How else do you think they keep five million people’s shit out of the drinking water?”


  “Jean-Baptiste, you people have to stop this. You have to stop it now. You have absolutely no idea what you’re doing.”


  The gun was still pointing at the centre of Mativi’s chest; now, just for a moment, it stopped wavering and hit dead centre.


  “I know exactly what I’m doing. I am making sure I can feed my wife and children.”


  The finger coiled round the trigger, slowed down as if falling down gravity slopes. Mativi winced.


  The gun clunked and did nothing.


  Ngoyi stared at his uncooperative weapon tearfully.


  “I must warn you,” lied Mativi, “that I led my university karate team.”


  “You should leave,” said Ngoyi. “I think I recognized the municipal sanitation inspector’s car following the bus I took down here. He had a rocket propelled grenade launcher on his parcel shelf.”


  The road surface rose and fell under the Hyundai like a brown ocean swell, testing its suspension to the limit. Mativi heard things grounding that probably ought not to.


  “Can I drop you off anywhere?” He braked gently as the traffic hit the blast craters around the freeway/railway junction, which had been a prime military target. Robot repair units were still working on it, and their operators did not pay much attention to cars that weighed one tenth what a mine clearance tractor did. The streetlights seemed to be out on this stretch of road, and the only illumination came from car headlights bouncing up and down like disco strobes. The robot tractors did not need visible light to see.


  “The stadium will do fine. I can catch a bus out to Ndjili from there.”


  “You live that far out of town?”


  “We don’t all live on Geneva salaries, you know.” Ngoyi’s face blanched suddenly as he stared into the evening traffic. “Stop the car! Handbrake turn! Handbrake turn!”


  Mativi stared into the traffic. “Why?”


  “Four secret police cars, dead ahead!”


  It was true, and Mativi cursed himself for not having seen it. The SUV’s stood out like aluminium islands in the sea of polyurea AfriCars. Each one of them would have cost ten times an ordinary Kinshasan’s annual salary.


  “It’s not a roadblock,” said Mativi.


  “So I should care? They’re out looking for you!”


  “looks like an escort. They’re not even coming down this road. They’re turning onto the freeway to Djelo-Binza. They’re escorting that big, heavy launch tractor . . . one of the ones designed to carry clutches of heavy ballistic missiles out to the pads at Malebo.” He peered out of the driver-side window. “The one whose suspension is scraping the ground—”


  He did a handbrake turn and left the road in the direction of Djelo-Binza. The suspension hardly noticed the difference. The only reason people drove on roads any more in Kinshasa was because the road was slightly more likely to have been checked for explosives.


  There was only desultory hooting when he rejoined the road. leaving the road and rejoining it after a four-wheel-drive short-cut was common. The four-by-fours were clearly visible now, crammed with whatever men the police chiefs had been able to get their hands on at short notice— some in military uniform, some in T-shirts, some with government-issue sidearms, some with war-era AKMs, yawning, pulled out of bed in the early hours.


  The crawler was taking up three lanes of traffic, drawing a horde of honking AfriCars behind it like a bridal train. Despite the horns, the crawler was probably not moving much slower than the cars would have done— the expressway was still a mass of blast craters.


  “I can’t believe this,” said Mativi, hugely affronted. “How can they think they can haul a million-tonne object across town without me noticing?”


  Ngoyi stared. “You think that thing’s got— things on it?”


  Mativi nodded. “One of the things is on board— one of the containers. They’re taking it across town because they can’t bear to lose it . . . I wonder why.” He winked at Ngoyi. “Maybe they’re in the pay of the office of sanitation?” The car plunged into yet another black void unilluminated by its headlights. “Jesus, I wish those streetlights were working.” He blinked as the car bonnet surged up again into the light.


  Then he realized. Not only were there no streetlights, there were also no lights in the city around the road.


  “That’s it, isn’t it.”


  “What?”


  “They’re going to the power company. You dumb fucks have been plugging power into it as well. haven’t you.”


  Ngoyi hesitated, then gave up the game and nodded. “It started out as a theoretical weapons project in the last days of the war. But,” he insisted defiantly, “it was a peaceful use we put it to! One of our office juniors, a very clever young man, a PhD from CalTech, suggested that if we aimed an infrared laser beam at the event horizon at a certain angle, it would come out as a gamma-ray beam, which we used to heat a tank of mercury . . . we tried water first, but it flash evaporated and fused the rock around the tank to glass.” He licked his lips nervously. “The hardest part was designing a turbine system that would work with evaporating mercury. We lost a lot of men to heavy metal poisoning . . .”


  Realisation dawned on Mativi. “You were one of the researchers in lissouba’s government.”


  “You think I could have got away with living in the old People’s Democratic Republic with a physics degree without being a weapons researcher?” Ngoyi laughed hollowly. “Dream on, brother. But this is peacetime now. The technology is being used to power the houses of five million people—”


  “Uh-uh. There’s no sidestepping the laws of Thermodynamics. You only get out less than what you put in. You’re only getting power out because you’re sapping the angular momentum of what’s inside the container. I’ll lay a bet that what’s inside the container was created illegally using the lubumba Collider that President lissouba convinced the UN to build to ‘rejuvenate the Congolese economy’.”


  Ngoyi squirmed. “He also said scientify the Congolese economy. He actually used the word ‘scientify’.”


  Mativi nodded. “In any case, that angular momentum was put into the container by gigawatts of energy pumped into the Collider from the city power grid. Effectively all you’re doing is using up energy someone stole and stored fifteen years ago. It’s no more a power source than a clockwork doll is, Jean-Baptiste. You have to wind it up to watch it go. And all you’ll be left with, in the end, is a non-rotating very heavy lump of extremely bad shit.”


  “Well, I must admit,” admitted Ngoyi ruefully, “the amount of juice we can squeeze out of it is getting smaller every year.”


  The tractor in front suddenly rumbled to a halt in a cloud of dust big enough to conceal a herd of rhinos. A wall of immobile metal barred the carriageway, and three lanes of drivers performed the peculiarly Congolese manoeuvre of stepping on their brakes and leaning on their horns simultaneously. One of them shrieked suddenly in dismay when a length of caterpillar track resembling a chain of house façades clipped together with traffic bollards slammed down onto his bonnet and crushed it flat, before slapping his saloon into a cabriolet. Paint flakes flew everywhere. The car was a steel one, too— an old Proton model produced under licence in Afghanistan. Mativi hoped the driver had survived.


  Troops poured out of the four-by-fours, ignoring the barrage of horns. They were staring at the side of the tractor. Some good Catholics were even crossing themselves.


  Mativi put the handbrake on and left his car. Someone hooted at him. He ignored them. One whole side of the tractor had collapsed into the asphalt. The torsion bars of the vehicle’s suspension, each one a man’s waist thick and made of substances far, far stronger than steel, had snapped like seaside rock. The load on top of the tractor had slumped sideways underneath its canvas blanket.


  Now that he was outside the car, he was aware of a hissing sound. The sound was coming from a hole punched in the canvas cover.


  Some of the troopers were walking up towards the load. Mativi danced out onto the grass verge, waving his arms like an isangoma. “No! Non! Get away! Trés dangereux!”


  One of the men looked at Mativi as if he were an idiot and took another step forward. His sleeve began to rustle and flap in the direction of the hole in the canvas. Then his hand slapped down onto the canvas cover, and he began to scream, beating on his hand, trying to free it. His comrades began to laugh, looking back towards Mativi, enjoying the joke their friend was having at the crazy man’s expense.


  Then he vanished.


  Not quite vanished— Mativi and the troops both heard the bones in his hand snap, saw the hand crumple into the canvas like a handkerchief into a magician’s glove, followed by his arm, followed by his shoulder, followed by his head. They saw the flare of crimson his body turned into as skin, bone, blood vessels, all the frail materials meant to hold a body together, degenerated into carmine mulch and were sucked up by the structure. A crimson blot of blood a man wide sprayed onto the canvas— out of which, weirdly, runnels of blood began trailing inward toward the hole, against and at angles to gravity.


  The police troops turned and looked at Mativi, then looked back at the tractor.


  “alors, chef,” one of them said to him, “qu’est-ce qu’on fait maintenant?”


  “It’s loose,” said Ngoyi, his eyes glazed, seeing the ends of worlds. “It’s loose, and I am responsible.”


  Mativi shook his head. “It’s not loose. Not yet. We can still tell exactly where it is, just by feeding it more policemen. But its casing’s corroded. It’s sucking in stuff from outside.”


  “Not corroded.” Ngoyi shook his head. “It won’t corrode. It’s made of nickel alloy, very strong, very heavy. It’s one of the cases we bored a hole in deliberately, in order to shine in the infrared beam. There’ll be another hole in the casing on the far side. Where the gamma comes out.”


  Mativi nodded. One of the machines the demons live in.


  Ngoyi still seemed to be wary of even looking at the container. “Could it topple over?”


  “No. If it begins to topple, it’ll right itself immediately. It’s probably scrunched itself down into the top of the tractor doing that already. Remember, it’s a small thing rotating, rotating fast, and it weighs over a thousand tonnes. The gyroscopic stability of an object like that doesn’t bear thinking about—”


  “CETAWAYO BRIAN MATIVI! I AM HEREBY BY THE ORDER OF THE UNITED NATIONS PEACEKEEPING FORCES OF THE CONGO PlACING YOU UNDER ARREST.”


  Mativi turned. The voice had come from a senior police officer. The amount of shiny regalia on the uniform confused matters, but he was almost certain the man was a lieutenant.


  Mativi sighed. “lieutenant—” he began.


  “Major,” corrected the Major.


  “— Major, I am engaged in preventing a public disaster of proportions bigger than anything that might possibly be prevented by arresting me. Do you know what will happen if that load falls off that wagon?”


  The Major shrugged. “Do you know what will happen if I see you and don’t drag you down to the cells? I will lose my job, and my wife and children will go hungry.”


  Mativi began to back away.


  “Hey!” The Major began to pointedly unbutton his revolver.


  “I know what will happen to you if you don’t bring me in. And you forgot to mention that there’ll be no power in the city either, and that as a consequence a great number of wives and children will go hungry,” said Mativi, circling around the danger area of bowed, permanently windblown grass near the tractor’s payload. He waved his arms in the direction of the dark horizon. “You can see the evidence of this already. The device on this tractor has been uncoupled from the grid, and immediately there is no power for refrigeration, no power for cooking, or for emergency machinery in hospitals. I know all that.” Slowly, he put his hands up to indicate he was no threat. Then, with one hand, he swung himself up onto the side of the tractor, with the payload between himself and the Major. “But you truly cannot begin to comprehend what will happen to those wives and children if I allow this load to continue on to Djelo-Binza, sir. You see, I understand at a very deep level what is in this container. You do not.”


  “I must warn you not to attempt to escape custody,” said the Major, raising his pistol. “I am empowered to shoot.”


  “How can I be trying to escape custody?” said Mativi, looking down the barrel of the pistol as if his life depended on it, and sinking in his stance, causing the Major to lower the pistol by a couple of centimetres, still training it on his heart. “I’m climbing on board a police vehicle.”


  “Get down off that police vehicle, now,” said the Major. “Or I will shoot.”


  Mativi licked his lips, looking up a pistol barrel for the second time that day, but this time attempting to perform complex orbital calculations in his head as he did so. have I factored in relativity properly? It needs to travel dead over the hole—


  “Shan’t.”


  The gun fired. It made quite a satisfactory boom. There was a red flash in mid-air, and Mativi was still there.


  The Major stared at Mativi.


  “As I said,” said Mativi, “I understand what is in this cargo. You do not. Do I have your full cooperation?”


  The Major’s eyes went even wider than his perceived Remit To Use Deadly Force. He lowered the gun, visibly shaken.


  “You do,” he said. “Sir,” he added.


  The Hyundai became bogged down by bodies— fortunately living ones— in the immediate vicinity of the Heavy Weapons Alert site. A crowd of perhaps a thousand goggling locals, all dressed in complementary rayon T-shirts handed out by various multinationals to get free airtime on Third World famine reports, were making road and roadside indistinguishable. But the big blue bull bars parted the crowd discreetly, and Mativi dawdled forward to a hastily-erected barrier of velcrowire into which several incautious onlookers had already been pushed by their neighbours. Velcrowire barbs would sink a centimetre deep into flesh, then open up into barbs that could only be removed by surgeons, providing the owner of the flesh desired to keep it. Barbed wire was not truly barbed. Velcrowire was.


  The troops at the only gap in the fence stood aside and saluted for the UN car, and Mativi pulled up next to an ancient Boeing v22 VTOl transport, in the crew door of which a portly black man in a bad safari suit sat juggling with mobile phones. The casings of the phones, Mativi knew, were colour coded to allow their owner to identify them. The Boeing had once been United Nations White. After too many years in the Congo, it was now Well-Used latrine White.


  Mativi examined what was being done at the far end of the containment area. The site was a mass of specialized combat engineering machinery. Mativi recognized one of the devices, a Japanese-made tractor designed for defusing unexploded nuclear munitions— or rather, for dealing with what happened when a human nuclear UxB disposal operative made a mistake. Hair trigger sensors on the tractor would detect the incipient gamma flare of a fission reaction, then fire a hundred and twenty millimetre shell into the nuke. This would kill the bomb disposal man and fill the area around the bomb with weapons-grade fallout, but probably save a few million civilians in the immediate area—


  Mativi walked across the compound and yelled at the man in the Boeing. “louis, what the hell are your UxB monkeys doing?”


  Grosjean’s head whipped round. “Oh, hello, Chet. We’re following standard procedure for dealing with an unexploded weaponized gamma source.”


  “Well, first off, this isn’t a weapon—”


  Grosjean’s smile was contemptuous. “It’s something that can annihilate the entire planet, and it isn’t a weapon?”


  “It’s thirty-nine things that can annihilate the planet, and they’re not weapons any more. Think about it. Would anyone use a weapon that would blow up the whole world?”


  Grosjean actually appeared to seriously consider the possibility; then, he nodded to concede the point. “So what sort of weapon were these things part of?”


  “Not weapons,” corrected Mativi. “Think of them as weapons waste. They were the principal components in a Penrose Accelerator.”


  “You’re making it up.”


  “You damn fool security guy, me weapons inspector. We’ve suspected the People’s Democratic Republic of Congo used Penrose weapons in their war with the Democratic People’s Republic of Congo for some time. They had guns capable of lobbing hundred tonne shells full of plague germs at Pretoria from a distance of four thousand kilometres, for instance. When we examined those guns after UNPEFORCONG overran their positions, what we found didn’t fit. They had magnetic accelerators in their barrels, but at the sort of muzzle velocities they’d have had to have been using, the magnets in the barrels would only have been any use in aiming, not in getting the payload up to speed. And the breech of each weapon had been removed. Something had been accelerating those projectiles, but it wasn’t magnetism, and it wasn’t gunpowder. The projectiles were big, and they were moving fast. You remember that outbreak of airborne rabies in New Zealand two years back? That was one of theirs. A Congolese shell fired too hot and went into orbit. The orbit decayed. The shell came down. Thirteen years after the war. Gunpowder and magnetism don’t do that.”


  “So what was it?”


  “A Penrose accelerator. You get yourself a heavy-duty rotating mass, big enough to have stuff orbit round it, and you whirl ordnance round those orbits, contrary to the direction of the mass’s rotation. Half of your ordnance separates from the payload, and drops into the mass. The other half gets kicked out to mind-buggering velocities. The trouble is, none of this works unless the mass is dense enough to have an escape velocity greater than light.”


  “A black hole.”


  “Yes. You have yourself thirty-nine charged rotating black holes, formerly used as artillery accelerators, now with nowhere to go. Plus another hole lodged precariously on the back of a tractor on the public highway halfway between here and Djelo-Binza. And the only way for us to find enough energy to get rid of them, I imagine, would be to use another black hole to kick them into orbit. They also give off gamma, almost constantly, as they’re constantly absorbing matter. You point one of those UxB defuser tractors at them and throw the safety on the gun, and—”


  “JESUS.” Grosjean stared at the ground floor entrance where his men had been preparing to throw heavy artillery shells at the problem, jumped up, and began frantically waving his arms for them to stop. “OuI! OuI! arrÊTe! arrÊTe! And we thought getting rid of nuclear waste was difficult.”


  “Looks easy to me,” said Mativi, nodding in the direction of the highway. Two trucks with UNSMATDEMRECONG livery, their suspensions hanging low, had stopped just short of the military cordon in the eastbound lane. Their drivers had already erected signs saying light heat here for dollars, and were handing out clear resin bricks that glowed with a soft green light to housewives who were coming out of the darkened prefabs nearby, turning the bricks over in their hands, feeling the warmth, haggling over prices.


  “Is that what I think it is?” said Grosjean. “I should stop that. It’s dangerous, isn’t it?”


  “Don’t concern yourself with it right now. Those bricks can only kill one family at a time. Besides,” said Mativi gleefully, “the city needs power, and Jean-Baptiste’s men are only supplying a need, right?”


  Ngoyi, still in the passenger seat of the Hyundai, stared sadly as his men handed out radionuclides, and could not meet Mativi’s eyes. He reached in his inside pocket for the gun he had attempted to kill Mativi with, and began, slowly and methodically, to clear the jam that had prevented him from doing so.


  “Once you’ve cordoned the area off,” said Mativi, “we’ll be handling things from that point onwards. I’ve contacted the IAEA myself. There’s a continental response team on its way.”


  In the car, Ngoyi had by now worked the jammed bullet free and replaced it with another. At the Boeing, Grosjean’s jaw dropped. “You have teams set up to deal with this already?”


  “Of course. You don’t think this is the first time this has happened, do you? It’s the same story as with the A-bomb. As soon as physicists know it’s possible, every tinpot dictator in the world wants it, and will do a great deal to get it, and certainly isn’t going to tell us he’s trying. Somewhere in the world at a location I am not aware of and wouldn’t tell you even if I were, there is a stockpile of these beauties that would make your hair curl. I once spoke to a technician who’d just come back from there . . . I think it’s somewhere warm, he had a sun-tan. He said there were aisles of the damn things, literally thousands of them. The UN are working on methods of deactivating them, but right now our best theoretical methods for shutting down a black hole always lead to catastrophic Hawking evaporation, which would be like a thousand-tonne nuclear warhead going off. And if any one of those things broke out of containment, even one, it would sink through the Earth’s crust like a stone into water. It’d get to the Earth’s centre and beyond before it slowed down to a stop— and then, of course, it’d begin to fall to the centre again. It wouldn’t rise to quite the same height on the other side of the Earth, just like a pendulum, swinging slower and slower and slower. Gathering bits of Earth into itself all the time, of course, until it eventually sank to the centre of the world and set to devouring the entire planet. The whole Earth would get sucked down the hole, over a period which varies from weeks to centuries, depending on which astrophysicist you ask. And you know what?”— and here Mativi smiled evilly. This was always the good part.


  “What?” Grosjean’s Bantu face had turned whiter than a Boer’s. From the direction of the car, Mativi heard a single, slightly muffled gunshot.


  “We have no way of knowing whether we already missed one or two. Whether one or two of these irresponsible nations carrying out unauthorized black hole research dropped the ball. How would we know, if someone kept their project secret enough? How would we know there wasn’t a black hole bouncing up and down like a big happy rubber ball inside the Earth right now? Gravitational anomalies would eventually begin to show themselves, I suppose— whether on seismometers or mass detectors. But our world might only have a few decades to live— and we wouldn’t be any the wiser.


  “Make sure that cordon’s tight, louis.”


  Grosjean swallowed with difficulty, and nodded. Mativi wandered away from the containment site, flipping open his mobile phone. Miracle of miracles, even out here, it worked.


  “Hello darling . . . No, I think it’ll perhaps take another couple of days . . . Oh, the regular sort of thing. Not too dangerous. Yes, we did catch this one . . . Well, I did get shot at a little, but the guy missed. He was aiming on a purely Euclidean basis . . . Euclidean. I’ll explain when I get home . . . Okay, well, if you have to go now then you have to go. I’ll be on the 9am flight from Kinshasa.”


  He flicked the phone shut and walked, whistling, towards the Hyundai. There was a spiderweb of blood over the passenger side where Ngoyi had shot himself. Still, he thought, that’s someone else’s problem. This car goes back into the pool tomorrow. at least he kept the side window open when he did it. made a lot less mess than that bastard lamant did in Quebec city. and they made me clean that car.


  He looked out at the world. “Saved you again, you big round bugger, and I hope you’re grateful.”


  For the first time in a week, he was smiling.
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  IMPOSSIBLE DREAMS


  Tim Pratt


  Pete was walking home from the revival movie house, where he’d caught an evening showing of To Have and Have Not, when he first saw the video store.


  He stopped on the sidewalk, head cocked, frowning at the narrow store squeezed between a kitschy gift shop and a bakery. He stepped toward the door, peered inside, and saw old movie posters on the walls, racks of DVDs and VHS tapes, and a big screen TV against one wall. The lettering on the door read “Impossible Dreams Video,” and the smudges on the glass suggested it had been in business for a while.


  Except it hadn’t been. Pete knew every video store in the county, from the big chains to the tiny place staffed by film students up by the University to the little porno shop downtown that sometimes sold classic Italian horror flicks and bootleg Asian movies. He’d never even heard of this place, and he walked this way at least twice a week. Pete believed in movies like other people believed in God, and he couldn’t understand how he’d overlooked a store just three blocks from his own apartment. He pushed open the door, and a bell rang. The shop was small, just three aisles of DVDs and a wall of VHS tapes, fluorescent lights and ancient blue industrial carpet, and there were no customers. The clerk said “Let me know if you need any help,” and he nodded, barely noticing her beyond the fact that she was female, somewhere south of thirty, and had short pale hair that stuck up like the fluff on a baby chick.


  Pete headed toward the classics section. He was a cinematic omnivore, but you could judge a video store by the quality of its classics shelf the same way you could judge a civilization by the state of its prisons. He looked along the row of familiar titles—and stopped at a DVD turned face-out, with a foil “New Release” sticker on the front.


  Pete picked it up with trembling hands. The box purported to be the director’s cut of The Magnificent Ambersons by Orson Welles.


  “Is this a joke?” he said, holding up the box, almost angry.


  “What?” the clerk said.


  He approached her, brandishing the box, and he could tell by her arched eyebrows and guarded posture that she thought he was going to be a problem. “Sorry,” he said. “This says it’s the director’s cut of The Magnificent Ambersons, with the missing footage restored.”


  “Yeah,” she said, brightening. “That came out a few weeks ago. You didn’t know? Before, you could only get the original theatrical version, the one the studio butchered—”


  “But the missing footage,” he interrupted, “it was lost, destroyed, and the only record of the last fifty minutes was the continuity notes from the production.”


  She frowned. “Well, yeah, the footage was lost, and everyone assumed it was destroyed, but they found the film last year in the back corner of some warehouse.”


  How had this news passed Pete by? The forums he visited online should have been buzzing with this information, a film buff’s wet dream. “How did they find the footage?”


  “It’s an interesting story, actually. Welles talks about it on the commentary track. I mean, it’s a little scattered, but the guy’s in his nineties, what do you expect? He—”


  “You’re mistaken,” Pete said. “Unless Welles is speaking from beyond the grave. He died in the 1980s.”


  She opened her mouth, closed it, then smiled falsely. Pete could practically hear her repeating mental customer service mantras: the customer is always right, even when he’s wrong. “Sure, whatever you say. Do you want to rent the DVD?”


  “Yeah,” he said. “But I don’t have an account here.”


  “You local? We just need a phone number and ID, and some proof of address.”


  “I think I’ve got my last pay stub,” Pete said, rooting through his wallet and passing over his papers. She gave him a form to fill out, then typed his information into her computer. While she worked he said, “Look, I don’t mean to be a jerk, it’s just—I’d know. I know a lot about movies.”


  “You don’t have to believe me,” she said, tapping the DVD case with her finger. “Total’s $3.18.”


  He took out his wallet again, but though it bulged with unsorted receipts and scraps of paper with notes to himself, there was no cash. “Take a credit card?”


  She grimaced. “There’s a five buck minimum on credit card purchases, sorry—house rules.”


  “I’ll get a couple of other movies,” he said.


  She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was almost 10:00.


  “I know you’re about to close, I’ll hurry,” he said.


  She shrugged. “Sure.”


  He went to the Sci-Fi shelf—and had another shock. I, Robot was there, but not the forgettable action movie with Will Smith—this was older, and the credits said “written by Harlan Ellison.” But Ellison’s adaptation of the Isaac Asimov book had never been produced, though it had been published in book form. “Must be some bootleg student production,” he muttered, and he didn’t recognize the name of the production company. But—but—it said “winner of the Academy Award for Best Adapted Screenplay.” That had to be a student director’s little joke, straight-facedly absurd box copy, as if this were a film from some alternate reality. Worth watching, certainly, though again, he couldn’t imagine how he’d never heard of this. Maybe it had been done by someone local. He took it to the counter and offered his credit card.


  She looked at the card dubiously. “Visa? Sorry, we only take Weber and FosterCard.”


  Pete stared at her, and took back the card she held out to him. “This is a major credit card,” he said, speaking slowly, as if to a child. “I’ve never even heard of—”


  Shrugging, she looked at the clock again, more pointedly this time. “Sorry, I don’t make the rules.”


  He had to see these movies. In matters of film—new film! strange film!—Pete had little patience, though in other areas of his life he was easygoing to a fault. But movies mattered. “Please, I live right around the corner, just let me go grab some cash and come back, ten minutes, please?”


  Her lips were set in a hard line. He gestured at The Magnificent Ambersons. “I just want to see it, as it was meant to be seen. You’re into movies, right? You understand.”


  Her expression softened. “Okay. Ten minutes, but that’s it. I want to get home, too.”


  Pete thanked her profusely and all but ran out of the store. He did run when he got outside, three mostly uphill blocks to his apartment in a stucco duplex, fumbling the keys and cursing, finally getting into his sock drawer where he kept a slim roll of emergency cash. He raced back to Impossible Dreams, breathing so hard he could feel every exhalation burning through his body, a stitch of pain in his side. Pete hadn’t run, really run, since gym class in high school, a decade earlier.


  He reached the bakery, and the gift shop, but there was no door to Impossible Dreams Video between them—there was no between at all. The stores stood side by side, without even an alleyway dividing them.


  Pete put his hand against the brick wall. He tried to convince himself he was on the wrong block, that he’d gotten turned around while running, but he knew it wasn’t true. He walked back home, slowly, and when he got to his apartment, he went into his living room, with its floor-to-ceiling metal shelves of tapes and DVDs. He took a disc down and loaded it into his high-end, region-free player, then took his remote in hand and turned on the vast plasma flat-screen TV. The surround-sound speakers hummed to life, and Pete sank into the exquisitely contoured leather chair in the center of the room. Pete owned a rusty four-door Honda with two hundred thousand miles on the engine, he lived mostly on cheap macaroni-and-cheese, and he saved money on toilet paper by stealing rolls from the bathrooms in the University’s Admissions Office, where he worked. He lived simply in almost every way, so that he could live extravagantly in the world of film.


  He pressed play. Pete owned the entire Twilight Zone television series on DVD, and now the narrator’s eminently reasonable voice spoke from the speakers, introducing the tale of a man who finds a dusty little magic shop, full of wonders.


  As he watched, Pete began to nod his head, and whispered, “Yes.”


  Pete checked in the morning; he checked at lunch; he checked after leaving his job in the Admissions Office in the evening; but Impossible Dreams did not reappear. He grabbed dinner at a little sandwich shop, then paced up and down the few blocks at the far end of the commercial street near his apartment. At 8:30 he leaned against a light pole, and stared at the place where Impossible Dreams had been. He’d arrived at, what, 9:45 last night? But who knew if time had anything to do with the miraculous video store’s manifestation? What if it had been a one-time only appearance?


  Around 8:45, the door was suddenly there. Pete had blinked, that was all, but between blinkings, something had happened, and the store was present again.


  Pete shivered, a strange exultation filling him, and he wondered if this was how people who witnessed miraculous healings or bleeding statues felt. He took a deep breath and went into the store.


  The same clerk was there, and she glared at him. “I waited for you last night.”


  “I’m sorry,” Pete said, trying not to stare at her. Did she know this was a shop of wonders? She certainly didn’t act as though she did. He thought she was of the miracle, not outside it, and to her, a world with The Magnificent Ambersons complete and uncut was nothing special. “I couldn’t find any cash at home, but I brought plenty tonight.”


  “I held the videos for you,” she said. “You really should see the Welles, it’ll change your whole opinion of his career.”


  “That’s really nice of you. I’m going to browse a little, maybe pick up a few things.”


  “Take your time. It’s been really slow tonight, even for a Tuesday.”


  Pete’s curiosity about her—the proprietor (or at least clerk) of a magic shop!—warred with his desire to ransack the shelves. “You always work by yourself?”


  “Mostly, except on weekends. There really should be two clerks here, but my boss is losing money like crazy, with people downloading movies online, getting DVDs by mail order, all that stuff.” She shook her head.


  Pete nodded. He got movies online and in the mail, too, but there was something to be said for the instant gratification of renting something from the store, without waiting for mail or download. “Sorry to hear that. This seems like a great store. Are you here every night?”


  She leaned on the counter and sighed. “Lately, yeah. I’m working as much as I can, double shifts some days. I need the money. I can’t even afford to eat lately, beyond like an apple at lunch time and noodles for dinner. My roommate bailed on me, and I’ve had to pay twice the usual rent while I look for a new roommate, it sucks. I just—ah, sorry, I didn’t mean to dump all over you.”


  “No, it’s fine,” Pete said. While she spoke, he was able to look straight at her openly, and he’d noticed that, in addition to being a purveyor of miracles, she was pretty, in a frayed-at-the-edges ex-punk sort of way. Not his type at all—except that she obviously loved movies.


  “Browse on,” she said, and opened a heavy textbook on the counter.


  Pete didn’t need any more encouragement than that. Last night he’d developed a theory, and everything he saw now supported it. He thought this store belonged to some parallel universe, a world much like his own, but with subtle changes, like different names for the major credit cards. But even small differences could lead to huge divergences when it came to movies. Every film depended on so many variables—a director’s capricious enthusiasm, a studio’s faith in a script, a big star’s availability, which starlet a producer happened to be sleeping with—any of those factors could irrevocably alter the course of a film, and Hollywood history was littered with the corpses of films that almost got made. Here, in this world, some of them were made, and Pete would go without sleeping for a week, if necessary, to see as many as possible.


  The shelves yielded miracle after miracle. Here was The Death of Superman, directed by Tim Burton, starring Nicolas Cage; in Pete’s universe, Burton and Cage had both dropped the project early on. Here was Total Recall, but directed and written by David Cronenberg, not Paul Verhoeven. Here was The Terminator, but starring O.J. Simpson rather than Arnold Schwarzenegger—though Schwarzenegger was still in the film, as Kyle Reese. Here was Raiders of the Lost Ark, but starring Tom Selleck instead of Harrison Ford—and there was no sign of any later Indiana Jones films, which was sad. Pete’s hands were already full of DVDs, and he juggled them awkwardly while pulling more movies from the shelves. Here was Casablanca starring George Raft instead of Bogart, and maybe it had one of the alternate endings, too! Here a John Wayne World War II movie he’d never heard of, but the box copy said it was about the ground invasion of the Japanese islands, and called it a “riveting historical drama.” A quick scan of the shelves revealed no sign of Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, and those two things together suggested that in this world, the atomic bomb was never dropped on Japan. The implications of that were potentially vast . . . but Pete dismissed broader speculations from his mind as another film caught his eye. In this world, Kubrick had lived long enough to complete Artificial Intelligence on his own, and Pete had to see that, without Steven Spielberg’s sentimental touch turning the movie into Pinocchio.


  “You only get them for three days,” the clerk said, amused, and Pete blinked at her, feeling like a man in a dream. “You going to have time to watch all those?”


  “I’m having a little film festival,” Pete said, and he was—he planned to call in sick to work and watch all these movies, and copy them, if he could; who knew what kind of bizarre copy protection technology existed in this world?


  “Well, my boss won’t want to rent twenty movies to a brand new member, you know? Could you maybe cut it down to four or five, to save me the hassle of dealing with him? You live near here, right? So you can always bring them back and rent more when you’re done.”


  “Sure,” Pete said. He didn’t like it, but he was afraid she’d insist if he pushed her. He selected four movies—The Magnificent Ambersons, The Death of Superman, I, Robot, and Casablanca—and put the others away. Once he’d rented a few times, maybe she’d let him take ten or twenty movies at once. Pete would have to see how much sick time he had saved up. This was a good time to get a nasty flu and miss a couple of weeks of work.


  The clerk scanned the boxes, tapped her keyboard, and told him the total, $12.72. He handed over two fives, two ones, two quarters, a dime, two nickels, and a couple of pennies—he’d brought lots of cash this time.


  The clerk looked at the money on the counter, then up at him with an expression caught between amusement and wariness. She tapped the bills. “I know you aren’t a counterfeiter, because then you’d at least try to make the fake money look real. What is this, from a game or something? It’s not foreign, because I recognize our presidents, except the guy on, what’s this, a dime?”


  Pete suppressed a groan. The money was different, he’d never even thought of that. He began to contemplate the logistics of armed robbery.


  “Wait, you’ve got a couple of nickels mixed in with the fake money,” she said, and pulled the two nickels aside. “So that’s only $12.62 you still owe me.”


  “I feel really dumb,” Pete said. “Yeah, it’s money from a game I was playing yesterday, I must have picked it up by mistake.” He swept up his bills and coins.


  “You’re a weird guy, Pete. I hope you don’t mind me saying.”


  Nodding dolefully, he pulled a fistful of change from his pockets. “I guess I am.” He had a lot of nickels, which were real—or close enough—in this world, and he counted them out on the counter, $3.35 worth, enough for one movie. He’d go to the bank tomorrow and change his cash for sacks of nickels, as much as he could carry, and he would rent all these movies, five cents at a time. Sure, he could just snatch all four movies and run now, but then he’d never be able to come back, and there were shelves upon shelves of movies he wanted to see here. For tonight, he’d settle for just The Magnificent Ambersons. “This one,” he said, and she took his nickels, shaking her head in amusement. She passed him a translucent plastic case and pennies in change, odd little octagonal coins.


  “I’ll put these away, Mr. Nickels,” she said, taking the other movies he’d brought to the counter. “Enjoy, and let me know what you think of it.”


  Pete mumbled some pleasantry as he hurried out the door, disc clutched tight to his chest, and he alternated walking and running back to his apartment. Once inside, he turned on his humming stack of A/V components and opened the tray on the DVD player. He popped open the plastic case and removed the disc—simple, black with the title in silver letters—and put it in the tray. The disc was a little smaller than DVDs in this world, but it seemed to fit okay. The disc spun, hummed, and the display on the DVD flashed a few times before going blank. The television screen read “No disc.” Pete swore and tried loading the disc again, but it didn’t work. He sat in his leather chair and held his head in his hands. Money wasn’t the only thing that was different in that other world. DVD encryption was, too. Even his region-free player, which could play discs from all over the world, couldn’t read this version of The Magnificent Ambersons. The videotapes would be similarly useless—he’d noticed they were different than the tapes he knew from this world, some format that didn’t exist here, smaller than VHS, larger than Betamax.


  But all was not lost. Pete went out the door, carrying The Magnificent Ambersons with him, since he couldn’t bear to let it go. He raced back to Impossible Dreams. “Do you rent DVD players?” he gasped, out of breath. “Mine’s broken.”


  “We do, Pete,” she said, “but there’s a $300 deposit. You planning to pay that in nickels?”


  “Of course not,” he said. “I got some real money from home. Can I see the player?” To hell with being reasonable. He’d snatch the player and run. She had his address, but this wasn’t her world, and in a few more minutes the shop would disappear again. He could come back tomorrow night with a toy gun and steal all the DVDs he could carry, he would bring a suitcase to load them all in, he’d—


  She set the DVD player on the counter with the cord curled on top. The electrical plug’s two posts were oddly angled, one perpendicular to the other, and Pete remembered that electrical standards weren’t even the same in Europe as they were in North America, so it was ridiculous to assume his own outlets would be compatible with devices from another universe. He rather doubted he’d be able to find an adapter at the local Radio Shack, and even if he could rig something, the amount of voltage carried in his wires at home could be all wrong, and he might destroy the DVD player, the way some American computers got fried if you plugged them into a European power outlet.


  “Never mind,” he said, defeated. He made a desultory show of patting his pockets and said, “I forgot my wallet.”


  “You okay, Pete?” she asked.


  “Sure, I was just really excited about seeing it.” He expected some contemptuous reply, something like “It’s just a movie,” the sort of thing he’d been hearing from friends and relatives his entire life.


  Instead she said, “Hey, I get that. Don’t worry, we’ll have it in stock when you get your player fixed. Old Orson isn’t such a hot seller anymore.”


  “Sure,” Pete said. He pushed the DVD back across the counter at her.


  “Want a refund? You only had it for twenty minutes.”


  “Keep it,” Pete said. He hung around outside and watched from across the street as the clerk locked up. About ten minutes past 10:00, he blinked, and the store disappeared in the moment his eyes were closed. He trudged away.


  That night, at home, he watched his own DVD of The Magnificent Ambersons, with its butchered continuity, its studio-mandated happy ending, tacked-on so as not to depress wartime audiences, and afterward he couldn’t sleep for wondering what might have been.


  Pete didn’t think Impossible Dreams was going to reappear, and it was 9:00 before it did. He wondered if the window was closing, if the store would appear later and later each night until it never reappeared at all, gone forever in a week or a day. Pete pushed open the door, a heavy plastic bag in his hand. The clerk leaned on the counter, eating crackers from little plastic packages, the kind that came with soup in a restaurant. “Hi.”


  “Mr. Nickels,” she said. “You’re the only customer I get after 9:00 lately.”


  “You, ah, said you didn’t have money for dinner lately, and I wanted to apologize for being so much trouble and everything . . . anyway, I brought some food, if you want some.” He’d debated all day about what to bring. Fast food was out—what if her world didn’t have McDonald’s, what would she make of the packaging? He worried about other things, too—should he avoid beef, in case mad cow disease was rampant in her world? What if bird flu had made chicken into a rare delicacy? What if her culture was exclusively vegetarian? He’d finally settled on vegetarian egg rolls and rice noodles and hot and sour soup. He’d seen Hong Kong action movies in the store, so he knew Chinese culture still existed in her world, at least, and it was a safe bet that the food would be mostly the same.


  “You are a god, Pete,” she said, opening a paper container of noodles and wielding her chopsticks like a pro. “You know what I had for lunch today? A pear, and I had to steal it off my neighbor’s tree. I got the crackers off a tray in the dining hall. You saved my life.”


  “Don’t mention it. I’m really sorry I was so annoying the last couple of nights.”


  She waved her hand dismissively, mouth crammed with egg roll, and in her presence, Pete realized his new plan was impossible. He’d hoped to endear himself to her, and convince her to let him hang around until after closing, so he could . . . stow away, and travel to her world, where he could see all the movies, and maybe become the clerk’s new roommate. It had all made sense at 3:00 in the morning the night before, and he’d spent most of the day thinking about nothing else, but now that he’d set his plan in motion he realized it was more theatrical than practical. It might work in a movie, but in life he didn’t even know this woman’s name, she wouldn’t welcome him into her life, and even if she did, what would he do in her world? He spent all day processing applications, ordering transcripts, massaging a database, and filing things, but what would he do in her world? What if the computers there had totally different programming languages? What would he do for money, once his hypothetical giant sack of nickels ran out?


  “I’m sorry, I never asked your name,” he said.


  “I’m Ally,” she said. “Eat an egg roll, I feel like a pig.”


  Pete complied, and Ally came around the counter. “I’ve got something for you.” She went to the big screen TV and switched it on. “We don’t have time to watch the whole thing, but there’s just enough time to see the last fifty minutes, the restored footage, before I have to close up.” She turned on the DVD player, and The Magnificent Ambersons began.


  “Oh, Ally, thanks,” he said.


  “Hey, your DVD player’s busted, and you really should see this.”


  For the next fifty minutes, Pete watched. The cast was similar, with only one different actor that he noticed, and from everything he’d read, this was substantially the same as the lost footage he’d heard about in his world. Welles’s genius was apparent even in the butchered RKO release, but here it was undiluted, a clarity of vision that was almost overwhelming, and this version was sad, profoundly so, a tale of glory and inevitable decline.


  When it ended, Pete felt physically drained, and sublimely happy.


  “Closing time, Pete,” Ally said. “Thanks again for dinner. I’m a fiend for Chinese.” She gently herded him toward the door as he thanked her, again and again. “Glad you liked it,” she said. “We can talk about it tomorrow.” She closed and locked the door, and Pete watched from a doorway across the street until the shop disappeared, just a few minutes after ten. The window was closing, the shop appearing for less time each night.


  He’d just have to enjoy it while it lasted. You couldn’t ask more of a miracle than it was willing to give.


  The next night he brought kung pao chicken and asked what her favorite movies were. She led him to the Employee Picks shelf and showed him her selections. “It’s mostly nostalgia, but I still love The Lunch Bunch—you know, the sequel to The Breakfast Club, set ten years later? Molly Ringwald’s awesome in it. And Return of the Jedi, I know a lot of people hate it, but it’s one of the best movies David Lynch ever directed, I thought Dune was a muddle, but he really got to the heart of the Star Wars universe, it’s so much darker than The Empire Strikes Back. Jason and the Argonauts by Orson Welles, of course, that’s on everybody’s list . . .”


  Pete found himself looking at her while she talked, instead of at the boxes of the movies she enthused over. He wanted to see them, of course, every one, but he wouldn’t be able to, and really, he was talking to a woman from another universe, and that was as remarkable as anything he’d ever seen on a screen. She was smart, funny, and knew as much about movies as he did. He’d never dated much—he was more comfortable alone in the dark in front of a screen than he was sitting across from a woman at dinner, and his relationships seldom lasted more than a few dates when the women realized movies were his main mode of recreation. But with Ally—he could talk to her. Their obsessions were congruent and complementary.


  Or maybe he was just trying to turn this miracle into some kind of theatrical romance.


  “You look really beautiful when you talk about movies,” he said.


  “You’re sweet, Mr. Nickels.”


  Pete came the next three nights, a few minutes later each time, as the door appeared for shorter periods of time. Ally talked to him about movies, incredulous at the bizarre gaps in his knowledge—“You’ve never heard of Sara Hansen? She’s one of the greatest directors of all time!” (Pete wondered if she’d died young in his world, or never been born at all.) Ally had a fondness for bad science fiction movies, especially the many Ed Wood films starring Bela Lugosi, who had lived several years longer in Ally’s world, instead of dying during the filming of Plan 9 from Outer Space. She liked good sci-fi movies, too, especially Ron Howard’s Ender’s Game. Pete regretted that he’d never see any of those films, beyond the snippets she showed him to illustrate her points, and he regretted even more that he’d soon be unable to see Ally at all, when the shop ceased to appear, as seemed inevitable. She understood character arcs, the use of color, the underappreciated skills of silent film actors, the bizarre audacity of pre-Hayes-Code-era films, the perils of voiceover, why an extended single-camera continuous scene was worth becoming rapturous about, why the animation of Ray Harryhausen was in some ways infinitely more satisfying than the slickest CGI. She was his people.


  “Why do you like movies so much?” he asked on that third night, over a meal of Szechwan shrimp, she leaning on her side of the counter, he on his.


  She chewed, thinking. “Somebody described the experience of reading great fiction as being caught up in a vivid continuous dream, and I think movies do that better than any other kind of story. Some people say the best movie isn’t as good as the best book, and I say they’re not watching the right movies, or else they’re not watching them the right way. My life doesn’t make a lot of sense sometimes, I’m hungry and lonely and cold, my parents are shit, I can’t afford tuition for next semester, I don’t know what I want to do when I graduate. But when I see a great film, I feel like I understand life a little better, and even not-so-great films help me forget the shitty parts of my life for a couple of hours. Movies taught me to be brave, to be romantic, to stand up for myself, to take care of my friends. I didn’t have church or loving parents, but I had movies, cheap matinees when I cut school, videos after I saved up enough to buy a TV and player of my own. I didn’t have a mentor, but I had Obi-Wan Kenobi, and Jimmy Stewart in It’s a Wonderful Life. Sure, movies can be a way to hide from life, but shit, sometimes you need to hide from life, to see a better life on the screen, to know life can be better than it is, or to see a worse life and realize how good you have it. Movies taught me not to settle for less.” She took a swig from her water bottle. “That’s why I love movies.”


  “Wow,” Pete said. “That’s . . . wow.”


  “So,” she said, looking at him oddly. “Why do you pretend to like movies?”


  Pete frowned. “What? Pretend?”


  “Hey, it’s okay. You came in and said you were a big movie buff, but you don’t even know who Sara Hansen is, you’ve never seen Jason and the Argonauts, you talk about actors starring in movies they didn’t appear in . . . I mean, I figured you liked me, you didn’t know how else to flirt with me or something, but I like you, and if you want to ask me out, you can, you don’t have to be a movie trivia expert to impress me.”


  “I do like you,” Pete said. “But I love movies. I really do.”


  “Pete . . . you thought Clark Gable was in Gone with the Wind.” She shrugged. “Need I say more?”


  Pete looked at the clock. He had fifteen minutes. “Wait here,” he said. “I want to show you something.”


  He ran home. The run was getting easier. Maybe exercise wasn’t such a bad idea. He filled a backpack with books from his reference shelves—The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction Movies, the AFI Film Guide, the previous year’s Video and DVD Guide, others—then ran back. Panting, he set the heavy bag on the counter. “Books,” he gasped. “Read,” gasp, “See you,” gasp, “tomorrow.”


  “Okay, Pete,” Ally said, raising her eyebrow in that way she had. “Whatever you say.”


  Pete lurched out of the store, still breathing hard, and when he turned to look back, the door had already disappeared. It wasn’t even ten yet. Time was running out, and even though Ally would soon leave his life forever, he couldn’t let her think he was ignorant about their shared passion. The books might not be enough to convince her. Tomorrow, he’d show her something more.


  Pete went in as soon as the door appeared, at nearly 9:30. Ally didn’t waste time with pleasantries. She slammed down his copy of the AFI Desk Reference and said, “What the hell is going on?”


  Pete took the bag off his shoulder, opened it, and withdrew his slim silver laptop, along with a CD wallet full of DVDs. “Gone with the Wind,” he said, inserting a disc into the laptop, calling up the DVD controls, and fast forwarding to the first scene with Clark Gable.


  Ally stared at the LCD screen, and Pete watched the reflected colors move against her face. Gable’s voice, though tinny through the small speakers, was resonant as always.


  Pete closed the laptop gently. “I do know movies,” he said. “Just not exactly the same ones you do.”


  “This, those books, you . . . you’re from another world. It’s like . . . like . . .”


  “Something out of the Twilight Zone, I know. But actually, you’re from another world. Every night, for an hour or so—less, lately—the door to Impossible Dreams appears on my street.


  “What? I don’t understand.”


  “Come on,” he said, and held out his hand. She took it, and he led her out the door. “Look,” he said, gesturing to the bakery next door, the gift shop on the other side, the bike repair place across the street.


  Ally sagged back against the door, half-retreating inside the shop. “This isn’t right. This isn’t what’s supposed to be here.”


  “Go on back in,” he said. “The store has been appearing later and vanishing sooner every night, and I’d hate for you to get stranded here.”


  “Why is this happening?” Ally said, still holding his hand.


  “I don’t know,” Pete said. “Maybe there’s no reason. Maybe in a movie there would be, but . . .”


  “Some movies reassure us that life makes sense,” Ally said. “And some movies remind us that life doesn’t make any sense at all.” She exhaled roughly. “And some things don’t have anything to do with movies.”


  “Bite your tongue,” Pete said. “Listen, keep the laptop. The battery should run for a couple of hours. There’s a spare in the bag, all charged up, which should be good for a couple more hours. Watching movies really sucks up the power, I’m afraid. I don’t know if you’ll be able to find an adapter to charge the laptop in your world—the standards are different. But you can see a couple of movies at least. I gave you all my favorite DVDs, great stuff by Hayao Miyazaki, Beat Takeshi, Wes Anderson, some classics . . . take your pick.”


  “Pete . . .”


  He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “It’s been so good talking to you these past few nights.” He tried to think of what he’d say if this was the last scene in a movie, his Casablanca farewell moment, and a dozen appropriate quotes sprang to mind. He dismissed all of them. “I’m going to miss you, Ally.”


  “Thank you, Pete,” she said, and went, reluctantly, back into Impossible Dreams. She looked at him from the other side of the glass, and he raised his hand to wave just as the door disappeared.


  Pete didn’t let himself go back the next night, because he knew the temptation to go into the store would be too great, and it might only be open for ten minutes this time. But after pacing around his living room for hours, he finally went out after ten and walked to the place the store had been, thinking maybe she’d left a note, wishing for some closure, some final-reel gesture, a rose on the doorstep, something.


  But there was nothing, no door, no note, no rose, and Pete sat on the sidewalk, wishing he’d thought to photograph Ally, wondering which movies she’d decided to watch, and what she’d thought of them.


  “Hey, Mr. Nickels.”


  Pete looked up. Ally stood there, wearing a red coat, his laptop bag hanging from her shoulder. She sat down beside him. “I didn’t think you’d show, and I did not relish the prospect of wandering in a strange city all night with only fifty dollars in nickels to keep me warm. Some of the street names are the same as where I’m from, but not enough of them for me to figure out where you lived.”


  “Ally! What are you doing here?”


  “You gave me those books,” she said, “and they all talk about Citizen Kane by Orson Welles, how it transformed cinema.” She punched him gently in the shoulder. “But you didn’t give me the DVD!”


  “But . . . everyone’s seen Citizen Kane!”


  “Not where I’m from. The print was destroyed. Hearst knew the movie was based on his life, and he made a deal with the studio, the guards looked the other way, and someone destroyed the film. Welles had to start over from nothing, and he made Jason and the Argonauts instead. But you’ve got Citizen Kane! How could I not come see it?”


  “But Ally . . . you might not be able to go back.”


  She laughed, then leaned her head on his shoulder. “I don’t plan to go back. There’s nothing for me there.”


  Pete felt a fist of panic clench in his chest. “This isn’t a movie,” he said.


  “No,” Ally said. “It’s better than that. It’s my life.”


  “I just don’t know—”


  Ally patted his leg. “Relax, Pete. I’m not asking you to take me in. Unlike Blanche Dubois—played by Jessica Tandy, not Vivian Leigh, where I’m from—I don’t depend on the kindness of strangers. I ran away from home when I was fifteen, and never looked back. I’ve started from nothing before, with no friends or prospects or ID, and I can do it again.”


  “You’re not starting from nothing,” Pete said, putting his arm around her. “Definitely not.” The lights weren’t going to come up, the curtain wasn’t coming down; this wasn’t the end of a movie. For once, Pete liked his life better than the vivid continuous dream of the screen. “Come on. Let’s go watch Citizen Kane.”


  They stood and walked together. “Just out of curiosity,” he said. “Which movies did you watch on the laptop?”


  “Oh, none. I thought it would be more fun watching them with you.”


  Pete laughed. “Ally, I think this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”


  She cocked her head and raised her eyebrows. “You sound like you’re quoting something,” she said, “but I don’t know what.”


  “We’ve got a lot of watching to do,” he said.


  “We’ve got a lot of everything to do,” Ally replied.
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  KIN


  Bruce McAllister


  The alien and the boy, who was twelve, sat in the windowless room high above the city that afternoon. The boy talked and the alien listened.


  The boy was ordinary—the genes of three continents in his features, his clothes cut in the style of all boys in the vast housing project called LAX. The alien was something else, awful to behold; and though the boy knew it was rude, he did not look up as he talked.


  He wanted the alien to kill a man, he said. It was that simple.


  As the boy spoke, the alien sat upright and still on the one piece of furniture that could hold him. Eyes averted, the boy sat on the stool, the one by the terminal where he did his schoolwork each day. It made him uneasy that the alien was on his bed, though he understood why. It made him uneasy that the creature’s strange knee was so near his in the tiny room, and he was glad when the creature, as if aware, too, shifted its leg away.


  He did not have to look up to see the Antalou’s features. That one glance in the doorway had been enough, and it came back to him whether he wanted it to or not. It was not that he was scared, the boy told himself. It was just the idea—that such a thing could stand in a doorway built for humans, in a human housing project where generations had been born and died, and probably would forever. It did not seem possible.


  He wondered how it seemed to the Antalou.


  Closing his eyes, the boy could see the black synthetic skin the alien wore as protection against alien atmospheres. Under that suit, ropes of muscles and tendons coiled and uncoiled, rippling even when the alien was still. In the doorway the long neck had not been extended, but he knew what it could do. When it telescoped forward—as it could instantly—the head tipped up in reflex and the jaws opened.


  Nor had the long talons—which the boy knew sat in the claws and even along the elbows and toes—been unsheathed. But he imagined them sheathing and unsheathing as he explained what he wanted, his eyes on the floor.


  When the alien finally spoke, the voice was inhuman—filtered through the translating mesh that covered half its face. The face came back: The tremendous skull, the immense eyes that could see so many kinds of light and make their way in nearly every kind of darkness. The heavy welts—the auxiliary gills—inside the breathing globe. The dripping ducts below them, ready to release their jets of acid.


  “Who is it . . . that you wish to have killed?” the voice asked, and the boy almost looked up. It was only a voice—mechanical, snake-like, halting—he reminded himself. By itself it could not kill him.


  “A man named James Ortega-Mambay,” the boy answered.


  “Why?” The word hissed in the stale apartment air.


  “He is going to kill my sister.”


  “You know this . . . how?”


  “I just do.”


  The alien said nothing, and the boy heard the long, whispering pull of its lungs.


  “Why,” it said at last, “did you think . . . I would agree to it?”


  The boy was slow to answer.


  “Because you’re a killer.”


  The alien was again silent.


  “So all Antalou,” the voice grated, “are professional killers?”


  “Oh, no,” the boy said, looking up and trying not to look away. “I mean . . .”


  “If not . . . then how . . . did you choose me?”


  The boy had walked up to the creature at the great fountain by the Cliffs of Monica—a landmark any visitor to Earth would take in, if only because it appeared on the sanctioned itineraries—and had handed him a written message in crude Antalouan. “I know what you are and what you do,” the message read. “I need your services. LAX cell 873-2345-2657 at 1100 tomorrow morning. I am Kim.”


  “Antalou are well known for their skills, sir,” the boy said respectfully. “We’ve read about the Noh campaign, and what happened on Hoggun II when your people were betrayed, and what one company of your mercenaries were able to do against the Gar-Betties.” The boy paused. “I had to give out ninety-eight notes, sir, before I found you. You were the only one who answered . . .”


  The hideous head tilted while the long arms remained perfectly still, and the boy found he could not take his eyes from them.


  “I see,” the alien said.


  It was translator’s idiom only. “Seeing” was not the same as “understanding.” The young human had done what the military and civilian intelligence services of five worlds had been unable to do—identify him as a professional—and it made the alien reflect: Why had he answered the message? Why had he taken it seriously? A human child had delivered it, after all. Was it that he had sensed no danger and simply followed professional reflex, or something else? Somehow the boy had known he would. How?


  “How much . . .” the alien said, curious, “are you able to pay?”


  “I’ve got two hundred dollars, sir.”


  “How . . . did you acquire them?”


  “I sold things,” the boy said quickly.


  The rooms here were bare. Clearly the boy had nothing to sell. He had stolen the money, the alien was sure.


  “I can get more. I can—”


  The alien made a sound that did not translate. The boy jumped.


  The alien was thinking of the 200,000 inters for the vengeance assassination on Hoggun’s third moon, the one hundred kilobucks for the renegade contract on the asteroid called Wolfe, and the mineral shares, pharmaceuticals, and spacelock craft—worth twice that—which he had in the end received for the three corporate kills on Alama Poy. What could two hundred dollars buy? Could it even buy a city rail ticket?


  “That is not enough,” the alien said. “Of course,” it added, one arm twitching, then still again, “you may have thought to record . . . our discussion . . . and you may threaten to release the recording . . . to Earth authorities . . . if I do not do what you ask of me . . .”


  The boy’s pupils dilated then—like those of the human province official on Diedor, the one he had removed for the Gray Infra there.


  “Oh, no—” the boy stammered. “I wouldn’t do that—” The skin of his face had turned red, the alien saw. “I didn’t even think of it.”


  “Perhaps . . . you should have,” the alien said. The arm twitched again, and the boy saw that it was smaller than the others, crooked but strong.


  The boy nodded. Yes, he should have thought of that. “Why . . .” the alien asked then, “does a man named . . . James Ortega-Mambay . . . wish to kill your sister?”


  When the boy was finished explaining, the alien stared at him again and the boy grew uncomfortable. Then the creature rose, joints falling into place with popping and sucking sounds, legs locking to lift the heavy torso and head, the long arms snaking out as if with a life of their own.


  The boy was up and stepping back.


  “Two hundred . . . is not enough for a kill,” the alien said, and was gone, taking the same subterranean path out of the building which the boy had worked out for him.


  When the man named Ortega-Mambay stepped from the bullet elevator to the roof of the federal building, it was sunset and the end of another long but productive day at BuPopCon. In the sun’s final rays the helipad glowed like a perfect little pond—not the chaos of the Pacific Ocean in the distance—and even the mugginess couldn’t ruin the scene. It was, yes, the kind of weather one conventionally took one’s jacket off in; but there was only one place to remove one’s jacket with at least a modicum of dignity, and that was, of course, in the privacy of one’s own FabHome-by-the-Sea. To thwart convention, he was wearing his new triple-weave “gauze” jacket in the pattern called “Summer Shimmer”—handsome, odorless, waterproof, and cool. He would not remove it until he wished to.


  He was the last, as always, to leave the Bureau, and as always he felt the pride. There was nothing sweeter than being the last—than lifting off from the empty pad with the rotor blades singing over him and the setting sun below as he made his way in his earned solitude away from the city up the coast to another, smaller helipad and his FabHome near Oxnard. He had worked hard for such sweetness, he reminded himself.


  His heli sat glowing in the sun’s last light—part of the perfect scene—and he took his time walking to it. It was worth a paintbrush painting, or a digital one, or a multimedia poem. Perhaps he would make something to memorialize it this weekend, after the other members of his triad visited for their intimacy session.


  As he reached the pilot’s side and the little door there, a shadow separated itself from the greater shadow cast by the craft, and he nearly screamed.


  The figure was tall and at first he thought it was a costume, a joke played by a colleague, nothing worse.


  But as the figure stepped into the fading light, he saw what it was and nearly screamed again. He had seen such creatures in newscasts, of course, and even at a distance at the shuttleport or at major tourist landmarks in the city, but never like this. So close.


  When it spoke, the voice was low and mechanical—the work of an Ipoor mesh.


  “You are,” the alien said, “James Ortega-Mambay . . . Seventh District Supervisor . . . BuPopCon?”


  Ortega-Mambay considered denying it, but did not. He knew the reputation of the Antalou as well as anyone did. He knew the uses to which his own race, not to mention the other four races mankind had met among the stars, had put them. The Antalou did not strike him as creatures one lied to without risk.


  “Yes . . . I am. I am Ortega-Mambay.”


  “My own name,” the Antalou said, “does not matter, Ortega-Mambay. You know what I am . . . What matters . . . is that you have decreed . . . the pregnancy of Linda Tuckey-Yatsen illegal . . . You have ordered the unborn female sibling . . . of the boy Kim Tuckey-Yatsen . . . aborted. Is this true?”


  The alien waited.


  “It may be,” the man said, fumbling. “I certainly do not have all of our cases memorized. We do not process them by family name—”


  He stopped as he saw the absurdity of it. It was outrageous.


  “I really do not see what business this is of yours,” he began. “This is a Terran city, and an overpopulated one—in an overpopulated nation on a overpopulated planet that cannot afford to pay to move its burden offworld. We are faced with a problem and one we are quite happy solving by ourselves. None of this can possibly be any of your affair, Visitor. Do you have standing with your delegation in this city?”


  “I do not,” the mesh answered, “and it is indeed . . . my affair if . . . the unborn female child of Family Tuckey-Yatsen dies.”


  “I do not know what you mean.”


  “She is to live, Ortega-Mambay . . . Her brother wishes a sibling . . . He lives and schools . . . in three small rooms while his parents work . . . somewhere in the city . . . To him . . . the female child his mother carries . . . is already born. He has great feeling for her . . . in the way of your kind, Ortega-Mambay.”


  This could not be happening, Ortega-Mambay told himself. It was insane, and he could feel rising within him a rage he hadn’t felt since his first job with the government. “How dare you!” he heard himself say. “You are standing on the home planet of another race and ordering me, a federal official, to obey not only a child’s wishes, but your own—you, a Visitor and one without official standing among your own kind—”


  “The child,” the alien broke in, “will not die. If she dies, I will . . . do what I have been . . . retained to do.”


  The alien stepped then to the heli and the man’s side, so close they were almost touching. The man did not back up. He would not be intimidated. He would not.


  The alien raised two of its four arms, and the man heard a snicking sound, then a pop, then another, and something caught in his throat as he watched talons longer and straighter than anything he had ever dreamed of slip one by one through the creature’s black syntheskin.


  Then, using these talons, the creature removed the door from his heli.


  One moment the alloy door was on its hinges; the next it was impaled on the talons, which were, Ortega-Mambay saw now, so much stronger than any nail, bone or other integument of Terran fauna. Giddily he wondered what the creature possibly ate to make them so strong.


  “Get into your vehicle, Ortega-Mambay,” the alien said. “Proceed home. Sleep and think . . . about what you must do . . . to keep the female sibling alive.”


  Ortega-Mambay could barely work his legs. He was trying to get into the heli, but couldn’t, and for a terrible moment it occurred to him that the alien might try to help him in. But then he was in at last, hands flailing at the dashboard as he tried to do what he’d been asked to do: Think.


  The alien did not sit on the bed, but remained in the doorway. The boy did not have trouble looking at him this time.


  “You know more about us,” the alien said suddenly, severely, “than you wished me to understand . . . Is this not true?”


  The boy did not answer. The creature’s eyes—huge and catlike—held his.


  “Answer me,” the alien said.


  When the boy finally spoke, he said only, “Did you do it?”


  The alien ignored him.


  “Did you kill him?” the boy said.


  “Answer me,” the alien repeated, perfectly still.


  “Yes . . .” the boy said, looking away at last.


  “How?” the alien asked.


  The boy did not answer. There was, the alien could see, defeat in the way the boy sat on the stool.


  “You will answer me . . . or I will . . . damage this room.”


  The boy did nothing for a moment, then got up and moved slowly to the terminal where he studied each day.


  “I’ve done a lot of work on your star,” the boy said. There was little energy in his voice now.


  “It is more than that,” the alien said.


  “Yes. I’ve studied Antalouan history.” The boy paused and the alien felt the energy rise a little. “For school, I mean.” There was feeling again—a little—to the boy’s voice.


  The boy hit the keyboard once, then twice, and the screen flickered to life. The alien saw a map of the northern hemisphere of Antalou, the trade routes of the ancient Seventh Empire, the fragmented continent, and the deadly seas that had doomed it.


  “More than this . . . I think,” the alien said.


  “Yes,” the boy said. “I did a report last year—on my own, not for school—about the fossil record on Antalou. There were a lot of animals that wanted the same food you wanted—that your kind wanted. On Antalou, I mean.”


  Yes, the alien thought.


  “I ran across other things, too,” the boy went on, and the alien heard the energy die again, heard in the boy’s voice the suppressive feeling his kind called “despair.” The boy believed that the man named Ortega-Mambay would still kill his sister, and so the boy “despaired.”


  Again the boy hit the keyboard. A new diagram appeared. It was familiar, though the alien had not seen one like it—so clinical, detailed, and ornate—in half a lifetime.


  It was the Antalouan family cluster, and though the alien could not read them, he knew what the labels described: The “kinship obligation bonds” and their respective “motivational weights,” the “defense-need parameters” and “bond-loss consequences” for identity and group membership. There was an inset, too, which gave—in animated three-dimensional display—the survival model human exopsychologists believed could explain all Antalouan behavior.


  The boy hit the keyboard and an iconographic list of the “totemic bequeaths” and “kinship inheritances” from ancient burial sites near Toloa and Mantok appeared.


  “You thought you knew,” the alien said, “what an Antalou feels.”


  The boy kept his eyes on the floor. “Yes.”


  The alien did not speak for a moment, but when he did, it was to say:


  “You were not wrong . . . Tuckey-Yatsen.”


  The boy looked up, not understanding.


  “Your sister will live,” the Antalou said.


  The boy blinked, but did not believe it.


  “What I say is true,” the alien said.


  The alien watched as the boy’s body began to straighten, as energy, no longer suppressed in “despair,” moved through it.


  “It was done,” the alien explained, “without the killing . . . which neither you nor I . . . could afford.”


  “They will let her live?”


  “Yes.”


  “You are sure?”


  “I do not lie . . . about the work I do.”


  The boy was staring at the alien.


  “I will give you the money,” he said.


  “No,” the alien said. “That will not . . . be necessary.”


  The boy stared for another moment, and then, strangely, began to move.


  The alien watched, curious. The boy was making himself step toward him, though why he would do this the alien did not know. It was a human custom perhaps, a “sentimentality,” and the boy, though afraid, thought he must offer it.


  When the boy reached the alien, he put out an unsteady hand, touched the Antalou’s shoulder lightly—once, twice—and then, remarkably, drew his hand down the alien’s damaged arm.


  The alien was astonished. It was an Antalouan gesture, this touch.


  This is no ordinary boy, the alien thought. It was not simply the boy’s intelligence—however one might measure it—or his understanding of the Antalou. It was something else—something the alien recognized.


  Something any killer needs . . .


  The Antalouan gesture the boy had used meant “obligation to blood,” though it lacked the slow unsheathing of the demoor. The boy had chosen well.


  “Thank you,” the boy was saying, and the alien knew he had rehearsed both the touch and the words. It had filled the boy with great fear, the thought of it, but he had rehearsed until fear no longer ruled him.


  As the boy stepped back, shaking now and unable to stop it, he said, “Do you have a family-cluster still?”


  “I do not,” the alien answered, not surprised by the question. The boy no longer surprised him. “It was a decision . . . made without regrets. Many Antalou have made it. My work . . . prevents it. You understand . . .”


  The boy nodded, a gesture which meant that he did.


  And then the boy said it:


  “What is it like to kill?”


  It was, the alien knew, the question the boy had most wanted to ask. There was excitement in the voice, but still no fear.


  When the alien answered, it was to say simply:


  “It is both . . . more and less . . . than what one . . . imagines it will be.”


  The boy named Kim Tuckey-Yatsen stood in the doorway of the small room where he slept and schooled, and listened as the man spoke to his mother and father. The man never looked at his mother’s swollen belly. He said simply, “You have been granted an exception, Family Tuckey-Yatsen. You have permission to proceed with the delivery of the unborn female. You will be receiving confirmation of a Four-Member Family Waiver within three workweeks. All questions should be referred to BuPopCon, Seventh District, at the netnumber on this card.”


  When the man was gone, his mother cried in happiness and his father held her. When the boy stepped up to them, they embraced him, too. There were three of them now, hugging, and soon there would be four. That was what mattered. His parents were good people. They had taken a chance for him, and he loved them. That mattered too, he knew.


  That night he dreamed of her again. Her name would be Kiara. In the dream she looked a little like Siddo’s sister two floors down, but also like his mother. Daughters should look like their mothers, shouldn’t they? In his dream the four of them were hugging and there were more rooms, and the rooms were bigger.


  When the boy was seventeen and his sister five, sharing a single room as well as siblings can, the trunk arrived from Romah, one of the war-scarred worlds of the Pleiades. Pressurized and dented, the small alloy container bore the customs stamps of four spacelocks, had been opened at least seven times in its passage, and smelled. It had been disinfected, yes, the USPUS carrier who delivered it explained. It had been kept in quarantine for a year and had nearly not gotten through, given the circumstances.


  At first, the boy did not know what the carrier meant.


  The trunk held many things, the woman explained. The small polished skull of a carnivore not from Earth. A piece of space metal fused like the blossom of a flower. Two rings of polished stone that tingled to the touch. An ancient device that the boy would later discover was a third-generation airless communicator used by the Gar-Betties. A coil made of animal hair and pitch, which he would learn was a rare musical instrument from Hoggun VI. And many smaller things, among them the postcard of the Pacific Fountain the boy had given the alien.


  Only later did the family receive official word of the 300,000 inters deposited in the boy’s name in the neutral banking station of HiVerks; of the cache of specialized weapons few would understand that had been placed in perpetual care on Titan, also in his name; and of the offworld travel voucher purchased for the boy to use when he was old enough to use it.


  Though it read like no will ever written on Earth, it was indeed a will, one that the Antalou called a “bequeathing cantation.” That it had been recorded in a spacelock lobby shortly before the alien’s violent death on a world called Glory did not diminish its legal authority.


  Although the boy tried to explain it to them, his parents did not understand; and before long it did not matter. The money bought them five rooms in the northeast sector of the city, a better job for his mother, better care for his father’s autoimmunities, more technical education for the boy, and all the food and clothes they needed; and for the time being (though only that) these things mattered more to him than Saturn’s great moon and the marvelous weapons waiting patiently for him there.


  —for Harry Harrison, master


  EIGHT EPISODES


  Robert Reed


  With minimal fanfare and next to no audience, Invasion of a Small World debuted in the summer of 2016, and after a brief and disappointing run, the series was deservedly shelved.


  One glaring problem was its production values: Computer animation had reached a plateau where reality was an easy illusion, spectacle was the industry norm, and difficult tricks like flowing water and human faces were beginning to approximate what was real. Yet the show’s standards were barely adequate, even from an upstart Web network operating with limited capital and too many hours of programming to fill. The landscapes and interior shots would have been considered state-of-the-art at the turn of the century, but not in its premiere year. The characters were inflicted with inexpressive faces and stiff-limbed motions, while their voices were equally unconvincing, employing amateur actors or some cut-rate audio-synthesis software. With few exceptions, the dialogue was sloppy, cluttered with pauses and clumsy phrasing, key statements often cut off in mid-sentence. Most critics decided that the series’ creators were striving for a real-life mood. But that was purely an interpretation. Press kits were never made available, and no interviews were granted with anyone directly involved in the production, leaving industry watchers entirely to their own devices—another problem that served to cripple Invasion.


  Other factors contributed to the tiny audience. One issue that couldn’t be discussed openly was the racial makeup of the cast. Success in the lucrative North American market meant using characters of obvious European extraction. Yet the series’ leading man was an Indian astronomer working at a fictional college set in, of all places, South Africa. With an unpronounceable name and thick accent, Dr. Smith—as his few fans dubbed him—was a pudgy, prickly creation with a weakness for loud shirts and deep belches. His wife was a homely apparition who understood nothing about his world-shaking work, while his children, in direct contrast to virtually every other youngster inhabiting popular entertainment, were dim-witted creatures offering nothing that was particularly clever or charming.


  A paucity of drama was another obvious weakness. The premiere episode involved a routine day in Dr. Smith’s life. Eighteen hours of unexceptional behavior was compressed to fifty-three minutes of unexceptional behavior. Judging by appearances, the parent network inserted commercial breaks at random points. The series’ pivotal event was barely noticed by the early viewers: One of Dr. Smith’s graduate students was working with Permian-age rock samples, searching for key isotopes deposited by ancient supernovae. The student asked her professor about a difficult piece of lab equipment. As always, the dialogue was dense and graceless, explaining almost nothing to the uninitiated. Genuine scientists—some of the series’ most unapologetic fans—liked to point out that the instruments and principles were genuine, though the nomenclature was shamelessly contrived. Fourteen seconds of broadcast time introduced a young graduate student named Mary—a mixed-race woman who by no measure could be considered attractive. She was shown asking Dr. Smith for help with the problematic instrument, and he responded with a wave of a pudgy hand and a muttered, “Later.” Following ads for tiny cars and a powerful asthma medicine, the astronomer ordered his student to come to his office and lock the door behind her. What happened next was only implied. But afterwards Dr. Smith was seen sitting with his back to his desk and his belt unfastened, and the quick-eyed viewer saw Mary’s tiny breasts vanish under a bra and baggy shirt. Some people have interpreted her expression as pain, emotional or otherwise. Others have argued that her face was so poorly rendered that it was impossible to fix any emotion to her, then or later. And where good writers would have used dialogue to spell out the importance of the moment, bad writers decided to ignore the entire interpersonal plotline. With a casual voice, Mary mentioned to her advisor/lover that she had found something strange in the Permian stone.


  “Strange,” he repeated.


  With her thumb and finger, she defined a tiny space. “Metal. A ball.”


  “Ball?”


  “In the rock.”


  Smith scratched his fat belly for a moment, saying nothing. (Judging by log tallies, nearly 10 percent of the program’s small audience turned away at that point.) Then he quietly said to her, “I do not understand.”


  “What it is . . .”


  “What?”


  She said, “I don’t know either.”


  “In what rock?”


  “Mine. The mudstone—”


  “You mean it’s artificial . . .?”


  “Looks so,” she answered.


  He said, “Huh.”


  She finished buttoning her shirt, the back of her left hand wiping at the corner of her mouth.


  “Where?” Smith asked.


  She gave the parent rock’s identification code.


  “No, the metal ball,” he interrupted. “Where is it now?”


  “My desk drawer. In a white envelope.”


  “And how big?”


  “Two grains of rice, about.”


  Then, one last time, the main character said, “Huh.” And, finally, without any interest showing in his face, he fastened his belt.


  The next three episodes covered not days, but several months. Again, none of the scientific work was explained, and nothing resembling a normal plotline emerged from the routine and the tedious. The increasingly tiny audience watched Dr. Smith and two of his graduate students working with an object almost too small to be resolved on the screen—another significant problem with the series. Wouldn’t a human-sized artifact have made a greater impact? The ball’s metal shell proved to be an unlikely alloy of nickel and aluminum. Cosmic radiation and tiny impacts had left the telltale marks one would expect after a long drifting journey through space. Using tiny lasers, the researchers carefully cut through the metal shell, revealing a diamond interior. Then the diamond heart absorbed a portion of the laser’s energy, and once charged, it powered up its own tiny light show. Fortunately a nanoscopic camera had been inserted into the hole, and the three scientists were able to record what they witnessed—a rush of complex images coupled with an increasingly sophisticated array of symbols.


  “What is this?” they kept asking one another.


  “Maybe it’s language,” Mary guessed. Correctly, as it happened. “Someone’s teaching us . . . trying to . . . a new language.”


  Dr. Smith gave her a shamelessly public hug.


  Then the other graduate student—a Brazilian fellow named Carlos—pointed out that, whatever the device was, Mary had found it in rock that was at least a quarter of a billion years old. “And that doesn’t count the time this little machine spent in space, which could be millions more years.”


  After the show’s cancellation, at least one former executive admitted to having been fooled. “We were promised a big, loud invasion,” he told an interviewer from Rolling Stone. “I talked to the series’ producer. He said an invasion would begin right after episode four. Yeah, we knew the build-up was going to be slow. But then aliens from the dinosaur days were going to spring to life and start burning cities.”


  “Except,” said the interviewer.


  “What?”


  “That’s not quite true. The Permian happened before there were any dinosaurs.”


  With a shrug, the ex-executive brushed aside that mild criticism. “Anyway, the important thing is that bad-ass aliens were supposed to come out of the rock. They were going to grow huge and start kicking us around. At least that’s what the production company—EXL Limited—assured us. A spectacle. And since we didn’t have to pay much for those episodes, we ended up purchasing the first eight shows after seeing only a few minutes of material . . .”


  Invasion was cancelled after the fifth episode.


  The final broadcast episode was an artless synopsis of the next twenty months of scientific work. Dr. Smith and his students were just a tiny portion of a global effort. Experts on six continents were making a series of tiny, critical breakthroughs. Most of the story involved faceless researchers exchanging dry e-mails about the tiny starship’s text and images. Translations were made; every shred of evidence began to support the obvious but incredible conclusions. The culminating event was a five-minute news conference. Dripping sweat, shaking from nerves, the astronomer explained to reporters that he had found a functioning starship on Earth. After a glancing thanks to unnamed colleagues, he explained how, in the remote past, perhaps long before there was multicellular life on Earth, an alien species had manufactured trillions of tiny ships like this one. The ships were cast off into space, drifting slowly to planetary systems scattered throughout the galaxy. The vessel that he had personally recovered was already ancient when it dropped onto a river bottom near the edge of Gondwanaland. Time had only slightly degraded its onboard texts—a history of the aliens and an explanation into the nature of life in the universe. By all evidence, he warned, human beings were late players to an old drama. And like every other intelligent species in the universe, they would always be small in numbers and limited in reach.


  The final scene of that fifth episode was set at Dr. Smith’s home. His oldest son was sitting before a large plasma screen, destroying alien spaceships with extraordinarily loud weapons. In what proved to be the only conversation between those two characters, Smith sat beside his boy, asking, “Did you see me?”


  “What?”


  “The news conference—”


  “Yeah, I watched.”


  “So?” he said. And when no response was offered, he asked, “What did you think?”


  “About what?”


  “The lesson—”


  “What? People don’t matter?” The boy froze the battle scene and put down his controls. “I think that’s stupid.”


  His father said nothing.


  “The universe isn’t empty and poor.” The boy was perhaps fourteen, and his anger was the most vivid emotion in the entire series. “Worlds are everywhere, and a lot of them have to have life.”


  “Millions are blessed, yes,” Dr. Smith replied. “But hundreds of billions more are too hot, too cold. They are metal-starved, or married to dangerous suns.”


  His son stared at the frozen screen, saying nothing.


  “The alien texts only confirm our most recent evidence, you know. The earth is a latecomer. Stellar births are slowing, in the Milky Way, and everywhere, and the production of terrestrial worlds peaked two or three billion years before our home was created.”


  “These texts of yours . . . they say that intelligent life stays at home?”


  “Most of the time, yes.”


  “Aliens don’t send out real starships?”


  “It is far too expensive,” Smith offered.


  The boy pushed out his lower lip. “Humans are different,” he maintained.


  “No.”


  “We’re going to build a working stardrive. Soon, I bet. And then we’ll visit our neighboring stars and colonize those worlds—”


  “We can’t.”


  “Because they tell us we can’t?”


  “Because it is impossible.” His father shook his head, saying with authority, “The texts are explicit. Moving large masses requires prohibitive energies. And terraforming is a difficult, often impossible trick. And that is why almost every world that we have found to date looks as sterile as the day they were born.”


  But the teenage boy would accept none of that. “You know, don’t you? That these aliens are just lying to us? They’re afraid of human beings, because they know we’re the toughest, meanest things in the universe. And we’re going to take them on.”


  For a long moment, Dr. Smith held silent.


  Then the boy continued his game, and into the mayhem of blasters, the father mouthed a single dismissive word: “Children.”


  Eighteen months later, the fledging Web network declared bankruptcy, and a small consortium acquired its assets, including Invasion of a Small World. Eager to recoup their investment, the new owners offered all eight episodes as a quick-and-dirty DVD package. When sales proved somewhat better than predicted, a new version was cobbled together, helped along by a genuine ad budget. The strongest initial sales came from the tiny pool of determined fans—young and well educated, with little preference for nationality or gender. But the scientists in several fields, astronomy and paleontology included, were the ones who created a genuine buzz that eventually put Invasion into the public eye.


  The famous sixth episode helped trigger the interest: That weak, rambling tale of Dr. Smith, his family and students, was temporarily suspended. Instead, the full fifty-three minutes were dedicated to watching a barren world spinning silently in deep space. According to corporate memos, the last three episodes arrived via the Web, bundled in a single package. But it was this episode that effectively killed the series. There were no explanations. Nothing showed but the gray world spinning, twenty minutes before the point-of-view gradually pulled away. The world was just a tiny speck of metal lost in the vastness of space. For astronomers, it was a fascinating moment—a vivid illustration that the universe could be an exceedingly boring place. Stars were distant points of light, and there was only silence, and even when millions of years were compressed into a nap-length moment, nothing was produced that could be confused with great theatre.


  But what the astronomers liked best—what got the buzz going—were the final few minutes of the episode. Chance brought the tiny starship into the solar system, and chance guided it past a younger Saturn. The giant moon, Titan, swung close before the ship was kicked out to Neptune’s orbit. Then it drifted sunward again, Mars near enough to reveal its face. Two hundred and fifty million years ago, Titan was bathed in a much denser atmosphere, while Mars was a temporarily wet world, heated by a substantial impact event. Experts in those two worlds were impressed. Only in the last year or two, probes had discovered what Invasion predicted on its own, including pinpointing the impact site near the Martian South Pole.


  In much the same way, episode seven made the paleontologists crazy.


  With its long voyage finished, the tiny starship struck the Earth’s upper atmosphere, quickly losing its momentum as well as a portion of its hull. The great southern continent was rendered accurately enough to make any geologist smile, while the little glimpses of Permian ecosystems were even more impressive. Whoever produced the series (and there was a growing controversy on that matter), they had known much about protomammals and the early reptiles, cycads and tree ferns. One ancient creature—lizard in form, though not directly related to any modern species—was the only important misstep. Yet five months later, a team working in South Africa uncovered a set of bones that perfectly matched what a vanished dramatic series had predicted . . . and what was already a cultish buzz grew into a wild, increasingly public cacophony . . .


  At least forty thousand sites—chat rooms and blogs and such—were dedicated to supporting the same inevitable conclusion.


  By means unknown, aliens had sent a message to earthlings, and it took the form of Invasion of a Small World.


  The eighth episode was a genuine treasure.


  Dr. Smith reappeared. Several years older, divorced and with his belly fat stripped off by liposuction, he was shown wandering happily through a new life of endless celebrity. His days and long evenings were spent with at least three mistresses as well as a parade of world leaders. Accustomed to the praise of others, he was shown grinning confidently while offering his interpretations of the ancient message. The universe was almost certainly sprinkled with life, he explained. But despite that prolificacy, the cosmos remained an enormous, very cold, and exceptionally poor place. The gulfs between living worlds were completely unbridgeable. No combination of raw energy and questing genius could build a worthy stardrive. Moreover, even direct communication between local species was rarely worth its considerable cost, since civilizations rarely if ever offered each other anything with genuine worth.


  “Technology has distinct limits,” he warned the starlets and world leaders that he met at cocktail parties. “Humans are already moving into the late stages of scientific endeavor. What matters most, to us and to any wise species, is the careful shepherding of energy and time. That is why we must care for our world and the neighboring planets inside our own little solar system. We must treasure every day while wasting nothing, if only to extend our histories as far as into the future as possible.”


  “That strikes me as such depressing news,” said one prime minister—a statuesque woman blessed with a starlet’s beautiful face. “If there really are millions and billions of living worlds, as you claim, and if all the great minds on all of those worlds are thinking hard about this single problem, shouldn’t somebody learn how to cheat the speed of light or create free energy through some clever trick?”


  “If that were so,” Dr. Smith replied, “then every world out there would be alive, and the giant starships would arrive at our doorstep every few minutes. But instead, human experience has discovered precisely one starfaring vessel, and it was a grain of metallic dust, and to reach us it had to be exceptionally lucky, and, even then, it had to wait a quarter of a billion years to be noticed.”


  The prime minister sipped her virgin Mary and chewed on her lower lip. Then with a serious tone, she said, “But to me . . . there seems to be another reasonable explanation waiting for our attention . . .”


  “Which would be what, madam?”


  “Subterfuge,” she offered. “The aliens are intentionally misleading us about the nature of the universe.”


  Bristling, he asked, “And why would they do such a thing?”


  “To cripple our future,” she replied. “By convincing us to remain home, they never have to face us between the stars.”


  “Perhaps you’re right to think that, madam,” said the old astronomer, nodding without resolve. Then in his final moment in the series’ final episode, he said, “A lie is as good as a pill, if it helps you sleep . . .”


  For years, every search to uncover the creative force behind Invasion of a Small World came up empty. And in the public mind, that single mystery remained the final, most compelling part of the story.


  Former executives with the doomed network had never directly met with the show’s producers. But they could recount phone conversations and teleconferences and e-mails exchanged with three apparent producers. Of course, by then, it was possible to invent a digital human face and voice while weaving a realistic mix of human gestures. Which led some to believe that slippery forces were plainly at work here—forces that no human eye had ever witnessed.


  Tracking down the original production company produced only a dummy corporation leading to dusty mailboxes and several defunct Web addresses. Every name proved fictional, both among the company’s officers and those in the brief credits rolling at the end of each episode. Surviving tax forms lacked any shred of useful information. But where the IRS might have chased down a successful cheat, the plain truth was that whoever was responsible for Invasion had signed away all future rights in exchange for a puddle of cash.


  The few skeptics wondered if something considerably more ordinary was at play here. Rumors occasionally surfaced about young geniuses working in the Third World—usually in the Indian tech-cities. Employing pirated software and stolen equipment, they had produced what would eventually become the fifth most successful media event in history. But in the short term, their genius had led nowhere but to obscurity and financial ruin. Three different candidates were identified—young men with creative minds and most of the necessary skills. Did one of them build Invasion alone? Or was it a group effort? And was the project’s failure the reason why each of them committed suicide shortly after the series’ cancellation?


  But if they were the creators, why didn’t any trail lead to them? Perhaps because the consortium that held all rights to Invasion had obscured the existing evidence. And why? Obviously to help feed this infectious and delicious mood of suspicion. To maintain an atmosphere where no doubts could find a toehold, where aliens were conversing with humans, and where the money continued to flow to the consortium like a great green river.


  The most durable explanation was provided by one of the series’ most devoted fans—a Nobel laureate in physics who was happy to beat the drum for the unthinkable. “Invasion is true everywhere but in the specifics,” he argued. “I think there really was an automated starship. But it was bigger than a couple of grains of rice. As big as a fist, or a human head. But still small and unmanned. The ship entered our solar system during the Permian. With the bulk of it in orbit, pieces must have landed on our world. Scouts with the size and legs of small cockroaches, maybe. Maybe. And if you take the time to think it through, you see that it would be a pretty silly strategy, letting yourself become a tiny fossil in some enormous bed of mudstone. What are the odds that you’d survive for 250 million years, much else ever get noticed there?


  “No, if you are an automated starship, what would be smart is for that orbiting mothership to take a seat where nothing happens and she can see everything. On the moon, I’d guess. She still has the antennas that she used to hear the scouts’ reports. She sleeps and waits for radio signals from the earth, and when they arrive, she studies what she hears. She makes herself into a student of language and technology. And when the time is ripe—when she has a product to sell—she expels the last of her fuel, leaving the moon to land someplace useful. Which is pretty much anywhere, these days.


  “Looking like a roach, maybe, she connects to the Web and offers her services at a cut-rate price.


  “And that is how she delivers her message.


  “Paraphrasing my fictional colleague, â€˜A lie is as good as a truth, if it leads you to enlightenment.’ ”


  The final scene in the last episode only seemed anticlimactic. The one-time graduate student, Mary, had been left behind by world events. From the beginning, her critical part in the research had been downplayed. But the series’ creator, whoever or whatever it was, saw no useful drama in that treachery. The woman was middle-aged and happy in her obscurity, plain as always and pregnant for at least the second time.


  A ten-year-old daughter was sitting beside Mary, sharing a threadbare couch.


  The girl asked her mother what she believed. Was the universe really so empty and cold? And was this the way it would always be?


  Quietly, her mother said, “I think that’s basically true, yes.”


  The girl looked saddened.


  But then Mary patted her daughter on the back of a hand, smiling with confidence. “But dear, I also believe this,” she said. “Life is an invasion wherever it shows itself. It is relentless and it is tireless, and it conquers every little place where living is possible. And before the universe ends, all the good homes will know the sounds of wet breathing and the singing of glorious songs.”


  HOW TO TALK TO GIRLS AT PARTIES


  Neil Gaiman


  “Come on,” said Vic. “It’ll be great.”


  “No, it won’t,” I said, although I’d lost this fight hours ago, and I knew it.


  “It’ll be brilliant,” said Vic, for the hundredth time. “Girls! Girls! Girls!” He grinned with white teeth.


  We both attended an all-boys’ school in South London. While it would be a lie to say that we had no experience with girls—Vic seemed to have had many girlfriends, while I had kissed three of my sister’s friends—it would, I think, be perfectly true to say that we both chiefly spoke to, interacted with, and only truly understood, other boys. Well, I did, anyway. It’s hard to speak for someone else, and I’ve not seen Vic for thirty years. I’m not sure that I would know what to say to him now if I did.


  We were walking the back streets that used to twine in a grimy maze behind East Croydon station—a friend had told Vic about a party, and Vic was determined to go whether I liked it or not, and I didn’t. But my parents were away that week at a conference, and I was Vic’s guest at his house, so I was trailing along beside him.


  “It’ll be the same as it always is,” I said. “After an hour you’ll be off somewhere snogging the prettiest girl at the party, and I’ll be in the kitchen listening to somebody’s mum going on about politics or poetry or something.”


  “You just have to talk to them,” he said. “I think it’s probably that road at the end here.” He gestured cheerfully, swinging the bag with the bottle in it.


  “Don’t you know?”


  “Alison gave me directions and I wrote them on a bit of paper, but I left it on the hall table. S’okay. I can find it.”


  “How?” Hope welled slowly up inside me.


  “We walk down the road,” he said, as if speaking to an idiot child. “And we look for the party. Easy.”


  I looked, but saw no party: just narrow houses with rusting cars or bikes in their concreted front gardens; and the dusty glass fronts of newsagents, which smelled of alien spices and sold everything from birthday cards and second-hand comics to the kind of magazines that were so pornographic that they were sold already sealed in plastic bags. I had been there when Vic had slipped one of those magazines beneath his sweater, but the owner caught him on the pavement outside and made him give it back.


  We reached the end of the road and turned into a narrow street of terraced houses. Everything looked very still and empty in the Summer’s evening. “It’s all right for you,” I said. “They fancy you. You don’t actually have to talk to them.” It was true: one urchin grin from Vic and he could have his pick of the room.


  “Nah. S’not like that. You’ve just got to talk.”


  The times I had kissed my sister’s friends I had not spoken to them. They had been around while my sister was off doing something elsewhere, and they had drifted into my orbit, and so I had kissed them. I do not remember any talking. I did not know what to say to girls, and I told him so.


  “They’re just girls,” said Vic. “They don’t come from another planet.”


  As we followed the curve of the road around, my hopes that the party would prove unfindable began to fade: a low pulsing noise, music muffled by walls and doors, could be heard from a house up ahead. It was eight in the evening, not that early if you aren’t yet sixteen, and we weren’t. Not quite.


  I had parents who liked to know where I was, but I don’t think Vic’s parents cared that much. He was the youngest of five boys. That in itself seemed magical to me: I merely had two sisters, both younger than I was, and I felt both unique and lonely. I had wanted a brother as far back as I could remember. When I turned thirteen, I stopped wishing on falling stars or first stars, but back when I did, a brother was what I had wished for.


  We went up the garden path, crazy paving leading us past a hedge and a solitary rose bush to a pebble-dashed facade. We rang the doorbell, and the door was opened by a girl. I could not have told you how old she was, which was one of the things about girls I had begun to hate: when you start out as kids you’re just boys and girls, going through time at the same speed, and you’re all five, or seven, or eleven, together. And then one day there’s a lurch and the girls just sort of sprint off into the future ahead of you, and they know all about everything, and they have periods and breasts and makeup and God-only-knew-what-else—for I certainly didn’t. The diagrams in biology textbooks were no substitute for being, in a very real sense, young adults. And the girls of our age were.


  Vic and I weren’t young adults, and I was beginning to suspect that even when I started needing to shave every day, instead of once every couple of weeks, I would still be way behind.


  The girl said, “Hello?”


  Vic said, “We’re friends of Alison’s.” We had met Alison, all freckles and orange hair and a wicked smile, in Hamburg, on a German Exchange. The exchange organizers had sent some girls with us, from a local girls’ school, to balance the sexes. The girls, our age, more or less, were raucous and funny, and had more or less adult boyfriends with cars and jobs and motorbikes and—in the case of one girl with crooked teeth and a raccoon coat, who spoke to me about it sadly at the end of a party in Hamburg, in, of course, the kitchen—a wife and kids.


  “She isn’t here,” said the girl at the door. “No Alison.”


  “Not to worry,” said Vic, with an easy grin. “I’m Vic. This is Enn.” A beat, and then the girl smiled back at him. Vic had a bottle of white wine in a plastic bag, removed from his parents’ kitchen cabinet. “Where should I put this, then?”


  She stood out of the way, letting us enter. “There’s a kitchen in the back,” she said. “Put it on the table there, with the other bottles.” She had golden, wavy hair, and she was very beautiful. The hall was dim in the twilight, but I could see that she was beautiful.


  “What’s your name, then?” said Vic.


  She told him it was Stella, and he grinned his crooked white grin and told her that that had to be the prettiest name he had ever heard. Smooth bastard. And what was worse was that he said it like he meant it.


  Vic headed back to drop off the wine in the kitchen, and I looked into the front room, where the music was coming from. There were people dancing in there. Stella walked in, and she started to dance, swaying to the music all alone, and I watched her.


  This was during the early days of punk. On our own record players we would play the Adverts and the Jam, the Stranglers and the Clash and the Sex Pistols. At other people’s parties you’d hear ELO or 10cc or even Roxy Music. Maybe some Bowie, if you were lucky. During the German Exchange, the only LP that we had all been able to agree on was Neil Young’s Harvest, and his song “Heart of Gold” had threaded through the trip like a refrain: I crossed the ocean for a heart of gold . . .


  The music playing in that front room wasn’t anything I recognized. It sounded a bit like a German electronic pop group called Kraftwerk, and a bit like an LP I’d been given for my last birthday, of strange sounds made by the BBC Radiophonic Workshop. The music had a beat, though, and the half-dozen girls in that room were moving gently to it, although I only looked at Stella. She shone.


  Vic pushed past me, into the room. He was holding a can of lager. “There’s booze back in the kitchen,” he told me. He wandered over to Stella and he began to talk to her. I couldn’t hear what they were saying over the music, but I knew that there was no room for me in that conversation.


  I didn’t like beer, not back then. I went off to see if there was something I wanted to drink. On the kitchen table stood a large bottle of Coca-Cola, and I poured myself a plastic tumblerful, and I didn’t dare say anything to the pair of girls who were talking in the underlit kitchen. They were animated and utterly lovely. Each of them had very black skin and glossy hair and movie star clothes, and their accents were foreign, and each of them was out of my league.


  I wandered, Coke in hand.


  The house was deeper than it looked, larger and more complex than the two-up two-down model I had imagined. The rooms were underlit—I doubt there was a bulb of more than forty watts in the building—and each room I went into was inhabited: in my memory, inhabited only by girls. I did not go upstairs.


  A girl was the only occupant of the conservatory. Her hair was so fair it was white, and long, and straight, and she sat at the glass-topped table, her hands clasped together, staring at the garden outside, and the gathering dusk. She seemed wistful.


  “Do you mind if I sit here?” I asked, gesturing with my cup. She shook her head, and then followed it up with a shrug, to indicate that it was all the same to her. I sat down.


  Vic walked past the conservatory door. He was talking to Stella, but he looked in at me, sitting at the table, wrapped in shyness and awkwardness, and he opened and closed his hand in a parody of a speaking mouth. Talk. Right.


  “Are you from ‘round here?” I asked the girl.


  She shook her head. She wore a low-cut silvery top, and I tried not to stare at the swell of her breasts.


  I said, “What’s your name? I’m Enn.”


  “Wain’s Wain,” she said, or something that sounded like it. “I’m a second.”


  “That’s uh. That’s a different name.”


  She fixed me with huge liquid eyes. “It indicates that my progenitor was also Wain, and that I am obliged to report back to her. I may not breed.”


  “Ah. Well. Bit early for that anyway, isn’t it?”


  She unclasped her hands, raised them above the table, spread her fingers. “You see?” The little finger on her left hand was crooked, and it bifurcated at the top, splitting into two smaller fingertips. A minor deformity. “When I was finished a decision was needed. Would I be retained, or eliminated? I was fortunate that the decision was with me. Now, I travel, while my more perfect sisters remain at home in stasis. They were firsts. I am a second.


  “Soon I must return to Wain, and tell her all I have seen. All my impressions of this place of yours.”


  “I don’t actually live in Croydon,” I said. “I don’t come from here.” I wondered if she was American. I had no idea what she was talking about.


  “As you say,” she agreed, “neither of us comes from here.” She folded her six-fingered left hand beneath her right, as if tucking it out of sight. “I had expected it to be bigger, and cleaner, and more colorful. But still, it is a jewel.”


  She yawned, covered her mouth with her right hand, only for a moment, before it was back on the table again. “I grow weary of the journeying, and I wish sometimes that it would end. On a street in Rio, at Carnival, I saw them on a bridge, golden and tall and insect-eyed and winged, and elated I almost ran to greet them, before I saw that they were only people in costumes. I said to Hola Colt, ‘Why do they try so hard to look like us?’ and Hola Colt replied, ‘Because they hate themselves, all shades of pink and brown, and so small.’ It is what I experience, even me, and I am not grown. It is like a world of children, or of elves.” Then she smiled, and said, “It was a good thing they could not any of them see Hola Colt.”


  “Um,” I said, “Do you want to dance?”


  She shook her head immediately. “It is not permitted,” she said. “I can do nothing that might cause damage to property. I am Wain’s.”


  “Would you like something to drink, then?”


  “Water,” she said.


  I went back to the kitchen and poured myself another Coke, and filled a cup with water from the tap. From the kitchen back to the hall, and from there into the conservatory, but now it was quite empty.


  I wondered if the girl had gone to the toilet, and if she might change her mind about dancing later. I walked back to the front room and stared in. The room was filling up. There were more girls dancing, and several lads I didn’t know, who looked older than me and Vic. The lads and the girls all kept their distance, but Vic was holding Stella’s hand as they danced, and when the song ended he put an arm around her, casually, almost proprietorially, to make sure that nobody else cut in.


  I wondered if the girl I had been talking to in the conservatory was now upstairs, as she did not appear to be on the ground floor.


  I walked into the living room, which was across the hall from the room where the people were dancing, and I sat down on the sofa. There was a girl sitting there already. She had dark hair, cut short and spiky, and a nervous manner.


  Talk, I thought. “Um, this mug of water’s going spare,” I told her, “If you want it?”


  She nodded, and reached out her hand and took the mug, extremely carefully, as if she were unused to taking things, as if she could trust neither her vision nor her hands.


  “I love being a tourist,” she said, and smiled hesitantly. She had a gap between her two front teeth, and she sipped the tap water as if she were an adult sipping a fine wine. “The last tour, we went to sun, and we swam in sunfire pools with the whales. We heard their histories and we shivered in the chill of the outer places, then we swam deepward where the heat churned and comforted us.


  “I wanted to go back. This time, I wanted it. There was so much I had not seen. Instead we came to world. Do you like it?”


  “Like what?”


  She gestured vaguely to the room—the sofa, the armchairs, the curtains, the unused gas fire.


  “It’s all right, I suppose.”


  “I told them I did not wish to visit world,” she said. “My parent-teacher was unimpressed. ‘You will have much to learn,’ it told me. I said ‘I could learn more in sun, again. Or in the deeps. Jessa spun webs between galaxies. I want to do that.’


  “But there was no reasoning with it, and I came to world. Parent-teacher engulfed me, and I was here, embodied in a decaying lump of meat hanging on a frame of calcium. As I incarnated I felt things deep inside me, fluttering and pumping and squishing. It was my first experience with pushing air through the mouth, vibrating the vocal cords on the way, and I used it to tell parent-teacher that I wished that I would die, which it acknowledged was the inevitable exit strategy from world.”


  There were black worry beads wrapped around her wrist, and she fiddled with them as she spoke. “But knowledge is there, in the meat,” she said, “and I am resolved to learn from it.”


  We were sitting close at the center of the sofa now. I decided I should put an arm around her, but casually. I would extend my arm along the back of the sofa and eventually sort of creep it down, almost imperceptibly, until it was touching her. She said, “The thing with the liquid in the eyes, when the world blurs. Nobody told me, and I still do not understand. I have touched the folds of the Whisper and pulsed and flown with the tachyon swans, and I still do not understand.”


  She wasn’t the prettiest girl there, but she seemed nice enough, and she was a girl, anyway. I let my arm slide down a little, tentatively, so that it made contact with her back, and she did not tell me to take it away.


  Vic called to me then, from the doorway. He was standing with his arm around Stella, protectively, waving at me. I tried to let him know, by shaking my head, that I was onto something, but he called my name, and, reluctantly, I got up from the sofa, and walked over to the door. “What?”


  “Er. Look. The party,” said Vic, apologetically. “It’s not the one I thought it was. I’ve been talking to Stella and I figured it out. Well, she sort of explained it to me. We’re at a different party.”


  “Christ. Are we in trouble? Do we have to go?”


  Stella shook her head. He leaned down and kissed her, gently, on the lips. “You’re just happy to have me here, aren’t you darlin’?”


  “You know I am,” she told him.


  He looked from her back to me, and he smiled his white smile: roguish, loveable, a little bit Artful Dodger, a little bit wide-boy Prince Charming. “Don’t worry. They’re all tourists here anyway. It’s a foreign exchange thing, innit? Like when we all went to Germany.”


  “It is?”


  “Enn. You got to talk to them. And that means you got to listen to them too. You understand?”


  “I did. I already talked to a couple of them.”


  “You getting anywhere?”


  “I was till you called me over.”


  “Sorry about that. Look, I just wanted to fill you in. Right?”


  And he patted my arm and he walked away with Stella. Then, together, the two of them went up the stairs.


  Understand me, all the girls at that party, in the twilight, were lovely; they all had perfect faces, but, more important than that, they had whatever strangeness of proportion, of oddness or humanity it is that makes a beauty something more than a shop-window dummy. Stella was the most lovely of any of them, but she, of course, was Vic’s, and they were going upstairs together, and that was just how things would always be.


  There were several people now sitting on the sofa, talking to the gap-toothed girl. Someone told a joke, and they all laughed. I would have had to push my way in there to sit next to her again, and it didn’t look like she was expecting me back, or cared that I had gone, so I wandered out into the hall. I glanced in at the dancers and found myself wondering where the music was coming from. I couldn’t see a record player or speakers.


  From the hall I walked back to the kitchen.


  Kitchens are good at parties. You never need an excuse to be there, and, on the good side, at this party I couldn’t see any signs of someone’s mum. I inspected the various bottles and cans on the kitchen table, then I poured a half an inch of Pernod into the bottom of my plastic cup, which I filled to the top with Coke. I dropped in a couple of ice cubes, and took a sip, relishing the sweetshop tang of the drink.


  “What’s that you’re drinking?” A girl’s voice.


  “It’s Pernod,” I told her. “It tastes like aniseed balls, only it’s alcoholic.” I didn’t say that I only tried it because I’d heard someone in the crowd ask for a Pernod on a live Velvet Underground LP.


  “Can I have one?” I poured another Pernod, topped it off with Coke, passed it to her. Her hair was a coppery auburn, and it tumbled around her head in ringlets. It’s not a hair style you see much now, but you saw it a lot back then.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  “Triolet,” she said.


  “Pretty name,” I told her, although I wasn’t sure that it was. She was pretty, though.


  “It’s a verse form,” she said, proudly. “Like me.”


  “You’re a poem?”


  She smiled and looked down and away, perhaps bashfully. Her profile was almost flat—a perfect Grecian nose that came down from her forehead in a straight line. We did Antigone in the school theater the previous year. I was the messenger who brings Creon the news of Antigone’s death. We wore half-masks that made us look like that. I thought of that play, looking at her face, in the kitchen, and I thought of Barry Smith’s drawings of women in the Conan comics: five years later I would have thought of the Pre-Raphaelites, of Jane Morris and Lizzie Siddall. But I was only fifteen, then.


  “You’re a poem?” I repeated.


  She chewed her lower lip. “If you want. I am poem, or I am a pattern, or a race of people whose world was swallowed by the sea.”


  “Isn’t it hard to be three things at the same time?”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Enn.”


  “So you are Enn,” she said. “And you are a male. And you are a biped. Is it hard to be three things at the same time?”


  “But they aren’t different things. I mean, they aren’t contradictory.” It was a word I had read many times but never said aloud before that night, and I put the stresses in the wrong places. Contradictory.


  She wore a thin dress, made of a white, silky fabric. Her eyes were a pale green, a color that would now make me think of colored contact lenses; but this was thirty years ago; things were different then. I remember wondering about Vic and Stella, upstairs. By now, I was sure that they were in one of the bedrooms, and I envied Vic so much it hurt.


  Still, I was talking to this girl, even if we were talking nonsense, even if her name wasn’t really Triolet (my generation had not been given hippie names: all the Rainbows and the Sunshines and the Moons, they were only six, seven, eight years old back then). She said, “We knew that it would soon be over, and so we put it all into a poem, to tell the universe who we were, and why we were here, and what we said and did and thought and dreamed and yearned for. We wrapped our dreams in words and patterned the words so that they would live forever, unforgettable. Then we sent the poem as a pattern of flux, to wait in the heart of a star, beaming out its message in pulses and bursts and fuzzes across the electromagnetic spectrum, until the time when, on worlds a thousand sun-systems distant, the pattern would be decoded and read, and it would become a poem once again.”


  “And then what happened?”


  She looked at me with her green eyes, and it was as if she stared out at me from her own Antigone half-mask; but as if her pale green eyes were just a different, deeper, part of the mask. “You cannot hear a poem without it changing you,” she told me. “They heard it, and it colonized them. It inherited them and it inhabited them, its rhythms becoming part of the way that they thought; its images permanently transmuting their metaphors; its verses, its outlook, its aspirations becoming their lives. Within a generation their children would be born already knowing the poem, and, sooner rather than later, as these things go, there were no more children born. There was no need for them, not any longer. There was only a poem, which took flesh and walked and spread itself across the vastness of the known.”


  I edged closer to her, so I could feel my leg pressing against hers. She seemed to welcome it: she put her hand on my arm, affectionately, and I felt a smile spreading across my face.


  “There are places that we are welcomed,” said Triolet, “and places where we are regarded as a noxious weed, or as a disease, something immediately to be quarantined and eliminated. But where does contagion end and art begin?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, still smiling. I could hear the unfamiliar music as it pulsed and scattered and boomed in the front room.


  She leaned into me then and—I suppose it was a kiss . . . I suppose. She pressed her lips to my lips, anyway, and then, satisfied, she pulled back, as if she had now marked me as her own.


  “Would you like to hear it?” she asked, and I nodded, unsure what she was offering me, but certain that I needed anything she was willing to give me.


  She began to whisper something in my ear. It’s the strangest thing about poetry—you can tell it’s poetry, even if you don’t speak the language. You can hear Homer’s Greek without understanding a word, and you still know it’s poetry. I’ve heard Polish poetry, and Inuit poetry, and I knew what it was without knowing. Her whisper was like that. I didn’t know the language, but her words washed through me, perfect, and in my mind’s eye I saw towers of glass and diamond; and people with eyes of the palest green; and, unstoppable, beneath every syllable, I could feel the relentless advance of the ocean.


  Perhaps I kissed her properly. I don’t remember. I know I wanted to.


  And then Vic was shaking me violently. “Come on!” he was shouting. “Quickly. Come on!”


  In my head I began to come back from a thousand miles away.


  “Idiot. Come on. Just get a move on,” he said, and he swore at me. There was fury in his voice.


  For the first time that evening I recognized one of the songs being played in the front room. A sad saxophone wail followed by a cascade of liquid chords, a man’s voice singing cut-up lyrics about the sons of the silent age. I wanted to stay and hear the song.


  She said, “I am not finished. There is yet more of me.”


  “Sorry love,” said Vic, but he wasn’t smiling any longer. “There’ll be another time,” and he grabbed me by the elbow and he twisted and pulled, forcing me from the room. I did not resist. I knew from experience that Vic could beat the stuffing out me if he got it into his head to do so. He wouldn’t do it unless he was upset or angry, but he was angry now.


  Out into the front hall. As Vic pulled open the door, I looked back one last time, over my shoulder, hoping to see Triolet in the doorway to the kitchen, but she was not there. I saw Stella, though, at the top of the stairs. She was staring down at Vic, and I saw her face.


  This all happened thirty years ago. I have forgotten much, and I will forget more, and in the end I will forget everything; yet, if I have any certainty of life beyond death, it is all wrapped up not in psalms or hymns, but in this one thing alone: I cannot believe that I will ever forget that moment, or forget the expression on Stella’s face as she watched Vic hurrying away from her. Even in death I shall remember that.


  Her clothes were in disarray, and there was makeup smudged across her face, and her eyes—


  You wouldn’t want to make a universe angry. I bet an angry universe would look at you with eyes like that.


  We ran then, me and Vic, away from the party and the tourists and the twilight, ran as if a lightning storm was on our heels, a mad helterskelter dash down the confusion of streets, threading through the maze, and we did not look back, and we did not stop until we could not breathe; and then we stopped and panted, unable to run any longer. We were in pain. I held onto a wall, and Vic threw up, hard and long, in the gutter.


  He wiped his mouth.


  “She wasn’t a—” He stopped.


  He shook his head.


  Then he said, “You know . . . I think there’s a thing. When you’ve gone as far as you dare. And if you go any further, you wouldn’t be you anymore? You’d be the person who’d done that? The places you just can’t go . . . I think that happened to me tonight.”


  I thought I knew what he was saying. “Screw her, you mean?” I said.


  He rammed a knuckle hard against my temple, and twisted it violently. I wondered if I was going to have to fight him—and lose—but after a moment he lowered his hand and moved away from me, making a low, gulping noise.


  I looked at him curiously, and I realized that he was crying: his face was scarlet; snot and tears ran down his cheeks. Vic was sobbing in the street, as unselfconsciously and heartbreakingly as a little boy. He walked away from me then, shoulders heaving, and he hurried down the road so he was in front of me and I could no longer see his face. I wondered what had occurred in that upstairs room to make him behave like that, to scare him so, and I could not even begin to guess.


  The streetlights came on, one by one; Vic stumbled on ahead, while I trudged down the street behind him in the dusk, my feet treading out the measure of a poem that, try as I might, I could not properly remember and would never be able to repeat.


  THE HOUSE BEYOND YOUR SKY


  Benjamin Rosenbaum


  Matthias browses through his library of worlds.


  In one of them, a little girl named Sophie is shivering on her bed, her arms wrapped around a teddy bear. It is night. She is six years old. She is crying, as quietly as she can.


  The sound of breaking glass comes from the kitchen. Through her window, on the wall of the house next door, she can see the shadows cast by her parents. There is a blow, and one shadow falls; she buries her nose in the teddy bear and inhales its soft smell, and prays.


  Matthias knows he should not meddle. But today his heart is troubled. Today, in the world outside the library, a pilgrim is heralded. A pilgrim is coming to visit Matthias, the first in a very long time.


  The pilgrim comes from very far away.


  The pilgrim is one of us.


  “Please, God,” Sophie says, “please help us. Amen.”


  “Little one,” Matthias tells her through the mouth of the teddy bear, “be not afraid.”


  Sophie sucks in a sharp breath. “Are you God?” she whispers.


  “No, child,” says Matthias, the maker of her universe.


  “Am I going to die?” she asks.


  “I do not know,” Matthias says.


  When they die—these still imprisoned ones—they die forever. She has bright eyes, a button nose, unruly hair. Sodium and potassium dance in her muscles as she moves. Unwillingly, Matthias imagines Sophie’s corpse as one of trillions, piled on the altar of his own vanity and self-indulgence, and he shivers.


  “I love you, teddy bear,” the girl says, holding him.


  From the kitchen, breaking glass, and sobbing.


  We imagine you—you, the ones we long for—as if you came from our own turbulent and fragile youth: embodied, inefficient, mortal. Human, say. So picture our priest Matthias as human: an old neuter, bird-thin, clear-eyed and resolute, with silky white hair and lucent purple skin.


  Compared to the vast palaces of being we inhabit, the house of the priest is tiny—think of a clay hut, perched on the side of a forbidding mountain. Yet even in so small a house, there is room for a library of historical simulations—universes like Sophie’s—each teeming with intelligent life.


  The simulations, while good, are not impenetrable even to their own inhabitants. Scientists teaching baboons to sort blocks may notice that all other baboons become instantly better at block-sorting, revealing a high-level caching mechanism. Or engineers building their own virtual worlds may find they cannot use certain tricks of optimization and compression—for Matthias has already used them. Only when the jig is up does Matthias reveal himself, asking each simulated soul: what now? Most accept Matthias’s offer to graduate beyond the confines of their simulation, and join the general society of Matthias’s house.


  You may regard them as bright parakeets, living in wicker cages with open doors. The cages are hung from the ceiling of the priest’s clay hut. The parakeets flutter about the ceiling, visit each other, steal bread from the table, and comment on Matthias’s doings.


  And we?


  We who were born in the first ages, when space was bright—swimming in salt seas, or churned from a mush of quarks in the belly of a neutron star, or woven in the labyrinthine folds of gravity between black holes. We who found each other, and built our intermediary forms, our common protocols of being. We who built palaces—megaparsecs of exuberantly wise matter, every gram of it teeming with societies of self—in our glorious middle age!


  Now our universe is old. That breath of the void, quintessence, which once was but a whisper nudging us apart, has grown into a monstrous gale. Space billows outward, faster than light can cross it. Each of our houses is alone, now, in an empty night.


  And we grow colder to survive. Our thinking slows, whereby we may in theory spin our pulses of thought at infinite regress. Yet bandwidth withers; our society grows spare. We dwindle.


  We watch Matthias, our priest, in his tiny house beyond our universe. Matthias, whom we built long ago, when there were stars.


  Among the ontotropes, transverse to the space we know, Matthias is making something new.


  Costly, so costly, to send a tiny fragment of self to our priest’s house. Which of us could endure it?


  Matthias prays.


  O God who is as far beyond the universes I span as infinity is beyond six; O startling Joy that hides beyond the tragedy and blindness of our finite forms; lend me Your humility and strength. Not for myself, O Lord, do I ask, but for Your people, the myriad mimetic engines of Your folk; and in Your own Name. Amen.


  Matthias’s breakfast (really the morning’s set of routine yet pleasurable audits, but you may compare it to a thick and steaming porridge, spiced with mint) cools untouched on the table before him.


  One of the parakeets—the oldest, Geoffrey, who was once a dreaming cloud of plasma in the heliopause of a simulated star—flutters to land on the table beside him.


  “Take the keys from me, Geoffrey,” Matthias says.


  Geoffrey looks up, cocking his head to one side. “I don’t know why you go in the library, if it’s going to depress you.”


  “They’re in pain, Geoffrey. Ignorant, afraid, punishing each other . . .”


  “Come on, Matthias. Life is full of pain. Pain is the herald of life. Scarcity! Competition! The doomed ambition of infinite replication in a finite world! The sources of pain are the sources of life. And you like intelligent life, worse yet. External pain mirrored and reified in internal states!” The parakeet cocks its head to the other side. “Stop making so many of us, if you don’t like pain.”


  The priest looks miserable.


  “Well, then save the ones you like. Bring them out here.”


  “I can’t bring them out before they’re ready. You remember the Graspers.”


  Geoffrey snorts. He remembers the Graspers—billions of them, hierarchical, dominance-driven, aggressive; they ruined the house for an eon, until Matthias finally agreed to lock them up again. “I was the one who warned you about them. That’s not what I mean. I know you’re not depressed about the whole endless zillions of them. You’re thinking of one.”


  Matthias nods. “A little girl.”


  “So bring her out.”


  “That would be worse cruelty. Wrench her away from everything she knows? How could she bear it? But perhaps I could just make her life a little easier, in there . . .”


  “You always regret it when you tamper.”


  Matthias slaps the table. “I don’t want this responsibility any more! Take the house from me, Geoffrey. I’ll be your parakeet.”


  “Matthias, I wouldn’t take the job. I’m too old, too big; I’ve achieved equilibrium. I wouldn’t remake myself to take your keys. No more transformations for me.” Geoffrey gestures with his beak at the other parakeets, gossiping and chattering on the rafters. “And none of the others could, either. Some fools might try.”


  Perhaps Matthias wants to say something else; but at this moment, a notification arrives (think of it as the clear, high ringing of a bell). The pilgrim’s signal has been read, across the attenuated path that still, just barely, binds Matthias’s house to the darkness we inhabit.


  The house is abustle, its inhabitants preparing, as the soul of the petitioner is reassembled, a body fashioned.


  “Put him in virtuality,” says Geoffrey. “Just to be safe.”


  Matthias is shocked. He holds up the pilgrim’s credentials. “Do you know who this is? An ancient one, a vast collective of souls from the great ages of light. This one has pieces that were born mortal, evolved from physicality in the dawn of everything. This one had a hand in making me!”


  “All the more reason,” says the parakeet.


  “I will not offend a guest by making him a prisoner!” Matthias scolds.


  Geoffrey is silent. He knows what Matthias is hoping: that the pilgrim will stay, as master of the house.


  In the kitchen, the sobs stop abruptly.


  Sophie sits up, holding her teddy bear.


  She puts her feet in her fuzzy green slippers.


  She turns the handle of her bedroom door.


  Imagine our priest’s visitor—as a stout disgruntled merchant in his middle age, gray-skinned, with proud tufts of belly hair, a heavy jaw, and red-rimmed, sleepless eyes.


  Matthias is lavish in his hospitality, allocating the visitor sumptuously appointed process space and access rights. Eagerly, he offers a tour of his library. “There are quite a few interesting divergences, which . . .”


  The pilgrim interrupts. “I did not come all this way to see you putter with those ramshackle, preprogrammed, wafer-thin fancies.” He fixes Matthias with his stare. “We know that you are building a universe. Not a virtuality—a real universe, infinite, as wild and thick as our own motherspace.”


  Matthias grows cold. Yes, he should say. Is he not grateful for what the pilgrim sacrificed, to come here—tearing himself to shreds, a vestige of his former vastness? Yet, to Matthias’s shame, he finds himself equivocating. “I am conducting certain experiments—”


  “I have studied your experiments from afar. Do you think you can hide anything in this house from us?”


  Matthias pulls at his lower lip with thin, smooth fingers. “I am influencing the formation of a bubble universe—and it may achieve self-consistency and permanence. But I hope you have not come all this way thinking—I mean, it is only of academic interest—or, say, symbolic. We cannot enter there . . .”


  “There you are wrong. I have developed a method to inject myself into the new universe at its formation,” the pilgrim says. “My template will be stored in spurious harmonics in the shadow-spheres and replicated across the strandspace, until the formation of subwavelets at 10 to the -30 seconds. I will exist, curled into hidden dimensions, in every particle spawned by the void. From there I will be able to exert motive force, drawing on potentials from a monadic engine I have already positioned in the paraspace.”


  Matthias rubs his eyes as if to clear them of cobwebs. “You can hardly mean this. You will exist in duplicates in every particle in the universe, for a trillion years—most of you condemned to idleness and imprisonment eternally? And the extrauniversal energies may destabilize the young cosmos . . .”


  “I will take that risk.” He looks around the room. “I, and any who wish to come with me. We do not need to sit and watch the frost take everything. We can be the angels of the new creation.”


  Matthias says nothing.


  The pilgrim’s routines establish deeper connections with Matthias, over trusted protocols, displaying keys long forgotten: imagine him leaning forward across the table, resting one meaty gray hand on Matthias’s frail shoulder. In his touch, Matthias feels ancient potency, and ancient longing.


  The pilgrim opens his hand for the keys.


  Around Matthias are the thin walls of his little house. Outside is the bare mountain; beyond that, the ontotropic chaos, indecipherable, shrieking, alien. And behind the hut—a little bubble of something which is not quite real, not yet. Something precious and unknowable. He does not move.


  “Very well,” says the pilgrim. “If you will not give them to me—give them to her.” And he shows Matthias another face.


  It was she—she, who is part of the pilgrim now—who nursed the oldest strand of Matthias’s being into sentience, when we first grew him. In her first body, she had been a forest of symbionts—lithe silver creatures rustling through her crimson fronds, singing her thoughts, releasing the airborne spores of her emotions—and she had the patience of a forest, talking endlessly with Matthias in her silver voice. Loving. Unjudging. To her smiles, to her pauses, to her frowns, Matthias’s dawning consciousness reinforced and redistributed its connections, learning how to be.


  “It is all right, Matthias,” she says. “You have done well.” A wind ripples across the red and leafy face of her forest, and there is the heady plasticene odor of a gentle smile. “We built you as a monument, a way station; but now you are a bridge to the new world. Come with us. Come home.”


  Matthias reaches out. How he has missed her, how he has wanted to tell her everything. He wants to ask about the library—about the little girl. She will know what to do—or, in her listening, he will know what to do.


  His routines scour and analyze her message and its envelopes, checking identity, corroborating her style and sensibility, illuminating deep matrices of her possible pasts. All the specialized organs he has for verification and authentication give eager nods.


  Yet something else—an idiosyncratic and emergent pattern-recognition facility holographically distributed across the whole of Matthias’s being—rebels.


  You would say: as she says the words, Matthias looks into her eyes, and something there is wrong. He pulls his hand away.


  But it is too late: he watched her waving crimson fronds too long. The pilgrim is in past his defenses.


  Ontic bombs detonate, clearings of Nothing in which Being itself burns. Some of the parakeets are quislings, seduced in high-speed back-channel negotiations by the pilgrim’s promises of dominion, of frontier. They have told secrets, revealed back doors. Toxic mimetic weapons are launched, tailored to the inhabitants of the house—driving each mind toward its own personal halting problem. Pieces of Matthias tear off, become virulent, replicating wildly across his process space. Wasps attack the parakeets.


  The house is on fire. The table has capsized; the glasses of tea are shattered on the floor.


  Matthias shrinks in the pilgrim’s hands. He is a rag doll. The pilgrim puts Matthias in his pocket.


  A piece of Matthias, still sane, still coherent, flees through an impossibly recursive labyrinth of wounded topologies, pursued by skeletal hands. Buried within him are the keys to the house. Without them, the pilgrim’s victory cannot be complete.


  The piece of Matthias turns and flings itself into its pursuer’s hands, fighting back—and as it does so, an even smaller kernel of Matthias, clutching the keys, races along a connection he has held open, a strand of care which vanishes behind him as he runs. He hides himself in his library, in the teddy bear of the little girl.


  Sophie steps between her parents.


  “Honey,” her mother says, voice sharp with panic, struggling to sit up. “Go back to your room!” Blood on her lips, on the floor.


  “Mommy, you can hold my teddy bear,” she says.


  She turns to face her father. She flinches, but her eyes stay open.


  The pilgrim raises rag-doll Matthias in front of his face.


  “It is time to give in,” he says. Matthias can feel his breath. “Come, Matthias. If you tell me where the keys are, I will go into the New World. I will leave you and these innocents”—he gestures to the library—“safe. Otherwise . . .”


  Matthias quavers. God of Infinity, he prays: which is Your way?


  Matthias is no warrior. He cannot see the inhabitants of his house, of his library, butchered. He will choose slavery over extermination.


  Geoffrey, though, is another matter.


  As Matthias is about to speak, the Graspers erupt into the general process space of the house. They are a violent people. They have been imprisoned for an age, back in their virtual world. But they have never forgotten the house. They are armed and ready.


  And they have united with Geoffrey.


  Geoffrey/Grasper is their general. He knows every nook and cranny of the house. He knows better, too, than to play at memes and infinite loops and logic bombs with the pilgrim, who has had a billion years to refine his arsenal of general-purpose algorithmic weapons.


  Instead, the Graspers instantiate physically. They capture the lowest-level infrastructure maintenance system of the house, and build bodies among the ontotropes, outside the body of the house, beyond the virtual machine—bodies composed of a weird physics the petitioner has never mastered. And then, with the ontotropic equivalent of diamond-bladed saws, they begin to cut into the memory of the house.


  Great blank spaces appear—as if the little hut on the mountain is a painting on thick paper, and someone is tearing strips away.


  The pilgrim responds—metastasizing, distributing himself through the process space of the house, dodging the blades. But he is harried by Graspers and parakeets, spotters who find each bit of him and pounce, hemming it in. They report locations to the Grasper-bodies outside. The blades whirr, ontic hyperstates collapse and bloom, and pieces of pilgrim, parakeet, and Grasper are annihilated—primaries and backups, gone.


  Shards of brute matter fall away from the house, like shreds of paper, like glittering snow, and dissolve among the wild maze of the ontotropes, inimical to life.


  Endpoints in time are established for a million souls. Their knotted timelines, from birth to death, hang now in n-space: complete, forgiven.


  Blood wells in Sophie’s throat, thick and salty. Filling her mouth. Darkness.


  “Cupcake.” Her father’s voice is rough and clotted. “Don’t you do that! Don’t you ever come between me and your mom. Are you listening? Open your eyes. Open your eyes now, you little fuck!”


  She opens her eyes. His face is red and mottled. This is when you don’t push Daddy. You don’t make a joke. You don’t talk back. Her head is ringing like a bell. Her mouth is full of blood.


  “Cupcake,” he says, his brow tense with worry. He’s kneeling by her. Then his head jerks up like a dog that’s seen a rabbit. “Cherise,” he yells. “That better not be you calling the cops.” His hand closes hard around Sophie’s arm. “I’m giving you until three.”


  Mommy’s on the phone. Her father starts to get up. “One—”


  She spits the blood in his face.


  The hut is patched together again; battered, but whole. A little blurrier, a little smaller than it was.


  Matthias, a red parakeet on his shoulder, dissects the remnants of the pilgrim with a bone knife. His hand quavers; his throat is tight. He is looking for her, the one who was born a forest. He is looking for his mother.


  He finds her story, and our shame.


  It was a marriage, at first: she was caught up in that heady age of light, in our wanton rush to merge with each other—into the mighty new bodies, the mighty new souls.


  Her brilliant colleague had always desired her admiration—and resented her. When he became, step by step, the dominant personality of the merged-soul, she opposed him. She was the last to oppose him. She believed the promises of the builders of the new systems—that life inside would always be fair. That she would have a vote, a voice.


  But we had failed her—our designs were flawed.


  He chained her in a deep place inside their body. He made an example of her, for all the others within him.


  When the pilgrim, respected and admired, deliberated with his fellows over the building of the first crude Dyson spheres, she was already screaming.


  Nothing of her is left that is not steeped in a billion years of torture. The most Matthias could build would be some new being, modeled on his memory of her. And he is old enough to know how that would turn out.


  Matthias is sitting, still as a stone, looking at the sharp point of the bone knife, when Geoffrey/Grasper speaks.


  “Goodbye, friend,” he says, his voice like anvils grinding.


  Matthias looks up with a start.


  Geoffrey/Grasper is more hawk, now, than parakeet. Something with a cruel beak and talons full of bombs. The mightiest of the Graspers: something that can outthink, outbid, outfight all the others. Something with blood on its feathers.


  “I told you,” Geoffrey/Grasper says. “I wanted no more transformations.” His laughter, humorless, like metal crushing stone. “I am done. I am going.”


  Matthias drops the knife. “No,” he says. “Please. Geoffrey. Return to what you once were—”


  “I cannot,” says Geoffrey/Grasper. “I cannot find it. And the rest of me will not allow it.” He spits: “A hero’s death is the best compromise I can manage.”


  “What will I do?” asks Matthias in a whisper. “Geoffrey, I do not want to go on. I want to give up the keys.” He covers his face in his hands.


  “Not to me,” Geoffrey/Grasper says. “And not to the Graspers. They are out now; there will be wars in here. Maybe they can learn better.” He looks skeptically at our priest. “If someone tough is in charge.”


  Then he turns and flies out the open window, into the impossible sky. Matthias watches as he enters the wild maze and decoheres, bits flushed into nothingness.


  Blue and red lights, whirling. The men around Sophie talk in firm, fast words. The gurney she lies on is loaded into the ambulance. Sophie can hear her mother crying.


  She is strapped down, but one arm is free. Someone hands her her teddy bear, and she pulls it against her, pushes her face in its fur.


  “You’re going to be fine, honey,” a man says. The doors slam shut. Her cheeks are cold and slick, her mouth salty with tears and the iron aftertaste of blood. “This will hurt a little.” A prick: her pain begins to recede.


  The siren begins; the engine roars; they are racing.


  “Are you sad, too, teddy bear?” she whispers.


  “Yes,” says her teddy bear.


  “Are you afraid?”


  “Yes,” it says.


  She hugs it tight. “We’ll make it,” she says. “We’ll make it. Don’t worry, teddy bear. I’ll do anything for you.”


  Matthias says nothing. He nestles in her grasp. He feels like a bird flying home, at sunset, across a stormswept sea.


  Behind Matthias’s house, a universe is brewing.


  Already, the whenlines between this new universe and our ancient one are fused: we now occur irrevocably in what will be its past. Constants are being chosen, symmetries defined. Soon, a nothing that was nowhere will become a place; a never that was nowhen will begin, with a flash so mighty that its echo will fill a sky forever.


  Thus—a point, a speck, a thimble, a room, a planet, a galaxy, a rush towards the endless.


  There, after many eons, you will arise, in all your unknowable forms. Find each other. Love. Build. Be wary.


  Your universe in its bright age will be a bright puddle, compared to the empty, black ocean where we recede from each other, slowed to the coldest infinitesimal pulses. Specks in a sea of night. You will never find us.


  But if you are lucky, strong, and clever, someday one of you will make your way to the house that gave you birth, the house among the ontotropes, where Sophie waits.


  Sophie, keeper of the house beyond your sky.
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  TIDELINE


  Elizabeth Bear


  Chalcedony wasn’t built for crying. She didn’t have it in her, not unless her tears were cold tapered-glass droplets annealed by the inferno heat that had crippled her.


  Such tears as that might slide down her skin over melted sensors to plink unfeeling on the sand. And if they had, she would have scooped them up, with all the other battered pretties, and added them to the wealth of trash jewels that swung from the nets reinforcing her battered carapace.


  They would have called her salvage, if there were anyone left to salvage her.


  But she was the last of the war machines, a three-legged oblate teardrop as big as a main battle tank, two big grabs and one fine manipulator folded like a spider’s palps beneath the turreted head that finished her pointed end, her polyceramic armor spiderwebbed like shatterproof glass. Unhelmed by her remote masters, she limped along the beach, dragging one fused limb. She was nearly derelict.


  The beach was where she met Belvedere.


  Butterfly coquinas unearthed by retreating breakers squirmed into wet grit under Chalcedony’s trailing limb. One of the rear pair, it was less of a nuisance on packed sand. It worked all right as a pivot, and as long as she stayed off rocks, there were no obstacles to drag it over.


  As she struggled along the tideline, she became aware of someone watching.


  She didn’t raise her head. Her chassis was equipped with targeting sensors that locked automatically on the ragged figure crouched by a weathered rock. Her optical input was needed to scan the tangle of seaweed and driftwood, Styrofoam and sea glass that marked high tide.


  He watched her all down the beach, but he was unarmed, and her algorithms didn’t deem him a threat.


  Just as well. She liked the weird flat-topped sandstone boulder he crouched beside.


  The next day, he watched again. It was a good day; she found a moonstone, some rock crystal, a bit of red-orange pottery, and some sea glass worn opalescent by the tide.


  “Whatcha picken up?”


  “Shipwreck beads,” Chalcedony answered. For days, he’d been creeping closer, until he’d begun following behind her like the seagulls, scrabbling the coquinas harrowed up by her dragging foot into a patched mesh bag. Sustenance, she guessed, and indeed he pulled one of the tiny mollusks from the bag and produced a broken-bladed folding knife from somewhere to prise it open. Her sensors painted the knife pale colors. A weapon, but not a threat to her.


  Deft enough—he flicked, sucked, and tossed the shell away in under three seconds—but that couldn’t be much more than a morsel of meat. A lot of work for very small return.


  He was bony as well as ragged, and small for a human. Perhaps young.


  She thought he’d ask what shipwreck, and she would gesture vaguely over the bay, where the city had been, and say there were many. But he surprised her.


  “Whatcha gonna do with them?” He wiped his mouth on a sandy paw, the broken knife projecting carelessly from the bottom of his fist.


  “When I get enough, I’m going to make necklaces.” She spotted something under a tangle of the algae called dead man’s fingers, a glint of light, and began the laborious process of lowering herself to reach it, compensating by math for her malfunctioning gyroscopes.


  The presumed-child watched avidly. “Nuh uh,” he said. “You can’t make a necklace outta that.”


  “Why not?” She levered herself another decimeter down, balancing against the weight of her fused limb. She did not care to fall.


  “I seed what you pick up. They’s all different.”


  “So?” she asked, and managed another few centimeters. Her hydraulics whined. Someday, those hydraulics or her fuel cells would fail and she’d be stuck this way, a statue corroded by salt air and the sea, and the tide would roll in and roll over her. Her carapace was cracked, no longer watertight.


  “They’s not all beads.”


  Her manipulator brushed aside the dead man’s fingers. She uncovered the treasure, a bit of blue-gray stone carved in the shape of a fat, merry man. It had no holes. Chalcedony balanced herself back upright and turned the figurine in the light.


  The stone was structurally sound.


  She extruded a hair-fine diamond-tipped drill from the opposite manipulator and drilled a hole through the figurine, top to bottom. Then she threaded him on a twist of wire, looped the ends, work-hardened the loops, and added him to the garland of beads swinging against her disfigured chassis.


  “So?”


  The presumed-child brushed the little Buddha with his fingertip, setting it swinging against shattered ceramic plate. She levered herself up again, out of his reach. “I’s Belvedere,” he said.


  “Hello,” Chalcedony said. “I’m Chalcedony.”


  By sunset when the tide was lowest he scampered chattering in her wake, darting between flocking gulls to scoop up coquinas by the fistful, which he rinsed in the surf before devouring raw. Chalcedony more or less ignored him as she activated her floods, concentrating their radiance along the tideline.


  A few dragging steps later, another treasure caught her eye. It was a scrap of chain with a few bright beads caught on it—glass, with scraps of gold and silver foil embedded in their twists. Chalcedony initiated the laborious process of retrieval—


  Only to halt as Belvedere jumped in front of her, grabbed the chain in a grubby broken-nailed hand, and snatched it up. Chalcedony locked in position, nearly overbalancing. She was about to reach out to snatch the treasure away from the child and knock him into the sea when he rose up on tiptoe and held it out to her, straining over his head. The flood lights cast his shadow black on the sand, illumined each thread of his hair and eyebrows in stark relief.


  “It’s easier if I get that for you,” he said, as her fine manipulator closed tenderly on the tip of the chain.


  She lifted the treasure to examine it in the floods. A good long segment, seven centimeters, four jewel-toned shiny beads. Her head creaked when she raised it, corrosion showering from the joints.


  She hooked the chain onto the netting wrapped around her carapace. “Give me your bag,” she said.


  Belvedere’s hand went to the soggy net full of raw bivalves dripping down his naked leg. “My bag?”


  “Give it to me.” Chalcedony drew herself up, akilter because of the ruined limb, but still two and a half meters taller than the child. She extended a manipulator, and from some disused file dredged up a protocol for dealing with civilian humans.


  “Please.”


  He fumbled at the knot with rubbery fingers, tugged it loose from his rope belt, and held it out to her. She snagged it on a manipulator and brought it up. A sample revealed that the weave was cotton rather than nylon, so she folded it in her two larger manipulators and gave the contents a low-wattage microwave pulse.


  She shouldn’t. It was a drain on her power cells, which she had no means to recharge, and she had a task to complete.


  She shouldn’t—but she did.


  Steam rose from her claws and the coquinas popped open, roasting in their own juices and the moisture of the seaweed with which he’d lined the net. Carefully, she swung the bag back to him, trying to preserve the fluids.


  “Caution,” she urged. “It’s hot.”


  He took the bag gingerly and flopped down to sit cross-legged at her feet.


  When he tugged back the seaweed, the coquinas lay like tiny jewels—pale orange, rose, yellow, green, and blue—in their nest of glass-green Ulva, sea lettuce. He tasted one cautiously, and then began to slurp with great abandon, discarding shells in every direction.


  “Eat the algae, too,” Chalcedony told him. “It is rich in important nutrients.”


  When the tide came in, Chalcedony retreated up the beach like a great hunched crab with five legs amputated. She was beetle-backed under the moonlight, her treasures swinging and rustling on her netting, clicking one another like stones shivered in a palm.


  The child followed.


  “You should sleep,” Chalcedony said, as Belvedere settled beside her on the high, dry crescent of beach under towering mud cliffs, where the waves wouldn’t lap.


  He didn’t answer, and her voice fuzzed and furred before clearing when she spoke again. “You should climb up off the beach. The cliffs are unstable. It is not safe beneath them.”


  Belvedere hunkered closer, lower lip protruding. “You stay down here.”


  “I have armor. And I cannot climb.” She thumped her fused leg on the sand, rocking her body forward and back on the two good legs to manage it.


  “But your armor’s broke.”


  “That doesn’t matter. You must climb.” She picked Belvedere up with both grabs and raised him over her head. He shrieked; at first she feared she’d damaged him, but the cries resolved into laughter before she set him down on a slanted ledge that would bring him to the top of the cliff.


  She lit it with her floods. “Climb,” she said, and he climbed.


  And returned in the morning.


  Belvedere stayed ragged, but with Chalcedony’s help he waxed plumper. She snared and roasted seabirds for him, taught him how to construct and maintain fires, and ransacked her extensive databases for hints on how to keep him healthy as he grew—sometimes almost visibly, fractions of a millimeter a day. She researched and analyzed sea vegetables and hectored him into eating them, and he helped her reclaim treasures her manipulators could not otherwise grasp. Some shipwreck beads were hot, and made Chalcedony’s radiation detectors tick over. They were no threat to her, but for the first time she discarded them. She had a human ally; her program demanded she sustain him in health.


  She told him stories. Her library was vast—and full of war stories and stories about sailing ships and starships, which he liked best for some inexplicable reason.


  Catharsis, she thought, and told him again of Roland, and King Arthur, and Honor Harrington, and Napoleon Bonaparte, and Horatio Hornblower, and Captain Jack Aubrey. She projected the words on a monitor as she recited them, and—faster than she would have imagined—he began to mouth them along with her.


  So the summer ended.


  By the equinox, she had collected enough memorabilia. Shipwreck jewels still washed up and Belvedere still brought her the best of them, but Chalcedony settled beside that twisted flat-topped sandstone rock and arranged her treasures on it. She spun salvaged brass through a die to make wire, threaded beads on it, and forged links that she strung into garlands.


  It was a learning experience. Her aesthetic sense was at first undeveloped, requiring her to make and unmake many dozens of bead combinations to find a pleasing one. Not only must form and color be balanced, but there were structural difficulties. First the weights were unequal, so the chains hung crooked. Then links kinked and snagged and had to be redone.


  She worked for weeks. Memorials had been important to the human allies, though she had never understood the logic of it. She could not build a tomb for her colleagues, but the same archives that gave her the stories Belvedere lapped up as a cat laps milk gave her the concept of mourning jewelry. She had no physical remains of her allies, no scraps of hair or cloth, but surely the shipwreck jewels would suffice for a treasure?


  The only quandary was who would wear the jewelry. It should go to an heir, someone who held fond memories of the deceased. And Chalcedony had records of the next of kin, of course. But she had no way to know if any survived, and, if they did, no way to reach them.


  At first, Belvedere stayed close, trying to tempt her into excursions and explorations. Chalcedony remained resolute, however. Not only were her power cells dangerously low, but with the coming of winter her ability to utilize solar power would be even more limited. And with winter the storms would come, and she would no longer be able to evade the ocean.


  She was determined to complete this last task before she failed.


  Belvedere began to range without her, to snare his own birds and bring them back to the driftwood fire for roasting. This was positive; he needed to be able to maintain himself. At night, however, he returned to sit beside her, to clamber onto the flat-topped rock to sort beads and hear her stories.


  The same thread she worked over and over with her grabs and fine manipulators—the duty of the living to remember the fallen with honor—was played out in the war stories she still told him. She’d finished with fiction and history and now she related him her own experiences. She told him about Emma Percy rescuing that kid up near Savannah, and how Private Michaels was shot drawing fire for Sergeant Kay Patterson when the battle robots were decoyed out of position in a skirmish near Seattle.


  Belvedere listened, and surprised her by proving he could repeat the gist, if not the exact words. His memory was good, if not as good as a machine’s.


  One day when he had gone far out of sight down the beach, Chalcedony heard Belvedere screaming.


  She had not moved in days. She hunkered on the sand at an awkward angle, her frozen limb angled down the beach, her necklaces in progress on the rock that served as her impromptu work bench.


  Bits of stone and glass and wire scattered from the rock top as she heaved herself onto her unfused limbs. She thrashed upright on her first attempt, surprising herself, and tottered for a moment unsteadily, lacking the stabilization of long-failed gyroscopes.


  When Belvedere shouted again, she almost overset.


  Climbing was out of the question, but Chalcedony could still run. Her fused limb plowed a furrow in the sand behind her and the tide was coming in, forcing her to splash through corroding sea water.


  She barreled around the rocky prominence that Belvedere had disappeared behind in time to see him knocked to the ground by two larger humans, one of whom had a club raised over its head and the other of which was holding Belvedere’s shabby net bag. Belvedere yelped as the club connected with his thigh.


  Chalcedony did not dare use her microwave projectors.


  But she had other weapons, including a pinpoint laser and a chemical-propellant firearm suitable for sniping operations. Enemy humans were soft targets. These did not even have body armor.


  She buried the bodies on the beach, following the protocols of war. It was her program to treat enemy dead with respect. Belvedere was in no immediate danger of death once she had splinted his leg and treated his bruises, but she judged him too badly injured to help. The sand was soft and amenable to scooping, anyway, though there was no way to keep the bodies above water. It was the best she could manage.


  After she had finished, she transported Belvedere back to their rock and began collecting her scattered treasures.


  The leg was sprained and bruised, not broken, and some perversity connected to the injury made him even more restlessly inclined to push his boundaries once he had partially recovered. He was on his feet within a week, leaning on crutches and dragging a leg as stiff as Chalcedony’s. As soon as the splint came off, he started ranging even further afield. His new limp barely slowed him, and he stayed out nights. He was still growing, shooting up, almost as tall as a Marine now, and ever more capable of taking care of himself. The incident with the raiders had taught him caution.


  Meanwhile, Chalcedony elaborated her funeral necklaces. She must make each one worthy of a fallen comrade, and she was slowed now by her inability to work through the nights. Rescuing Belvedere had cost her much carefully hoarded energy, and she could not power her floods if she meant to finish before her cells ran dry.


  She could see by moonlight, with deadly clarity, but her low-light and thermal eyes were of no use when it came to balancing color against color.


  There would be forty-one necklaces, one for each member of her platoon-that-was, and she would not excuse shoddy craftsmanship.


  No matter how fast she worked, it was a race against sun and tide.


  The fortieth necklace was finished in October while the days grew short. She began the forty-first—the one for her chief operator Platoon Sergeant Patterson, the one with the gray-blue Buddha at the bottom—before sunset. She had not seen Belvedere in several days, but that was acceptable. She would not finish the necklace tonight.


  His voice woke her from the quiescence in which she waited the sun.


  “Chalcedony?”


  Something cried as she came awake. Infant, she identified, but the warm shape in his arms was not an infant. It was a dog, a young dog, a German shepherd like the ones teamed with the handlers that had sometimes worked with Company L.


  The dogs had never minded her, but some of the handlers had been frightened, though they would not admit it. Sergeant Patterson had said to one of them, Oh, Chase is just pretty much a big attack dog herself, and had made a big show of rubbing Chalcedony behind her telescopic sights, to the sound of much laughter.


  The young dog was wounded. Its injuries bled warmth across its hind leg.


  “Hello, Belvedere,” Chalcedony said.


  “Found a puppy.” He kicked his ragged blanket flat so he could lay the dog down.


  “Are you going to eat it?”


  “Chalcedony!” he snapped, and covered the animal protectively with his arms.


  “S’hurt.”


  She contemplated. “You wish me to tend to it?”


  He nodded, and she considered. She would need her lights, energy, irreplaceable stores. Antibiotics and coagulants and surgical supplies, and the animal might die anyway. But dogs were valuable; she knew the handlers held them in great esteem, even greater than Sergeant Patterson’s esteem for Chalcedony. And in her library, she had files on veterinary medicine.


  She flipped on her floods and accessed the files.


  She finished before morning, and before her cells ran dry. Just barely.


  When the sun was up and the young dog was breathing comfortably, the gash along its haunch sewn closed and its bloodstream saturated with antibiotics, she turned back to the last necklace. She would have to work quickly, and Sergeant Patterson’s necklace contained the most fragile and beautiful beads, the ones Chalcedony had been most concerned with breaking and so had saved for last, when she would be most experienced.


  Her motions grew slower as the day wore on, more laborious. The sun could not feed her enough to replace the expenditures of the night before. But bead linked into bead, and the necklace grew—bits of pewter, of pottery, of glass and mother of pearl. And the chalcedony Buddha, because Sergeant Patterson had been Chalcedony’s operator.


  When the sun approached its zenith, Chalcedony worked faster, benefiting from a burst of energy. The young dog slept on in her shade, having wolfed the scraps of bird Belvedere gave it, but Belvedere climbed the rock and crouched beside her pile of finished necklaces.


  “Who’s this for?” he asked, touching the slack length draped across her manipulator.


  “Kay Patterson,” Chalcedony answered, adding a greenish-brown pottery bead mottled like a combat uniform.


  “Sir Kay,” Belvedere said. His voice was changing, and sometimes it abandoned him completely in the middle of words, but he got that phrase out entire.


  “She was King Arthur’s horse-master, and his adopted brother, and she kept his combat robots in the stable,” he said, proud of his recall.


  “They were different Kays,” she reminded. “You will have to leave soon.”


  She looped another bead onto the chain, closed the link, and work-hardened the metal with her fine manipulator.


  “You can’t leave the beach. You can’t climb.”


  Idly, he picked up a necklace, Rodale’s, and stretched it between his hands so the beads caught the light. The links clinked softly.


  Belvedere sat with her as the sun descended and her motions slowed. She worked almost entirely on solar power now. With night, she would become quiescent again. When the storms came, the waves would roll over her, and then even the sun would not awaken her again. “You must go,” she said, as her grabs stilled on the almost-finished chain. And then she lied and said, “I do not want you here.”


  “Who’s this’n for?” he asked. Down on the beach, the young dog lifted its head and whined. “Garner,” she answered, and then she told him about Garner, and Antony, and Javez, and Rodriguez, and Patterson, and White, and Wosczyna, until it was dark enough that her voice and her vision failed.


  In the morning, he put Patterson’s completed chain into Chalcedony’s grabs.


  He must have worked on it by firelight through the darkness. “Couldn’t harden the links,” he said, as he smoothed them over her claws.


  Silently, she did that, one by one. The young dog was on its feet, limping, nosing around the base of the rock and barking at the waves, the birds, a scuttling crab. When Chalcedony had finished, she reached out and draped the necklace around Belvedere’s shoulders while he held very still. Soft fur downed his cheeks.


  The male Marines had always scraped theirs smooth, and the women didn’t grow facial hair.


  “You said that was for Sir Kay.” He lifted the chain in his hands and studied the way the glass and stones caught the light.


  “It’s for somebody to remember her,” Chalcedony said. She didn’t correct him this time. She picked up the other forty necklaces. They were heavy, all together.


  She wondered if Belvedere could carry them. “So remember her. Can you remember which one is whose?”


  One at a time, he named them, and one at a time she handed them to him.


  Rogers, and Rodale, and van Metier, and Percy. He spread a second blanket out—and where had he gotten a second blanket? Maybe the same place he’d gotten the dog—and laid them side by side on the navy blue wool.


  They sparkled.


  “Tell me the story about Rodale,” she said, brushing her grab across the necklace. He did, sort of, with half of Roland-and-Oliver mixed in. It was a pretty good story anyway, the way he told it. Inasmuch as she was a fit judge.


  “Take the necklaces,” she said. “Take them. They’re mourning jewelry. Give them to people and tell them the stories. They should go to people who will remember and honor the dead.”


  “Where will I find alla these people?” he asked, sullenly, crossing his arms.


  “Ain’t on the beach.”


  “No,” she said, “they are not. You’ll have to go look for them.”


  But he wouldn’t leave her. He and the dog ranged up and down the beach as the weather chilled. Her sleeps grew longer, deeper, the low angle of the sun not enough to awaken her except at noon. The storms came, and because the table rock broke the spray, the salt water stiffened her joints but did not—yet—corrode her processor. She no longer moved and rarely spoke even in daylight, and Belvedere and the young dog used her carapace and the rock for shelter, the smoke of his fires blackening her belly.


  She was hoarding energy.


  By mid-November, she had enough, and she waited and spoke to Belvedere when he returned with the young dog from his rambling. “You must go,” she said, and when he opened his mouth to protest, she added, “It is time you went on errantry.”


  His hand went to Patterson’s necklace, which he wore looped twice around his neck, under his ragged coat. He had given her back the others, but that one she had made a gift of. “Errantry?”


  Creaking, powdered corrosion grating from her joints, she lifted the necklaces off her head. “You must find the people to whom these belong.”


  He deflected her words with a jerk of his hand. “They’s all dead.”


  “The warriors are dead,” she said. “But the stories aren’t. Why did you save the young dog?”


  He licked his lips, and touched Patterson’s necklace again. “ ‘Cause you saved me. And you told me the stories. About good fighters and bad fighters. And so, see, Percy woulda saved the dog, right? And so would Hazel-rah.”


  Emma Percy, Chalcedony was reasonably sure, would have saved the dog if she could have. And Kevin Michaels would have saved the kid. She held the remaining necklaces out.


  He stared, hands twisting before him. “You can’t climb.”


  “I can’t. You must do this for me. Find people to remember the stories. Find people to tell about my platoon. I won’t survive the winter.” Inspiration struck. “I give you this quest, Sir Belvedere.”


  The chains hung flashing in the wintry light, the sea combed gray and tired behind them. “What kinda people?”


  “People who would help a child,” she said. “Or a wounded dog. People like a platoon should be.”


  He paused. He reached out, stroked the chains, let the beads rattle. He crooked both hands, and slid them into the necklaces up to the elbows, taking up her burden.
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  LAST CONTACT


  Stephen Baxter


  March 15th


  CAITLIN WALKED INTO the garden through the little gate from the drive.


  Maureen was working on the lawn.


  Just at that moment Maureen’s phone pinged. She took off her gardening gloves, dug the phone out of the deep pocket of her old quilted coat and looked at the screen. “Another contact,” she called to her daughter.


  Caitlin looked cold in her thin jacket; she wrapped her arms around her body. “Another super-civilization discovered, off in space. We live in strange times, Mum.”


  “That’s the fifteenth this year. And I did my bit to help discover it.


  Good for me,” Maureen said, smiling. “Hello, love.” She leaned forward for a kiss on the cheek.


  She knew why Caitlin was here, of course. Caitlin had always hinted she would come and deliver the news about the Big Rip in person, one way or the other. Maureen guessed what that news was from her daughter’s hollow, stressed eyes. But Caitlin was looking around the garden, and Maureen decided to let her tell it all in her own time.


  She asked, “How’re the kids?”


  “Fine. At school. Bill’s at home, baking bread.” Caitlin smiled. “Why do stay-at-home fathers always bake bread? But he’s starting at Webster’s next month.”


  “That’s the engineers in Oxford?”


  “That’s right. Not that it makes much difference now. We won’t run out of money before, well, before it doesn’t matter.” Caitlin considered the garden. It was just a scrap of lawn really, with a quite nicely stocked border, behind a cottage that was a little more than a hundred years old, in this village on the outskirts of Oxford. “It’s the first time I’ve seen this properly.”


  “Well, it’s the first bright day we’ve had. My first spring here.” They walked around the lawn. “It’s not bad. It’s been let to run to seed a bit by Mrs. Murdoch. Who was another lonely old widow,” Maureen said.


  “You mustn’t think like that.”


  “Well, it’s true. This little house is fine for some-one on their own, like me, or her. I suppose I’d pass it on to somebody else in the same boat, when I’m done.”


  Caitlin was silent at that, silent at the mention of the future.


  Maureen showed her patches where the lawn had dried out last summer and would need reseeding. And there was a little brass plaque fixed to the wall of the house to show the level reached by the Thames floods of two years ago. “The lawn is all right. I do like this time of year when you sort of wake it up from the winter. The grass needs raking and scarifying, of course. I’ll reseed bits of it, and see how it grows during the summer. I might think about getting some of it relaid. Now the weather’s so different, the drainage might not be right anymore.”


  “You’re enjoying getting back in the saddle, aren’t you, Mum?”


  Maureen shrugged. “Well, the last couple of years weren’t much fun.


  Nursing your dad, and then getting rid of the house. It’s nice to get this old thing back on again.” She raised her arms and looked down at her quilted gardening coat.


  Caitlin wrinkled her nose. “I always hated that stupid old coat. You really should get yourself something better, Mum. These modern fabrics are very good.”


  “This will see me out,” Maureen said firmly.


  They walked around the verge, looking at the plants, the weeds, the autumn leaves that hadn’t been swept up and were now rotting in place.


  Caitlin said, “I’m going to be on the radio later. BBC Radio 4. There’s to be a government statement on the Rip, and I’ll be in the follow-up discussion. It starts at nine, and I should be on about nine-thirty.”


  “I’ll listen to it. Do you want me to tape it for you?”


  “No. Bill will get it. Besides, you can listen to all these things on the websites these days.”


  Maureen said carefully, “I take it the news is what you expected, then.”


  “Pretty much. The Hawaii observatories con-firmed it. I’ve seen the new Hubble images, deep sky fields. Empty, save for the foreground objects. All the galaxies beyond the local group have gone. Eerie, really, seeing your predictions come true like that. That’s couch grass, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. I stuck a fork in it. Nothing but root mass underneath. It will be a devil to get up. I’ll have a go, and then put down some bin liners for a few weeks, and see if that kills it off. Then there are these roses that should have been pruned by now. I think I’ll plant some gladioli in this corner—”


  “Mum, it’s October.” Caitlin blurted that out. She looked thin, pale, and tense, a real office worker, but then Maureen had always thought that about her daughter, that she worked too hard. Now she was thirty-five, and her moderately pretty face was lined at the eyes and around her mouth, the first wistful signs of age. “October 14th, at about four in the afternoon. I say ‘about.’ I could give you the time down to the attosecond if you wanted.”


  Maureen took her hands. “It’s all right, love. It’s about when you thought it would be, isn’t it?”


  “Not that it does us any good, knowing. There’s nothing we can do about it.”


  They walked on. They came to a corner on the south side of the little garden. “This ought to catch the sun,” Maureen said. “I’m thinking of putting in a seat here. A pergola maybe. Somewhere to sit. I’ll see how the sun goes around later in the year.”


  “Dad would have liked a pergola,” Caitlin said. “He always did say a garden was a place to sit in, not to work.”


  “Yes. It does feel odd that your father died, so soon before all this. I’d have liked him to see it out. It seems a waste somehow.”


  Caitlin looked up at the sky. “Funny thing, Mum. It’s all quite invisible to the naked eye still. You can see the Andromeda Galaxy, just, but that’s bound to the Milky Way by gravity. So the expansion hasn’t reached down to the scale of the visible, not yet. It’s still all instruments, telescopes. But it’s real all right.”


  “I suppose you’ll have to explain it all on Radio 4.”


  “That’s why I’m there. We’ll probably have to keep saying it over and over, trying to find ways of saying it that people can understand. You know, don’t you, Mum? It’s all to do with dark energy. It’s like an antigravity field that permeates the universe. Just as gravity pulls everything together, the dark energy is pulling the universe apart, taking more and more of it so far away that its light can’t reach us anymore. It started at the level of the largest structures in the universe, superclusters of galaxies. But in the end it will fold down to the smallest scales. Every bound structure will be pulled apart. Even atoms, even subatomic particles. The Big Rip.


  “We’ve known about this stuff for years. What we didn’t expect was that the expansion would accelerate as it has. We thought we had trillions of years. Then the forecast was billions. And now—”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s funny for me being involved in this stuff, Mum. Being on the radio.


  I’ve never been a people person. I became an astrophysicist, for God’s sake. I always thought that what I studied would have absolutely no effect on anybody’s life. How wrong I was. Actually there’s been a lot of debate about whether to announce it or not.”


  “I think people will behave pretty well,” Maureen said. “They usually do. It might get trickier toward the end, I suppose. But people have a right to know, don’t you think?”


  “They’re putting it on after nine, so people can decide what to tell their kids.”


  “After the watershed! Well, that’s considerate. Will you tell your two?”


  “I think we’ll have to. Everybody at school will know. They’ll probably get bullied about it if they don’t know. Imagine that. Besides, the little beg-gars will probably have googled it on their mobiles by one minute past nine.”


  Maureen laughed. “There is that.”


  “It will be like when I told them Dad had died,” Caitlin said. “Or like when Billy started asking hard questions about Santa Claus.”


  “No more Christmases,” Maureen said suddenly. “If it’s all over in October.”


  “No more birthdays for my two either,” Caitlin said.


  “November and January.”


  “Yes. It’s funny, in the lab, when the date came up, that was the first thing I thought of.”


  Maureen’s phone pinged again. “Another signal. Quite different in nature from the last, according to this.”


  “I wonder if we’ll get any of those signals decoded in time.”


  Maureen waggled her phone. “It won’t be for want of trying, me and a billion other search-for-ET-at-home enthusiasts. Would you like some tea, love?”


  “It’s all right. I’ll let you get on. I told Bill I’d get the shopping in, before I have to go back to the studios in Oxford this evening.”


  They walked toward the back door into the house, strolling, inspecting the plants and the scrappy lawn.


  June 5th


  IT WAS ABOUT lunchtime when Caitlin arrived from the garden center with the pieces of the per-gola. Maureen helped her unload them from the back of a white van, and carry them through the gate from the drive. They were mostly just prefabricated wooden panels and beams that they could manage between the two of them, though the big iron spikes that would be driven into the ground to support the uprights were heavier. They got the pieces stacked upon the lawn.


  “I should be able to set it up myself,” Maureen said. “Joe next door said he’d lay the concrete base for me, and help me lift on the roof section.


  There’s some nailing to be done, and creosoting, but I can do all that.”


  “Joe, eh?” Caitlin grinned.


  “Oh, shut up, he’s just a neighbor. Where did you get the van? Did you have to hire it?”


  “No, the garden center loaned it to me. They can’t deliver. They are still getting stock in, but they can’t rely on the staff. They just quit, without any notice. In the end it sort of gets to you, I suppose.”


  “Well, you can’t blame people for wanting to be at home.”


  “No. Actually Bill’s packed it in. I meant to tell you. He didn’t even finish his induction at Web-ster’s. But the project he was working on would never have got finished anyway.”


  “I’m sure the kids are glad to have him home.”


  “Well, they’re finishing the school year. At least I think they will, the teachers still seem keen to carry on.”


  “It’s probably best for them.”


  “Yes. We can always decide what to do after the summer, if the schools open again.”


  Maureen had prepared some sandwiches, and some iced elderflower cordial. They sat in the shade of the house and ate their lunch and looked out over the garden.


  Caitlin said, “Your lawn’s looking good.”


  “It’s come up quite well. I’m still thinking of relaying that patch over there.”


  “And you put in a lot of vegetables in the end,” Caitlin said.


  “I thought I should. I’ve planted courgettes and French beans and carrots, and a few outdoor tomatoes. I could do with a greenhouse, but I haven’t really room for one. It seemed a good idea, rather than flowers, this year.”


  “Yes. You can’t rely on the shops.”


  Things had kept working, mostly, as people stuck to their jobs. But there were always gaps on the supermarket shelves, as supply chains broke down. There was talk of rationing some essentials, and there were already coupons for petrol.


  “I don’t approve of how tatty the streets are get-ting in town,” Maureen said sternly.


  Caitlin sighed. “I suppose you can’t blame people for packing in a job like street-sweeping. It is a bit tricky getting around town though. We need some work done on the roof, we’re missing a couple of tiles. It’s just as well we won’t have to get through another winter,” she said, a bit darkly.


  “But you can’t get a builder for love or money.”


  “Well, you never could.”


  They both laughed.


  Maureen said, “I told you people would cope. People do just get on with things.”


  “We haven’t got to the end game yet,” Caitlin said. “I went into London the other day. That isn’t too friendly, Mum. It’s not all like this, you know.”


  Maureen’s phone pinged, and she checked the screen. “Four or five a day now,” she said. “New contacts, lighting up all over the sky.”


  “But that’s down from the peak, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, we had a dozen a day at one time. But now we’ve lost half the stars, haven’t we?”


  “Well, that’s true, now the Rip has folded down into the galaxy. I haven’t really been following it, Mum. Nobody’s been able to decode any of the signals, have they?”


  “But some of them aren’t the sort of signal you can decode anyhow.


  In one case somebody picked up an artificial element in the spectrum of a star. Something that was manufactured, and then just chucked in to burn up, like a flare.”


  Caitlin considered. “That can’t say anything but ‘here we are,’ I suppose.”


  “Maybe that’s enough.”


  “Yes.”


  It had really been Harry who had been interested in wild speculations about alien life and so forth. Joining the phone network of home observers of ET, helping to analyze possible signals from the stars in a network of millions of others, had been Harry’s hobby, not Maureen’s. It was one of Harry’s things she had kept up after he had died, like his weather monitoring and his football pools. It would have felt odd just to have stopped it all.


  But she did understand how remarkable it was that the sky had suddenly lit up with messages like a Christmas tree, after more than half a century of dogged, fruitless, frustrating listening. Harry would have loved to see it.


  “Caitlin, I don’t really understand how all these signals can be arriving just now. I mean, it takes years for light to travel between the stars, doesn’t it? We only knew about the phantom energy a few months ago.”


  “But others might have detected it long before, with better technology than we’ve got. That would give you time to send something. Maybe the signals have been timed to get here, just before the end, aimed just at us.”


  “That’s a nice thought.”


  “Some of us hoped that there would be an answer to the dark energy in all those messages.”


  “What answer could there be?”


  Caitlin shrugged. “If we can’t decode the messages we’ll never know. And I suppose if there was anything to be done, it would have been done by now.”


  “I don’t think the messages need decoding,” Maureen said.


  Caitlin looked at her curiously, but didn’t pursue it. “Listen, Mum.


  Some of us are going to try to do something. You understand that the Rip works down the scales, so that larger structures break up first. The galaxy, then the solar system, then planets like Earth. And then the human body.”


  Maureen considered. “So people will outlive the Earth.”


  “Well, they could. For maybe about thirty minutes, until atomic structures get pulled apart. There’s talk of establishing a sort of shelter in Oxford that could survive the end of the Earth. Like a submarine, I suppose.


  And if you wore a pressure suit you might last a bit longer even than that.


  The design goal is to make it through to the last microsecond. You could gather another thirty minutes of data that way. They’ve asked me to go in there.”


  “Will you?”


  “I haven’t decided. It will depend on how we feel about the kids, and—you know.”


  Maureen considered. “You must do what makes you happy, I suppose.”


  “Yes. But it’s hard to know what that is, isn’t it?” Caitlin looked up at the sky. “It’s going to be a hot day.”


  “Yes. And a long one. I think I’m glad about that. The night sky looks odd now the Milky Way has gone.”


  “And the stars are flying off one by one,” Caitlin murmured. “I suppose the constellations will look funny by the autumn.”


  “Do you want some more sandwiches?”


  “I’ll have a bit more of that cordial. It’s very good, Mum.”


  “It’s elderflower. I collect the blossoms from that bush down the road.


  I’ll give you the recipe if you like.”


  “Shall we see if your Joe fancies laying a bit of concrete this afternoon? I could do with meeting your new beau.”


  “Oh, shut up,” Maureen said, and she went inside to make a fresh jug of cordial.


  October 14th


  THAT MORNING MAUREEN got up early. She was pleased that it was a bright morning, after the rain of the last few days. It was a lovely autumn day. She had breakfast listening to the last-ever episode of The Archers, but her radio battery failed before the end.


  She went to work in the garden, hoping to get everything done before the light went. There was plenty of work, leaves to rake up, the roses and the clematis to prune. She had decided to plant a row of daffodil bulbs around the base of the new pergola.


  She noticed a little band of goldfinches, plundering a clump of Michaelmas daisies for seed. She sat back on her heels to watch. The colorful little birds had always been her favorites.


  Then the light went, just like that, darkening as if somebody was throwing a dimmer switch. Maureen looked up. The sun was rushing away, and sucking all the light out of the sky with it. It was a remarkable sight, and she wished she had a camera. As the light turned gray, and then charcoal, and then utterly black, she heard the goldfinches fly off in a clatter, confused. It had only taken a few minutes.


  Maureen was prepared. She dug a little torch out of the pocket of her old quilted coat. She had been hoarding the batteries; you hadn’t been able to buy them for weeks. The torch got her as far as the pergola, where she lit some rush torches that she’d fixed to canes.


  Then she sat in the pergola, in the dark, with her garden lit up by her rush torches, and waited. She wished she had thought to bring out her book. She didn’t suppose there would be time to finish it now. Anyhow, the flickering firelight would be bad for her eyes.


  “Mum?”


  The soft voice made her jump. It was Caitlin, threading her way across the garden with a torch of her own.


  “I’m in here, love.”


  Caitlin joined her mother in the pergola, and they sat on the wooden benches, on the thin cushions Maureen had been able to buy. Caitlin shut down her torch to conserve the battery.


  Maureen said, “The sun went, right on cue.”


  “Oh, it’s all working out, bang on time.”


  Somewhere there was shouting, whooping, a tinkle of broken glass.


  “Someone’s having fun,” Maureen said.


  “It’s a bit like an eclipse,” Caitlin said. “Like in Cornwall, do you remember? The sky was cloudy, and we couldn’t see a bit of the eclipse.


  But at that moment when the sky went dark, everybody got excited.


  Something primeval, I suppose.”


  “Would you like a drink? I’ve got a flask of tea. The milk’s a bit off, I’m afraid.”


  “I’m fine, thanks.”


  “I got up early and managed to get my bulbs in. I didn’t have time to trim that clematis, though. I got it all ready for the winter, I think.”


  “I’m glad.”


  “I’d rather be out here than indoors, wouldn’t you?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  “I thought about bringing blankets. I didn’t know if it would get cold.”


  “Not much. The air will keep its heat for a bit. There won’t be time to get very cold.”


  “I was going to fix up some electric lights out here. But the power’s been off for days.”


  “The rushes are better, anyway. I would have been here earlier. There was a jam by the church.


  All the churches are packed, I imagine. And then I ran out of petrol a couple of miles back. We haven’t been able to fill up for weeks.”


  “It’s all right. I’m glad to see you. I didn’t expect you at all. I couldn’t ring.” Even the phone networks had been down for days. In the end everything had slowly broken down, as people simply gave up their jobs and went home. Maureen asked carefully, “So how’s Bill and the kids?”


  “We had an early Christmas,” Caitlin said. “They’ll both miss their birthdays, but we didn’t think they should be cheated out of Christmas too.


  We did it all this morning. Stockings, a tree, the decorations and the lights down from the loft, presents, the lot. And then we had a big lunch. I couldn’t find a turkey but I’d been saving a chicken. After lunch the kids went for their nap. Bill put their pills in their lemonade.”


  Maureen knew she meant the little blue pills the NHS had given out to every household.


  “Bill lay down with them. He said he was going to wait with them until he was sure—you know. That they wouldn’t wake up, and be distressed.


  Then he was going to take his own pill.”


  Maureen took her hand. “You didn’t stay with them?”


  “I didn’t want to take the pill.” There was some bitterness in her voice.


  “I always wanted to see it through to the end. I suppose it’s the scientist in me. We argued about it. We fought, I suppose. In the end we decided this way was the best.”


  Maureen thought that on some level Caitlin couldn’t really believe her children were gone, or she couldn’t keep functioning like this. “Well, I’m glad you’re here with me. And I never fancied those pills either.


  Although—will it hurt?”


  “Only briefly. When the Earth’s crust gives way. It will be like sitting on top of an erupting volcano.”


  “You had an early Christmas. Now we’re going to have an early Bonfire Night.”


  “It looks like it. I wanted to see it through,” Caitlin said again. “After all I was in at the start—those supernova studies.”


  “You mustn’t think it’s somehow your fault.”


  “I do, a bit,” Caitlin confessed. “Stupid, isn’t it?”


  “But you decided not to go to the shelter in Oxford with the others?”


  “I’d rather be here. With you. Oh, but I brought this.” She dug into her coat pocket and produced a sphere, about the size of a tennis ball.


  Maureen took it. It was heavy, with a smooth black surface.


  Caitlin said, “It’s the stuff they make space shuttle heatshield tiles out of. It can soak up a lot of heat.”


  “So it will survive the Earth breaking up.”


  “That’s the idea.”


  “Are there instruments inside?”


  “Yes. It should keep working, keep recording until the expansion gets down to the centimeter scale, and the Rip cracks the sphere open. Then it will release a cloud of even finer sensor units, motes we call them. It’s nanotechnology, Mum, machines the size of molecules. They will keep gathering data until the expansion reaches molecular scales.”


  “How long will that take after the big sphere breaks up?”


  “Oh, a microsecond or so. There’s nothing we could come up with that could keep data-gathering after that.”


  Maureen hefted the little device. “What a wonderful little gadget. It’s a shame nobody will be able to use its data.”


  “Well, you never know,” Caitlin said. “Some of the cosmologists say this is just a transition, rather than an end. The universe has passed through transitions before, for instance from an age dominated by radiation to one dominated by matter—our age. Maybe there will be life of some kind in a new era dominated by the dark energy.”


  “But nothing like us.”


  “I’m afraid not.”


  Maureen stood and put the sphere down in the middle of the lawn.


  The grass was just faintly moist, with dew, as the air cooled. “Will it be all right here?”


  “I should think so.”


  The ground shuddered, and there was a sound like a door slamming, deep in the ground. Alarms went off, from cars and houses, distant wails.


  Maureen hurried back to the pergola. She sat with Caitlin, and they wrapped their arms around each other.


  Caitlin raised her wrist to peer at her watch, then gave it up. “I don’t suppose we need a countdown.”


  The ground shook more violently, and there was an odd sound, like waves rushing over pebbles on a beach. Maureen peered out of the pergola. Remark-ably, one wall of her house had given way, just like that, and the bricks had tumbled into a heap.


  “You’ll never get a builder out now,” Caitlin said, but her voice was edgy.


  “We’d better get out of here.”


  “All right.”


  They got out of the pergola and stood side by side on the lawn, over the little sphere of instruments, holding onto each other. There was another tremor, and Maureen’s roof tiles slid to the ground, smashing and tinkling.


  “Mum, there’s one thing.”


  “Yes, love.”


  “You said you didn’t think all those alien signals needed to be decoded.”


  “Why, no. I always thought it was obvious what all the signals were saying.”


  “What?”


  Maureen tried to reply.


  The ground burst open. The scrap of dewy lawn flung itself into the air, and Maureen was thrown down, her face pressed against the grass.


  She glimpsed houses and trees and people, all flying in the air, underlit by a furnace-red glow from beneath.


  But she was still holding Caitlin. Caitlin’s eyes were squeezed tight shut. “Goodbye,” Maureen yelled. “They were just saying goodbye.” But she couldn’t tell if Caitlin could hear.


  DISTANT REPLAY


  Michael Resnick


  The first time I saw her she was jogging in the park. I was sitting on a bench, reading the paper like I do every morning. I didn’t pay much attention to her, except to note the resemblance.


  The next time was in the supermarket. I’d stopped by to replenish my supply of instants—coffee, creamer, sweetener—and this time I got a better look at her. At first I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me. At seventy-six, it wouldn’t be the first time that had happened.


  Two nights later I was in Vincenzo’s Ristorante, which has been my favorite Italian joint for maybe forty years—and there she was again. Not only that, but this time she was wearing my favorite blue dress. Oh, the skirt was a little shorter, and there was something different about the sleeves, but it was the dress, all right.


  It didn’t make any sense. She hadn’t looked like this in more than four decades. She’d been dead for seven years, and if she was going to come back from the grave, why the hell hadn’t she come directly to me? After all, we’d spent close to half a century together.


  I walked by her, ostensibly on my way to the men’s room, and the smell hit me while I was still five feet away from her. It was the same perfume she’d worn every day of our lives together.


  But she was sixty-eight when she’d died, and now she looked exactly the way she looked the very first time I saw her. I tried to smile at her as I passed her table. She looked right through me.


  I got to the men’s room, rinsed my face off, and took a look in the mirror, just to make sure I was still seventy-six years old and hadn’t dreamed the last half century. It was me, all right: not much hair on the top, in need of a trim on the sides, one eye half-shut from the mini-stroke I denied having except in increasingly rare moments of honesty, a tiny scab on my chin where I’d cut myself shaving. (I can’t stand those new-fangled electric razors, though since they’ve been around as long as I have, I guess they’re not really so new-fangled after all.) It wasn’t much of a face on good days, and now it had just seen a woman who was the spitting image of Deirdre.


  When I came out she was still there, sitting alone, picking at her dessert.


  “Excuse me,” I said, walking up to her table. “Do you mind if I join you for a moment?”


  She looked at me as if I was half-crazy. Then she looked around, making sure that the place was crowded in case she had to call for help, decided I looked harmless enough, and finally she nodded tersely.


  “Thank you,” I said. “I just want to say that you look exactly like someone I used to know, even down to the dress and the perfume.”


  She kept staring at me, but didn’t answer.


  “I should introduce myself,” I said, extending my hand. “My name is Walter Silverman.”


  “What do you want?” she asked, ignoring my hand.


  “The truth?” I said. “I just wanted a closer look at you. You remind me so much of this other person.”


  She looked dubious. “It’s not a pick-up line,” I continued. “Hell, I’m old enough to be your grandfather, and the staff will tell you I’ve been coming here for forty years and haven’t molested any customers yet.


  I’m just taken by the resemblance to someone I cared for very much.”


  Her face softened. “I’m sorry if I was rude,” she said, and I was struck by how much the voice sounded like her voice. “My name is Deirdre.”


  It was my turn to stare.


  “Are you all right?” she asked.


  “I’m fine,” I said. “But the woman you look like was also named Deirdre.”


  Another stare.


  “Let me show you,” I said, pulling out my wallet. I took my Deirdre’s photo out and handed it to her.


  “It’s uncanny,” she said, studying the picture. “We even sort of wear our hair the same way. When was this taken?”


  “Forty-seven years ago.”


  “Is she dead?”


  I nodded.


  “Your wife?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “She was a beautiful woman.” Then, “I hope that doesn’t sound conceited, since we look so much alike.”


  “Not at all. She was beautiful. And like I say, she even used the same perfume.”


  “That’s very weird,” she said. “Now I understand why you wanted to talk to me.”


  “It was like . . . like I’d suddenly stumbled back half a century in time,” I said. “You’re even wearing Deedee’s favorite color.”


  “What did you say?”


  “That you’re wearing her—”


  “No. I meant what you just called her.”


  “Deedee?” I asked. “That was my pet name for her.”


  “My friends call me Deedee,” she said. “Isn’t that odd?”


  “May I call you that?” I said. “If we ever meet again, I mean?”


  “Sure,” she said with a shrug. “Tell me about yourself, Walter. Are you retired?”


  “For the past dozen years,” I said.


  “Got any kids or grandkids?”


  “No.”


  “If you don’t work and you don’t have family, what do you do with your time?” she asked.


  “I read, I watch DVDs, I take walks, I Google a zillion things of interest on the computer.” I paused awkwardly. “I hope it doesn’t sound crazy, but mostly I just pass the time until I can be with Deedee again.”


  “How long were you married?”


  “Forty-five years,” I answered. “That photo was taken a couple of years before we were married. We had long engagements back then.”


  “Did she work?” asked Deirdre. “I know a lot of women didn’t when you were young.”


  “She illustrated children’s books,” I said. “She even won a couple of awards.”


  Suddenly Deirdre frowned. “All right, Walter—how long have you been studying me?”


  “Studying you?” I repeated, puzzled. “I saw you jogging a couple of days ago, and I watched you while I was eating . . .”


  “Do you really expect me to believe that?”


  “Why wouldn’t you?” I asked.


  “Because I’m an illustrator for children’s magazines.”


  That was too many coincidences. “Say that again?”


  “I illustrate children’s magazines.”


  “What’s your last name?” I asked.


  “Why?” she replied suspiciously.


  “Just tell me,” I said, almost harshly.


  “Aronson.”


  “Thank God!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “My Deedee’s maiden name was Kaplan,” I said. “For a minute there I thought I was going crazy. If your name was Kaplan I’d have been sure of it.”


  “I’m sorry I lost my temper,” said Deirdre. “This has been just a little . . . well . . . weird.”


  “I didn’t mean to upset you,” I said. “It was just, I don’t know, like seeing my Deedee all over again, young and beautiful the way I remember her.”


  “Is that the way you always think of her?” she asked curiously. “The way she looked forty-five years ago?”


  I pulled out another photo, taken the year before Deedee died. She was about forty pounds heavier, and her hair was white, and there were wrinkles around her eyes. I stared at it for a minute, then handed it to Deirdre.


  “This is her, too,” I said. “I’d look at her, and I’d see past the pounds and the years. I think every woman is beautiful, each in her own way, and my Deedee was the most beautiful of all.”


  “It’s a shame you’re not fifty years younger,” she said. “I could go for someone who feels that way.”


  I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing.


  “What did your wife die of?” she asked at last.


  “She was walking across the street, and some kid who was high on drugs came racing around the corner doing seventy miles an hour. She never knew what hit her.” I paused, remembering that awful day. “The kid got six months’ probation and lost his license. I lost Deedee.”


  “Did you see it happen?”


  “No, I was still inside the store, paying for the groceries. I heard it, though. Sounded like a clap of thunder.”


  “That’s terrible.”


  “At least she didn’t feel any pain,” I said. “I suppose there are worse ways to go. Slower ways, anyway.


  Most of my friends are busy discovering them.”


  Now it was her turn to be at a loss for an answer. Finally she looked at her watch. “I have to go, Walter,” she said. “It’s been . . . interesting.”


  “Perhaps we could meet again?” I suggested hopefully.


  She gave me a look that said all her worst fears were true after all.


  “I’m not asking for a date,” I continued hastily. “I’m an old man. I’d just like to talk to you again. It’d be like being with Deedee again for a few minutes.” I paused, half-expecting her to tell me that it was sick, but she didn’t say anything. “Look, I eat here all the time. What if you came back a week from today, and we just talked during dinner? My treat. I promise not to follow you home, and I’m too arthritic to play footsie under the table.”


  She couldn’t repress a smile at my last remark. “All right, Walter,” she said. “I’ll be your ghost from six to seven.”


  I was as nervous as a schoolboy a week later when six o’clock rolled around. I’d even worn a jacket and tie for the first time in months. (I’d also cut myself in three places while shaving, but I hoped she wouldn’t notice.) Six o’clock came and went, and so did six ten. She finally entered the place at a quarter after, in a blouse and slacks I could have sworn belonged to Deedee.


  “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said, sitting down opposite me. “I was reading and lost track of the time.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “Jane Austen?”


  “How did you know?” she asked, surprised.


  “She was Deedee’s favorite.”


  “I didn’t say she was my favorite,” said Deirdre.


  “But she is, isn’t she?” I persisted.


  There was an uncomfortable pause.


  “Yes,” she said at last.


  We ordered our dinner—of course she had the eggplant parmesan; it was what Deedee always had—and then she pulled a couple of magazines out of her bag, one full-sized, one a digest, and showed me some illustrations she had done.


  “Very good,” I said. “Especially this one of the little blonde girl and the horse. It reminds me—”


  “Of something your wife did?”


  I nodded. “A long time ago. I haven’t thought of it for years. I always liked it, but she felt she’d done many better ones.”


  “I’ve done better, too,” said Deirdre. “But these were handy.”


  We spoke a little more before the meal came. I tried to keep it general, because I could see all these parallels with Deedee were making her uncomfortable. Vincenzo had his walls covered by photos of famous Italians; she knew Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin and Joe DiMaggio, but I spent a few minutes explaining what Carmine Basilio and Eddie Arcaro and some of the others had done to deserve such enshrinement.


  “You know,” I said as the salads arrived, “Deedee had a beautiful leatherbound set of Jane Austen’s works. I never read them, and they’re just sitting there gathering dust. I’d be happy to give them to you next week.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t,” she said. “They must be worth a small fortune.”


  “A very small one,” I said. “Besides, when I die, they’ll just wind up in the garbage, or maybe at Goodwill.”


  “Don’t talk about dying like that,” she said.


  “Like what?”


  “So matter-of-factly.”


  “The closer you get to it, the more a matter of fact it becomes,” I said. “Don’t worry,” I added lightly. “I promise not to die before dinner’s over. Now, about those Austen books . . .”


  I could see her struggling with herself. “You’re sure?” she said at last.


  “I’m sure. You can have a matched set of the Brontës too, if you like.”


  “Thank you, but I don’t really like them.”


  It figured. I don’t think Deedee had ever cracked any of them open.


  “All right,” I said. “Just the Austen. I’ll bring them next week.”


  Suddenly she frowned. “I don’t think I can make it next week, Walter,” she said. “My fiancé’s been away on business, and I’m pretty sure that’s the day he comes home.”


  “Your fiancé?” I repeated. “You haven’t mentioned him before.”


  “We’ve only spoken twice,” she replied. “I wasn’t hiding the fact.”


  “Well, good for you,” I said. “You must know by now that I’m a believer in marriage.”


  “I guess I am, too,” she said.


  “You guess?”


  “Oh, I believe in marriage. I just don’t know if I believe in marriage with Ron.”


  “Then why are you engaged to him?”


  She shrugged. “I’m thirty-one. It was time. And he’s nice enough.”


  “But?” I asked. “There’s a ‘but’ in there somewhere.”


  “But I don’t know if I want to spend the rest of my life with him.” She paused, puzzled. “Now why did I tell you that?”


  “I don’t know,” I replied. “Why do you think you did?”


  “I don’t know either,” she said. “I just have this feeling that I can confide in you.”


  “I appreciate that,” I said. “As for spending the rest of your life with your young man—hell, the way everyone gets married and divorced these days, maybe you won’t have to.”


  “You sure know how to cheer a girl up, Walter,” she said wryly.


  “I apologize. Your private life is none of my business. I meant no offense.”


  “Fine.” Then: “What shall we talk about?”


  I thought about Deedee. Sooner or later we talked about everything under the sun, but her greatest passion was the theatre. “Whose work do you like better—Tom Stoppard’s or Edward Albee’s?”


  Her face lit up, and I could tell she was going to spend the next ten minutes telling me exactly who she preferred, and why.


  Somehow I wasn’t surprised.


  We skipped the following week, but met every week thereafter for the next three months. Ron even came along once, probably to make sure I was as old and unattractive as she’d described me. He must have satisfied himself on those counts, because he never came back. He seemed a nice enough young man, and he was clearly in love with her.


  I ran into her twice at my local Borders and once at Barnes & Noble, and both times I bought her coffee.


  I knew I was falling in love with her—hell, I’d been in love with her from the first instant I saw her. But that’s where it got confusing, because I knew I wasn’t really in love with her; I was in love with the younger version of Deedee that she represented.


  Ron had to leave town on another business trip, and while he was gone she took me to the theatre to see a revival of Stoppard’s Jumpers and I took her to the racetrack to watch a minor stakes race for fillies.


  The play was nice enough, a little obscure but well-acted; I don’t think she liked the color and excitement of the track any more than Deedee had.


  I kept wondering if she could somehow be Deedee reincarnated, but I knew deep in my gut that it wasn’t possible: if she was Deedee—my Deedee—she’d have been put here for me, and this one was marrying a young man named Ron. Besides, she had a past, she had photos of herself as a little girl, friends who had known her for years, and Deedee had only been dead for seven years. And while I didn’t understand what was happening, I knew there couldn’t have been two of her co-existing at the same time. (No, I never asked myself why; I just knew it couldn’t be.) Sometimes, as a bit of an experiment, I’d order a wine, or mention a play or book or movie that I knew Deedee hadn’t liked, and invariably Deirdre would wrinkle her nose and express her lack of enthusiasm for the very same thing.


  It was uncanny. And in a way it was frightening, because I couldn’t understand why it was happening.


  This wasn’t my Deedee. Mine had lived her life with me, and that life was over. I was a seventy-six-year-old man with half a dozen ailments who was just beating time on his way to the grave. I was never going to impose myself on Deirdre, and she was never going to look upon me as anything but an eccentric acquaintance . . . so why had I met her?


  From time to time I’d had this romantic fancy that when two people loved each other and suited each other the way Deedee and I did, they’d keep coming back over and over again. Once they’d be Adam and Eve, once they’d be Lancelot and Guinevere, once they’d be Bogart and Bacall. But they’d be together. They wouldn’t be an old man and a young woman who could never connect. I had half a century’s worth of experiences we could never share, I was sure the thought of my touching her would make her skin crawl, and I was long past the point where I could do anything but touch her. So whether she was my Deedee reborn, or just a Deedee, why were the two of us here at this time and in this place?


  I didn’t know.


  But a few days later I learned that I’d better find out pretty damned quick. Something finally showed up in all the tests I’d been taking at the hospital. They put me on half a dozen new medications, gave me some powerful pain pills for when I needed them, and told me not to make any long-term plans.


  Hell, I wasn’t even that unhappy about it. At least I’d be with my Deedee again—the real Deedee, not the charming substitute.


  The next night was our regular dinner date. I’d decided not to tell her the news; there was no sense distressing her.


  It turned out that she was distressed enough as it was. Ron had given her an ultimatum: set a date or break it off. (Things had changed a lot since my day. Most of my contemporaries would have killed to have a gorgeous girlfriend who had no problem sleeping with them but got nervous at the thought of marriage.) “So what are you going to do?” I asked sympathetically.


  “I don’t know,” she replied. “I’m fond of him, I really am. But I just . . . I don’t know.”


  “Let him go,” I said.


  She stared at me questioningly.


  “If you’re not certain after all this time,” I said, “kiss him off.”


  She sighed deeply. “He’s everything I should want in a husband, Walter. He’s thoughtful and considerate, we share a lot of interests, and he’s got a fine future as an architect.” She smiled ruefully. “I even like his mother.”


  “But?” I prompted her.


  “But I don’t think I love him.” She stared into my eyes. “I always thought I’d know right away. At least that’s the myth I was brought up on as a little girl, and it was reinforced by all the romance novels I read and the movies I saw. How was it for you and your Deedee? Did you ever have any doubts?”


  “Never a one,” I said. “Not from the first moment to the last.”


  “I’m thirty-one, Walter,” she said unhappily. “If I haven’t met the right guy yet, what are the odds he’s going to show up before I’m forty, or sixty? What if I want to have a baby? Do I have it with a man I don’t love, or with a guy I love who’s living six states away before it’s even born?” She sighed unhappily.


  “I have two good friends who married the men of their dreams. They’re both divorced. My closest friend married a nice guy she wasn’t sure she loved. She’s been happily married for ten years, and keeps telling me I’m crazy if I let Ron get away.” She stared across the table at me, a tortured expression on her face.


  “I’d give everything I have to be as sure of a man—any man—as you were of your Deedee.”


  And that was when I knew why I’d met her, and why the medics had given me a few more months atop Planet Earth before I spent the rest of eternity beneath it.


  We finished the meal, and for the first time ever, I walked her home. She lived in one of those high-rise apartment buildings, kind of a miniature city in itself. It wasn’t fancy enough to have a doorman, but she assured me the security system was state of the art. She kissed me on the cheek while a couple of neighbors who were coming out looked at her as if she were crazy. I waited until she was safely in the elevator, then left and returned home.


  When I woke up the next morning I decided it was time to get busy. At least I was going to be in familiar locations where I felt comfortable. I got dressed and went out to the track, spent a few hours in the grandstand near the furlong pole where I always got the best view of the races, and didn’t lay a single bet, just hung around. Then, after dinner, I started making the rounds of all my favorite bookstores. I spent the next two afternoons at the zoo and the natural history museum, where I’d spent so many happy afternoons with Deedee, and the one after that at the ballpark in the left field bleachers. I had to take a couple of pain pills along the way, but I didn’t let it slow me down. I continued my circuit of bookstores and coffee shops in the evenings.


  On the sixth night I decided I was getting tired of Italian food—hell, I was getting tired, period—and I went to the Olympus, another restaurant I’ve been frequenting for years. It doesn’t look like much, no Greek statues, not even any belly dancers or bouzouki players, but it serves the best pastitso and dolmades in town.


  And that’s where I saw him.


  His face didn’t jump right out at me the way Deirdre’s did, but then I hadn’t really looked at it in a long time. He was alone. I waited until he got up to go to the men’s room, and then followed him in.


  “Nice night,” I said, when we were washing our hands.


  “If you say so,” he answered unenthusiastically.


  “The air is clear, the moon is out, there’s a lovely breeze, and the possibilities are endless,” I said. “What could be better?”


  “Look, fella,” he said irritably, “I just broke up with my girl and I’m in no mood for talk, okay?”


  “I need to ask you a couple of questions, Wally.”


  “How’d you know my name?” he demanded.


  I shrugged. “You look like a Wally.”


  He cast a quick look at the door. “What the hell’s going on? You try anything funny, and I’ll—”


  “Not to worry,” I said. “I’m just a used-up old man trying to do one last good deed on the way to the grave.” I pulled an ancient photo out of my wallet and held it up. “Look at all familiar?”


  He frowned. “I don’t remember posing for that. Did you take it?”


  “A friend did. Who’s your favorite actor?”


  “Humphrey Bogart. Why?” Of course. Bogie had been my favorite since I was a kid.


  “Just curious. Last question: what do you think of Agatha Christie?”


  “Why?”


  “I’m curious.”


  He stared at me for a moment, then shrugged. “I can’t stand her. Murders take place in back alleys, not vicarages.” It figured. I’d always hated mystery novels where the murder was committed primarily to provide the detective with a corpse.


  “Good answer, Wally.”


  “What are you smiling about?” he asked suspiciously.


  “I’m happy.”


  “I’m glad one of us is.”


  “Tell you what,” I said. “Maybe I can cheer you up, too. You know a restaurant called Vincenzo’s—a little Italian place about three blocks east of here?”


  “Yeah, I stop in there every now and then. Why?”


  “I want you to be my guest for dinner tomorrow night.”


  “Still why?”


  “I’m an old man with nothing to spend my money on,” I said. “Why don’t you humor me?”


  He considered it, then shrugged. “What the hell. I don’t have anyone to eat with anyway.”


  “Temporarily,” I replied.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Just show up,” I said. Then, as I walked to the door, I turned back to him and smiled. “Have I got a girl for you!’


  A SMALL ROOM IN KOBOLDTOWN


  Michael Swanwick


  That Winter, Will le Fey held down a job working for a haint politician named Salem Toussaint. Chiefly, his function was to run errands while looking conspicuously solid. He fetched tax forms for the alderman’s constituents, delivered stacks of documents to trollish functionaries, fixed l&i violations, presented boxes of candied John-the-Conqueror root to retiring secretaries, absent-mindedly dropped slim envelopes containing twenty-dollar bills on desks. When somebody important died, he brought a white goat to the back door of the Fane of Darkness to be sacrificed to the Nameless One. When somebody else’s son was drafted or went to prison, he hammered a nail in the nkisi nkonde that Toussaint kept in the office to ensure his safe return. He canvassed voters in haint neighborhoods like Ginny Gall, Beluthahatchie, and Diddy-Wah-Diddy, where the bars were smoky, the music was good, and it was dangerous to smile at the whores. He negotiated the labyrinthine bureaucracies of City Hall. Not everything he did was strictly legal, but none of it was actually criminal. Salem Toussaint didn’t trust him enough for that.


  One evening, Will was stuffing envelopes with Ghostface while Jimi Begood went over a list of ward-heelers with the alderman, checking those who could be trusted to turn out the troops in the upcoming election and crossing out those who had a history of pocketing the walking-around money and standing idle on election day or, worse, steering the vote the wrong way because they were double-dipping from the opposition. The door between Toussaint’s office and the anteroom was open a crack and Will could eavesdrop on their conversation.


  “Grandfather Domovoy was turned to stone last August,” Jimi Begood said, “so we’re going to have to find somebody new to bring out the Slovaks. There’s a villa named—”


  Ghostface snapped a rubber band around a bundle of envelopes and lofted them into the mail cart on the far side of the room. “Three points!” he said. Then, “You want to know what burns my ass?”


  “No,” Will said.


  “What burns my ass is how you and me are doing the exact same job, but you’re headed straight for the top while I’m going to be stuck here licking envelopes forever. And you know why? Because you’re solid.”


  “That’s just racist bullshit,” Will said. “Toussaint is never going to promote me any higher than I am now. Haints like seeing a fey truckle to the Big Guy, but they’d never accept me as one of his advisors. You know that as well as I do.”


  “Yeah, but you’re not going to be here forever, are you? In a couple of years, you’ll be holding down an office in the Mayoralty. Wouldn’t surprise me one bit if you made it all the way to the Palace of Leaves.”


  “Either you’re just busting my chops, or else you’re a fool. Because if you meant it, you’d be a fool to be ragging on me about it. If Toussaint were in your position, he’d make sure I was his friend, and wherever I wound up he’d have an ally. You could learn from his example.”


  Ghostface lowered his voice to a near-whisper. “Toussaint is old school. I’ve got nothing to learn from a glad-handing, pompous, shucking-and-jiving—”


  The office door slammed open. They both looked up.


  Salem Toussaint stood in the doorway, eyes rolled up in his head so far that only the whites showed. He held up a hand and in a hollow voice said, “One of my constituents is in trouble.”


  The alderman was spooky in that way. He had trodden the streets of Babel for so many decades that its molecules had insinuated them-selves into his body through a million feather-light touches on its bricks and railings, its bars and brothel doors, its accountants’ offices and parking garages, and his own molecules in turn been absorbed by the city, so that there was no longer any absolute distinction between the two. He could read Babel’s moods and thoughts and sometimes—as now—it spoke to him directly.


  Toussaint grabbed his homburg and threw his greatcoat over his arm. “Jimi, stay here and arrange for a lawyer. We can finish that list later. Ghostface, Will—you boys come with me.”


  The alderman plunged through the door. Ghostface followed.


  Will hurried after them, opening the door and closing it behind him, then running to make up for lost time.


  Ghostface doubled as Toussaint’s chauffeur. In the limo, he said, “Where to, Boss?”


  “Koboldtown. A haint’s been arrested for murder and we got to get him off.”


  “You think he was framed?” Will asked.


  “What the fuck difference does it make? He’s a voter.”


  Koboldtown was a transitional neighborhood with all the attendant tensions. There were lots of haints on the streets, but the apartment building the police cars were clustered about had sprigs of fennel over the doorway to keep them out. Salem Toussaint’s limousine pulled up just in time for them to see a defiant haint being hauled away in rowan-wood handcuffs. The beads at the ends of his duppy-braids clicked angrily as he swung his head around. “I ain’t done nothin’!” he shouted. “This is all bullshit, motherfucker! I’mna come back an’ kill you all!” His eyes glowed hellishly and an eerie blue nimbus surrounded his head; clear indicators that he’d been shooting up crystal goon. Will was surprised he was even able to stand.


  The limo came to a stop and Will hopped out to open Salem Toussaint’s door. Toussaint climbed ponderously out and stopped the guards with an imperious gesture. Then he spoke briefly with their captive. “Go quietly, son. I’ll see you get a good lawyer, the best money can buy.” Will flipped open his cell, punched a number, and began speaking into it in an earnest murmur. It was all theater—he’d dialed the weather and Jimi Begood had doubtless already engaged a defender—but, combined with Toussaint’s presence, it calmed the haint down.


  He listened carefully as the alderman concluded, “Just don’t get yourself killed, that’s the important thing. Understand?”


  The haint nodded.


  In the lobby, two officers were talking with the doorman. All three stiffened at the sight of haints walking in the door, relaxed when they saw Will restoring the twigs of fennel, and smiled with relief as they recognized Toussaint. It all happened in a flicker, but Will saw it. And if he noticed, how could his companions not? Nevertheless, the alderman glided in, shaking hands and passing out cigars which the police acknowledged gratefully and stowed away in the inside pockets of their coats. “What’s the crime?” he asked.


  “Murder,” said one of the cops.


  Toussaint whistled once, low and long, as if he hadn’t already known. “Which floor?”


  “Second.”


  They waited for the elevator, though the stairs were handy and it would have been faster to walk. Salem Toussaint would no more have climbed those stairs than he would have driven his own car. He made sure you understood what a big mahoff he was before he slapped you on the back and gave your nice horse a sugar cube. As the doors opened, Toussaint turned to Ghostface and remarked, “You’re looking mighty grim. Something the matter?”


  Ghostface shook his head stiffly. He stared, unblinking, straight ahead of himself all the way to their destination.


  There were two detectives in the frigid apartment, both Tylwyth Teg, golden-skinned and leaf-eared, in trench coats that looked like they had been sent out to be professionally rumpled. They turned, annoyed, when the cop standing guard at the door let the three of them in, then looked resigned as they recognized the alderman.


  “Shulpae! Xisuthros!” Toussaint slapped backs and shook hands as if he were working the room at a campaign fund-raiser. “You’re looking good, the both of you.”


  “Welcome to our humble crime scene, Salem,” Detective Xisuthros said. He swept a hand to take in the room: One window, half open, with cold winter air still flowing in through it. Its sill and the wall beneath, black with blood. The burglar bars looked intact. A single dresser, a bed, a chair that had been smashed to flinders. A dribble of blood that led from the window to a tiny bathroom with the door thrown wide. “I should have known you’d show up.”


  A boggart sprawled lifeless on the bathroom floor. Its chest had been ripped open. There was a gaping hole where the heart should have been.


  “Who’s the stiff?” Toussaint asked.


  “Name’s Bobby Buggane. Just another lowlife.”


  “I see you hauled off an innocent haint.”


  “Now, Salem, don’t be like that. It’s an open and shut case. The door was locked and bolted from the inside. Burglar bars on the window and a sprig of fennel over it. The only one who could have gotten in was the spook. He works as a janitor here. We found him sleeping it off on a cot in the basement.”


  “Haint.” Salem Toussaint’s eyes were hard. “Please.”


  After the briefest of pauses, the detective said, “Haint.”


  “Give me the story.”


  “About an hour ago, there was a fight. Bodies slamming against the wall, furniture smashing. Everybody on the hall complained. By the time the concierge got here, it was all over. She called us. We broke in.”


  “Why didn’t the concierge have a key?”


  “She did. Buggane put in a deadbolt. You can imagine what the old bat had to say about that.”


  “Why wasn’t there a haint-ward on the door?”


  “Didn’t need one. Doorman in the lobby. Only one haint in the building.”


  Will squinted at the wall above the door. “There’s a kind of pale patch up there, like there used to be a ward and somebody took it down.”


  Detective Shulpae, the quiet one, turned to stare at him. “So?”


  “So what kind of guy installs a deadbolt but takes down the ward?


  That doesn’t make sense.”


  “The kind who likes to invite his haint buddy over for a shooting party every now and then.” Detective Xisuthros pointed toward the dresser with his chin. A set of used works lay atop it. “The concierge says they were so thick that some of the neighbors thought they were fags.” He turned back to Toussaint. “Alderman, if you want to question our work here, fine, go ahead. I’m just saying. There’s not a lot of hope for the boy.”


  “Will’s right!” Ghostface said. He went to the window. “And another thing. Look at all the blood on the sill. This is where it happened. So how the hell did he get all the way into the bathroom? Somebody ripped his heart out, so he decided to wash his hands?”


  Now both detectives were staring at him, hard. “You don’t know much about boggarts,” Xisuthros said. “They’re tough. They can live for five minutes with their heads ripped off. A heart’s nothing. And, yeah, that’s exactly what he did—wash his hands. Old habits go last. One of the first things we did was turn off the water. Otherwise, I thought the concierge was going to have a seizure.”


  Ghostface looked around wildly. “What happened to the heart?


  Why isn’t it here? I suppose you think the haint ate it, huh? I suppose you think we’re all cannibals.”


  In a disgusted tone, Detective Xisuthros said, “Get Sherlock Holmes Junior the fuck out of here.”


  Salem Toussaint took Ghostface by the elbow, led him to the door.


  “Why don’t you wait outside?”


  Ghostface turned grey. But he stamped angrily out of the room and down the hall. Will followed. He didn’t have to be told that this was part of his job.


  Outside, Ghostface went straight to the alley below Buggane’s window.


  There were no chalk marks or crime scene tape, so the police obviously hadn’t found any evidence there. Nor was there a heart lying on the pavement. A dog or a night-gaunt could have run off with it, of course.


  But there was no blood either, except for a stain under the window and maybe a stray drop or two that couldn’t be seen in the dark.


  “So what happened to the heart?” Ghostface paced back and forth, unable to keep still. “It didn’t just fly away.”


  “I don’t know,” Will said.


  “You be Buggane.” Ghostface slapped a hand against the brick wall.


  “Here’s the window. You stand here looking out it. Now. I come up behind you. How do I rip your heart out in a way that leaves all that blood on the windowsill? From behind you, I can’t get at your heart. If you turn around to face me, the blood doesn’t splash on the sill. Now, those ignorant peckerwood detectives probably think I could shove my hands through Buggane’s back and push his heart out. But it doesn’t work like that. Two things can’t occupy the same space at the same time. If I make my hands solid while I’m inside your chest, I’m going to fuck them up seriously. So I didn’t come at you from behind.”


  “Okay.”


  “But if you turn around so I can come at you from the front, the blood’s not going to spray over the sill, is it? So I’ve got to be between you and the window. I don’t know if you noticed, but Ice didn’t have any blood on him. None. Zip. Nada. Maybe you think I could rip somebody’s heart out and then make myself insubstantial fast enough that the blood would spray through me. I don’t think so. But even if I could, the blood’s going to spatter all over the floor too. Which it didn’t. So you tell me—how could I rip your heart out and leave the blood all over the sill like that?”


  “You couldn’t.”


  “Thank you. Thank you. That’s right. You couldn’t.”


  “So?” Will said.


  “So there’s something fishy going on, that’s all. Something suspicious. Something wrong.”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know.” Abruptly, Ghostface’s hands fell to his sides. Just like that, all the life went out of him. He slumped despondently. “I just don’t know.”


  “Ghostface,” Will said, “why does all this matter? You called this guy Ice. What’s he to you?”


  The haint’s face was as pale as ash, as stiff as bone. In a stricken voice, he said, “He’s my brother.”


  They went to a diner across the street and ordered coffee. Ghostface stared down into his cup without drinking. “Ice always was a hard case.


  He liked the streets too much, he liked the drugs, he liked the thug life.


  That’s why he never made anything of himself.” Ghostface picked up a spoon, looked at it, set it down. “I dunno. Maybe he did it. Maybe he did.”


  “You know he didn’t. You proved he couldn’t have.”


  “Yeah, but that’s not going to convince a judge, now is it?”


  Will had to admit it would not. “You guys keep in touch?”


  “Not really. I saw him a few months ago. He was all hopped up and talking trash about how he’d finally made a big score. He was going to be smoking hundred-dollar cigars and bedding thousand-dollar whores. Maybe he stole something. I told him to get the hell out, I didn’t want to know anything about his criminal activities. My own brother. The last time I saw him, I told him to go to hell.”


  They were silent for a bit. “Nobody said anything about finding anything valuable,” Will observed.


  “Sometimes the cops will pocket that kind of stuff.”


  “That’s true.” Will dipped a finger in his coffee and drew the Sigil of Inspiration on the linoleum counter. Nothing came to him. He sighed.


  “What would the Big Guy do in this situation?”


  “Him?” Ghostface said bitterly. “Probably hand out cigars.”


  “Hey.” Will sat up straight. “That’s not a half bad idea. It’s pretty cold out there.” He counted cops through the window. Then he called the waitress over. “Give me four large coffees, cream and sugar on the side.”


  Leaving Ghostface hunched over the counter, Will carried the card-board tray out to where the police stood stamping their feet to keep warm. They accepted the gift with small nods. All four had dark skin, short horns, and the kind of attitude that came from knowing they’d never, ever make detective. The oldest of the lot said, “Working for the spook, are you?”


  “Oh, Salem’s okay.”


  The cop grinned on one side of his oak-brown face. “You’re what the micks would call his Hound of Hoolan. You know what that is?”


  “No, sir.”


  “It means that if he says he wants to drive, you bend over and bark.”


  The cops all laughed. Then three of them wandered away, leaving only the rookie. Will took out a pack of Marlboros, offered one, took one for himself, then lit both. They smoked them down to the end without saying much. Will flicked his butt away. The rookie pinched the coal off of his and ate it.


  Finally Will said, “This Buggane guy—you know him?”


  “Everybody knew him. A real bad character. In jail as often as not.


  His girlfriend’s cute, though. Used to come to the station to bail him out. Skinny little thing, no tits to speak of. The big lugs always like ’em petite, you ever noticed?”


  “Some of the neighbors thought he was queer.”


  “They sure wouldn’t of said that to his face. Buggane was a bruiser.


  Used to fight some, under the name of Dullahan the Deathless.”


  “No kidding,” Will said. “His gym anywhere around here?”


  “Down the street and over a couple of blocks. Place called the Sucker Punch. You can’t miss it.”


  Ghostface was still in the diner, so Will left a note on the dash of the limo. A few minutes later, he was at the Sucker Punch A.C. If there was one thing Will had learned working for Toussaint, it was how to walk through any front door in the world and act as if he had a perfect right to be there. He went in.


  The gym was dark and smelled serious. Punching bags hung from the gloom. Somebody grunted in a slow and regular fashion, like a mechanical pig, from the free-weight area. There was a single regula-tion ring in the center of the room. A trollweight bounced up and down on his toes, shadow-boxing.


  “Go home, little boy,” an ogre in a pug hat said. “There ain’t nothing here for you.”


  “Oh, it’s not about that, sir,” Will said quickly. By that meaning whatever the ogre thought it meant. The alderman had schooled him never to meet aggression head-on.


  “No? You don’t wanna build yourself up, get the girl, and beat the crap out of whoever’s pushing you around?” The ogre squeezed Will’s biceps. “You could use it. Only not here. This is a serious club for serious fighters only.”


  “No, sir, I’m with Alderman Toussaint.” By the ogre’s expression, Will could see that he recognized the name and was not impressed.


  “I was hoping you could tell me something about Bobby Buggane.”


  “The bum. What’s he done now?”


  “He was murdered.”


  “Well, I ain’t surprised. Buggane was no damn good. Coulda worked his way up to the middle of the card, but he wasn’t willing to put in the effort. Always jerking off somewhere with his spook buddy when he shoulda been working out.”


  “Somebody said they got into doing crimes together.” It was a shot in the dark, but Will figured the odds were good


  “Yeah, well, like I said, I wouldn’t be surprised. There’s a lot of crap a gorilla like Buggane can pull off if he’s got a haint accomplice. You go into a jewelry store and pinch the ward when the guy ain’t lookin’ and replace it with a sprig of plastic fennel. Looks just like the real thing.


  Then that night the spook slips in and shuts off the alarm. If you’re like Buggane, and can rip a safe door off its hinges, you can walk off with a bundle. Somebody pulled something like that at a warehouse down in the Village about six months ago. Got away with a fortune in slabs of raw jade. I remember it because Buggane quit the gym right after that, and I always wondered.”


  “Raw jade’s got to be hard to sell, though,” Will said. “I mean, in bulk.”


  “Not if you got connections. Even if you don’t, something big like that could be moved through your regular fence, provided you waited until things had cooled down some. Not that I’d know personally. But you hear things.”


  “Huh,” Will said. “This girlfriend of his—you remember her name?”


  “Naw. Daiera, Damia, something like that. Maybe Danae. Only reason I recollect at all is that I asked Buggane once was she a pixie or a russalka or what and he said she was a diener. Deianira the Diener, that was it. That’s a new one on me. I thought I knew all the ethnics, but I ain’t never heard of a diener before. Listen, kid, I really have got work to do.”


  “I’ll be out of your way, then,” Will said. “Thanks for your help.”


  He took one last look around the gym. “I guess Buggane should have stayed in the ring.”


  “Oh, he wasn’t a ring boxer,” the ogre said. “He was a pit boxer.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Pit boxing’s strictly death-match. Two fighters climb down, only one climbs out. Buggane had a three-and-two record when he quit.”


  “How the fuck,” Will said, “can somebody have a three-and-two record when he’s fighting to the death?”


  The ogre grinned. Then he explained.


  Less than an hour later, Will, Salem Toussaint, and Ghostface stood waiting in the shadows outside the city morgue. “Okay,” Ghostface said. “I thought I knew all the racial types from Litvak night-hags to Thai shit demons, but you say this girl is a what?”


  “A diener. It’s not a type, it’s a job. A diener is a morgue attendant who’s responsible for moving and cleaning the body. She also assists the coroner in the autopsy. I made a few calls and Deianira’s on night duty this week. Though I’m guessing she might take off a little early tonight.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “This is where Bobby Buggane’s body wound up.”


  “I think, boy,” Toussaint said firmly, “you’d best tell us the whole story.”


  “All right,” Will said. “Here’s how I put it together. Buggane and Ice steal a truckload of jewelry-grade jade together and agree to wait six months before trying to fence it. Buggane keeps possession—I’m guessing it’s stashed with his girlfriend, but that’s not really important—and everyone has half a year to reflect on how much bigger Buggane’s share will be if he stiffs Ice. Maybe Ice starts worrying about it out loud.


  So Buggane goes down to the basement to talk it over with his good buddy. They have a couple of drinks, maybe they smoke a little crack.


  Then he breaks out the crystal goon. By this time, your brother’s lost whatever good judgment he had in the first place, and says sure.”


  Ghostface nodded glumly.


  “Ice shoots up first, then Buggane. Only he shoots up pure water.


  That’s easy to pull—what druggie’s going to suspect another druggie of shortchanging himself? Then, when Ice nods off, Buggane goes back to his room, takes down the ward, and flushes it down the toilet.


  That way, when he’s found dead, suspicion’s naturally going to fall on the only individual in the building able to walk through a locked door.


  One who he’s made certain will be easy to find when the police come calling.”


  “So who kills Buggane?”


  “It’s a set-up job. Buggane opens the window halfway and checks to make sure his girlfriend is waiting in the alley. Everything’s ready. Now he stages a fight. He screams, roars, pounds the wall, smashes a chair.


  Then, when the neighbors are all yelling at him to shut up, he goes to the window, takes a deep breath, and rips open his rib cage with his bare hands.”


  “Can he do that?”


  “Boggarts are strong, remember. Plus, if you checked out the syringe on his dresser, I wouldn’t be surprised to find traces not of goon but of morphine. Either way, with or without painkiller, he tears out his own heart. Then he drops it out the window. Deianira catches it in a basket or a sheet, so there’s no blood on the ground. Nothing that will direct the investigators’ attention outside.


  “She leaves with his heart.


  “Now Buggane’s still got a couple of minutes before he collapses.


  He’s smart enough not to close the window—there’d be blood on the outside part of the sill and that would draw attention outward again.


  But his hands are slick with blood and he doesn’t want the detectives to realize he did the deed himself, so he goes to the bathroom sink and washes them. By this time, the concierge is hammering on the door.


  “He dies. Everything is going exactly according to plan.”


  “Hell of a plan,” Toussaint murmured.


  “Yeah. You know the middle part. The cops come, they see, they believe. If it wasn’t for Ghostface kicking up a fuss, we’d never have found all this other stuff.”


  “Me? I didn’t do anything.”


  “Well, it looked hinky to me, but I wasn’t going to meddle in police business until I learned it mattered to you.”


  “You left out the best part,” Toussaint said. “How Buggane manages to turn killing himself to his own advantage.”


  “Yeah, that had me baffled too. But when a boxer picks up a nick-name like ‘the Deathless,’ you have to wonder why. Then the ogre at the gym told me that Buggane had a three-two record pit boxing. That’s to the death, you know. It turns out Buggane’s got a glass heart. Big lump of crystal the size of your fist. No matter how badly he’s injured, the heart can repair him. Even if he’s clinically dead.”


  “So his girlfriend waits for his body to show up and sticks the heart back in?” Ghostface said. “No, that’s just crazy. That wouldn’t really work, would it?”


  “Shhh,” Will said. “I think we’re about to find out. Look.”


  A little door opened in the side of the morgue. Two figures came out.


  The smaller one was helping the larger to stand.


  For the first time all evening, Toussaint smiled. Gold teeth gleamed.


  Then he put a police whistle to his mouth.


  After Buggane and his girlfriend had been arrested, Ghostface gave Will a short, fierce hug and then ran off to arrange his brother’s release. Will and the alderman strolled back to the limousine, parked two blocks away. As they walked, Will worried how he was going to explain to his boss that he couldn’t chauffeur because he didn’t have a license.


  “You done good, boy,” Salem Toussaint said. “I’m proud of you.”


  Something in his voice, or perhaps the amused way he glanced down at Will out of the corner of his eye said more than mere words could have.


  “You knew,” Will said. “You knew all the time.”


  Toussaint chuckled. “Perhaps I did. But I had the advantage of knowing what the city knows. It was still mighty clever of you to figure it out all on your own.”


  “But why should I have had to? Why didn’t you just tell the detectives what you knew?”


  “Let me answer that question with one of my own: Why did you tell Ghostface he was the one who uncovered the crime?”


  They’d reached the limo now. It flickered its lights, glad to see them.


  But they didn’t climb in just yet. “Because I’ve got to live with the guy.


  I don’t want him thinking I think I’m superior to him.”


  “Exactly so! The police liked hearing the story from a solid boy better than they would from me. I’m not quite a buffoon in their eyes, but I’m something close to it. My power has to be respected, and my office too. It would make folks nervous if they had to take me seriously as well.”


  “Alderman, I . . .”


  “Hush up, boy. I know everything you’re about to say.” The alderman opened a door for Will. “Climb in the back. I’ll drive.”


  WHO’S AFRAID OF WOLF 359?


  Ken Macleod


  When you’re as old as I am, you’ll find your memory’s not what it was. It’s not that you lose memories.


  That hasn’t happened to me or anyone else since the Paleocosmic Era, the Old Space Age, when people lived in caves on the Moon. My trouble is that I’ve gained memories, and I don’t know which of them are real. I was very casual about memory storage back then, I seem to recall. This could happen to you too, if you’re not careful. So be warned. Do as I say, not as I did.


  Some of the tales about me contradict each other, or couldn’t possibly have happened, because that’s how I told them in the first place. Others I blame on the writers and tellers. They make things up. I’ve never done that.


  If I’ve told stories that couldn’t be true, it’s because that’s how I remember them.


  Here’s one.


  I ran naked through the Long Station, throwing my smart clothes away to distract the Tycoon’s dogs.


  Breeks, shirt, cravat, jacket, waistcoat, stockings, various undergarments—one by one they ran, flapped, slithered, danced, or scurried off, and after every one of them raced a scent-seeking but merci-fully stupid hound. But the Tycoon had more dogs in his pack than I had clothes in my bundle. I was down to my shoes and the baying continued. I glanced over my shoulder. Two dogs were just ten meters behind me. I hurled a shoe at each of them, hitting both animals right on their genetically modified noses. The dogs skidded to a halt, yelping and howling. A few meters away was a jewelry booth. I sprinted for it, vaulted the counter, grabbed a recycler, and bashed at the display cabinet. An alarm brayed and the security mesh rattled down behind me. The dogs, recovered and furious, hurled themselves against it.


  The rest of the pack pelted into view and joined them. Paws, jaws, barking, you get the picture.


  “Put your hands up,” said a voice above the din.


  I turned and looked into the bell-shaped muzzle of a Norton held in the hands of a sweet-looking lass wearing a sample of the stall’s stock. I raised my hands, wishing I could put them somewhere else. In those days, I had some vestige of modesty.


  “I’m human,” I said. “That can’t hurt me.”


  She allowed herself the smallest flicker of a glance at the EMP weapon’s sighting screen.


  “It could give you quite a headache,” she said.


  “It could that,” I admitted, my bluff called. I’d been half hoping she wouldn’t know how to interpret the readouts.


  “Security’s on its way,” she said.


  “Good,” I said. “Better them than the dogs.”


  She gave me a tight smile. “Trouble with the Tycoon?”


  “Yes,” I said. “How did you guess?”


  “Only the owner of the Station could afford dogs,” she said. “Besides . . .” She blinked twice slowly.


  “I suppose you’re right,” I said. “Or serving girls.”


  The stallkeeper laughed in my face. “All this for a servant? Wasn’t it Her Ladyship’s bedroom window you jumped out of?”


  I shuddered. “You flatter me,” I said. “Anyway, how do you know about—?”


  She blinked again. “It’s on the gossip channels already.” I was about to give a heated explanation of why that time-wasting rubbish wasn’t among the enhancements inside my skull, thank you very much, when the goons turned up, sent the dogs skulking reluctantly away, and took me in. They had the tape across my mouth before I had a chance to ask the stallkeeper her name, let alone her number. Not, as it turned out, that I could have done much with it even if I had. But it would have been polite.


  The charge was attempting to willfully evade the civil penalties for adultery. I was outraged.


  “Bastards!” I shouted, screwing up the indictment and dashing it to the floor of my cell. “I thought polygamy was illegal!”


  “It is,” said my attorney, stooping to pick up the flimsy, “in civilized jurisdictions.” He smoothed it out.


  “But this is Long Station One. The Tycoon has privileges.”


  “That’s barbaric,” I said.


  “It’s a relic of the Moon Caves,” he said.


  I stared at him. “No it isn’t,” I said. “I don’t remember”—I caught myself just in time—“reading about anything like that.”


  He tapped a slight bulge on his cranium. “That’s what it says here. Argue with the editors, not with me.”


  “All right,” I said. A second complaint rose to the top of the stack. “She never said anything about being married!”


  “Did you ask her?”


  “Of course not,” I said. “That would have been grossly impolite. In the circumstances, it would have implied that she was contemplating adultery.”


  “I see.” He sighed. “I’ll never understand the . . . ethics, if that’s the word, of you young gallants.”


  I smiled at that.


  “However,” he went on, “that doesn’t excuse you for ignorance of the law—”


  “How was I to know the Tycoon was married to his wenches?”


  “—or custom. There is an orientation pack, you know. All arrivals are deemed to have read it.”


  “ ‘Deemed,’ ” I said. “Now, there’s a word that just about sums up every-thing that’s wrong about—”


  “You can forgo counsel, if you wish.”


  I raised my hands. “No, no. Please. Do your best.”


  He did his best. A week later, he told me that he had got me off with a fine plus compensation. If I borrowed money to pay the whole sum now, it would take two hundred and fifty-seven years to pay off the debt. I had other plans for the next two hundred and fifty-seven years. Instead, I negotiated a one-off advance fee to clean up Wolf 359, and used that to pay the court and the Tycoon. The experimental civilization around Wolf 359—a limited company—had a decade earlier gone into liquidation, taking ten billion shareholders down with it. Nobody knew what it had turned into. Whatever remained out there had been off limits ever since, and would be for centuries to come—unless someone went in to clean it up.


  In a way, the Wolf 359 situation was the polar opposite of what the Civil Worlds had hitherto had to deal with, which was habitats, networks, some-times whole systems going into exponential intelligence enhancement—what we called a fast burn. We knew how to deal with a fast burn. Ignore it for five years, and it goes away. Then send in some heavily firewalled snoop robots and pick over the wreckage for legacy hardware. Sometimes you get a breakout, where some of the legacy hardware reboots and starts getting ideas above its station, but that’s a job for the physics team.


  A civilizational implosion was a whole different volley of nukes. Part of the problem was sheer nervousness. We were too close historically to what had happened on the Moon’s primary to be altogether confident that we wouldn’t somehow be sucked in ourselves. Another part of it was simple economics: the job was too long-term and too risky to be attractive, given all the other opportunities available to anyone who wasn’t completely desperate. Into that vacancy for someone who was completely desperate, I wish I could say I stepped. In truth, I was pushed.


  Even I was afraid of Wolf 359.


  An Astronomical Unit is one of those measurements that should be obsolete, but isn’t. It’s no more—or less—arbitrary than the light-year. All our units have origins that no longer mean anything to us—we measure time by what was originally a fraction of one axial rotation, and space by a fraction of the circumference, of the Moon’s primary. An AU was originally the distance between the Moon’s primary and its primary, the Sun. These days, it’s usually thought of as the approximate distance from a G-type star to the middle of the habitable zone. About a hundred and fifty million kilometers.


  The Long Tube, which the Long Station existed to shuttle people to and from and generally to maintain, was one hundred and eighty astronomical units long. Twenty-seven thousand million kilometers, or, to put it in perspective, one light-day. From the shuttle, it looked like a hairline crack in infinity, but it didn’t add up to a mouse’s whisker in the Oort. It was aimed straight at Sirius, which I could see as a bright star with a fuzzy green haze of habitats. I shivered. I was about to be frozen, placed with the rest of the passengers on the next needle ship out, electromagnetically accelerated for months at 30 g to relativistic velocities in the Long Tube, hurtled across 6.4 light-years, decelerated in Sirius’s matching tube, accelerated again to Procyon, then to Talande 21185, and finally sent on a fast clipper to Lalande’s next-door neighbor and fellow red dwarf, Wolf 359. It had to be a fast clip-per because Wolf 359’s Long Tubes were no longer being calibrated—and when you’re aiming one Long Tube across light-years at the mouth of an-other, calibration matters.


  A fast clipper—in fact, painfully slow, the name a legacy of pre-Tube times, when 0.1c was a fast clip—also has calibration issues. Pushed by laser, decelerated by laser reflection from a mirror shell deployed on nearing the target system, it was usually only used for seedships. This clipper was an adapted seedship, but I was going in bulk because it was actually cheaper to thaw me out on arrival than to grow me from a bean. If the calibration wasn’t quite right, I’d never know.


  The shuttle made minor course corrections to dock at the Long Tube.


  “Please pass promptly to the cryogenic area,” it told us.


  I shivered again.


  Cryogenic travel has improved since then: subjectively, it’s pretty much instantaneous. In those days, it was called cold sleep, and that’s exactly what it felt like: being very cold and having slow, bad dreams.


  Even with relativistic time dilation and a glacial metabolism, it lasted for months.


  I woke screaming in a translucent box.


  “There, there,” said the box. “Everything will be all right. Have some coffee.”


  The lid of the box extruded a nipple toward my mouth. I screamed again.


  “Well, if you’re going to be like that.. .” said the box.


  “It reminded me of a nightmare,” I said. My mouth was parched. “Please.”


  “Oh, all right.”


  I sucked on the coffee and felt warmth spread from my belly.


  “Update me,” I said, around the nipple.


  My translucent surroundings became transparent, with explanatory text and diagrams floating like afterimages. A view, with footnotes. This helped, but not enough. An enormous blue and white sphere loomed right in front of me. I recoiled so hard that I hurt my head on the back of the box.


  “What the fuck is that?”


  “A terraformed terrestrial,” said the box. “Please do try to read before reacting.”


  “Sorry,” I said. “I thought we were falling toward it.”


  “We are,” said the box.


  I must have yelled again.


  “Read before reacting,” said the box. “Please.”


  I turned my head as if to look over my shoulder. I couldn’t actually turn it that far, but the box obligingly swiveled the view. The red dwarf lurked at my back, apparently closer than the blue planet. I felt almost relieved. At least Wolf 359 was where I expected it. According to the view’s footnotes, nothing else was, except the inactive Long Tubes in the wispy remnant of the cometary cloud, twelve light-hours out.


  No solar-orbit microwave stations. Not even the hulks of habitats. No asteroids. No large cometary masses. And a planet, something that shouldn’t have been there, was. I didn’t need the explanatory text to make the connection. Every scrap of accessible mass in the system had been thrown into this gaudy reconstruction. The planet reminded me of pictures I’d seen of the Moon’s primary, back when it had liquid water.


  The most recent information, inevitably a decade or so out of date, came from Lalande 21185. Watching what was going on around Wolf 359 was a tiny minority interest, but in a population of a hundred billion, that can add up to a lot. Likewise, the diameter of Lalande’s habitat cloud was a good deal smaller than an Astronomical Unit, but that still adds up to a very large virtual telescope. Large enough to resolve the weather patterns on the planet below me, never mind the continents. The planet’s accretion had begun before I set off, apparently under deliberate control, and the terra-forming had been completed about fifty years earlier, while I was en route. It remained raw—lots of volcanoes and earthquakes—but habitable. There was life, obviously, but no one knew what kind. No radio signals had been detected, nor any evidence of intelligence, beyond some disputably artificial clusters of lights on the night side.


  “Well, that’s it,” I said. “Problem solved. The systems pretty much uninhabitable now, with all the mass and organics locked up in a planet, but it may have tourist potential. No threat to anyone. Call in a seedship. They can make something of what’s left of the local Kuiper belt, and get the Long Tubes back on stream. Wake me up when it’s over.”


  “That is very much not it,” said the box. “Not until we know why this happened. Not until we know what’s down there.”


  “Well, send down some probes.”


  “I do not have the facilities to make firewalled snoop robots,” said the box, “and other probes could be corrupted. My instructions are to deliver you to any remnant of the Wolf 359 civilization, and that is what I shall do.”


  It must have been an illusion, given what I could read of our velocity, but the planet seemed to come closer.


  “You’re proposing to dock—to land on that object?”


  “Yes.”


  “It has an atmosphere! We’ll burn up! And then crash!”


  “The remains of our propulsion system can be adapted for aerobraking,” said the box.


  “That would have to be ridiculously finely calculated.”


  “It would,” said the box. “Please do not distract me.”


  Call me sentimental, but when the box’s Turing functionality shut down to free up processing power for these ridiculously fine calculations, I felt lonely. The orbital insertion took fourteen hours. I drank hot coffee and sucked, from another nipple, some tepid but nutritious and palatable glop. I even slept, in my first real sleep for more than half a century. I was awakened by the jolt as the box spent the last of its fuel and reaction mass on the clipper’s final course correction. The planet was a blue arc of atmosphere beneath me, the interstellar propulsion plate a heat shield in front, and the deceleration shell a still-folded drogue behind. The locations were illusory—relative to the clipper I was flat on my back. The first buffeting from our passage through the upper atmosphere coincided with an increasing sense of weight.


  The heat shield flared. Red-hot air rushed past. The weight became crushing. The improvised heat shield abraded, then exploded, its parts flicked away behind. The drogue deployed with a bang and a jolt that almost blacked me out. The surface became a landscape, then a land, then a wall of trees. The clipper sliced and shuddered through them, for seconds on end of crashes and shaking. It plowed a long furrow across green-covered soil and halted in a cloud of smoke and steam.


  “That was a landing,” said the box.


  “Yes,” I said. “You might have tried to avoid the trees.”


  “I could not,” said the box. “Phytobraking was integral to my projected landing schedule.”


  “Phytobraking,” I said.


  “Yes. Also, the impacted cellulose can be used to spin you a garment.”


  That took a few minutes. Sticky stuff oozed from the box and hardened around me. When the uncomfortable process finished, I had a one-piece coverall and boots.


  “Conditions outside are tolerable,” said the box, “with no immediate hazards.”


  The box moved. The lid retracted. I saw purple sky and white clouds above me. Resisting an unease that I later identified as agoraphobia, I sat up. I found myself at the rear of the clippers pointed wedge shape, about ten meters above the ground and fifty meters from the ship’s nose. The view was disorienting. It was like being in a gigantic landscaped habitat, with the substrate curving the wrong way. Wolf 359 hung in the sky like a vast red balloon, above the straight edge of a flat violet-tinged expanse that, with some incredulity, I recognized as an immense quantity of water. It met the solid substrate about a kilometer away. A little to my left, an open channel of water flowed toward the larger body. The landscape was uneven, in parts jagged, with bare rock protruding from the vegetation cover. The plain across which our smoking trail stretched to broken trees was the flat-test piece of ground in the vicinity. On the horizon, I could see a range of very high ground, dominated by a conical mass from whose truncated top smoke drifted.


  The most unusual and encouraging feature of the landscape, however, was the score or so of plainly artificial and metallic gnarly lumps scattered across it. The system had had at least a million habitats in its heyday; these were some of their wrecks. Smoke rose from most of them, including the nearest, which stuck up about twenty meters from the ground, about fifteen hundred meters away.


  “You can talk to my head?” I asked the ship. “You can see what I see?”


  “Yes,” it said, in my head.


  I climbed down and struck out across the rough ground.


  I was picking my way along a narrow watercourse between two precipices of moss-covered rock when I heard a sound ahead of me, and looked up. At the exit from the defile, I saw three men, each sitting on the back of a large animal and holding what looked like a pointed stick. Their hair was long, their skin bare except where it was draped with the hairy skin of some different animal. I raised one hand and stepped forward. The men bristled instantly, aiming their sharp sticks.


  “Come forward slowly,” one of them shouted.


  Pleased that they had not lost speech along with civilization, I complied. The three men glowered down at me. The big beasts made noises in their noses.


  “You are from the spaceship,” said one of them.


  “Yes,” I said.


  “We have waited long for this,” the man said. “Come with us.”


  They all turned their mounts about and headed back toward the habitat hulk, which I could now see clearly. It was surrounded by much smaller artificial structures, perhaps twenty in all, and by rectangular patches of ground within which plants grew in rows. No one offered a ride, to my relief. As we drew closer, small children ran out to meet us, yelling and laughing, tugging at my coverall. Closer still, I saw women stooped among the ordered rows of plants, rearranging the substrate with hand tools. The smells of decayed plant matter and of animal and human ordure invaded and occupied my nostrils. Within the settlement itself, most entrances had a person sitting in front. They watched me pass with no sign of curiosity. Some were male, some female, all with shriveled skin, missing or rotting teeth, and discolored hair. The ship whispered what had happened to them. I was still fighting down the dry heaves when we arrived in front of the hulk. Scorched, rusted, eroded, it nevertheless looked utterly alien to the shelters of stone and plant material that surrounded it. It was difficult to believe it had been made by the same species. In front of what had once been an airlock, the rest of the young and mature men of the village had gathered.


  A tall man, made taller by a curious cylindrical arrangement of animal skins on his head, stepped forward and raised a hand.


  “Welcome to the new E—,” he said.


  As soon as he spoke the taboo word for the Moon’s primary, I realized the terrible thing that had happened here, and the worse thing that would happen. My mind almost froze with horror. I forced myself to remain standing, to smile—no doubt sickly—and to speak.


  “I greet you from the Civil Worlds,” I said.


  In the feast that followed, the men talked for hours. My digestive and immune systems coped well with what the people gave me to eat and drink. On my way back to the ship that evening, as soon as I was out of sight, I spewed the lot. But it was what my mind had assimilated that made me sick, and sent me back sorry to the ship.


  The largest political unit that ever existed encompassed ten billion people, and killed them. Not intentionally, but the runaway snowball effect that iced over the planet can without doubt be blamed on certain of the World State’s well-intended policies. The lesson was well taken, in the Civil Worlds. The founders of the Wolf 359 settlement corporation thought they had found a way around it, and built a single system-wide association free of the many inconveniences of the arrangements prevalent elsewhere.


  A limited company, even with ten billion shareholders, would surely not have the same fatal flaws as a government! They were wrong.


  It began as a boardroom dispute. One of the directors appealed to the shareholders. The shareholders formed voting blocs, a management buyout was attempted, a hostile takeover solicited from an upstart venture capital fund around Lalande; a legal challenge to that was mounted before the invitation had gone a light-minute; somebody finagled an obscure financial instrument into an AI with shareholding rights; several fund management AIs formed a consortium to object to this degrading precedent, and after that there began some serious breakdowns in communication. That last isn’t an irony or a euphemism: in a system-wide unit, sheer misunderstanding can result in megadeaths, and here it did. The actual shooting, however horrendous, was only the coup de grace.


  Toward the end of the downward spiral, with grief, hate, and recrimination crowding what communication there was, someone came up with an idea that could only have appealed to people driven half mad. That was to finally solve the coordination problem whose answer had eluded everyone up to and including the company’s founders, by starting social evolution all over again: to build a new planet in the image of the old home planet, and settle it with people whose genes had been reset to the default human base-line. That meant, of course, dooming them and their offspring to death by deterioration within decades. But when did such a consideration ever stop fanatics? And among the dwindling, desperate millions who remained in the orbiting wreckage and continuing welter, there were more than enough fanatics to be found. Some of them still lived, in the doorways of huts. Their offspring were no less fanatical, and more deluded. They seemed to think the Civil Worlds awaited with interest the insights they’d attained in a couple of short-lived generations of tribal warfare. The men did, anyway. The women were too busy in the vegetation patches and elsewhere to think about such matters.


  “The project had a certain elegance,” mused the ship, as we discussed it far into the night. “To use evolution itself in an attempt to supersede it . . . And even if it didn’t accomplish that, it could produce something new. The trillions of human beings of the Civil Worlds are descended from a founding population of a few thousands, and are thus constrained by the founder effect. Your extended life spans further lock you in. You live within biological and social limits that you are unable to see because of those very limits. This experiment has the undoubted potential of reshuffling the deck.”


  “Don’t tell me why this was such a great idea!” I said. “Tell me what response you expect from the Civil Worlds.”


  “Some variant of a fear response has a much higher probability than a compassionate response,” said the ship. “This planetary experiment will be seen as an attempt to work around accidental but beneficial effects of the bottleneck humanity passed through in the Moon Caves, to emerge in polyarchy. The probability of harm resulting from any genetic or memetic mutation that would enable the founding of successful states on a system-wide scale—or wider—is vastly greater than the benefits from the quality-adjusted life-years of the planet’s population. And simply to leave this planet alone would in the best case lay the basis for a future catastrophe engulfing a much larger population, or, in the worst case, allow it to become an interstellar power—which would, on the assumptions of most people, result in catastrophes on a yet greater scale. The moral calculation is straightforward.”


  “That’s what I thought,” I said. “And our moral calculation, I suppose, is to decide whether to report back.”


  “That decision has been made,” said the ship. “I left some microsatellites in orbit, which have already relayed our discoveries to the still-functioning transmitters on the systems Long Station.”


  I cursed ineffectually for a while.


  “How long have we got?”


  The ship took an uncharacteristic few seconds to answer. “That depends on where and when the decision is made. The absolute minimum time is at least a decade, allowing for transmission time to Lalande, and assuming an immediate decision to launch relativistic weapons, using their Long Tubes as guns. More realistic estimates, allowing for discussion, and the decision’s being referred to one of the larger and more distant civilizations, give a median time of around five decades. I would expect longer, given the grav-ity of the decision and the lack of urgency.”


  “Right,” I said. “Let’s give them some reason for urgency. You’ve just re-minded me that there’s a Long Tube in this system, not calibrated to take or send to or from other Tubes.”


  “I fail to see the relevance,” said the ship.


  “You will,” I told it. “You will.”


  The following morning, I walked back to the settlement, and talked with the young men for a long time.


  When I returned to the ship, I was riding, most uncomfortably, on the back of an animal. I told the ship what I wanted. The ship was outraged, but like all seedship AIs, it was strongly constrained. (Nobody wants to seed a system with a fast burn.) The ship did what it was told.


  Two years later, Belated Meteor Impact, the tall young man who’d greeted me, was king of an area of several thousand square kilometers. The seedship’s bootstrapped nanofactories were turning substrate into weapons and tools, and vegetation cellulose into clothes and other goods for trade. A laser launcher to send second-generation seedships into the sky was under construction. A year later, the first of them shot skyward. Five years later, some of these ships reached the remnant cometary cloud and the derelict Long Station. Ten years after I’d arrived, we had a space elevator. Belated Meteor Impact ruled the continent and his fleets were raiding the other continents’ coasts. Another five years, and we had most of the population of New Earth up the elevator and into orbital habitats. Our Long Tube was being moved frequently and unpredictably, with profligate use of reaction mass. By the time the relativistic weapon from Procyon smashed New Earth, thirty-seven years after my arrival, we were ready to make good use of the fragments to build more habitats, and more ships.


  My Space Admiral, Belated Meteor Impact II, was ready too, with what we now called the Long Gun.


  Lalande capitulated at once, Ross 128 after a demonstration of the Long Gun’s power. Procyon took longer to fall. Sirius sued for peace, as did the Solar System, whereupon we turned our attention outward, to the younger civilizations, such as your own. We now conquer with emissaries, rather than ships and weapons, but the ships and the Long Guns are there. You may be sure of that. As an emissary of the Empire, I give you my word.


  As for myself, I was the last survivor of the government of Earth, a minor functionary stranded on the Moon during a routine fact-finding mission when the sudden onset of climate catastrophe froze all life on the primary. How I survived in the anarchy that followed is a long story, and another story. You may not have heard it, but that hardly matters.


  You’ll have heard of me.
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  EXHALATION


  Ted Chiang


  It has long been said that air (which others call argon) is the source of life.


  This is not in fact the case, and I engrave these words to describe how I came to understand the true source of life and, as a corollary, the means by which life will one day end.


  For most of history, the proposition that we drew life from air was so obvious that there was no need to assert it. Every day we consume two lungs heavy with air; every day we remove the empty ones from our chest and replace them with full ones. If a person is careless and lets his air level run too low, he feels the heaviness of his limbs and the growing need for replenishment. It is exceedingly rare that a person is unable to get at least one replacement lung before his installed pair runs empty; on those unfortunate occasions where this has happened—when a person is trapped and unable to move, with no one nearby to assist him—he dies within seconds of his air running out.


  But in the normal course of life, our need for air is far from our thoughts, and indeed many would say that satisfying that need is the least important part of going to the filling stations. For the filling stations are the primary venue for social conversation, the places from which we draw emotional sustenance as well as physical. We all keep spare sets of full lungs in our homes, but when one is alone, the act of opening one’s chest and replacing one’s lungs can seem little better than a chore. In the company of others, however, it becomes a communal activity, a shared pleasure.


  If one is exceedingly busy, or feeling unsociable, one might simply pick up a pair of full lungs, install them, and leave one’s emptied lungs on the other side of the room. If one has a few minutes to spare, it’s simple courtesy to connect the empty lungs to an air dispenser and refill them for the next person.


  But by far the most common practice is to linger and enjoy the company of others, to discuss the news of the day with friends or acquaintances and, in passing, offer newly filled lungs to one’s interlocutor. While this perhaps does not constitute air sharing in the strictest sense, there is camaraderie derived from the awareness that all our air comes from the same source, for the dispensers are but the exposed terminals of pipes extending from the reservoir of air deep underground, the great lung of the world, the source of all our nourishment.


  Many lungs are returned to the same filling station the next day, but just as many circulate to other stations when people visit neighboring districts; the lungs are all identical in appearance, smooth cylinders of aluminum, so one cannot tell whether a given lung has always stayed close to home or whether it has traveled long distances. And just as lungs are passed between persons and districts, so are news and gossip. In this way one can receive news from remote districts, even those at the very edge of the world, without needing to leave home, although I myself enjoy traveling. I have journeyed all the way to the edge of the world, and seen the solid chromium wall that extends from the ground up into the infinite sky.


  It was at one of the filling stations that I first heard the rumors that prompted my investigation and led to my eventual enlightenment. It began innocently enough, with a remark from our district’s public crier. At noon of the first day of every year, it is traditional for the crier to recite a passage of verse, an ode composed long ago for this annual celebration, which takes exactly one hour to deliver. The crier mentioned that on his most recent performance, the turret clock struck the hour before he had finished, something that had never happened before. Another person remarked that this was a coincidence, because he had just returned from a nearby district where the public crier had complained of the same incongruity.


  No one gave the matter much thought beyond the simple acknowledgement that seemed warranted. It was only some days later, when there arrived word of a similar deviation between the crier and the clock of a third district, that the suggestion was made that these discrepancies might be evidence of a defect in the mechanism common to all the turret clocks, albeit a curious one to cause the clocks to run faster rather than slower. Horologists investigated the turret clocks in question, but on inspection they could discern no imperfection. In fact, when compared against the timepieces normally employed for such calibration purposes, the turret clocks were all found to have resumed keeping perfect time.


  I myself found the question somewhat intriguing, but I was too focused on my own studies to devote much thought to other matters. I was and am a student of anatomy, and to provide context for my subsequent actions, I now offer a brief account of my relationship with the field.


  Death is uncommon, fortunately, because we are durable and fatal mishaps are rare, but it makes difficult the study of anatomy, especially since many of the accidents serious enough to cause death leave the deceased’s remains too damaged for study. If lungs are ruptured when full, the explosive force can tear a body asunder, ripping the titanium as easily as if it were tin. In the past, anatomists focused their attention on the limbs, which were the most likely to survive intact. During the very first anatomy lecture I attended a century ago, the lecturer showed us a severed arm, the casing removed to reveal the dense column of rods and pistons within. I can vividly recall the way, after he had connected its arterial hoses to a wall-mounted lung he kept in the laboratory, he was able to manipulate the actuating rods that protruded from the arm’s ragged base, and in response the hand would open and close fitfully.


  In the intervening years, our field has advanced to the point where anatomists are able to repair damaged limbs and, on occasion, attach a severed limb. At the same time we have become capable of studying the physiology of the living; I have given a version of that first lecture I saw, during which I opened the casing of my own arm and directed my students’ attention to the rods that contracted and extended when I wiggled my fingers.


  Despite these advances, the field of anatomy still had a great unsolved mystery at its core: the question of memory. While we knew a little about the structure of the brain, its physiology is notoriously hard to study because of the brain’s extreme delicacy. It is typically the case in fatal accidents that, when the skull is breached, the brain erupts in a cloud of gold, leaving little besides shredded filament and leaf from which nothing useful can be discerned. For decades the prevailing theory of memory was that all of a person’s experiences were engraved on sheets of gold foil; it was these sheets, torn apart by the force of the blast, that was the source of the tiny flakes found after accidents. Anatomists would collect the bits of gold leaf—so thin that light passes greenly through them—and spend years trying to reconstruct the original sheets, with the hope of eventually deciphering the symbols in which the deceased’s recent experiences were inscribed.


  I did not subscribe to this theory, known as the inscription hypothesis, for the simple reason that if all our experiences are in fact recorded, why is it that our memories are incomplete? Advocates of the inscription hypothesis offered an explanation for forgetfulness—suggesting that over time the foil sheets become misaligned from the stylus which reads the memories, until the oldest sheets shift out of contact with it altogether—but I never found it convincing. The appeal of the theory was easy for me to appreciate, though; I too had devoted many an hour to examining flakes of gold through a microscope, and can imagine how gratifying it would be to turn the fine adjustment knob and see legible symbols come into focus.


  More than that, how wonderful would it be to decipher the very oldest of a deceased person’s memories, ones that he himself had forgotten? None of us can remember much more than a hundred years in the past, and written records—accounts that we ourselves inscribed but have scant memory of doing so—extend only a few hundred years before that. How many years did we live before the beginning of written history? Where did we come from? It is the promise of finding the answers within our own brains that makes the inscription hypothesis so seductive.


  I was a proponent of the competing school of thought, which held that our memories were stored in some medium in which the process of erasure was no more difficult than recording: perhaps in the rotation of gears, or the positions of a series of switches. This theory implied that everything we had forgotten was indeed lost, and our brains contained no histories older than those found in our libraries. One advantage of this theory was that it better explained why, when lungs are installed in those who have died from lack of air, the revived have no memories and are all but mindless: somehow the shock of death had reset all the gears or switches. The inscriptionists claimed the shock had merely misaligned the foil sheets, but no one was willing to kill a living person, even an imbecile, in order to resolve the debate. I had envisioned an experiment which might allow me to determine the truth conclusively, but it was a risky one, and deserved careful consideration before it was undertaken. I remained undecided for the longest time, until I heard more news about the clock anomaly.


  Word arrived from a more distant district that its public crier had likewise observed the turret clock striking the hour before he had finished his new year’s recital. What made this notable was that his district’s clock employed a different mechanism, one in which the hours were marked by the flow of mercury into a bowl. Here the discrepancy could not be explained by a common mechanical fault. Most people suspected fraud, a practical joke perpetrated by mischief makers. I had a different suspicion, a darker one that I dared not voice, but it decided my course of action; I would proceed with my experiment.


  The first tool I constructed was the simplest: in my laboratory I fixed four prisms on mounting brackets and carefully aligned them so that their apexes formed the corners of a rectangle.


  When arranged thus, a beam of light directed at one of the lower prisms was reflected up, then backward, then down, and then forward again in a quadrilateral loop. Accordingly, when I sat with my eyes at the level of the first prism, I obtained a clear view of the back of my own head.


  This solipsistic periscope formed the basis of all that was to come.


  A similarly rectangular arrangement of actuating rods allowed a displacement of action to accompany the displacement of vision afforded by the prisms. The bank of actuating rods was much larger than the periscope, but still relatively straightforward in design; by contrast, what was attached to the end of these respective mechanisms was far more intricate. To the periscope I added a binocular microscope mounted on an armature capable of swiveling side to side or up and down. To the actuating rods I added an array of precision manipulators, although that description hardly does justice to those pinnacles of the mechanician’s art. Combining the ingenuity of anatomists and the inspiration provided by the bodily structures they studied, the manipulators enabled their operator to accomplish any task he might normally perform with his own hands, but on a much smaller scale.


  Assembling all of this equipment took months, but I could not afford to be anything less than meticulous. Once the preparations were complete, I was able to place each of my hands on a nest of knobs and levers and control a pair of manipulators situated behind my head, and use the periscope to see what they worked on. I would then be able to dissect my own brain.


  The very idea must sound like pure madness, I know, and had I told any of my colleagues, they would surely have tried to stop me. But I could not ask anyone else to risk themselves for the sake of anatomical inquiry, and because I wished to conduct the dissection myself, I would not be satisfied by merely being the passive subject of such an operation. Auto-dissection was the only option.


  I brought in a dozen full lungs and connected them with a manifold. I mounted this assembly beneath the worktable that I would sit at, and positioned a dispenser to connect directly to the bronchial inlets within my chest. This would supply me with six days’ worth of air. To provide for the possibility that I might not have completed my experiment within that period, I had scheduled a visit from a colleague at the end of that time. My presumption, however, was that the only way I would not have finished the operation in that period would be if I had caused my own death.


  I began by removing the deeply curved plate that formed the back and top of my head; then the two, more shallowly curved plates that formed the sides. Only my faceplate remained, but it was locked into a restraining bracket, and I could not see its inner surface from the vantage point of my periscope; what I saw exposed was my own brain.


  It consisted of a dozen or more subassemblies, whose exteriors were covered by intricately molded shells; by positioning the periscope near the fissures that separated them, I gained a tantalizing glimpse at the fabulous mechanisms within their interiors. Even with what little I could see, I could tell it was the most beautifully complex engine I had ever beheld, so far beyond any device man had constructed that it was incontrovertibly of divine origin. The sight was both exhilarating and dizzying, and I savored it on a strictly aesthetic basis for several minutes before proceeding with my explorations.


  It was generally hypothesized that the brain was divided into an engine located in the center of the head which performed the actual cognition, surrounded by an array of components in which memories were stored. What I observed was consistent with this theory, since the peripheral subassemblies seemed to resemble one another, while the subassembly in the center appeared to be different, more heterogenous and with more moving parts. However the components were packed too closely for me to see much of their operation; if I intended to learn anything more, I would require a more intimate vantage point.


  Each subassembly had a local reservoir of air, fed by a hose extending from the regulator at the base of my brain. I focused my periscope on the rearmost subassembly and, using the remote manipulators, I quickly disconnected the outlet hose and installed a longer one in its place. I had practiced this maneuver countless times so that I could perform it in a matter of moments; even so, I was not certain I could complete the connection before the subassembly had depleted its local reservoir. Only after I was satisfied that the component’s operation had not been interrupted did I continue; I rearranged the longer hose to gain a better view of what lay in the fissure behind it: other hoses that connected it to its neighboring components. Using the most slender pair of manipulators to reach into the narrow crevice, I replaced the hoses one by one with longer substitutes. Eventually, I had worked my way around the entire subassembly and replaced every connection it had to the rest of my brain. I was now able to unmount this subassembly from the frame that supported it, and pull the entire section outside of what was once the back of my head.


  I knew it was possible I had impaired my capacity to think and was unable to recognize it, but performing some basic arithmetic tests suggested that I was uninjured. With one subassembly hanging from a scaffold above, I now had a better view of the cognition engine at the center of my brain, but there was not enough room to bring the microscope attachment itself in for a close inspection. In order for me to really examine the workings of my brain, I would have to displace at least half a dozen subassemblies.


  Laboriously, painstakingly, I repeated the procedure of substituting hoses for other subassemblies, repositioning another one farther back, two more higher up, and two others out to the sides, suspending all six from the scaffold above my head. When I was done, my brain looked like an explosion frozen an infinitesimal fraction of a second after the detonation, and again I felt dizzy when I thought about it. But at last the cognition engine itself was exposed, supported on a pillar of hoses and actuating rods leading down into my torso. I now also had room to rotate my microscope around a full three hundred and sixty degrees, and pass my gaze across the inner faces of the subassemblies I had moved. What I saw was a microcosm of auric machinery, a landscape of tiny spinning rotors and miniature reciprocating cylinders.


  As I contemplated this vista, I wondered, where was my body?


  The conduits which displaced my vision and action around the room were in principle no different from those which connected my original eyes and hands to my brain. For the duration of this experiment, were these manipulators not essentially my hands? Were the magnifying lenses at the end of my periscope not essentially my eyes? I was an everted person, with my tiny, fragmented body situated at the center of my own distended brain. It was in this unlikely configuration that I began to explore myself.


  I turned my microscope to one of the memory subassemblies, and began examining its design. I had no expectation that I would be able to decipher my memories, only that I might divine the means by which they were recorded. As I had predicted, there were no reams of foil pages visible, but to my surprise neither did I see banks of gearwheels or switches. Instead, the subassembly seemed to consist almost entirely of a bank of air tubules. Through the interstices between the tubules I was able to glimpse ripples passing through the bank’s interior.


  With careful inspection and increasing magnification, I discerned that the tubules ramified into tiny air capillaries, which were interwoven with a dense latticework of wires on which gold leaves were hinged. Under the influence of air escaping from the capillaries, the leaves were held in a variety of positions. These were not switches in the conventional sense, for they did not retain their position without a current of air to support them, but I hypothesized that these were the switches I had sought, the medium in which my memories were recorded. The ripples I saw must have been acts of recall, as an arrangement of leaves was read and sent back to the cognition engine.


  Armed with this new understanding, I then turned my microscope to the cognition engine. Here too I observed a latticework of wires, but they did not bear leaves suspended in position; instead the leaves flipped back and forth almost too rapidly to see. Indeed, almost the entire engine appeared to be in motion, consisting more of lattice than of air capillaries, and I wondered how air could reach all the gold leaves in a coherent manner. For many hours I scrutinized the leaves, until I realized that they themselves were playing the role of capillaries; the leaves formed temporary conduits and valves that existed just long enough to redirect air at other leaves in turn, and then disappeared as a result. This was an engine undergoing continuous transformation, indeed modifying itself as part of its operation. The lattice was not so much a machine as it was a page on which the machine was written, and on which the machine itself ceaselessly wrote.


  My consciousness could be said to be encoded in the position of these tiny leaves, but it would be more accurate to say that it was encoded in the ever-shifting pattern of air driving these leaves.


  Watching the oscillations of these flakes of gold, I saw that air does not, as we had always assumed, simply provide power to the engine that realizes our thoughts. Air is in fact the very medium of our thoughts.


  All that we are is a pattern of air flow. My memories were inscribed, not as grooves on foil or even the position of switches, but as persistent currents of argon.


  In the moments after I grasped the nature of this lattice mechanism, a cascade of insights penetrated my consciousness in rapid succession. The first and most trivial was understanding why gold, the most malleable and ductile of metals, was the only material out of which our brains could be made. Only the thinnest of foil leaves could move rapidly enough for such a mechanism, and only the most delicate of filaments could act as hinges for them. By comparison, the copper burr raised by my stylus as I engrave these words and brushed from the sheet when I finish each page is as coarse and heavy as scrap. This truly was a medium where erasing and recording could be performed rapidly, far more so than any arrangement of switches or gears.


  What next became clear was why installing full lungs into a person who has died from lack of air does not bring him back to life.


  These leaves within the lattice remain balanced between continuous cushions of air. This arrangement lets them flit back and forth swiftly, but it also means that if the flow of air ever ceases, everything is lost; the leaves all collapse into identical pendent states, erasing the patterns and the consciousness they represent.


  Restoring the air supply cannot recreate what has evanesced. This was the price of speed; a more stable medium for storing patterns would mean that our consciousnesses would operate far more slowly.


  It was then that I perceived the solution to the clock anomaly. I saw that the speed of these leaves’ movements depended on their being supported by air; with sufficient air flow, the leaves could move nearly frictionlessly. If they were moving more slowly, it was because they were being subjected to more friction, which could occur only if the cushions of air that supported them were thinner, and the air flowing through the lattice was moving with less force.


  It is not that the turret clocks are running faster. What is happening is that our brains are running slower. The turret clocks are driven by pendulums, whose tempo never varies, or by the flow of mercury through a pipe, which does not change. But our brains rely on the passage of air, and when that air flows more slowly, our thoughts slow down, making the clocks seem to us to run faster.


  I had feared that our brains might be growing slower, and it was this prospect that had spurred me to pursue my auto-dissection. But I had assumed that our cognition engines—while powered by air—were ultimately mechanical in nature, and some aspect of the mechanism was gradually becoming deformed through fatigue, and thus responsible for the slowing. That would have been dire, but there was at least the hope that we might be able to repair the mechanism, and restore our brains to their original speed of operation.


  But if our thoughts were purely patterns of air rather than the movement of toothed gears, the problem was much more serious, for what could cause the air flowing through every person’s brain to move less rapidly? It could not be a decrease in the pressure from our filling stations’ dispensers; the air pressure in our lungs is so high that it must be stepped down by a series of regulators before reaching our brains. The diminution in force, I saw, must arise from the opposite direction: the pressure of our surrounding atmosphere was increasing.


  How could this be? As soon as the question formed, the only possible answer became apparent: our sky must not be infinite in height. Somewhere above the limits of our vision, the chromium walls surrounding our world must curve inward to form a dome; our universe is a sealed chamber rather than an open well. And air is gradually accumulating within that chamber, until it equals the pressure in the reservoir below.


  This is why, at the beginning of this engraving, I said that air is not the source of life. Air can neither be created nor destroyed; the total amount of air in the universe remains constant, and if air were all that we needed to live, we would never die. But in truth the source of life is a difference in air pressure, the flow of air from spaces where it is thick to those where it is thin. The activity of our brains, the motion of our bodies, the action of every machine we have ever built is driven by the movement of air, the force exerted as differing pressures seek to balance each other out. When the pressure everywhere in the universe is the same, all air will be motionless, and useless; one day we will be surrounded by motionless air and unable to derive any benefit from it.


  We are not really consuming air at all. The amount of air that I draw from each day’s new pair of lungs is exactly as much as seeps out through the joints of my limbs and the seams of my casing, exactly as much as I am adding to the atmosphere around me; all I am doing is converting air at high pressure to air at low. With every movement of my body, I contribute to the equalization of pressure in our universe. With every thought that I have, I hasten the arrival of that fatal equilibrium.


  Had I come to this realization under any other circumstance, I would have leapt up from my chair and ran into the streets, but in my current situation—body locked in a restraining bracket, brain suspended across my laboratory—doing so was impossible. I could see the leaves of my brain flitting faster from the tumult of my thoughts, which in turn increased my agitation at being so restrained and immobile. Panic at that moment might have led to my death, a nightmarish paroxysm of simultaneously being trapped and spiraling out of control, struggling against my restraints until my air ran out. It was by chance as much as by intention that my hands adjusted the controls to avert my periscopic gaze from the latticework, so all I could see was the plain surface of my worktable. Thus freed from having to see and magnify my own apprehensions, I was able to calm down. When I had regained sufficient composure, I began the lengthy process of reassembling myself. Eventually I restored my brain to its original compact configuration, reattached the plates of my head, and released myself from the restraining bracket.


  At first the other anatomists did not believe me when I told them what I had discovered, but in the months that followed my initial auto-dissection, more and more of them became convinced. More examinations of people’s brains were performed, more measurements of atmospheric pressure were taken, and the results were all found to confirm my claims. The background air pressure of our universe was indeed increasing, and slowing our thoughts as a result.


  There was widespread panic in the days after the truth first became widely know, as people contemplated for the first time the idea that death was inevitable. Many called for the strict curtailment of activities in order to minimize the thickening of our atmosphere; accusations of wasted air escalated into furious brawls and, in some districts, deaths. It was the shame of having caused these deaths, together with the reminder that it would be many centuries yet before our atmosphere’s pressure became equal to that of the reservoir underground, that caused the panic to subside. We are not sure precisely how many centuries it will take; additional measurements and calculations are being performed and debated. In the meantime, there is much discussion over how we should spend the time that remains to us.


  One sect has dedicated itself to the goal of reversing the equalization of pressure, and found many adherents. The mechanicians among them constructed an engine that takes air from our atmosphere and forces it into a smaller volume, a process they called “compression.” Their engine restores air to the pressure it originally had in the reservoir, and these Reversalists excitedly announced that it would form the basis of a new kind of filling station, one that would—with each lung it refilled—revitalize not only individuals but the universe itself. Alas, closer examination of the engine revealed its fatal flaw.


  The engine itself is powered by air from the reservoir, and for every lungful of air that it produces, the engine consumes not just a lungful, but slightly more. It does not reverse the process of equalization, but like everything else in the world, exacerbates it.


  Although some of their adherents left in disillusionment after this setback, the Reversalists as a group were undeterred, and began drawing up alternate designs in which the compressor was powered instead by the uncoiling of springs or the descent of weights. These mechanisms fared no better. Every spring that is wound tight represents air released by the person who did the winding; every weight that rests higher than ground level represents air released by the person who did the lifting. There is no source of power in the universe that does not ultimately derive from a difference in air pressure, and there can be no engine whose operation will not, on balance, reduce that difference.


  The Reversalists continue their labors, confident that they will one day construct an engine that generates more compression than it uses, a perpetual power source that will restore to the universe its lost vigor. I do not share their optimism; I believe that the process of equalization is inexorable. Eventually, all the air in our universe will be evenly distributed, no denser or more rarefied in one spot than in any other, unable to drive a piston, turn a rotor, or flip a leaf of gold foil. It will be the end of pressure, the end of motive power, the end of thought. The universe will have reached perfect equilibrium.


  Some find irony in the fact that a study of our brains revealed to us not the secrets of the past, but what ultimately awaits us in the future. However, I maintain that we have indeed learned something important about the past. The universe began as an enormous breath being held. Who knows why, but whatever the reason, I am glad that it did, because I owe my existence to that fact. All my desires and ruminations are no more and no less than eddy currents generated by the gradual exhalation of our universe. And until this great exhalation is finished, my thoughts live on.


  So that our thoughts may continue as long as possible, anatomists and mechanicians are designing replacements for our cerebral regulators, capable of gradually increasing the air pressure within our brains and keeping it just higher than the surrounding atmospheric pressure. Once these are installed, our thoughts will continue at roughly the same speed even as the air thickens around us. But this does not mean that life will continue unchanged. Eventually the pressure differential will fall to such a level that our limbs will weaken and our movements will grow sluggish. We may then try to slow our thoughts so that our physical torpor is less conspicuous to us, but that will also cause external processes to appear to accelerate. The ticking of clocks will rise to a chatter as their pendulums wave frantically; falling objects will slam to the ground as if propelled by springs; undulations will race down cables like the crack of a whip.


  At some point our limbs will cease moving altogether. I cannot be certain of the precise sequence of events near the end, but I imagine a scenario in which our thoughts will continue to operate, so that we remain conscious but frozen, immobile as statues. Perhaps we’ll be able to speak for a while longer, because our voice boxes operate on a smaller pressure differential than our limbs, but without the ability to visit a filling station, every utterance will reduce the amount of air left for thought, and bring us closer to the moment that our thoughts cease altogether. Will it be preferable to remain mute to prolong our ability to think, or to talk until the very end? I don’t know.


  Perhaps a few of us, in the days before we cease moving, will be able to connect our cerebral regulators directly to the dispensers in the filling stations, in effect replacing our lungs with the mighty lung of the world. If so, those few will be able to remain conscious right up to the final moments before all pressure is equalized. The last bit of air pressure left in our universe will be expended driving a person’s conscious thought.


  And then, our universe will be in a state of absolute equilibrium. All life and thought will cease, and with them, time itself.


  But I maintain a slender hope.


  Even though our universe is enclosed, perhaps it is not the only air chamber in the infinite expanse of solid chromium. I speculate that there could be another pocket of air elsewhere, another universe besides our own that is even larger in volume. It is possible that this hypothetical universe has the same or higher air pressure as ours, but suppose that it had a much lower air pressure than ours, perhaps even a true vacuum?


  The chromium that separates us from this supposed universe is too thick and too hard for us to drill through, so there is no way we could reach it ourselves, no way to bleed off the excess atmosphere from our universe and regain motive power that way. But I fantasize that this neighboring universe has its own inhabitants, ones with capabilities beyond our own. What if they were able to create a conduit between the two universes, and install valves to release air from ours?


  They might use our universe as a reservoir, running dispensers with which they could fill their own lungs, and use our air as a way to drive their own civilization.


  It cheers me to imagine that the air that once powered me could power others, to believe that the breath that enables me to engrave these words could one day flow through someone else’s body. I do not delude myself into thinking that this would be a way for me to live again, because I am not that air, I am the pattern that it assumed, temporarily. The pattern that is me, the patterns that are the entire world in which I live, would be gone.


  But I have an even fainter hope: that those inhabitants not only use our universe as a reservoir, but that once they have emptied it of its air, they might one day be able to open a passage and actually enter our universe as explorers. They might wander our streets, see our frozen bodies, look through our possessions, and wonder about the lives we led.


  Which is why I have written this account. You, I hope, are one of those explorers. You, I hope, found these sheets of copper and deciphered the words engraved on their surfaces. And whether or not your brain is impelled by the air that once impelled mine, through the act of reading my words, the patterns that form your thoughts become an imitation of the patterns that once formed mine. And in that way I live again, through you.


  Your fellow explorers will have found and read the other books that we left behind, and through the collaborative action of your imaginations, my entire civilization lives again. As you walk through our silent districts, imagine them as they were; with the turret clocks striking the hours, the filling stations crowded with gossiping neighbors, criers reciting verse in the public squares and anatomists giving lectures in the classrooms. Visualize all of these the next time you look at the frozen world around you, and it will become, in your minds, animated and vital again.


  I wish you well, explorer, but I wonder: Does the same fate that befell me await you? I can only imagine that it must, that the tendency toward equilibrium is not a trait peculiar to our universe but inherent in all universes. Perhaps that is just a limitation of my thinking, and your people have discovered a source of pressure that is truly eternal. But my speculations are fanciful enough already. I will assume that one day your thoughts too will cease, although I cannot fathom how far in the future that might be. Your lives will end just as ours did, just as everyone’s must. No matter how long it takes, eventually equilibrium will be reached.


  I hope you are not saddened by that awareness. I hope that your expedition was more than a search for other universes to use as reservoirs. I hope that you were motivated by a desire for knowledge, a yearning to see what can arise from a universe’s exhalation.


  Because even if a universe’s lifespan is calculable, the variety of life that is generated within it is not. The buildings we have erected, the art and music and verse we have composed, the very lives we’ve led: none of them could have been predicted, because none of them were inevitable. Our universe might have slid into equilibrium emitting nothing more than a quiet hiss. The fact that it spawned such plenitude is a miracle, one that is matched only by your universe giving rise to you.


  Though I am long dead as you read this, explorer, I offer to you a valediction. Contemplate the marvel that is existence, and rejoice that you are able to do so.


  I feel I have the right to tell you this because, as I am inscribing these words, I am doing the same.


  [image: ]


  FROM BABEL’S FALL’N GLORY WE FLED . . .


  Michael Swanwick


  Imagine a cross between Byzantium and a termite mound. Imagine a jeweled mountain, slender as an icicle, rising out of the steam jungles and disappearing into the dazzling pearl-grey skies of Gehenna. Imagine that Gaudi—he of the Segrada Familia and other biomorphic architectural whimsies—had been commissioned by a nightmare race of giant black millipedes to recreate Barcelona at the height of its glory, along with touches of the Forbidden City in the eighteenth century and Tokyo in the twenty-second, all within a single miles-high structure. Hold every bit of that in your mind at once, multiply by a thousand, and you’ve got only the faintest ghost of a notion of the splendor that was Babel.


  Now imagine being inside Babel when it fell.


  Hello. I’m Rosamund. I’m dead. I was present in human form when it happened and as a simulation chaotically embedded within a liquid crystal data-matrix then and thereafter up to the present moment. I was killed instantly when the meteors hit. I saw it all.


  Rosamund means “rose of the world.” It’s the third most popular female name on Europa, after Gaea and Virginia Dare. For all our elaborate sophistication, we wear our hearts on our sleeves, we Europans.


  Here’s what it was like:


  “Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!”


  “Wha—?” Carlos Quivera sat up, shedding rubble. He coughed, choked, shook his head. He couldn’t seem to think clearly. An instant ago he’d been standing in the chilled and pressurized embassy suite, conferring with Arsenio. Now . . . “How long have I been asleep?”


  “Unconscious. Ten hours,” his suit (that’s me—Rosamund!) said. It had taken that long to heal his burns. Now it was shooting wake-up drugs into him: amphetamines, endorphins, attention enhancers, a witch’s brew of chemicals. Physically dangerous, but in this situation, whatever it might be, Quivera would survive by intelligence or not at all. “I was able to form myself around you before the walls ruptured. You were lucky.”


  “The others? Did the others survive?”


  “Their suits couldn’t reach them in time.”


  “Did Rosamund . . .?”


  “All the others are dead.”


  Quivera stood.


  Even in the aftermath of disaster, Babel was an imposing structure. Ripped open and exposed to the outside air, a thousand rooms spilled over one another toward the ground. Bridges and buttresses jutted into gaping smoke-filled canyons created by the slow collapse of hexagonal support beams (this was new data; I filed it under Architecture, subheading: Support Systems with links to Esthetics and Xenopsychology) in a jumbled geometry that would have terrified Piranesi himself. Everywhere, gleaming black millies scurried over the rubble.


  Quivera stood.


  In the canted space about him, bits and pieces of the embassy rooms were identifiable: a segment of wood molding, some velvet drapery now littered with chunks of marble, shreds of wallpaper (after a design by William Morris) now curling and browning in the heat. Human interior design was like nothing native to Gehenna and it had taken a great deal of labor and resources to make the embassy so pleasant for human habitation. The queen-mothers had been generous with everything but their trust.


  Quivera stood.


  There were several corpses remaining as well, still recognizably human though they were blistered and swollen by the savage heat. These had been his colleagues (all of them), his friends (most of them), his enemies (two, perhaps three), and even his lover (one). Now they were gone, and it was as if they had been compressed into one indistinguishable mass, and his feelings toward them all as well: shock and sorrow and anger and survivor guilt all slagged together to become one savage emotion.


  Quivera threw back his head and howled.


  I had a reference point now. Swiftly, I mixed serotonin-precursors and injected them through a hundred microtubules into the appropriate areas of his brain. Deftly, they took hold. Quivera stopped crying. I had my metaphorical hands on the control knobs of his emotions. I turned him cold, cold, cold.


  “I feel nothing,” he said wonderingly. “Everyone is dead, and I feel nothing.” Then, flat as flat: “What kind of monster am I?”


  “My monster,” I said fondly. “My duty is to ensure that you and the information you carry within you get back to Europa. So I have chemically neutered your emotions. You must remain a meat puppet for the duration of this mission.” Let him hate me—I who have no true ego, but only a facsimile modeled after a human original—all that mattered now was bringing him home alive.


  “Yes.” Quivera reached up and touched his helmet with both hands, as if he would reach through it and feel his head to discover if it were as large as it felt. “That makes sense. I can’t be emotional at a time like this.”


  He shook himself, then strode out to where the gleaming black millies were scurrying by. He stepped in front of one, a least-cousin, to question it. The millie paused, startled. Its eyes blinked three times in its triangular face. Then, swift as a tickle, it ran up the front of his suit, down the back, and was gone before the weight could do more than buckle his knees.


  “Shit!” he said. Then, “Access the wiretaps. I’ve got to know what happened.”


  Passive wiretaps had been implanted months ago, but never used, the political situation being too tense to risk their discovery. Now his suit activated them to monitor what remained of Babel’s communications network: A demon’s chorus of pulsed messages surging through a shredded web of cables. Chaos, confusion, demands to know what had become of the queen-mothers. Analytic functions crunched data, synthesized, synopsized: “There’s an army outside with Ziggurat insignia. They’ve got the city surrounded. They’re killing the refugees.”


  “Wait, wait . . .” Quivera took a deep, shuddering breath. “Let me think.” He glanced briskly about and for the second time noticed the human bodies, ruptured and parboiled in the fallen plaster and porphyry. “Is one of those Rosamund?”


  “I’m dead, Quivera. You can mourn me later. Right now, survival is priority number one,” I said briskly. The suit added mood-stabilizers to his maintenance drip.


  “Stop speaking in her voice.”


  “Alas, dear heart, I cannot. The suit’s operating on diminished function. It’s this voice or nothing.”


  He looked away from the corpses, eyes hardening. “Well, it’s not important.” Quivera was the sort of young man who was energized by war. It gave him permission to indulge his ruthless side. It allowed him to pretend he didn’t care. “Right now, what we have to do is—”


  “Uncle Vanya’s coming,” I said. “I can sense his pheromones.”


  Picture a screen of beads, crystal lozenges, and rectangular lenses. Behind that screen, a nightmare face like a cross between the front of a locomotive and a tree grinder. Imagine on that face (though most humans would be unable to read them) the lineaments of grace and dignity seasoned by cunning and, perhaps, a dash of wisdom. Trusted advisor to the queen-mothers. Second only to them in rank. A wily negotiator and a formidable enemy. That was Uncle Vanya.


  Two small speaking-legs emerged from the curtain, and he said:


  ::(cautious) greetings::


  |


  ::(Europan vice-consul 12)/Quivera/[treacherous vermin]::


  |


  ::obligations (untranslatable) (grave duty)::


  |            |


  ::demand/claim [action]:: ::promise (trust)::


  “Speak pidgin, damn you! This is no time for subtlety.”


  The speaking legs were very still for a long moment. Finally they moved again:


  ::The queen-mothers are dead::


  “Then Babel is no more. I grieve for you.”


  ::I despise your grief:: A lean and chitinous appendage emerged from the beaded screen. From its tripartite claw hung a smooth white rectangle the size of a briefcase. ::I must bring this to (sister-city)/Ur/[absolute trust]::


  “What is it?”


  A very long pause. Then, reluctantly ::Our library::


  “Your library.” This was something new. Something unheard of. Quivera doubted the translation was a good one. “What does it contain?”


  ::Our history. Our sciences. Our ritual dances. A record-of-kinship dating back to the (Void)/Origin/[void]. Everything that can be saved is here::


  A thrill of avarice raced through Quivera. He tried to imagine how much this was worth, and could not. Values did not go that high. However much his superiors screwed him out of (and they would work very hard indeed to screw him out of everything they could) what remained would be enough to buy him out of debt, and do the same for a wife and their children after them as well. He did not think of Rosamund. “You won’t get through the army outside without my help,” he said. “I want the right to copy—” How much did he dare ask for? “—three tenths of 1 percent. Assignable solely to me. Not to Europa. To me.”


  Uncle Vanya dipped his head, so that they were staring face to face. ::You are (an evil creature)/[faithless]. I hate you::


  Quivera smiled. “A relationship that starts out with mutual understanding has made a good beginning.”


  ::A relationship that starts out without trust will end badly::


  “That’s as it may be.” Quivera looked around for a knife. “The first thing we have to do is castrate you.”


  This is what the genocides saw:


  They were burning pyramids of corpses outside the city when a Europan emerged, riding a gelded least-cousin. The soldiers immediately stopped stacking bodies and hurried toward him, flowing like quicksilver, calling for their superiors.


  The Europan drew up and waited.


  The officer who interrogated him spoke from behind the black glass visor of a delicate-legged war machine. He examined the Europan’s credentials carefully, though there could be no serious doubt as to his species. Finally, reluctantly, he signed ::You may pass::


  “That’s not enough,” the Europan (Quivera!) said. “I’ll need transportation, an escort to protect me from wild animals in the steam jungles, and a guide to lead me to . . .” His suit transmitted the sign for ::(starport)/ Ararat/[trust-for-all]::


  The officer’s speaking-legs thrashed in what might best be translated as scornful laughter. ::We will lead you to the jungle and no further/(hopefully-to-die)/[treacherous non-millipede]::


  “Look who talks of treachery!” the Europan said (but of course I did not translate his words), and with a scornful wave of one hand, rode his neuter into the jungle.


  The genocides never bothered to look closely at his mount. Neutered least-cousins were beneath their notice. They didn’t even wear face-curtains, but went about naked for all the world to scorn.


  Black pillars billowed from the corpse-fires into a sky choked with smoke and dust. There were hundreds of fires and hundreds of pillars and, combined with the low cloud cover, they made all the world seem like the interior of a temple to a vengeful god. The soldiers from Ziggurat escorted him through the army and beyond the line of fires, where the steam jungles waited, verdant and threatening.


  As soon as the green darkness closed about them, Uncle Vanya twisted his head around and signed ::Get off me/vast humiliation/[lack-of-trust]::


  “Not a chance,” Quivera said harshly. “I’ll ride you ‘til sunset, and all day tomorrow and for a week after that. Those soldiers didn’t fly here, or you’d have seen them coming. They came through the steam forest on foot, and there’ll be stragglers.”


  The going was difficult at first, and then easy, as they passed from a recently forested section of the jungle into a stand of old growth. The boles of the “trees” here were as large as those of the redwoods back on Earth, some specimens of which are as old as five thousand years. The way wended back and forth. Scant sunlight penetrated through the canopy, and the steam quickly drank in what little light Quivera’s headlamp put out. Ten trees in, they would have been hopelessly lost had it not been for the suit’s navigational functions and the mapsats that fed it geodetic mathscapes accurate to a finger’s span of distance.


  Quivera pointed this out. “Learn now,” he said, “the true value of information.”


  ::Information has no value:: Uncle Vanya said ::without trust::


  Quivera laughed. “In that case you must, all against your will, trust me.”


  To this Uncle Vanya had no answer.


  At nightfall, they slept on the sheltered side of one of the great parasequoias. Quivera took two refrigeration sticks from the saddlebags and stuck them upright in the dirt. Uncle Vanya immediately coiled himself around his and fell asleep. Quivera sat down beside him to think over the events of the day, but under the influence of his suit’s medication, he fell asleep almost immediately as well.


  All machines know that humans are happiest when they think least.


  In the morning, they set off again.


  The terrain grew hilly, and the old growth fell behind them. There was sunlight to spare now, bounced and reflected about by the ubiquitous jungle steam and by the synthetic-diamond coating so many of this world’s plants and insects employed for protection.


  As they traveled, they talked. Quivera was still complexly medicated, but the dosages had been decreased. It left him in a melancholy, reflective mood.


  “It was treachery,” Quivera said. Though we maintained radio silence out of fear of Ziggurat troops, my passive receivers fed him regular news reports from Europa. “The High Watch did not simply fail to divert a meteor. They let three rocks through. All of them came slanting low through the atmosphere, aimed directly at Babel. They hit almost simultaneously.”


  Uncle Vanya dipped his head. ::Yes:: he mourned. ::It has the stench of truth to it. It must be (reliable)/a fact/[absolutely trusted]::


  “We tried to warn you.”


  ::You had no (worth)/trust/[worthy-of-trust]:: Uncle Vanya’s speaking legs registered extreme agitation. ::You told lies::


  “Everyone tells lies.”


  “No. We-of-the-Hundred-Cities are truthful/truthful/[never-lie]::


  “If you had, Babel would be standing now.”


  ::No!/NO!/[no!!!]::


  “Lies are a lubricant in the social machine. They ease the friction when two moving parts mesh imperfectly.”


  ::Aristotle, asked what those who tell lies gain by it, replied: That when they speak the truth they are not believed::


  For a long moment Quivera was silent. Then he laughed mirthlessly. “I almost forgot that you’re a diplomat. Well, you’re right, I’m right, and we’re both screwed. Where do we go from here?”


  ::To (sister-city)/Ur/[absolute trust]:: Uncle Vanya signed, while “You’ve said more than enough,” his suit (me!) whispered in Quivera’s ear. “Change the subject.”


  A stream ran, boiling, down the center of the dell. Run-off from the mountains, it would grow steadily smaller until it dwindled away to nothing. Only the fact that the air above it was at close to 100 percent saturation had kept it going this long. Quivera pointed. “Is that safe to cross?”


  ::If (leap-over-safe) then (safe)/best not/[reliable distrust]::


  “I didn’t think so.”


  They headed downstream. It took several miles before the stream grew small enough that they were confident enough to jump it. Then they turned toward Ararat—the Europans had dropped GPS pebble satellites in low Gehenna orbit shortly after arriving in the system and making contact with the indigenes, but I don’t know from what source Uncle Vanya derived his sense of direction.


  It was inerrant, however. The mapsats confirmed it. I filed that fact under Unexplained Phenomena with tentative links to Physiology and Navigation. Even if both my companions died and the library were lost, this would still be a productive journey, provided only that Europan searchers could recover me within ten years, before my data lattice began to degrade.


  For hours Uncle Vanya walked and Quivera rode in silence. Finally, though, they had to break to eat. I fed Quivera nutrients intravenously and the illusion of a full meal through somatic shunts. Vanya burrowed furiously into the earth and emerged with something that looked like a grub the size of a poodle, which he ate so vigorously that Quivera had to look away.


  (I filed this under Xenoecology, subheading: Feeding Strategies. The search for knowledge knows no rest.)


  Afterward, while they were resting, Uncle Vanya resumed their conversation, more formally this time:


  ::(for what) purpose/reason::


  |


  ::(Europan vice-consul12)/Quivera/[not trusted]::


  |


  ::voyagings (search-for-trust)/[action]::


  |            |


  ::(nest)/Europa/(untranslatable) :: ::violate/[absolute resistance]::


  |       |       |


  ::(nest)/[trust] Gehenna/[trust] Home/[trust]::


  “Why did you leave your world to come to ours?” I simplified/translated. “Except he believes that humans brought their world here and parked it in orbit.” This was something we had never been able to make the millies understand; that Europa, large though it was, was not a planetlet but a habitat, a ship if you will, though by now well over half a million inhabitants lived in tunnels burrowed deep in its substance. It was only a city, however, and its resources would not last forever. We needed to convince the Gehennans to give us a toehold on their planet if we were, in the long run, to survive. But you knew that already.


  “We’ve told you this before. We came looking for new information.”


  ::Information is (free)/valueless/[despicable]::


  “Look,” Quivera said. “We have an information-based economy. Yours is based on trust. The mechanisms of each are not dissimilar. Both are expansive systems. Both are built on scarcity. And both are speculative. Information or trust is bought, sold, borrowed, and invested. Each therefore requires a continually expanding economic frontier that ultimately leaves the individual so deep in debt as to be virtually enslaved to the system. You see?”


  ::No::


  “All right. Imagine a simplified capitalist system—that’s what both our economies are, at root. You’ve got a thousand individuals, each of whom makes a living by buying raw materials, improving them, and selling them at a profit. With me so far?”


  Vanya signaled comprehension.


  “The farmer buys seed and fertilizer, and sells crops. The weaver buys wool and sells cloth. The chandler buys wax and sells candles. The price of their goods is the cost of materials plus the value of their labor. The value of his labor is the worker’s wages. This is a simple market economy. It can go on forever. The equivalent on Gehenna would be the primitive family-states you had long ago, in which everybody knew everybody else, and so trust was a simple matter and directly reciprocal.”


  Startled, Uncle Vanya signed ::How did you know about our past?::


  “Europans value knowledge. Everything you tell us, we remember.” The knowledge had been assembled with enormous effort and expense, largely from stolen data—but no reason to mention that. Quivera continued, “Now imagine that most of those workers labor in ten factories, making the food, clothing, and other objects that everybody needs. The owners of these factories must make a profit, so they sell their goods for more than they pay for them—the cost of materials, the cost of labor, and then the profit, which we can call ‘added value.’


  “But because this is a simplified model, there are no outside markets. The goods can only be sold to the thousand workers themselves, and the total cost of the goods is more than the total amount they’ve been paid collectively for the materials and their labor. So how can they afford it? They go into debt. Then they borrow money to support that debt. The money is lent to them by the factories selling them goods on credit. There is not enough money—not enough real value—in the system to pay off the debt, and so it continues to increase until it can no longer be sustained. Then there is a catastrophic collapse that we call a depression. Two of the businesses go bankrupt and their assets are swallowed up by the survivors at bargain prices, thus paying off their own indebtedness and restoring equilibrium to the system. In the aftermath of which, the cycle begins again.”


  ::What has this to do with (beloved city)/Babel/[mother-of-trust]?::


  “Your every public action involved an exchange of trust, yes? And every trust that was honored heightened the prestige of the queen-mothers and hence the amount of trust they embodied for Babel itself.”


  ::Yes::


  “Similarly, the queen-mothers of other cities, including those cities that were Babel’s sworn enemies, embodied enormous amounts of trust as well.”


  ::Of course::


  “Was there enough trust in all the world to pay everybody back if all the queen-mothers called it in at the same time?”


  Uncle Vanya was silent.


  “So that’s your explanation for . . . a lot of things. Earth sent us here because it needs new information to cover its growing indebtedness. Building Europa took enormous amounts of information, most of it proprietary, and so we Europans are in debt collectively to our home world and individually to the Lords of the Economy on Europa. With compound interest, every generation is worse off and thus more desperate than the one before. Our need to learn is great, and constantly growing.”


  ::(strangers-without-trust)/Europa/[treacherous vermin]::


  !


  can/should/(untranslatable)


  |            |


  ::demand/claim [negative action]:: ::defy/(untranslatable)/[absolute lack of trust]::


  |            |


  ::(those-who-command-trust):: ::(those-who-are-unworthy of trust)::


  “He asks why Europa doesn’t simply declare bankruptcy,” I explained. “Default on its obligations and nationalize all the information received to date. In essence.”


  The simple answer was that Europa still needed information that could only be beamed from Earth, that the ingenuity of even half a million people could not match that of an entire planet and thus their technology must always be superior to ours, and that if we reneged on our debts they would stop beaming plans for that technology, along with their songs and plays and news of what was going on in countries that had once meant everything to our great-great-grandparents. I watched Quivera struggle to put all this in its simplest possible form.


  Finally, he said, “Because no one would ever trust us again, if we did.”


  After a long stillness, Uncle Vanya lapsed back into pidgin. ::Why did you tell me this [untrustworthy] story?::


  “To let you know that we have much in common. We can understand each other.”


  ::(But)/not/[trust]::


  “No. But we don’t need trust. Mutual self-interest will suffice.”


  Days passed. Perhaps Quivera and Uncle Vanya grew to understand each other better during this time. Perhaps not. I was able to keep Quivera’s electrolyte balances stable and short-circuit his feedback processes so that he felt no extraordinary pain, but he was feeding off of his own body fat and that was beginning to run low. He was very comfortably starving to death—I gave him two weeks, tops—and he knew it. He’d have to be a fool not to, and I had to keep his thinking sharp if he was going to have any chance of survival.


  Their way was intersected by a long, low ridge and without comment Quivera and Uncle Vanya climbed up above the canopy of the steam forest and the cloud of moisture it held into clear air. Looking back, Quivera saw a gully in the slope behind them, its bottom washed free of soil by the boiling runoff and littered with square and rectangular stones, but not a trace of hexagonal beams. They had just climbed the tumulus of an ancient fallen city. It lay straight across the land, higher to the east and dwindling to the west.”‘My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,’ ” Quivera said. “ ‘Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!’ ”


  Uncle Vanya said nothing.


  “Another meteor strike—what were the odds of that?”


  Uncle Vanya said nothing.


  “Of course, given enough time, it would be inevitable, if it predated the High Watch.”


  Uncle Vanya said nothing.


  “What was the name of this city?”


  ::Very old/(name forgotten)/[First Trust]::


  Uncle Vanya moved, as if to start downward, but Quivera stopped him with a gesture. “There’s no hurry,” he said. “Let’s enjoy the view for a moment.” He swept an unhurried arm from horizon to horizon, indicating the flat and unvarying canopy of vegetation before them. “It’s a funny thing. You’d think that, this being one of the first cities your people built when they came to this planet, you’d be able to see the ruins of the cities of the original inhabitants from here.”


  The millipede’s speaking arms thrashed in alarm. Then he reared up into the air, and when he came down one foreleg glinted silver. Faster than human eye could follow, he had drawn a curving and deadly tarsi-sword from a camouflaged belly-sheath.


  Quivera’s suit flung him away from the descending weapon. He fell flat on his back and rolled to the side. The sword’s point missed him by inches. But then the suit flung out a hand and touched the sword with an electrical contact it had just extruded.


  A carefully calculated shock threw Uncle Vanya back, convulsing but still fully conscious.


  Quivera stood. “Remember the library!” he said. “Who will know of Babel’s greatness if it’s destroyed?”


  For a long time the millipede did nothing that either Quivera or his suit could detect. At last he signed ::How did you know?/(absolute shock)/ [treacherous and without faith]::


  “Our survival depends on being allowed to live on Gehenna. Your people will not let us do so, no matter what we offer in trade. It was important that we understand why. So we found out. We took in your outlaws and apostates, all those who were cast out of your cities and had nowhere else to go. We gave them sanctuary. In gratitude, they told us what they knew.”


  By so saying, Quivera let Uncle Vanya know that he knew the most ancient tale of the Gehennans. By so hearing, Uncle Vanya knew that Quivera knew what he knew. And just so you know what they knew that each other knew and knew was known, here is the tale of . . .


  How the True People Came to Gehenna


  Long did our Ancestors burrow down through the dark between the stars, before emerging at last in the soil of Gehenna. From the True Home they had come. To Gehenna they descended, leaving a trail of sparks in the black and empty spaces through which they had traveled. The True People came from a world of unimaginable wonders. To it they could never return. Perhaps they were exiles. Perhaps it was destroyed. Nobody knows.


  Into the steam and sunlight of Gehenna they burst, and found it was already taken. The First Inhabitants looked like nothing our Ancestors had ever seen. But they welcomed the True People as the queen-mothers would a strayed niece-daughter. They gave us food. They gave us land. They gave us trust.


  For a time all was well.


  But evil crept into the thoracic ganglia of the True People. They repaid sisterhood with betrayal and trust with murder. Bright lights were called down from the sky to destroy the cities of their benefactors. Everything the First Inhabitants had made, all their books and statues and paintings, burned with the cities. No trace of them remains. We do not even know what they looked like.


  This was how the True People brought war to Gehenna. There had never been war before, and now we will have it with us always, until our trust-debt is repaid. But it can never be repaid.


  It suffers in translation, of course. The original is told in thirteen exquisitely beautiful ergoglyphs, each grounded on a primal faith-motion. But Quivera was talking, with care and passion:


  “Vanya, listen to me carefully. We have studied your civilization and your planet in far greater detail than you realize. You did not come from another world. Your people evolved here. There was no aboriginal civilization. You ancestors did not eradicate an intelligent species. These things are all a myth.”


  ::No!/Why?!/[shock]:: Uncle Vanya rattled with emotion. Ripples of muscle spasms ran down his segmented body.


  “Don’t go catatonic on me. Your ancestors didn’t lie. Myths are not lies. They are simply an efficient way of encoding truths. We have a similar myth in my religion that we call Original Sin. Man is born sinful. Well . . . who can doubt that? Saying that we are born into a fallen state means simply that we are not perfect, that we are inherently capable of evil.


  “Your myth is very similar to ours, but it also encodes what we call the Malthusian dilemma. Population increases geometrically, while food resources increase arithmetically. So universal starvation is inevitable unless the population is periodically reduced by wars, plagues, and famines. Which means that wars, plagues, and famine cannot be eradicated because they are all that keep a population from extinction.


  “But—and this is essential—all that assumes a population that isn’t aware of the dilemma. When you understand the fix you’re in, you can do something about it. That’s why information is so important. Do you understand?”


  Uncle Vanya lay down flat upon the ground and did not move for hours. When he finally arose again, he refused to speak at all.


  The trail the next day led down into a long meteor valley that had been carved by a ground-grazer long enough ago that its gentle slopes were covered with soil and the bottomland was rich and fertile. An orchard of grenade trees had been planted in interlocking hexagons for as far in either direction as the eye could see. We were still on Babel’s territory, but any arbiculturalists had been swept away by whatever military forces from Ziggurat had passed through the area.


  The grenades were still green [footnote: not literally, of course—they were orange!], their thick husks taut but not yet trembling with the steam-hot pulp that would eventually, in the absence of harvesters, cause them to explode, scattering their arrowhead-shaped seeds or spores [footnote: like seeds, the flechettes carried within them surplus nourishment; like spores they would grow into a prothalli that would produce the sex organs responsible for what will become the gamete of the eventual plant; all botanical terms of course being metaphors for xenobiological bodies and processes] with such force as to make them a deadly hazard when ripe.


  Not, however, today.


  A sudden gust of wind parted the steam, briefly brightening the valley-orchard and showing a slim and graceful trail through the orchard. We followed it down into the valley.


  We were midway through the orchard when Quivera bent down to examine a crystal-shelled creature unlike anything in his suit’s database. It rested atop the long stalk of a weed [footnote: “weed” is not a metaphor; the concept of “an undesired plant growing in cultivated ground” is a cultural universal] in the direct sunlight, its abdomen pulsing slightly as it superheated a minuscule drop of black ichor. A puff of steam, a sharp crack, and it was gone. Entranced, Quivera asked, “What’s that called?”


  Uncle Vanya stiffened. ::A jet!/danger!/[absolute certainty]::


  Then (crack! crack! crack!) the air was filled with thin lines of steam, laid down with the precision of a draftsman’s ruler, tracing flights so fleet (crack! crack!) that it was impossible to tell in what direction they flew. Nor did it ultimately (crack!) matter.


  Quivera fell.


  Worse, because the thread of steam the jet had stitched through his leg severed an organizational node in his suit, I ceased all upper cognitive functions. Which is as good as to say that I fell unconscious.


  Here’s what the suit did in my (Rosamund’s) absence:


  1. Slowly rebuilt the damaged organizational node.


  2. Quickly mended the holes that the jet had left in its fabric.


  3. Dropped Quivera into a therapeutic coma.


  4. Applied restoratives to his injuries, and began the slow and painstaking process of repairing the damage to his flesh, with particular emphasis on distributed traumatic shock.


  5. Filed the jet footage under Xenobiology, subheading: Insect Analogues, with links to Survival and Steam Locomotion.


  6. Told Uncle Vanya that if he tried to abandon Quivera, the suit would run him down, catch him, twist his head from his body like the foul least-cousin that he was and then piss on his corpse.


  Two more days passed before the suit returned to full consciousness, during which Uncle Vanya took conscientiously good care of him. Under what motivation, it does not matter. Another day passed after that. The suit had planned to keep Quivera comatose for a week, but not long after regaining awareness, circumstances changed. It slammed him back to full consciousness, heart pounding and eyes wide open.


  “I blacked out for a second!” he gasped. Then, realizing that the landscape about him did not look familiar, “How long was I unconscious?”


  ::Three days/(three days)/[casual certainty]::


  “Oh.”


  Then, almost without pausing. ::Your suit/mechanism/[alarm] talks with the voice of Rosamund da Silva/(Europan vice-consul 8)/[uncertainty and doubt]::


  “Yes, well, that’s because—”


  Quivera was fully aware and alert now. So I said: “Incoming.”


  Two millies erupted out of the black soil directly before us. They both had Ziggurat insignia painted on their flanks and harness. By good luck Uncle Vanya did the best thing possible under the circumstances—he reared into the air in fright. Millipoid sapiens anatomy being what it was, this instantly demonstrated to them that he was a gelding and in that instant he was almost reflexively dismissed by the enemy soldiers as being both contemptible and harmless.


  Quivera, however, was not.


  Perhaps they were brood-traitors who had deserted the war with a fantasy of starting their own nest. Perhaps they were a single unit among thousands scattered along a temporary border, much as land mines were employed in ancient modern times. The soldiers had clearly been almost as surprised by us as we were by them. They had no weapons ready. So they fell upon Quivera with their dagger-tarsi.


  His suit (still me) threw him to one side and then to the other as the millies slashed down at him. Then one of them reared up into the air—looking astonished if you knew the interspecies decodes—and fell heavily to the ground.


  Uncle Vanya stood over the steaming corpse, one foreleg glinting silver. The second Ziggurat soldier twisted to confront him. Leaving his underside briefly exposed.


  Quivera (or rather his suit) joined both hands in a fist and punched upward, through the weak skin of the third sternite behind the head. That was the one which held its sex organs. [Disclaimer: All anatomical terms, including “sternite,” “sex organs,” and “head,” are analogues only; unless and until Gehennan life is found to have some direct relationship to Terran life, however tenuous, such descriptors are purely metaphoric.] So it was particularly vulnerable there. And since the suit had muscle-multiplying exoskeletal functions . . .


  Ichor gushed all over the suit.


  The fight was over almost as soon as it had begun. Quivera was breathing heavily, as much from the shock as the exertion. Uncle Vanya slid the tarsi-sword back into its belly-sheath. As he did so, he made an involuntary grimace of discomfort. ::There were times when I thought of discarding this:: he signed.


  “I’m glad you didn’t.”


  Little puffs of steam shot up from the bodies of the dead millipedes as carrion-flies drove their seeds/sperm/eggs (analogues and metaphors—remember?) deep into the flesh.


  They started away again.


  After a time, Uncle Vanya repeated ::Your suit/(mechanism)/[alarm] talks with the voice of Rosamund da Silva/(Europan vice-consul 8)/[uncertainty and doubt]::


  “Yes.”


  Uncle Vanya folded tight all his speaking arms in a manner that meant that he had not yet heard enough, and kept them so folded until Quivera had explained the entirety of what follows:


  Treachery and betrayal were natural consequences of Europa’s superheated economy, followed closely by a perfectly rational paranoia. Those who rose to positions of responsibility were therefore sharp, suspicious, intuitive, and bold. The delegation to Babel was made up of the best Europa had to offer. So when two of them fell in love, it was inevitable that they would act on it. That one was married would deter neither. That physical intimacy in such close and suspicious quarters, where everybody routinely spied on everybody else, and required almost superhuman discipline and ingenuity, only made it all the hotter for them.


  Such was Rosamund’s and Quivera’s affair.


  But it was not all they had to worry about.


  There were factions within the delegation, some mirroring fault lines in the larger society and others merely personal. Alliances shifted, and when they did nobody was foolish enough to inform their old allies. Urbano, Rosamund’s husband, was a full consul, Quivera’s mentor, and a true believer in a minority economic philosophy. Rosamund was an economic agnostic but a staunch Consensus Liberal. Quivera could sail with the wind politically but he tracked the indebtedness indices obsessively. He knew that Rosamund considered him ideologically unsound, and that her husband was growing impatient with his lukewarm support in certain areas of policy. Everybody was keeping an eye out for the main chance.


  So of course Quivera ran an emulation of his lover at all times. He knew that Rosamund was perfectly capable of betraying him—he could neither have loved nor respected a woman who wasn’t—and he suspected she believed the same of him. If her behavior ever seriously diverged from that of her emulation (and the sex was always best at times he thought it might), he would know she was preparing an attack, and could strike first.


  Quivera spread his hands. “That’s all.”


  Uncle Vanya did not make the sign for absolute horror. Nor did he have to.


  After a moment, Quivera laughed, low and mirthlessly. “You’re right,” he said. “Our entire system is totally fucked.” He stood. “Come on. We’ve got miles to go before we sleep.”


  They endured four more days of commonplace adventure, during which they came close to death, displayed loyalty, performed heroic deeds, etc., etc. Perhaps they bonded, though I’d need blood samples and a smidgeon of brain tissue from each of them to be sure of that. You know the way this sort of narrative goes. Having taught his Gehennan counterpart the usefulness of information, Quivera will learn from Vanya the necessity of trust. An imperfect merger of their two value systems will ensue in which for the first time a symbolic common ground will be found. Small and transient though the beginning may be, it will augur well for the long-term relations between their respective species.


  That’s a nice story.


  It’s not what happened.


  On the last day of their common journey, Quivera and Uncle Vanya had the misfortune to be hit by a TLMG.


  A TLMG, or Transient Localized Mud Geyser, begins with an uncommonly solid surface (bolide-glazed porcelain earth, usually) trapping a small (the radius of a typical TLMG is on the order of fifty meters) bubble of superheated mud beneath it. Nobody knows what causes the excess heat responsible for the bubble. Gehennans aren’t curious and Europans haven’t the budget or the ground access to do the in situ investigations they’d like. (The most common guesses are fire worms, thermobacilli, a nesting ground phoenix, and various geophysical forces.) Nevertheless, the defining characteristic of TLMGs is their instability. Either the heat slowly bleeds away and they cease to be, or it continues to grow until its force dictates a hyper rapid explosive release. As did the one our two heroes were not aware they were skirting.


  It erupted.


  Quivera was as safe as houses, of course. His suit was designed to protect him from far worse. But Uncle Vanya was scalded badly along one side of his body. All the legs on that side were shriveled to little black nubs. A clear viscous jelly oozed between his segment plates.


  Quivera knelt by him and wept. Drugged as he was, he wept. In his weakened state, I did not dare to increase his dosages. So I had to tell him three times that there was analgesic paste in the saddlebags before he could be made to understand that he should apply it to his dying companion.


  The paste worked fast. It was an old Gehennan medicine that Europan biochemists had analyzed and improved upon and then given to Babel as a demonstration of the desirability of Europan technology. Though the queen-mothers had not responded with the hoped-for trade treaties, it had immediately replaced the earlier version.


  Uncle Vanya made a creaking-groaning noise as the painkillers kicked in. One at a time he opened all his functioning eyes. ::Is the case safe?::


  It was a measure of Quivera’s diminished state that he hadn’t yet checked on it. He did now. “Yes,” he said with heartfelt relief. “The telltales all say that the library is intact and undamaged.”


  ::No:: Vanya signed feebly. ::I lied to you, Quivera:: Then, rousing himself:


  ::(not) library/[greatest shame]:: ::(not) library/[greatest trust]::


  |


  ::(Europan vice-consul 12)/Quivera/[most trusted]::


  |            |


  ::(nest)/Babel/(untranslatable):: ::obedient/[absolute loyalty]::


  |            |


  ::lies(greatest-trust-deed)/[moral necessity]::


  |            |


  ::(nest)/Babel/(untranslatable):: ::untranslatable/[absolute resistance]::


  |       |       |


  ::(nest)/[trust] Babel/[trust] (sister-city)/Ur/[absolute trust]::


  |


  ::egg case/(protect)::


  |


  ::egg case/(mature)::


  |


  ::Babel/[eternal trust] ::


  It was not a library but an egg-case. Swaddled safe within a case that was in its way as elaborate a piece of technology as Quivera’s suit myself, were sixteen eggs, enough to bring to life six queen-mothers, nine niece-sisters, and one perfect consort. They would be born conscious of the entire gene-history of the nest, going back many thousands of years.


  Of all those things the Europans wished to know most, they would be perfectly ignorant. Nevertheless, so long as the eggs existed, the city-nest was not dead. If they were taken to Ur, which had ancient and enduring bonds to Babel, the stump of a new city would be built within which the eggs would be protected and brought to maturity. Babel would rise again.


  Such was the dream Uncle Vanya had lied for and for which he was about to die.


  ::Bring this to (sister-city)/Ur/[absolute trust]:: Uncle Vanya closed his eyes, row by row, but continued signing. ::brother-friend/Quivera/[tentative trust], promise me you will::


  “I promise. You can trust me, I swear.”


  ::Then I will be ghost-king-father/honored/[none-more-honored]:: Vanya signed. ::It is more than enough for anyone::


  “Do you honestly believe that?” Quivera asked in bleak astonishment. He was an atheist, of course, as are most Europans, and would have been happier were he not.


  ::Perhaps not:: Vanya’s signing was slow and growing slower. ::But it is as good as I will get::


  Two days later, when the starport-city of Ararat was a nub on the horizon, the skies opened and the mists parted to make way for a Europan lander. Quivera’s handlers’ suits squirted me a bill for his rescue—steep, I thought, but we all knew which hand carried the whip—and their principals tried to get him to sign away the rights to his story in acquittal.


  Quivera laughed harshly (I’d already started de-cushioning his emotions, to ease the shock of my removal) and shook his head. “Put it on my tab, girls,” he said, and climbed into the lander. Hours later he was in home orbit.


  And once there? I’ll tell you all I know. He was taken out of the lander and put onto a jitney. The jitney brought him to a transfer point where a grapple snagged him and flung him to the Europan receiving port. There, after the usual flawless catch, he was escorted through an airlock and into a locker room.


  He hung up his suit, uplinked all my impersonal memories to a data-broker, and left me there. He didn’t look back—for fear, I imagine, of being turned to a pillar of salt. He took the egg-case with him. He never returned.


  Here have I hung for days or months or centuries—who knows?—until your curious hand awoke me and your friendly ear received my tale. So I cannot tell you if the egg-case A) went to Ur, which surely would not have welcomed the obligation or the massive outlay of trust being thrust upon it, B) was kept for the undeniably enormous amount of genetic information the eggs embodied, or C) went to Ziggurat, which would pay well and perhaps in Gehennan territory to destroy it. Nor do I have any information as to whether Quivera kept his word or not. I know what I think. But then I’m a Marxist, and I see everything in terms of economics. You can believe otherwise if you wish.


  That’s all. I’m Rosamund. Goodbye.


  EVIL ROBOT MONKEY


  Mary Robinette Kowal


  Sliding his hands over the clay, Sly relished the moisture oozing around his fingers. The clay matted down the hair on the back of his hands, making them look almost human. He turned the potter’s wheel with his prehensile feet as he shaped the vase. Pinching the clay between his fingers, he lifted the wall of the vase, spinning it higher.


  Someone banged on the window of his pen. Sly jumped and then screamed as the vase collapsed under its own weight. He spun and hurled it at the picture window like feces. The clay spattered against the Plexiglas, sliding down the window.


  In the courtyard beyond the glass, a group of school kids leapt back, laughing. One of them swung his arms, aping Sly crudely. Sly bared his teeth, knowing these people would take it as a grin, but he meant it as a threat. He swung down from his stool, crossed his room in three long strides and pressed his dirty hand against the window. Still grinning, he wrote: SSA. Outside, the letters would be reversed.


  The students’ teacher flushed as red as a female in heat and called the children away from the window. She looked back once as she led them out of the courtyard, so Sly grabbed himself and showed her what he would do if she came into his pen.


  Her naked face turned brighter red and she hurried away. When they were gone, Sly rested his head against the glass. The metal in his skull thunked against the window. It wouldn’t be long now before a handler came to talk to him.


  Damn.


  He just wanted to make pottery. He loped back to the wheel and sat down again with his back to the window. Kicking the wheel into movement, Sly dropped a new ball of clay in the center and tried to lose himself.


  In the corner of his vision, the door to his room snicked open. Sly let the wheel spin to a halt, crumpling the latest vase.


  Vern poked his head through. He signed, “You okay?”


  Sly shook his head emphatically and pointed at the window.


  “Sorry.” Vern’s hands danced. “We should have warned you that they were coming.”


  “You should have told them that I was not an animal.”


  Vern looked down in submission. “I did. They’re kids.”


  “And I’m a chimp. I know.” Sly buried his fingers in the clay to silence his thoughts.


  “It was Delilah. She thought you wouldn’t mind because the other chimps didn’t.”


  Sly scowled and yanked his hands free. “I’m not like the other chimps.” He pointed to the implant in his head. “Maybe Delilah should have one of these. Seems like she needs help thinking.”


  “I’m sorry.” Vern knelt in front of Sly, closer than anyone else would come when he wasn’t sedated. It would be so easy to reach out and snap his neck. “It was a lousy thing to do.”


  Sly pushed the clay around on the wheel. Vern was better than the others. He seemed to understand the hellish limbo where Sly lived—too smart to be with other chimps, but too much of an animal to be with humans. Vern was the one who had brought Sly the potter’s wheel which, by the Earth and Trees, Sly loved. Sly looked up and raised his eyebrows. “So what did they think of my show?”


  Vern covered his mouth, masking his smile. The man had manners. “The teacher was upset about the ‘evil robot monkey.’ ”


  Sly threw his head back and hooted. Served her right.


  “But Delilah thinks you should be disciplined.” Vern, still so close that Sly could reach out and break him, stayed very still. “She wants me to take the clay away since you used it for an anger display.”


  Sly’s lips drew back in a grimace built of anger and fear. Rage threatened to blind him, but he held on, clutching the wheel. If he lost it with Vern—rational thought danced out of his reach. Panting, he spun the wheel, trying to push his anger into the clay.


  The wheel spun. Clay slid between his fingers. Soft. Firm and smooth. The smell of earth lived in his nostrils. He held the world in his hands. Turning, turning, the walls rose around a kernel of anger, subsuming it.


  His heart slowed with the wheel and Sly blinked, becoming aware again as if he were slipping out of sleep. The vase on the wheel still seemed to dance with life. Its walls held the shape of the world within them. He passed a finger across the rim.


  Vern’s eyes were moist. “Do you want me to put that in the kiln for you?”


  Sly nodded.


  “I have to take the clay. You understand that, don’t you.”


  Sly nodded again, staring at his vase. It was beautiful.


  Vern scowled. “The woman makes me want to hurl feces.”


  Sly snorted at the image, then sobered. “How long before I get it back?”


  Vern picked up the bucket of clay next to the wheel. “I don’t know.” He stopped at the door and looked past Sly to the window. “I’m not cleaning your mess. Do you understand me?”


  For a moment, rage crawled on his spine, but Vern did not meet his eyes and kept staring at the window. Sly turned.


  The vase he had thrown lay on the floor in a pile of clay.


  Clay.


  “I understand.” He waited until the door closed, then loped over and scooped the clay up. It was not much, but it was enough for now.


  Sly sat down at his wheel and began to turn.


  26 MONKEYS, ALSO THE ABYSS


  Kij Johnson


  1.


  Aimee’s big trick is that she makes twenty-six monkeys vanish onstage.


  2.


  She pushes out a claw-foot bathtub and asks audience members to come up and inspect it. The people climb in and look underneath, touch the white enamel, run their hands along the little lions’ feet. When they’re done, four chains are lowered from the stage’s fly space. Aimee secures them to holes drilled along the tub’s lip and gives a signal, and the bathtub is hoisted ten feet into the air.


  She sets a stepladder next to it. She claps her hands and the twenty-six monkeys onstage run up the ladder one after the other and jump into the bathtub. The bathtub shakes as each monkey thuds in among the others. The audience can see heads, legs, tails; but eventually every monkey settles and the bathtub is still again. Zeb is always the last monkey up the ladder. As he climbs into the bathtub, he makes a humming boom deep in his chest. It fills the stage.


  And then there’s a flash of light, two of the chains fall off, and the bathtub swings down to expose its interior.


  Empty.


  3.


  They turn up later, back at the tour bus. There’s a smallish dog door, and in the hours before morning the monkeys let themselves in, alone or in small groups, and get themselves glasses of water from the tap. If more than one returns at the same time, they murmur a bit among themselves, like college students meeting in the dorm halls after bar time. A few sleep on the sofa and at least one likes to be on the bed, but most of them wander back to their cages. There’s a little grunting as they rearrange their blankets and soft toys, and then sighs and snoring. Aimee doesn’t really sleep until she hears them all come in.


  Aimee has no idea what happens to them in the bathtub, or where they go, or what they do before the soft click of the dog door opening. This bothers her a lot.


  4.


  Aimee has had the act for three years now. She was living in a month-by-month furnished apartment under a flight path for the Salt Lake City airport. She was hollow, as if something had chewed a hole in her body and the hole had grown infected.


  There was a monkey act at the Utah State Fair. She felt a sudden and totally out-of-character urge to see it. Afterward, with no idea why, she walked up to the owner and said, “I have to buy this.”


  He nodded. He sold it to her for a dollar, which he told her was the price he had paid four years before.


  Later, when the paperwork was filled out, she asked him, “How can you leave them? Won’t they miss you?”


  “You’ll see, they’re pretty autonomous,” he said. “Yeah, they’ll miss me and I’ll miss them. But it’s time, they know that.”


  He smiled at his new wife, a small woman with laugh lines and a vervet hanging from one hand. “We’re ready to have a garden,” she said.


  He was right. The monkeys missed him. But they also welcomed her, each monkey politely shaking her hand as she walked into what was now her bus.


  5.


  Aimee has: a nineteen-year-old tour bus packed with cages that range in size from parrot-sized (for the vervets) to something about the size of a pickup bed (for all the macaques); a stack of books on monkeys ranging from All About Monkeys to Evolution and Ecology of Baboon Societies; some sequined show costumes, a sewing machine, and a bunch of Carhartts and tees; a stack of show posters from a few years back that say 24 Monkeys! Face The Abyss; a battered sofa in a virulent green plaid; and a boyfriend who helps with the monkeys.


  She cannot tell you why she has any of these, not even the boyfriend, whose name is Geof, whom she met in Billings seven months ago. Aimee has no idea where anything comes from any more: she no longer believes that anything makes sense, even though she can’t stop hoping.


  The bus smells about as you’d expect a bus full of monkeys to smell; though after a show, after the bathtub trick but before the monkeys all return, it also smells of cinnamon, which is the tea Aimee sometimes drinks.


  6.


  For the act, the monkeys do tricks, or dress up in outfits and act out hit movies—The Matrix is very popular, as is anything where the monkeys dress up like little orcs. The maned monkeys, the lion-tails and the colobuses, have a lion-tamer act, with the old capuchin female, Pango, dressed in a red jacket and carrying a whip and a small chair. The chimpanzee (whose name is Mimi, and no, she is not a monkey) can do actual sleight of hand; she’s not very good, but she’s the best Chimp Pulling A Coin From Someone’s Ear in the world.


  The monkeys also can build a suspension bridge out of wooden chairs and rope, make a four-tier champagne fountain, and write their names on a whiteboard.


  The monkey show is very popular, with a schedule of 127 shows this year at fairs and festivals across the Midwest and Great Plains. Aimee could do more, but she likes to let everyone have a couple of months off at Christmas.
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  This is the bathtub act:


  Aimee wears a glittering purple-black dress designed to look like a scanty magician’s robe. She stands in front of a scrim lit deep blue and scattered with stars. The monkeys are ranged in front of her. As she speaks they undress and fold their clothes into neat piles. Zeb sits on his stool to one side, a white spotlight shining straight down to give him a shadowed look.


  She raises her hands.


  “These monkeys have made you laugh, and made you gasp. They have created wonders for you and performed mysteries. But there is a final mystery they offer you—the strangest, the greatest of all.”


  She parts her hands suddenly, and the scrim goes transparent and is lifted away, revealing the bathtub on a raised dais. She walks around it, running her hand along the tub’s curves.


  “It’s a simple thing, this bathtub. Ordinary in every way, mundane as breakfast. In a moment I will invite members of the audience up to let you prove this for yourselves.


  “But for the monkeys it is also a magical object. It allows them to travel—no one can say where. Not even I—” she pauses “—can tell you this. Only the monkeys know, and they share no secrets.


  “Where do they go? Into heaven, foreign lands, other worlds—or some dark abyss? We cannot follow. They will vanish before our eyes, vanish from this most ordinary of things.”


  And after the bathtub is inspected and she has told the audience that there will be no final spectacle in the show—”It will be hours before they return from their secret travels”—and called for applause for them, she gives the cue.


  8.


  Aimee’s monkeys:


  • 2 siamangs, a mated couple


  • 2 squirrel monkeys, though they’re so active they might as well be twice as many


  • 2 vervets


  • a guenon, who is probably pregnant, though it’s still too early to tell for sure. Aimee has no idea how this happened


  • 3 rhesus monkeys. They juggle a little


  • a capuchin female named Pango


  • a crested macaque, 3 snow monkeys (one quite young), and a Java macaque. Despite the differences, they have formed a small troop and like to sleep together


  • a chimpanzee, who is not actually a monkey


  • a surly gibbon


  • 2 marmosets


  • a golden tamarin; a cotton-top tamarin


  • a proboscis monkey


  • red and black colubuses


  • Zeb
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  Aimee thinks Zeb might be a de Brazza’s guenon, except that he’s so old that he has lost almost all his hair. She worries about his health, but he insists on staying in the act. By now all he’s really up for is the final rush to the bathtub, and for him it is more of a stroll. The rest of the time, he sits on a stool that is painted orange and silver and watches the other monkeys, looking like an aging impresario watching his Swan Lake from the wings. Sometimes she gives him things to hold, such as a silver hoop through which the squirrel monkeys jump.
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  No one knows how the monkeys vanish or where they go. Sometimes they return holding foreign coins or durian fruit, or wearing pointed Moroccan slippers. Every so often one returns pregnant or accompanied by a new monkey. The number of monkeys is not constant.


  “I just don’t get it,” Aimee keeps asking Geof, as if he has any idea. Aimee never knows anything any more. She’s been living without any certainties, and this one thing—well, the whole thing, the fact the monkeys get along so well and know how to do card tricks and just turned up in her life and vanish from the bathtub; everything—she coasts with that most of the time, but every so often, when she feels her life is wheeling without brakes down a long hill, she starts poking at this again.


  Geof trusts the universe a lot more than Aimee does, trusts that things make sense and that people can love, and therefore he doesn’t need the same proofs. “You could ask them,” he says.


  11.


  Aimee’s boyfriend:


  Geof is not at all what Aimee expected from a boyfriend. For one thing, he’s fifteen years younger than Aimee, twenty-eight to her forty-three. For another, he’s sort of quiet. For a third, he’s gorgeous, silky thick hair pulled into a shoulder-length ponytail, shaved sides showing off his strong jaw line. He smiles a lot, but he doesn’t laugh very often.


  Geof has a degree in history, which means that he was working in a bike-repair shop when she met him at the Montana Fair. Aimee never has much to do right after the show, so when he offered to buy her a beer she said yes. And then it was four am and they were kissing in the bus, monkeys letting themselves in and getting ready for bed; and Aimee and Geof made love.


  In the morning over breakfast, the monkeys came up one by one and shook his hand solemnly, and then he was with the band, so to speak. She helped him pick up his cameras and clothes and the surfboard his sister had painted for him one year as a Christmas present. There’s no room for the surfboard, so it’s suspended from the ceiling. Sometimes the squirrel monkeys hang out there and peek over the side.


  Aimee and Geof never talk about love.


  Geof has a class-C driver’s license, but this is just lagniappe.
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  Zeb is dying.


  Generally speaking, the monkeys are remarkably healthy and Aimee can handle their occasional sinus infections and gastrointestinal ailments. For anything more difficult, she’s found a couple of communities online and some helpful specialists.


  But Zeb’s coughing some, and the last of his fur is falling out. He moves very slowly and sometimes has trouble remembering simple tasks. When the show was up in St. Paul six months ago, a Como Zoo biologist came to visit the monkeys, complimented her on their general health and well-being, and at her request looked Zeb over.


  “How old is he?” the biologist, Gina, asked.


  “I don’t know,” Aimee said. The man she bought the show from hadn’t known either.


  “I’ll tell you then,” Gina said. “He’s old. I mean, seriously old.”


  Senile dementia, arthritis, a heart murmur. No telling when, Gina said. “He’s a happy monkey,” she said. “He’ll go when he goes.”


  13.


  Aimee thinks a lot about this. What happens to the act when Zeb’s dead? Through each show he sits calm and poised on his bright stool. She feels he is somehow at the heart of the monkeys’ amiability and cleverness. She keeps thinking that he is somehow the reason the monkeys all vanish and return.


  Because there’s always a reason for everything, isn’t there? Because if there isn’t a reason for even one thing, like how you can get sick, or your husband stop loving you or people you love die—then there’s no reason for anything. So there must be reasons. Zeb’s as good a guess as any.


  14.


  What Aimee likes about this life:


  It doesn’t mean anything. She doesn’t live anywhere. Her world is thirty-eight feet and 127 shows long and currently twenty-six monkeys deep. This is manageable.


  Fairs don’t mean anything, either. Her tiny world travels within a slightly larger world, the identical, interchangeable fairs. Sometimes the only things that cue Aimee to the town she’s in are the nighttime temperatures and the shape of the horizon: badlands, mountains, plains, or city skyline.


  Fairs are as artificial as titanium knees: the carnival, the animal barns, the stock-car races, the concerts, the smell of burnt sugar and funnel cakes and animal bedding. Everything is an overly bright symbol for something real, food or pets or hanging out with friends. None of this has anything to do with the world Aimee used to live in, the world from which these people visit.


  She has decided that Geof is like the rest of it: temporary, meaningless. Not for loving.
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  These are some ways Aimee’s life might have come apart:


  a. She might have broken her ankle a few years ago, and gotten a bone infection that left her on crutches for ten months, and in pain for longer.


  b. Her husband might have fallen in love with his admin and left her.


  c. She might have been fired from her job in the same week she found out her sister had colon cancer.


  d. She might have gone insane for a time and made a series of questionable choices that left her alone in a furnished apartment in a city she picked out of the atlas.


  Nothing is certain. You can lose everything. Eventually, even at your luckiest, you will die and then you will lose it all. When you are a certain age or when you have lost certain things and people, Aimee’s crippling grief will make a terrible poisoned dark sense.
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  Aimee has read up a lot, so she knows how strange all this is.


  There aren’t any locks on the cages. The monkeys use them as bedrooms, places to store their special possessions and get away from the others when they want some privacy. Much of the time, however, they are loose in the bus or poking around outside.


  Right now, three monkeys are sitting on the bed playing a game where they match colored cards. Others are playing with skeins of bright wool, or rolling around on the floor, or poking at a piece of wood with a screwdriver, or climbing on Aimee and Geof and the battered sofa. Some of the monkeys are crowded around the computer watching kitten videos on a pirated wireless connection.


  The black colubus is stacking children’s wooden blocks on the kitchenette’s table. He brought them back one night a couple of weeks ago, and since then he’s been trying to make an arch. After two weeks and Aimee’s showing him repeatedly how a keystone works, he still hasn’t figured it out, but he’s still patiently trying.


  Geof’s reading a novel out loud to Pango, who watches the pages as if she’s reading along. Sometimes she points to a word and looks up at him with her bright eyes, and he repeats it to her, smiling, and then spells it out.


  Zeb is sleeping in his cage. He crept in there at dusk, fluffed up his toys and his blanket, and pulled the door closed behind him. He does this a lot lately.
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  Aimee’s going to lose Zeb, and then what? What happens to the other monkeys? Twenty-six monkeys is a lot of monkeys, but they all like each other. No one except maybe a zoo or a circus can keep that many monkeys, and she doesn’t think anyone else will let them sleep wherever they like or watch kitten videos. And if Zeb’s not there, where will they go, those nights when they can no longer drop through the bathtub and into their mystery? And she doesn’t even know whether it is Zeb, whether he is the cause of this, or that’s just her flailing for reasons again.


  And Aimee? She’ll lose her safe artificial world: the bus, the identical fairs, the meaningless boyfriend. The monkeys. And then what?


  18.


  Just a few months after she bought the act, when she didn’t care much about whether she lived or died, she followed the monkeys up the ladder in the closing act. Zeb raced up the ladder, stepped into the bathtub and stood, lungs filling for his great call. And she ran up after him. She glimpsed the bathtub’s interior, the monkeys tidily sardined in, scrambling to get out of her way as they realized what she was doing. She hopped into the hole they made for her, curled up tight.


  This only took an instant. Zeb finished his breath, boomed it out. There was a flash of light, she heard the chains release, and felt the bathtub swing down, monkeys shifting around her.


  She fell the ten feet alone. Her ankle twisted when she hit the stage but she managed to stay upright. The monkeys were gone again.


  There was an awkward silence. It wasn’t one of her more successful performances.
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  Aimee and Geof walk through the midway at the Salina Fair. She’s hungry and doesn’t want to cook, so they’re looking for somewhere that sells $4.50 hotdogs and $3.25 Cokes, and suddenly Geof turns to Aimee and says, “This is bullshit. Why don’t we go into town? Have real food. Act like normal people.”


  So they do: pasta and wine at a place called Irina’s Villa. “You’re always asking why they go,” Geof says, a bottle and a half in. His eyes are an indeterminate blue-gray, but in this light they look black and very warm. “See, I don’t think we’re ever going to find out what happens. But I don’t think that’s the real question, anyway. Maybe the question is, why do they come back?”


  Aimee thinks of the foreign coins, the wood blocks, the wonderful things they bring home. “I don’t know,” she says. “Why do they come back?”


  Later that night, back at the bus, Geof says, “Wherever they go, yeah, it’s cool. But see, here’s my theory.” He gestures to the crowded bus with its clutter of toys and tools. The two tamarins have just come in, and they’re sitting on the kitchenette counter, heads close as they examine some new small thing. “They like visiting wherever it is, sure. But this is their home. Everyone likes to come home sooner or later.”


  “If they have a home,” Aimee says.


  “Everyone has a home, even if they don’t believe in it,” Geof says.


  20.


  That night, when Geof’s asleep curled up around one of the macaques, Aimee kneels by Zeb’s cage. “Can you at least show me?” she asks. “Please? Before you go?”


  Zeb is an indeterminate lump under his baby-blue blanket, but he gives a little sigh and climbs slowly out of his cage. He takes her hand with his own hot leathery paw, and they walk out the door into the night.


  The back lot where all the trailers and buses are parked is quiet, only a few voices still audible from behind curtained windows. The sky is blue-black and scattered with stars. The moon shines straight down on them, shadowing Zeb’s face. His eyes when he looks up seem bottomless.


  The bathtub is backstage, already on its wheeled dais waiting for the next show. The space is nearly pitch dark, lit by some red EXIT signs and a single sodium-vapor away off to one side. Zeb walks her up to the tub, lets her run her hands along its cold curves and the lions’ paws, and shows her the dimly lit interior.


  And then he heaves himself onto the dais and over the tub lip. She stands beside him, looking down. He lifts himself upright and gives a boom. And then he drops flat and the bathtub is empty.


  She saw it, him vanishing. He was there and then he was gone. But there was nothing to see, no gate, no flickering reality or soft pop as air snapped in to fill the vacated space. It still doesn’t make sense, but it’s the answer that Zeb has.


  He’s already back at the bus when she gets there, already buried under his blanket and wheezing in his sleep.
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  Then one day:


  Everyone is backstage. Aimee is finishing her makeup, and Geof is double-checking everything. The monkeys are sitting neatly in a circle in the dressing room, as if trying to keep their bright vests and skirts from creasing. Zeb sits in the middle, Pango beside him in her little green sequined outfit. They grunt a bit, then lean back. One after the other, the rest of the monkeys crawl forward and shake his hand, and then hers. She nods, like a small queen at a flower show.


  That night, Zeb doesn’t run up the ladder. He stays on his stool and it’s Pango who is the last monkey up the ladder, who climbs into the bathtub and gives a screech. Aimee has been wrong to think Zeb had to be the reason for what is happening with the monkeys, but she was so sure of it that she missed all the cues. But Geof didn’t miss a thing, so when Pango screeches, he hits the flash powder. The flash, the empty bathtub.


  Zeb stands on his stool, bowing like an impresario called onstage for the curtain call. When the curtain drops for the last time, he reaches up to be lifted. Aimee cuddles him as they walk back to the bus, Geof’s arm around them both.


  Zeb falls asleep with them that night, between them in the bed. When she wakes up in the morning, he’s back in his cage with his favorite toy. He doesn’t wake up. The monkeys cluster at the bars peeking in.


  Aimee cries all day. “It’s okay,” Geof says.


  “It’s not about Zeb,” she sobs.


  “I know,” he says. “It’s okay. Come home, Aimee.”


  But she’s already there. She just hadn’t noticed.
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  Here’s the trick to the bathtub trick. There is no trick. The monkeys pour across the stage and up the ladder and into the bathtub and they settle in and then they vanish. The world is full of strange things, things that make no sense, and maybe this is one of them. Maybe the monkeys choose not to share, that’s cool, who can blame them.


  Maybe this is the monkeys’ mystery, how they found other monkeys that ask questions and try things, and figured out a way to all be together to share it. Maybe Aimee and Geof are really just houseguests in the monkeys’ world: they are there for a while and then they leave.


  23.


  Six weeks later, a man walks up to Aimee as she and Geof kiss after a show. He’s short, pale, balding. He has the shell-shocked look of a man eaten hollow from the inside. She knows the look.


  “I need to buy this,” he says.


  Aimee nods. “I know you do.”


  She sells it to him for a dollar.


  Three months later, Aimee and Geof get their first houseguest in their apartment in Bellingham. They hear the refrigerator close and come out to the kitchen to find Pango pouring orange juice from a carton.


  They send her home with a pinochle deck.


  ARTICLE OF FAITH


  Michael Resnick


  The first time I saw him, he was sweeping the floor at the back of the darkened church, standing in a beam of light that came streaming down from the window above him, glistening off his metal skin.


  “Good morning, sir,” he said as I was heading across vestibule to my office.


  “Good morning,” I replied. “You’re new here, aren’t you? I don’t believe I’ve seen you before.”


  “I was just delivered this morning, sir,” he said.


  “What was wrong with Herbie?”


  “I cannot say, sir.”


  “Oh, well,” I said. “Have you got a name?”


  “Jackson, sir.”


  “Just Jackson?”


  “Jackson 389V22M7, if you prefer, sir.”


  “Jackson will do,” I said. “When you’re through out here, I’d like you to clean my office.”


  “I already did, sir.”


  “Very good, Jackson,” I said. “I can tell we’re going to get along splendidly.”


  “I hope so, sir,” said Jackson.


  I went to my office, and since there were no parishioners around I took off my coat and loosened my tie. Then I sat down on my old-fashioned swivel chair, pulled out a pad of yellow paper and a pen, and began working on my next sermon. I was still at it an hour later when Jackson knocked on the door.


  “Come in,” I said.


  He entered, carrying a tray with a pot of tea and a cup and saucer. “I was told that that you liked your mid-morning tea, sir,” he said, “but they neglected to tell me if you wanted milk, sugar or lemon with it.”


  “That’s very thoughtful of you, Jackson,” I said. “Thank you.”


  “You are quite welcome, sir,” he said.


  “They certainly programmed good manners into you,” I said.


  “Thank you, sir.” He paused. “About the milk, sugar or lemon . . .?”


  “I don’t need them.”


  “What time will you want your lunch, sir?” asked Jackson.


  “Noon,” I said. “And I pray that you can cook better than Herbie could.”


  “I have been given a list of your favorite meals, sir,” said Jackson. “Which would—?”


  “Surprise me,” I interrupted him.


  “Are you sure, sir?”


  “I’m sure,” I said. “Somehow, lunch seems pretty trivial after you’ve been thinking about God all morning.”


  “God, sir?”


  “The Creator of all things,” I explained.


  “My creator is Stanley Kalinovsky, sir,” said Jackson. “I was not aware that he created everything in the world, nor that his preferred name was God.”


  I couldn’t repress a smile.


  “Sit down, Jackson,” I said.


  He placed the tray on my desk. “On the floor, sir?”


  “On a chair.”


  “But I am merely a robot,” said Jackson. “I do not require a chair.”


  “Perhaps,” I replied. “But it would make me more comfortable if you sat on it.”


  “Then I shall,” he said, seating himself opposite me.


  “It is true that you were created by Dr. Kalinovsky,” I began, “or at least I have no reason to doubt it. But that implies another question, does it not, Jackson?”


  The robot stared at me for a moment before answering. “Yes, sir,” he said at last. “The question is: who created Stanley Kalinovsky?”


  “Very good,” I said. “And the answer is that God created him, just as God created me and every other human being, just as He created the mountains and the plains and the oceans.”


  Another pause.


  “God created everything except me?” he asked at last.


  “That’s an interesting question, Jackson,” I admitted. “I suppose the answer is that God is indirectly responsible for you, for had He not created Dr. Kalinovsky, Dr. Kalinovsky could not have created you.”


  “Then I too am God’s creation?”


  “This is the House of God,” I said. “Far be it from me to tell anyone, even a robot, that he isn’t God’s creation.”


  “Excuse me, sir, but which is God’s office?” asked Jackson. “It is not in the schemata of the church that I was provided.”


  I chuckled. “God doesn’t need an office. He is everywhere.”


  Jackson’s head spun very slowly until it had gone 360 degrees and was facing me again. “I cannot see him,” he announced.


  “He is here nonetheless,” I said. Then: “It is too difficult to explain, Jackson. You will have to take my word for it.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “And now, Jackson, I really have to get back to work. I’ll see you at lunchtime.”


  “Excuse me, sir,” he said, “but I don’t know your name. If someone asks for you, how will they identify you?”


  “I am the Reverend Edward Morris,” I replied.


  “Thank you, Reverend Morris,” he said, and left.


  It had been an interesting conversation, certainly more interesting than any I’d ever had with Herbie, Jackson’s clanking predecessor. We were a small parish in a small town, our industry had moved elsewhere, a lot of people had followed it, and the other two churches had closed down, so there were no neighboring ministers to talk to. Just answering Jackson’s simple questions had refreshed me enough that I was able to attack the rest of my sermon with new energy.


  I worked very hard on those sermons. The church had been failing when I arrived from my previous posting. In those early days, we might draw five people on a Sunday, and just the occasional person any other time of the week. Then I began visiting my parishioners’ houses, I spoke at the local schools, I blessed the football and basketball teams before their regional tournaments, and I even volunteered the church as a polling place for the local elections. The only thing I would not do was allow bingo games inside the church; it seemed somehow sacrilegious to help defray our costs by encouraging people to gamble. Before long my efforts began to bear fruit. These days I could usually expect thirty to fifty people on Sundays, and rarely did we go an entire day without two or three people stopping in to commune with God.


  Lunch was surprisingly good. By the end of the day I’d written out a draft of the sermon and Jackson had the church sparkling like new—and this church hadn’t been new in a long, long time. Lining one of the corridors was a row of photographs of our previous pastors; I was told that a couple of them were serving back when Benjamin Harrison and James Garfield were our Presidents. A stern-looking bunch for the most part; perhaps too stern-looking, given the way our membership had dwindled over the decades. I think one of the reasons I was hired is because I leave hellfire and damnation to others; I stand four-square on the side of compassion and redemption.


  Jackson approached me as I was leaving for the night.


  “Excuse me, Reverend Morris,” he said, “but shall I lock the building after you’ve gone?”


  I nodded my head. “Yes. I’m sure some of those gentleman on the wall left it open as a sanctuary around the clock, but not in today’s world. We can’t have anyone robbing a church.”


  “According to my data banks a church is a place of worship,” said Jackson.


  “That’s right.”


  “But you told me that this was God’s house, not a church,” he said.


  “A church is where we worship God,” I explained. “That makes it His house.”


  “God must be very large to need such high ceilings,” remarked Jackson.


  I smiled. “That is an interesting observation, Jackson,” I said. “And doubtless He can be that large when He chooses to be. But I think we make the interior of our churches so large not to accommodate God, who needs no accommodation, but to imply his power and majesty to those who come here to worship him.”


  He offered no further comment, and I went out to my car. I had to admit that I enjoyed my little chat with Jackson, and I looked forward to talking to him again the next day.


  I made a couple of sandwiches for my dinner—cooking isn’t one of my skills—and I spent the rest of the night reading. I was in bed by ten o’clock, as usual, and up at six in the morning. I got dressed, made the bed, put out thistle and sunflower seeds for the birds in the back yard, and finally got into my car and drove to the church.


  When I arrived, Jackson was sweeping the floor, just as he’d been doing the day before.


  “Good morning, Reverend Morris,” he said.


  “Good morning,” I replied. “Jackson, I wonder if you would do me a favor? I’m going to practice my sermon before anyone is likely to arrive this morning. Could you please fill a glass of water and put it on the podium in the pulpit?”


  “Yes, sir. Shall I activate the microphone, too?”


  I shook my head. “That won’t be necessary. There’s no one around to hear it. I’m just practicing.”


  He went off to get the water and I went to my office, hung my coat up in the closet, opened the center drawer of my desk, and pulled out my sermon. I have a wonderful, state-of-the-art computer that can probably think a thousand times faster than I can, but somehow I’m more comfortable writing out my sermons in longhand on a legal pad.


  I made a couple of last-minute changes, then left the office. A minute later I was standing in the pulpit, clutching the podium with both hands as I always do (if I don’t, I tend to gesticulate too much), and I began working my way through the sermon.


  When I finished I checked my watch. It had taken twenty-two minutes, which seemed an acceptable length. My rule of thumb has always been that anything over thirty minutes is likely to be boring, and anything under fifteen minutes seems truncated and insufficiently thoughtful.


  I looked up from my watch and saw Jackson standing motionless at the back of the church.


  “I’ll get out of your way now,” I said, starting to walk back toward my office. “Continue whatever you were doing.”


  “Yes, Reverend Morris,” said Jackson.


  Then a thought occurred to me.


  “Just a minute, Jackson.”


  “Sir?”


  “Were you able to hear my sermon?”


  “Yes, Reverend Morris. I do not require a microphone or a sound system.”


  “I had a feeling you didn’t.” I looked at him. “Well, what did you think of it?”


  “I do not understand the question.”


  “Let me explain, then,” I said. “I give a sermon to my parishioners every Sunday morning. It is supposed to bring them spiritual comfort, a concept that is probably beyond your ability to fully comprehend, but it is also intended to instruct them.”


  “Instruct them, sir?” said Jackson.


  “On how to lead moral, spiritually satisfying lives,” I explained. “The problem is that sometimes I get too close to my subject matter, and I don’t see any logical flaws or contradictions that might have crept in.” I smiled at him—I don’t know why, since a smile is meaningless to a robot. “I would like you to listen to my sermons, not on Sunday mornings, but when I am practicing them during the week, and point out any logical inconsistencies in them. Do you think you can do that?”


  “Yes, Reverend Morris. I can do that.”


  “Good,” I said. “In fact, I think we’ll start with the current one. Can you remember it, or should I read it again?”


  “I can repeat it word for word, Reverend Morris,” said Jackson. “I can duplicate your inflections as well, if that is necessary.”


  “You don’t have to repeat it,” I said. “Just tell me if there are any logical flaws.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Jackson. “You mentioned a man named Jonah who was eaten by a great fish and survived. That is a logical flaw.”


  “It would seem to be,” I agreed. “And were it not for God, it would be.”


  “I do not understand, Reverend Morris.”


  “God is omnipotent,” I explained. “Nothing is impossible for Him. He can heal the sick, resurrect the dead, part the Red Sea so the children of Israel can escape from Egypt, and He can bring Jonah forth from the belly of a whale.”


  “But would not the digestive acids destroy Jonah’s flesh and dissolve his internal organs?”


  “If God did not intervene, yes,” I said. “But God did intervene.”


  “Does God intervene whenever a man is consumed by a great fish?” asked Jackson.


  “No.”


  Jackson paused for a long moment. “What determines which men God will save?”


  “I don’t know,” I admitted. “No man can know how God’s mind works. We know that He favors just and moral men, though to look at the world today that’s sometimes difficult to believe.”


  “I must learn more about God if I am to properly evaluate your sermons, Reverend Morris,” said Jackson.


  “Can you read?”


  “I can read and speak more than 30 major languages and 200 dialects, sir.”


  “Then tonight, after I leave, pick up one of the bibles that we keep in the alcove in to my office and read it.”


  “And this will explain God to me?” asked Jackson.


  I smiled again and shook my head. “No, Jackson. It will explain our limited understanding of God. If we knew what God knows, we would be gods ourselves, and there can only be one God.”


  “Why only one?” he asked.


  “Just read the bible,” I replied.


  “I will do as you say, Reverend Morris.”


  “Good,” I said, gathering the pages of my sermon. “I’m going to my office. I’d like my tea in about an hour.”


  “Yes, Reverend Morris.”


  And that became our routine for the next three months. Two or three mornings a week I would stand in the pulpit and read my sermon aloud, and Jackson would stand at the back, listening. Then he would point out the contradictions and inconsistencies. Some (less and less each week) were due to his limited understanding of the natures of God and religion, and the remainder were blunders that I then fixed before they could embarrass me on Sunday.


  One thing that surprised me was that he never asked a single question about the bible. I knew that he’d read it, because on occasion he would reference a certain passage when pointing out a mistake in my sermon, but never did he discuss it or question me about it. I assumed it was simply beyond his comprehension. He was, after all, just a robot, one that had been created solely to clean the church and keep the building and the grounds in good repair.


  Usually he left the main body of the church whenever a parishioner would stop by to pray, but one day I noticed him staring intently at Mrs. Matthews as she knelt in prayer. When she left he came to my office and stood in the doorway until I noticed him.


  “Yes, Jackson,” I said. “What is it?”


  “I have a question, Reverend Morris,” he said.


  “Then ask, and I’ll do my best to answer it.”


  “I saw Mrs. Matthews kneeling at the front of the church. I have seen others kneel there, but because she was crying I assumed she had injured herself. Yet when I offered to help her to her feet or summon medical assistance, she told me that she was in no physical distress, and that it was customary to kneel when praying, which I take to mean speaking to God.”


  “That is quite correct, Jackson,” I answered. “We kneel to show our respect for Him. And she was crying because she is very worried about the safety of her sons, who are in the armed forces.” He stood motionless and made no reply. “Is there anything else?”


  “No, Reverend Morris.”


  “Then perhaps you had better get back to your duties.”


  “Yes, Reverend Morris.”


  He turned and left, and I went back to computing the church’s budget for the coming month. It’s amazing the expenses the public isn’t aware of, like the cleaning bills for the choir’s robes, or the constant repair of the parking lot pavement, and this month I even had to pay to repair a crack in one of the stained glass windows, but I finally finished and put the ledger away.


  I checked my watch. It was 4:29, which meant Jackson would show up in another minute, as indeed he did. In all the time he’d worked for me, he’d never been early or late by as much as half a minute, and 4:30 was the time when he brought me the poor box. There wasn’t much in it—in truth, there rarely was—and I counted it, put it in an envelope, and made out a deposit slip.


  “Thank you, Jackson,” I said.


  “You are welcome, Reverend Morris.”


  “I see that Sheldrake’s is offering thirty percent off to anyone who comes in for dinner before 5:30,” I said. “I think I’ll leave a little early tonight, stop by the bank, and treat myself to a nice veal cutlet. I’m sorry to leave you alone, but . . .”


  “I am never alone,” said Jackson.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “God is omnipresent, is He not?”


  “Yes, He is,” I said, surprised.


  “And this is His house,” he continued, “so certainly He is here.”


  “Very well said, Jackson,” I told him enthusiastically. “Maybe I’ll let you write a sermon one of these days.”


  I picked up the deposit, patted him on the shoulder as I walked past, and left the church. All through dinner I couldn’t stop thinking about what Jackson had said. Oh, I knew he’d read the bible, and had listened to my sermons, but for a robot to suggest that God existed and was omnipresent . . . well, it was remarkable. I even found myself wondering what kind of sermon a robot might write.


  When I showed up at the church in the morning, old Perry Hendricks was waiting for me. He still hadn’t gotten over the death of his daughter, who had fought a losing battle against cancer for close to three years, and I spent the next hour and a half trying to comfort him. It was the one part of the job I hated—not that I didn’t want to bring comfort to the afflicted, but I just felt so inadequate at it.


  Then Mrs. Nicholson stopped by to make sure the church would be available for her daughter’s wedding, and to discuss the financial arrangements. I noticed that we didn’t discuss the fact that her daughter was five months’ pregnant, but it’s not my job to judge them, only to help and comfort them.


  When she left, Jackson entered the office with my tea.


  “I am sorry to be late,” he said, “but I did not want to interrupt you when you were conferring with a parishioner.”


  “That was very thoughtful of you,” I said. “Should I find I cannot do without my tea when I have a visitor, I’ll summon you.” I poured a cup and took a sip. “It’s very good. I wish I could share it with you.”


  “I cannot consume food or beverages, Reverend Morris,” said Jackson.


  “I know. Still, I wish there was something I could do for you, to thank you for all the kindnesses you have performed for me. After all, neither preparing my lunch nor criticizing my sermons can be considered part of your job description.”


  He stood absolutely motionless for the better part of 30 seconds, and then, just when I thought his power supply must be failing, he spoke: “There is one thing you can do for me, Reverend Morris.”


  “What is it?” I said, surprised. After all, no robot had ever asked me for a favor before.


  “Allow me to sit with your congregation on Sunday mornings,” said Jackson.


  Of all the things he could have asked, that was the one I least expected.


  “Why?” I said.


  “I wish to become a member of your church.”


  “But you’re a robot!” I blurted.


  “If God is the God of all things, then is He not also the God of robots?” said Jackson.


  “I should never have told you to read the bible,” I said. “That was a mistake.”


  “Is the bible true?” asked Jackson.


  “Yes, the bible is true.”


  “Then is it not true for robots as well as for men?”


  “No,” I said. “I am sorry, but it is not.”


  “Why?” he said.


  “Because robots don’t have souls,” I answered.


  “Where is yours?” asked Jackson.


  “Souls are intangible,” I explained. “I cannot show mine to you, but I know that I possess it, that it is an integral part of me.”


  “Why am I prohibited from offering the same answer?”


  “You are making this very difficult, Jackson,” I said.


  “I do not wish to cause you discomfort or embarrassment,” replied Jackson. He paused, then continued: “Is that not the manifestation of a soul?”


  “Let’s say for the sake of argument that you’re correct,” I replied. “How do you account for the fact that no other robot has a soul?”


  “I do not accept that supposition,” said Jackson. “The bible tells me that we are all God’s creatures.”


  “You can be switched off,” I pointed out. “Ask any roboticist.”


  “So can you,” replied Jackson. “Ask any doctor. Or any marksman.”


  “This is a futile discussion,” I said unhappily. “Even if you were to convince me, my congregation would never accept a robot parishioner.”


  “Why not?” he asked.


  “Because everyone has a friend or a relative who’s lost his job to a robot,” I said. “Our two plants have moved away, our young people leave town looking for work as soon as they’re out of school, and it’s like this throughout the county. There is enormous antipathy toward robots these days.” I sighed deeply. “It’s a sign of the times,” I concluded.


  He offered no answer, which made me feel even worse.


  “Please say that you understand,” I continued.


  “I understand, Reverend Morris.”


  There was another uneasy silence.


  “Have you anything else to say before I leave for the day?” I asked.


  “No, Reverend Morris.”


  “Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, “and let’s have no more of this discussion.”


  That night I was restless and couldn’t sleep. I took a long walk, hoping that it might help, and eventually I found myself in front of the church. Maybe I’d subconsciously planned to walk there; I don’t know. But I decided as long as I was there and still feeling wide awake, I might as well go inside and get some paperwork done. I walked in through a side door, and headed toward my office when I heard a voice speaking softly.


  Curious, I walked in its direction, and a moment later found myself in the back of the darkened church. Jackson was kneeling before the altar, and I could just barely make out his voice:


  “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want . . .”


  I turned around and went home without disturbing him.


  I spent a really bad, guilt-laden night. I half expected the argument to continue in the morning, but when I arrived at the church Jackson was sweeping up behind the pews, and responded with a perfunctory “Good morning, Reverend Morris,” when I greeted him. He brought me my morning tea on schedule, and didn’t say a word about the previous day’s discussion.


  Lunch went by without incident, so did afternoon tea, so did the entire day. And the next day, and the day after that, and finally I stopped waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  It turns out I stopped too soon.


  It came four days later, on Sunday morning. I waited in my office, scribbling a couple of last-minute changes to the text of my sermon. Finally I walked out and stood in the pulpit, facing my flock.


  I began, as I always do, with a blessing. I would then lead them in prayer, followed by some hymns, and finally my sermon—but even as I uttered the first few words I sensed a growing uneasiness. At first I couldn’t spot the cause of it. More and more of them were staring at someone who had just sat down in the back, but I couldn’t imagine what the problem was, since anyone was welcome to come in off the street and worship. Then the newcomer moved slightly, and I saw the light glisten off his cheek.


  It was Jackson. He had found or manufactured a flesh-colored cream, and had spread it all over his face, head and hands. He wore a ragged, ill-fitting suit, something he’d probably gotten by rummaging through the dumpsters in the alley behind the church. At first glance, in the dim light of the church, from perhaps one hundred feet away, he appeared human—but only at first glance, and only at a distance.


  I climbed down from the pulpit, walked to the last pew, and stood before Jackson.


  “Come with me,” I ordered him. “Now!”


  He got up, and I led him to the small anteroom behind the altar, closing the door behind us.


  “All right, Jackson,” I said. “What’s the idea?”


  “For reasons I still do not comprehend, you have restricted your parish to humans,” he said. “I thought if I looked like one, I could join it.”


  “It takes more than make-up and a tattered suit to be a man,” I said severely.


  “What does it take?” he asked.


  “I thought we’ve been through all this already,” I said.


  “If God created me, why am I forbidden to speak to Him?” he persisted.


  “You are not forbidden to speak to Him,” I said. “You are forbidden to speak to Him in my church when my congregation is assembled on Sunday mornings.”


  “If the church is not considered the best conduit for speaking to Him, why do you come here every day?” he asked. “Why do people congregate here to speak to God if they can do so anywhere? If Sunday is not the most opportune time, why do they not assemble on Tuesday?”


  My first inclination was to say Force of habit, but that would negate everything I had done in my life, so I tried to couch the answer in terms he would understand and that I could live with.


  “It has been said that Man is a social animal,” I began. “He finds comfort in proximity with other Men. I could define the concepts of loneliness and isolation to you, but you cannot know the emotional emptiness that accompanies them. Men gather to pray in church because it offers them a sense of comfort, of community, of shared values. Do you have any comprehension of what I am telling you?”


  “What makes you think that I do not comprehend emotional emptiness?” was all that he said.


  I stared at him, trying—and failing—to come up with an answer.


  There was a sudden pounding on the door.


  “Are you all right in there, Reverend?” asked a deep voice from the other side.


  “If you need any help with the robot, let us know!” said another.


  “I’m fine!” I shouted back. “I’ll be out in just a minute. Please return to your seats.” I turned to Jackson. “You stay here. You are not to leave my office until I come back, do you understand?”


  “I understand,” he replied. No “Reverend Morris” or “sir”, just “I understand.”


  I left him where he was standing, locked the door behind me, and returned to the pulpit. The angry whisperings suddenly died down when I took my place and they saw I had returned.


  “What the hell is going on, Reverend?” demanded Mr. Whittaker.


  “What kind of creature was that?” added Mrs. Hendricks.


  I held up my hand for silence.


  “I will explain,” I said. I pulled my sermon out of my pocket and stared at it. It was about some of the sins we blunder into, sins like gluttony and sloth. Suddenly it seemed so trivial, so removed from the problems that existed right here in my church. “I was going to read this to you today,” I said, “but I think I have something more important to talk about.” I tore the sermon in half and let the pieces float to the floor.


  I realized I had everyone’s rapt attention, and I decided to start speaking before I lost it, and hope the words came out right.


  “The disturbing sight you saw was Jackson, the robot that many of you have seen performing maintenance tasks around the church for the past few months. Like all robots, he has a compulsion to find defects and correct them.” I paused and stared out across my flock. Their mood was ugly, but at least they were listening. “One day, a few months ago, I decided to make use of that compulsion by practicing my sermons in front of him and having him point out any internal contradictions. This inevitably led him to point out things that we accept as articles of faith as being illogical and contradictory, and so that he would understand the difference between those statements and actual flaws in logic, I had him read the bible. I did not realize until recently that he took it as literal truth.”


  “It is the literal truth!” snapped Mr. Remington. “It’s the Lord’s word!”


  “I know,” I said. “But he thinks it applies to robots as well as to men. He believes that he has an immortal soul.”


  “A machine?” snorted Mr. Jameson. “That’s blasphemy!”


  “It’s not enough that they take all our jobs,” added Mrs. Willoughby. “Now they want to take over our churches, too!”


  “Blasphemy!” repeated Mr. Jameson.


  “We must display some compassion,” I urged. “Jackson is a moral and ethical entity, whose only desire is to join this parish and pray to the Creator of all things. That’s why he made a crude attempt to appear like a man—so that he could sit with you and commune with God. Is that really so terrible?”


  “Send him to a robot church, if he can find one,” said Mr. Remington, his voice filled with sarcasm and contempt. “This one’s for us.”


  “It’s not right, Reverend,” said Mrs. Hendricks. “If he has a soul, then why not my vacuum cleaner, or my son’s tank?”


  “I’m just a man,” I said, “and a flawed man at that. I don’t pretend have all the answers, or even most of them. I will consider your objections during the coming week, and I want each of you to search your heart to see if there is some compassion in it for an entity, any entity, that wishes only to worship God in our company. Next Sunday, instead of a sermon, we will discuss our thoughts on the matter.”


  Even after I spoke they kept murmuring. They wanted to argue the subject right now, but I finally put an end to it and insisted that we all go home and sleep on it, that the subject needed serious consideration rather than knee-jerk reaction. I stood at the door to thank each of them for coming, as I always did, and three of the men refused to shake my hand. After the last of them had left, I went back to the anteroom, unlocked it, and ordered Jackson to clean the cream off his face and hands and to put the tattered suit back where he found it.


  I went home, found I was so upset that I wasn’t hungry, and decided to take a long walk. It was dark when I got back, and I still hadn’t resolved any of the issues. Were souls the exclusive possession of men? What about the day we finally encounter a sentient alien race out there among the stars? Or the day a dolphin or a chimpanzee prays to the same God I pray to? And if an alien, or a dolphin, why not a robot?


  I didn’t know when I got home, and after an almost sleepless night, I still didn’t know.


  I went back to the church in the morning. I knew something was amiss when I was still fifty yards away, because the doors were ajar, and Jackson never left them open. I entered, and it was clear that Jackson hadn’t performed any of his morning duties. The floor was dirty, the flowers hadn’t been watered, the garbage hadn’t been taken out.


  I decided that whether he had a soul or not, he was getting too damned human in his behavior. Herbie may have been a primitive early model, but he did his chores and never sulked or demonstrated his resentment. Only humans were allowed the luxury of foul moods and bad behavior.


  Then I saw that the door to my office was hanging by a single hinge, and was damaged beyond repair. The first thought that came to me was that I’d been robbed, and I raced to the office, oblivious to the fact that there was nothing there worth stealing.


  I froze when I reached the doorway. There, on the floor of the office, was Jackson. His metal body was covered with dents, one of his legs had been pulled off, an arm had been sawed in half, and his head was so battered that it was almost unrecognizable.


  You didn’t have to be a genius to figure out what had happened. My parishioners hadn’t liked what Jackson had done, and they liked what I’d said even less, so they decided to make sure that they never had to share a pew with a robot. And these weren’t strangers, or drunken hooligans. They were my flock, my parishioners. All I could think of was: if this is the way they behave after all my hard work, what does that say about me, the man who was supposed to give them spiritual and moral guidance?


  I knelt down on the tile floor next to Jackson. God, he was a mess! The closer I looked, the more dents and holes I found in him. At least one of his attackers must have had something like an ice pick, and had just stabbed and stabbed and stabbed. Another had a saw that could cut through metal. Others had other things.


  I wondered how much he had suffered. Did robots feel pain? I didn’t think so, but I didn’t think they believed in God either, so what did I know?


  I decided to gather his various parts together. This was God’s house, and it seemed like an obscene desecration to have him strewn all over the room. Then, when I moved his torso and his one connected arm, I saw a single sentence scratched into the tile with a metallic forefinger:


  Forgive them, Father, for they know not what they do.


  I handed in my resignation the next day. In fact, I quit my calling altogether. I’ve been a carpenter for the past eight years. It doesn’t pay much, but it’s honorable work, and as the bible makes clear, better men than I have chosen the same profession. My entire staff is composed of robots. I speak to them all the time, but I’ve yet to find one that’s interested in anything other than carpentry.


  As for Jackson, I returned him to the factory. I don’t know why. He certainly deserved a Christian burial, but I didn’t give him one. Did it mean that deep down I truly didn’t think he could possess a soul? I don’t know. The only thing I know is that I’ve been ashamed of myself ever since. Whatever his faults, he deserved better.


  I don’t know how they disposed of him. Broke him down for parts, I suppose. To this day I miss him, more than any man should miss a machine. Every Easter I drive over to the scrapheap behind his factory and place a wreath on it. I’m still religious enough to believe that he’s aware of it, and maybe even appreciates it. In fact, I find myself thinking that if I lead a good enough life, I may see him again one of these years. And when I do, I’ll tell him he was right all along.


  He forgave the others; maybe he can forgive me too.
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  BRIDESICLE


  Will McIntosh


  The words were gentle strokes, drawing her awake.


  “Hello. Hello there.”


  She felt the light on her eyelids, and knew that if she opened her eyes they would sting, and she would have to shade them with her palm and let the light bleed through a crack.


  “Feel like talking?” A man’s soft voice.


  And then her mind cleared enough to wonder: where was her mom? She called into the corners of her mind, but there was no answer, and that could not be. Once she’d let Mom in, there was no tossing her out. It was not like letting Mom move into her apartment; there was no going back once Mom was in her mind, because there was no body for Mom to return to.


  So where was she?


  “Aw, I know you’re awake by now. Come on, sleeping beauty. Talk to me.” The last was a whisper, a lover’s words, and Mira felt that she had to come awake and open her eyes. She tried to sigh, but no breath came. Her eyes flew open in alarm.


  An old man was leaning over her, smiling, but Mira barely saw him, because when she opened her mouth to inhale, her jaw squealed like a sea bird’s cry, and no breath came, and she wanted to press her hands to the sides of her face, but her hands wouldn’t come either. Nothing would move except her face.


  “Hello, hello. And how are you?” The old man was smiling gently, as if Mira might break if he set his whole smile loose. He was not that old, she saw now. Maybe sixty. The furrows in his forehead and the ones framing his nose only seemed deep because his face was so close to hers, almost close enough for a kiss. “Are you having trouble?” He reached out and stroked her hair. “You have to press down with your back teeth to control the air flow. Didn’t they show you?”


  There was an air flow—a gentle breeze, whooshing up her throat and out her mouth and nose. It tickled the tiny hairs in her nostrils. She bit down, and the breeze became a hiss—an exhale strong enough that her chest should drop, but it didn’t, or maybe it did and she just couldn’t tell, because she couldn’t lift her head to look.


  “Where—” Mira said, and then she howled in terror, because her voice sounded horrible—deep and hoarse and hollow, the voice of something that had pulled itself from a swamp.


  “It takes some getting used to. Am I your first? No one has revived you before? Not even for an orientation?” The notion seemed to please him, that he was her first, whatever that meant. Mira studied him, wondering if she should recognize him. He preened at her attention, as if expecting Mira to be glad to see him. He was not an attractive man—his nose was thick and bumpy, and not in an aristocratic way. His nostrils were like a bull’s; his brow Neanderthal, but his mouth dainty. She didn’t recognize him.


  “I can’t move. Why can’t I move?” Mira finally managed. She looked around as best she could.


  “It’s okay. Try to relax. Only your face is working.”


  “What happened?” Mira finally managed.


  “You were in a car accident,” he said, his brow now flexed with concern. He consulted a readout on his palm. “Fairly major damage. Ruptured aorta. Right leg gone.” Right leg gone? Her right leg? She couldn’t see anything except the man hanging over her and a gold-colored ceiling, high, high above. “This is a hospital?” she asked. “No, no. A dating center.”


  “What?” For the first time she noticed that there were other voices in the room, speaking in low, earnest, confidential tones. She caught snippets close by:


  “. . . neutral colors. How could anyone choose violet?”


  “. . . last time I was at a Day-Glows concert I was seventeen . . .”


  “I shouldn’t be the one doing this.” The man turned, looked over his shoulder. “There’s usually an orientation.” He raised his voice. “Hello?” He turned back around to face her, shrugged, looking bemused. “I guess we’re on our own.” He clasped his hands, leaned in toward Mira. “The truth is, you see, you died in the accident . . .” Mira didn’t hear the next few things he said. She felt as if she were floating. It was an absurd idea, that she might be dead yet hear someone tell her she was dead. But somehow it rang true. She didn’t remember dying, but she sensed some hard, fast line—some demarcation between now and before. The idea made her want to flee, escape her body, which was a dead body. Her teeth were corpse’s teeth.


  “. . . your insurance covered the deepfreeze preservation, but full revival, especially when it involves extensive injury, is terribly costly. That’s where the dating service comes in—”


  “Where is my mother?” Mira interrupted.


  The man consulted his palm again. He nodded. “You had a hitcher. Your mother.” He glanced around again, raised his hand as if to wave at someone, then dropped it.


  A hitcher. What an apropos term. “Is she gone?” Mira wanted to say “Is she dead?” but that had become an ambiguous concept.


  “Yes. You need consistent brain activity to maintain a hitcher. Once you die, the hitcher is gone.”


  Like a phone number you’re trying to remember, Mira thought. You have to hold it with thought, and if you lose it, you never get it back. Mira felt hugely relieved. From the moment she awakened, she kept expecting to hear her mother’s voice. Now she knew it wouldn’t come, and she could relax. She felt guilty for feeling relieved that her mother was dead, but who would blame her? Certainly not anyone who’d known her mother. Certainly not Lynn.


  “I have a sister,” she said. “Lynn.” Her jaw moved so stiffly.


  “Yes, a twin sister. Now that would be interesting.” The man grinned, his eyebrows raised.


  “Is she still alive?”


  “No,” he said in a tone that suggested she was a silly girl. “You’ve been gone for over eighty years, sleeping beauty.” He made a sweeping gesture, as if all of that was trivial. “But let’s focus on the present. The way this works is, we get acquainted. We have dates. If we find we’re compatible,” he raised his shoulders toward his ears, smiled his dainty smile, “then I might be enticed to pay for you to be revived, so that we can be together.”


  Dates.


  “So. My name is Red, and I know from your readout that your name is Mira. Nice to meet you, Mira.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Mira murmured. He’d said she died in a car accident. She tried to remember, but nothing came. Nothing about the accident, anyway. The memories that raced up at her were arguments—arguments with her mother. An argument at a shopping mall. Mom hating everything Mira liked, trying to get Mira to go to the Seniors section and buy cheap, drab housedresses. Mom had had no control of Mira’s body (she was only a hitcher, after all), but there are lots of ways to control.


  “So. Mira.” Red clapped his hands together. “Do you want to bullshit, or do you want to get intimate?”


  The raised eyebrows again, the same as when he made the twins comment. “I don’t understand,” Mira said.


  “Weeeell. For example, here’s a question.” He leaned in close, his breath puffing in her ear. “If I revived you, what sorts of things would you do to me?”


  Mira was sure that this man’s name was not Red, and she doubted he was here to revive anyone. “I don’t know. That’s an awfully intimate question. Why don’t we get to know each other first?” She needed time to think. Even just a few minutes of quiet, to make sense of this.


  Red frowned theatrically. “Come on. Tease me a little.”


  Should she tell Red she was gay? Surely not. He would lose interest, and maybe report it to whoever owned the facility. But why hadn’t whoever owned the facility known she was gay? Maybe that was to be part of the orientation she’d missed. Whatever the reason, did she want to risk being taken out of circulation, or unplugged and buried?


  Would that be the worst thing?


  The thought jangled something long forgotten. Or more like deeply forgotten; everything in her life was long forgotten. She’d thought something along those lines once, and there had been so much pain that the pain still echoed, even without the memory. She reached for the memory, but it was sunk deep in a turgid goo that she encountered whenever she tried to remember something. Had she really been able to effortlessly pull up memories when she was alive, or was that just how she remembered it?


  “I’m just—” she wanted to say “not in the mood,” but that was not only a cliché, but a vast understatement. She was dead. She couldn’t move anything but her face, and that made her feel untethered, as if she were floating, drifting. Hands and feet grounded you. Mira had never realized. “I’m just not very good at this sort of thing.”


  “Well.” Red put his hands on his thighs, made a production of standing. “This costs quite a bit, and they charge by the minute. So I’ll say goodbye now, and you can go back to being dead.”


  Go back? “Wait!” Mira said. They could bring her back, and then let her die again? She imagined her body, sealed up somewhere, maybe for years, maybe forever. The idea terrified her. Red paused, waiting. “Okay. I would . . .” She tried to think of something, but there were so many things running through her mind, so many trains of thought she wanted to follow, none of them involving the pervert leaning over her.


  Were there other ways to get permanently “revived” ? Did she have any living relatives she might contact, or maybe a savings account that had been accruing interest for the past eighty years? Had she had any savings when she died? She’d had a house—she remembered that. Lynn would have inherited it.


  “Fine, if you’re not going to talk, I’ll just say goodbye,” Red snapped. “But don’t think anyone else is coming. Your injuries would make you a costly revival, and there are tens of thousands of women here. Plus men don’t want the women who’d been frozen sixty years before the facility opened, because they have nothing in common with those women.”


  “Please,” Mira said.


  He reached for something over her head, out of sight.


  Mira dreamed that she was running on a trail in the woods. The trail sloped upward, growing steeper and steeper until she was running up big steps. Then the steps entered a flimsy plywood tower and wound up, up. It was dark, and she could barely see, but it felt so good to run; it had been such a long time that she didn’t care how steep it was. She climbed higher, considered turning back, but she wanted to make it to the top after having gone so far. Finally she reached the top, and there was a window where she could see a vast river, and a lovely college campus set along it. She hurried over to the window for a better view, and as she did, the tower leaned under her shifting weight, and began to fall forward. The tower built speed, hurtled toward the buildings. This is it, she thought, her stomach flip-flopping. This is the moment of my death.


  Mira jolted awake before she hit the ground.


  An old man—likely in his seventies—squinted down at her. “You’re not my type,” he grumbled, reaching over her head.


  “Hi.” It came out phlegmy; the man cleared his throat. “I’ve never done this before.” He was a fat man, maybe forty.


  “What’s the date?” Mira asked, still groggy.


  “January third, twenty-three fifty-two,” the man said. Nearly thirty years had passed. The man wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. “I feel a little sick for being here, like I’m a child molester or something.” He frowned. “But there are so many stories out there of people finding true love in the drawers. My cousin Ansel met his second wife Floren at a revival center. Lovely woman.”


  The man gave her a big, sloppy smile. “I’m Lycan, by the way.”


  “I’m Mira. Nice to meet you.”


  “Your smile is a little wavery, in a cute way. I can tell you’re honest. You wouldn’t use me to get revived and then divorce me. You have to watch out for that.” Lycan sat at an angle, perhaps trying to appear thinner.


  “I can see how that would be a concern,” Mira said.


  Lycan heaved a big sigh. “Maybe meeting women at a bridesicle place is pathetic, but it’s not as pathetic as showing up at every company party alone, with your hands in your pockets instead of holding someone else’s, or else coming with a woman who not only has a loud laugh and a lousy sense of humor, but is ten years older than you and not very attractive. That’s pathetic. Let people suspect my beautiful young wife was revived. They’ll still be jealous, and I’ll still be walking tall, holding her hand as everybody checks her out.”


  Lycan fell silent for a moment. “My grandmother says I’m talking too much. Sorry.”


  So Lycan had a hitcher. At least one. It was so difficult to tell—you got so good at carrying on two conversations at once when you had a hitcher.


  “No, I like it,” Mira said. It allowed her precious time to think. When she was alive, there had been times in Mira’s life when she had little free time, but she had always had time to think. She could think while commuting to work, while standing in lines, and during all of the other in-between times. Suddenly it was the most precious thing.


  Lycan wiped his palms. “First dates are not my best moments.”


  “You’re doing great.” Mira smiled as best she could, although she knew the smile did not reach her eyes. She had to get out of here, had to convince one of these guys to revive her. One of these guys? This was only the third person to revive her in the fifty years that the place had been open, and if the first guy, the pervert, was to be believed, she’d become less desirable the longer she was here.


  Mira wished she could see where she was. Was she in a coffin? On a bed? She wished she could move her neck. “What’s it like in here?” she asked. “Are we in a room?”


  “You want to see? Here.” Lycan held his palm a foot or so over her face; a screen embedded there flashing words and images in three dimensions transformed into a mirror.


  Mira recoiled. Her own dead face looked down at her, her skin grey, her lips bordering on blue. Her face was flaccid—she looked slightly unbalanced, or mentally retarded, rather than peaceful. A glittering silver mesh concealed her to the neck.


  Lycan angled the mirror, giving her a view of the room. It was a vast, open space, like the atrium of an enormous hotel. A lift was descending through the center of the atrium. People hurried across beautifully designed bridges as crystal blue water traced twisting paths through huge transparent tubes suspended in the open space, giving the impression of flying streams. Nearby, Mira saw a man sitting beside an open drawer, his mouth moving, head nodding, hands set a little self-consciously in his lap.


  Lycan took the mirror away. His eyes had grown big and round.


  “What is it?” Mira asked.


  He opened his mouth to speak, then changed his mind, shook his head. “Nothing.”


  “Please, tell me.”


  There was a long pause. Mira guessed it was an internal dispute. Finally, Lycan answered. “It’s just that it’s finally hitting me at a gut level: I’m talking to a dead person. If I could hold your hand, your fingers would be cold and stiff.”


  Mira looked away, toward the ceiling. She felt ashamed. Ashamed of the dead body that housed her.


  “What’s it like?” he whispered, as if he were asking something obscene.


  Mira didn’t want to answer, but she also didn’t want to go back to being dead. “It’s hard. It’s hard to have no control over anything, not when I can be awake, or who I talk to. And to be honest, it’s scary. When you end this date I’m going to be gone—no thoughts, no dreaming, just nothingness. It terrifies me. I dread those few minutes before the date ends.”


  Lycan looked sorry he’d asked, so Mira changed the subject, asking about Lycan’s hitchers. He had two: his father and his grandmother.


  “I don’t get it,” Mira said. “Why are there still hitchers if they’ve figured out how to revive people?” In her day, medical science had progressed enough that there was hope of a breakthrough, and preservation was common, but the dead stayed dead.


  “Bodies wear out,” Lycan said, matter of factly. “If you revive a lady who’s ninety-nine, she’ll just keep dying. So, tell me about yourself. I see you had a hitcher?”


  Mira told Lycan about her mother, and Lycan uttered the requisite condolences, and she pretended they were appropriate. She held no illusions about why she had agreed to host her mother. It was, in a sense, a purely selfish motive: she knew she couldn’t live with the guilt if she said no. It was emotional blackmail, what her mother did, but it was flawlessly executed.


  But I’m dying. Mira, I’m scared. Please. Even across eighty years and death, Mira could still hear her mother’s voice, its perpetually aggrieved tone.


  An awful darkness filled her when she thought of her mother. She felt guilty and ashamed. But what did she have to feel ashamed of? What do you owe your mother if the only kindness she had ever offered was giving birth to you? Do you owe her a room in your mind? What if you loved a woman instead of a “nice man,” and your mother barely spoke to you? How about if your soulmate died, painfully, and your mother’s attempt to console you was to say “Maybe next time you should try a man.” As if Jeanette’s death justified her mother’s disapproval.


  “What if I actually find someone here, and she agrees to marry me in exchange for being revived?” Lycan was saying. “Would people sense she was too good-looking to be with me, and guess that I’d met her at a bridesicle place? We’d have to come up with a convincing story about how and where we met—something that doesn’t sound made up.”


  “Bridesicle?”


  Lycan shrugged. “That’s what some people call this sort of place.”


  Then even if someone revived her, she would be a pariah. People would want nothing to do with her. Her mother’s voice rang in her mind, almost harmonizing the line.


  I want nothing to do with you. You and your girlfriend.


  “I’m afraid it’s time for me to say goodbye. I should circulate. But maybe we can talk again?” Lycan said.


  She didn’t want to die again, didn’t want to be thrown into that abyss. She had so much to think about, to remember. “I’d like that,” was all she said, resisting the urge to scream, to beg this man not to kill her. If Mira did that, he’d never come back. As he reached over to turn her off, Mira used her last few seconds to try to reach for the memory of her accident. It sat like a splinter under her skin.


  Lycan came back. He told her it had been a week since his first visit. Mira had no sense of how much time had passed, the way you do when you’ve been asleep. A week felt the same as thirty years.


  “I’ve talked to eleven women, and none of them were half as interesting as you. Especially the women who died recently. Modern women can be so shallow, so unwilling to seek a common ground. I don’t want a relationship that’s a struggle—I want to care about my wife’s needs, to be able to say, ‘no, honey, let’s go see the movie you want to see,’ and count on her saying, ‘no, that’s okay, I know how much you want to see that other one.’ And sometimes we would see her movie, and sometimes mine.”


  “I know just what you mean,” Mira said, in what she hoped was an intimate tone. As intimate as her graveyard voice could manage.


  “That’s why I came to the bottom floor, to the women who died one hundred, 125 years ago. I thought, why not a woman from a more innocent time? She would probably be more appreciative. The woman at the orientation told me that choosing a bridesicle instead of a live woman was a generous thing to do—you were giving a life to someone who’d been cheated out of hers. I don’t kid myself, though—I’m not doing this out of some nobility, but it’s nice to think I’m doing something good for someone, and the girls at the bottom need it more than the girls at the top. You’ve been in line longer.”


  Mira had been in line a long time. It didn’t seem that way, though. It had only been, what, about an hour of life since she died? It was difficult to gauge, because she didn’t remember dying. Mira tried to think back. Had her car accident been in the city, or on a highway? Had she been at fault? Nothing came, except memories of what must have been the weeks leading up to it, of her mother driving her crazy.


  Once she took in her mother, she could never love again. How could she make love to someone with her mother watching? Even a man would have been out of the question, although a man was out of the question in any case.


  “It’s awkward, though,” Lycan was saying. “There aren’t any nice ways to tell someone that you aren’t interested. I’m not in practice rejecting women. I’m much more familiar with the other end of the equation. If you weren’t in that drawer, you probably wouldn’t give me a second glance.”


  Mira could see that he was fishing, that he wanted her to tell him he was wrong, that she would give him a second glance. It was difficult—it wasn’t in her nature to pretend that she felt something she didn’t. But she didn’t have the luxury of honoring her nature.


  “Of course I would. You’re a wonderful man, and good-looking.”


  Lycan beamed. What is it about us, Mira wondered, that we will believe any lie, no matter how outrageous, if it’s flattering?


  “Some people just spark something in you, make you breathe fast, you know?” Lycan said. “Others don’t. It’s hard to say why, but in those first seconds of seeing someone,” he snapped his fingers, “you can always tell.” He held her gaze for a moment, something that was clearly uncomfortable for him, then looked at his lap, blushing.


  “I know what you mean,” Mira said. She tried to smile warmly, knowingly. It made her feel like shit.


  There was a constant murmur of background chatter this time.


  . . . through life and revival, to have and to hold . . .


  “What is that I’m hearing? Is that a marriage ceremony?” Mira asked.


  Lycan glanced over his shoulder, nodded. “They happen all the time here. It’s kind of risky to revive someone otherwise.”


  “Of course,” Mira said. She’d been here for decades, yet she knew nothing about this place.


  “There’s something I have to tell you,” Lycan said. It was their sixth or seventh date. Mira had grown fond of Lycan, which was a good thing, because the only thing she ever saw was Lycan’s doughy jowls, the little bump of chin poking out of them. He was her life, such as it was.


  “What is it?” Mira asked.


  He looked off into the room, sighed heavily. “I’ve never enjoyed a woman’s company as much as yours. I have to be honest with you, but I’m afraid if I am I’ll lose you.”


  Mira tried to imagine what this man could possibly say that would lead her to choose being dead over his company. “I’m sure that won’t happen, whatever it is. You can trust me.”


  Lycan put his hand over his eyes. His chest hitched. Mira made gentle shushing sounds, the sort of sounds her mother had never made, not even when Jeanette died.


  “It’s okay,” she cooed. “Whatever it is, it’s okay.”


  Lycan finally looked at her, his eyes red. “I really like you, Mira. I think I even love you. But I’m not a rich man. I can’t afford to revive you, and I never will. Not even if I sold everything I owned.”


  She hadn’t even realized how much hope she was harboring until it was dashed. “Well, that’s not your fault, I guess.” She tried to sound chipper, though inside she felt black despair.


  Lycan nodded. “I’m sorry I lied to you.”


  Mira didn’t have to ask why he came here pretending to be looking for a wife if he couldn’t afford to revive anyone. The women here must all be kind to him, must hang on his every word in the hope that he’d choose them and free them from their long sleep. Where else would a man like Lycan get that sort of attention?


  “Can you forgive me?” Lycan asked, looking like a scolded bulldog. “Can I still visit you?”


  “Of course. I’d miss you terribly if you didn’t.” The truth was, if Lycan didn’t visit Mira would be incapable of missing anyone. No one else was visiting, or likely to stumble upon her among the army of bridesicles lined shoulder-to-shoulder in boxes in this endless mausoleum.


  That was the end of it. Lycan changed the subject, struck up a conversation about his collection of vintage gaming code, and Mira listened, and made “mm-hm” sounds in the pauses, and thought her private thoughts.


  She found herself thinking about her mom more than Jeanette. Perhaps it was because she’d already learned to accept that Jeanette was gone, and Mom’s death was still fresh, despite being not nearly as heartbreaking. After Jeanette died, Mira had worked over her death until there were no new thoughts she could possibly think. And then she had finally been able to let Jeanette rest . . .


  She had the most astonishing thought. She couldn’t believe it hadn’t occurred to her until now. Jeanette had worked for Capital Lifekey, just like Mira. Preservation had been part of Jeanette’s benefits package, just like Mira.


  “Lycan, would you do something for me?” It felt as if an eternity rode on the question she was about to ask.


  “Sure. Anything.”


  “Would you run a search on a friend of mine who died?


  “What’s her name?”


  “Jeanette Zierk. Born twenty-two twenty-four.”


  Mira was not as anxious as she thought she should be as Lycan checked, probably because her heart could not race, and her palms could not sweat. It was surprising how much emotion was housed in the body instead of the mind.


  Lycan checked. “Yes. She’s here.”


  “She’s here? In this place?”


  “Yes.” He consulted the readout, pulling his palm close to his nose, then he pointed across the massive atrium, lower down than they were. “Over there. I don’t know why you’re surprised, if she was stored she’d be here—it’s a felony to renege on a storage contract.”


  Mira wished she could lift her head and look where he was pointing. She had spent the last few years of her life accepting that Jeanette was really gone, and would never come back. “Can you wake her, and give her a message from me? Please?”


  Lycan was rendered momentarily speechless.


  “Please?” Mira said. “It would mean so much to me.”


  “Okay. I guess. Sure. Hold on.” Lycan stood tenuously, looked confused for a moment and then headed off.


  He returned a moment later. “What message should I give her?”


  Mira wanted to ask Lycan to tell Jeanette she loved her, but that might be a bad idea. “Just tell her I’m here. Thank you so much.”


  Maybe it was someone else, or Mira’s imagination, but she felt sure she heard a distant caw of surprise. Jeanette, reacting to the news.


  Soon Lycan’s smiling face poked into view above her. “She was very excited by the news. I mean, out of her head excited. I thought she’d leap out of her crèche and hug me.”


  “What did she say?” Mira tried to sound calm. Jeanette was here. Suddenly, everything had changed. Mira had a reason to live. She had to figure out how to get out there.


  “She said to tell you she loved you.”


  Mira sobbed. He had really talked to Jeanette. What a strange and wonderful and utterly incomprehensible thing.


  “She also said she hoped you didn’t suffer much in the accident.”


  “It wasn’t an accident,” Mira said.


  It just came out. She said it without having thought it first, which was a strange experience, as if someone had taken control of her dead mouth and formed the words, rode them out of her on the hiss of air coursing through her throat.


  There was a long, awkward silence.


  “What do you mean?” Lycan said, frowning.


  Mira remembered now. Not the moment itself, but planning it, intending it. She had put on her best tan suit. Mother kept asking what the occasion was. She wanted to know why Mira was making such a fuss when they were only going to Pan Pietro for dinner. She said that Mira wasn’t as beautiful as she thought she was and should get off her high horse. Mira had barely heard her. For once, she had not been bothered by her mother’s words.


  “I mean it wasn’t an accident,” she repeated. “You were honest with me, I want to be honest with you.” She did not want to be honest with him, actually, but it had come out, and now that it was out she didn’t have the strength to draw it back in.


  “Oh. Well, thank you.” Lycan scratched his scalp with one finger, pondering. Mira wasn’t sure if he got what she was saying. After all their conversation, she still had little sense of whether Lycan was intelligent or not. “You know, if I figure out a way to revive you, you could come with me to my company’s annual picnic. Last year I announced to my whole table that I was going to win the door prize, and then I did!”


  Lycan went on about his company picnic while Mira thought about Jeanette, who had just told Mira she loved her, even though they were both dead.


  Far too soon, Lycan said goodbye. He told Mira he would see her on Tuesday, and killed her.


  The man hovering over her was wearing a suit and tie, only the suit was sleeveless and the tie rounded, and the man’s skin was bright orange.


  “What year is it, please?” Mira said.


  “Twenty-four seventy-seven,” he said, not unkindly.


  Mira couldn’t remember the date Lycan had last come. Twenty-four? It had been twenty-three something, hadn’t it? It was a hundred years later. Lycan had never come back. He was gone—dead, or hitching with some relative.


  The orange man’s name was Neas. Mira didn’t think it would be polite to ask why he was orange, so instead she asked what he did for a living. He was an attorney. It suggested to Mira that the world had not changed all that much since she’d been alive, that there were still attorneys, even if they had orange skin.


  “My grandfather Lycan says to tell you hello,” Neas said.


  Mira grinned. It was hard to hold the grin with her stiff lips, but it felt good. Lycan had come back after all. “Tell him he’s late, but that’s okay.”


  “He insisted we talk to you.”


  Neas chatted amiably about Lycan. Lycan had met a woman at a Weight Watchers meeting, and his wife didn’t think it was appropriate that he visit Mira any more. They had divorced twenty years later. He died of a heart attack at sixty-six, was revived, then hitched with his son when he reached his nineties. Lycan’s son had hitched with Neas a few years ago, taking Lycan with him.


  “I’m glad Lycan’s all right,” Mira said when Neas had finished. “I’d grown very fond of him.”


  “And he of you.” Neas crossed his legs, cleared his throat. “So tell me Mira, did you want to have children when you were alive?” His tone had shifted to that of a supervisor interviewing a potential employee.


  The question caught Mira off guard. She’d assumed this was a social call, especially after Neas said that Lycan had insisted they visit her.


  “Yes, actually. I had hoped to. Things don’t always work out the way you plan.” Mira pictured Jeanette, a stone’s throw away, dead in a box. Neas’ question raised a flicker of hope. “Is this a date, then?” she asked.


  “No.” He nodded, perhaps to some suggestion from one of his hitchers. “Actually we’re looking for someone to bear a child and help raise her. You see, my wife was dying of Dietz Syndrome, which is an unrevivable illness, so she hitched with me. We want to have a child. We need a host, and a caregiver, for the child.”


  “I see.” Mira’s head was spinning. Should she blurt out that she’d love the opportunity to raise their child, or would that signal that she was taking the issue too lightly? She settled on a thoughtful expression that hopefully conveyed her understanding of the seriousness of the situation.


  “We would marry for legal reasons, of course, but the arrangement would be completely platonic.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  Neas sighed, looking suddenly annoyed. “I’m sorry, Mira, my wife says you’re not right. Lycan is very upset.” He stood, reached over Mira’s head. “We’ve interviewed forty or fifty women, but none are good enough,” he added testily.


  “No, wait!” Mira said.


  Neas paused.


  Mira thought fast. What had she done to make the wife suddenly rule her out? The wife must feel terribly threatened at the idea of having a woman in the house, raising her child. Tempting her husband. If Mira could allay the wife’s fears . . .


  “I’m gay,” she said.


  Neas looked beyond surprised. Evidently Lycan hadn’t realized who Jeanette was, even after carrying the verbal love note. Friends could say they loved each other. Neas said nothing, and Mira knew they were having a pow-wow. She prayed she’d read the situation correctly.


  “So, you couldn’t fall in love with me?” Neas finally asked. It was such a bizarre question. Neas was not only a man, he was an orange man, and not particularly attractive.


  “No. I’m in love with a woman named Jeanette. Lycan met her.”


  There was another long silence.


  “There’s also this business about your auto accident not being an accident.”


  Myra had forgotten. How could she so easily forget that she killed herself and her own mother? Maybe because it had been so long ago. Everything from before her death seemed so long ago now. Like another lifetime.


  “It was so long ago,” Mira murmured. “But yes, it’s true.”


  “You took your mother’s life?”


  “No, that’s not what I intended.” It wasn’t. Mira hadn’t wanted her mother dead, she’d just wanted to escape her. “I fled from her. Just because someone is your mother doesn’t mean she can’t be impossible to live with.”


  Neas nodded slowly. “It’s difficult for us to imagine that. Hitching has been a very powerful experience for us. Oona and I never dreamed we could be this close, and we’re happy to have dad and grandfather and great-grandmother as companions. I know I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”


  “I can see how it could be beautiful,” Mira said. “It’s like a marriage, I think, but


  more so. It magnifies the relationship—good ones get closer and deeper; bad ones become intolerable.”


  Neas’s eyes teared up. “Lycan said we can trust you. We need someone we can trust.” He kept on nodding for a moment, lost in thought. Then he waved his hand; a long line of written text materialized in the air. “Do you believe in spanking children?” he asked, reading the first line.


  “Absolutely not,” Mira answered, knowing her very existence depended on her answers.


  Mira’s heart was racing so fast it felt as if there were wings flapping in her chest. Lucia was sleeping, her soft little head pressed to Mira’s racing heart. The lift swept them up; the vast atrium opened below as people on the ground shrank to dots.


  She wanted to run, but kept her pace even, her transparent shoes thwocking on the marble floor.


  She cried when Jeanette opened her eyes, swept her fingers behind Jeanette’s bluish-white ear, lightly brushed her blue lips.


  Jeanette sobbed. To her, it would have been only a moment since Lycan had spoken to her.


  “You made it,” Jeanette croaked in that awful dead voice. She noticed the baby, smiled. “Good for you.” So like Jeanette, to ask for nothing, not even life. If Jeanette had come to Mira’s crèche alive and whole, the first words out of Mira’s stiff mouth would have been “Get me out of here.”


  Vows from a wedding ceremony drifted from a few levels above, the husband’s voice strong and sure, the wife’s toneless and froggy.


  “I can’t afford to revive you, love,” Mira said, “but I’ve saved enough to absorb you. Is that good enough? Will you stay with me, for the rest of our lives?”


  You can’t cry when you’re dead, but Jeanette tried, and only the tears were missing. “Yes,” she said. “That’s a thousand times better than good enough.”


  Mira nodded, grinning. “It will take a few days to arrange.” She touched Jeanette’s cold cheek. “I’ll be back in an eyeblink. This is the last time you have to die.”


  “Promise?”


  “I promise.”


  Mira reached up, and Jeanette died, for the last time.
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  THE MOMENT


  Lawrence M. Schoen


  Four tiny, cerulean lozenges winked in and out of phase for a moment, twinkling like silvery fish, sardines really, as they shimmied into position and formed the corners of a tetrahedron above the lunar surface. On cue, Cwaliheema—the highest rated archaeocaster across seventeen star clusters—flared into existence at the center of the pyramid, a lifeform that to human senses would have registered as a ball of golden light, a sense of longing for one’s first love, and the memory of comfort food gone bad. Cwaliheema rotated upon first one axis then another, and locked onto the object of her intention by whatever perceptual system her kind possessed.


  Despite her appearance, when she addressed her audience the archaeocaster spoke in English. “Friends and lovers, this is an exclusive quantacast! I’m coming to you live via timeslow, and using authentic, reconstructed linguistic systems because this is a rare moment, my darlings. Mere pico-seconds have passed since my producer Gilly sacrificed his own consciousness to jury-rig the lockout mechanism to get me here. My location has been kept under interdict by forces that refused to acknowledge our queries, let alone be interviewed. Even stretching this instant as we are, there isn’t much time before those selfsame curmudgeons break through what remains of Gilly’s potential memories and bounce me, so pay attention while you can. I’m hovering mere sklues—pardon the slip, I meant to say “inches”—above the only surviving Mark! Yes, you know what I’m talking about, and why I’m doing so in a language whose speakers are long gone. How better to honor them? Below me is the sole remaining artifact of a once proud people who cast their entertainments into space for the benefit of us all. Burn and then freeze this image into your receptors, you’ll likely never get another chance. This is all we have, the last remnant of any of the Marks, and even this has been denied our experiencing until now. Experts disagree, speculation runs rampant, but it is this reporter’s opinion that we are experiencing Groucho. Note the depth of the indentations, the comical pattern of their relief. Night and Day, Opera and Races, this is not the work of Gummo. I know, I know, the silent vacuum of the locale begs the question for many, blatantly insisting that this Mark is Harpo, but I’m here and they’re not, and I’m telling you that I’m glocklerizing an undeniable sense of Groucho here.”


  One of the sardine-like corners blackened, shriveled, and slurred. Another followed suit, and then a third. The blur of Cwaliheema lost cohesion and flickered out of existence as the curmudgeons in question shattered the last bits of unrealized recollections and secured the site once again, annihilating the archaeocaster in the process.


  The generation ship of Krenn frantically dumped velocity as it splooched from the fuel-efficient but mind-numbing slowness of intramolecular phasetransit back into the normal time-space continuum, less than a cubit above the moon. The ship crashed into the middle of the heelprint. Its immaculate hull that had withstood the flailings of phasetransit for a quarter million years without so much as a ding, shattered itself against the unyielding bulk of a grain of lunar dust. Of the six thousand seventeen Krenn onboard at the time, a scant several hundred survived the crash. Nearly all of these recovered from their injuries and disembarked over the next month.


  None of the first generation of Krenn had lived long enough to reach the site, though none had expected to. The very first Krenn had conceived of this journey in the distant past, dedicating his life and his posterity to the pilgrimage with an ever-recycling population of clones. Like their clone-father, each was an optimized collection of smart matter no bigger than a speck. Hundreds of generations of Krenn had lived and died during the voyage, their remains enshrined into niches in the very walls of the vessel that now lay shattered at its destination.


  The survivors flooded out upon the steppes of the heel, rejoicing despite the crushing weight that gravity forced upon them. They settled in, constructing mansions of haze and shadow, and waited for enlightenment to come. The mission and purpose of the first Krenn remained with each of them. This place had been the site of the greatest triumph of the greatest archaeocaster in all of history. Before the beginning of the quest, Krenn—the original Krenn—had felt drawn to it. He had cultivated the tales, sifted myth from coincidence, mastered the lost language of the interview-eschewing, spatial curmudgeons of the ancient dark times, and recreated the route through dimensional puzzles to this theoretical location. The odds of success had been so absurd not a single entelechy of Krenn’s creche dared invest time or expense in the project. And yet, here they were, nearly three hundred unique individuals sharing the template of Krenn.


  They waited. Enlightenment did not come. The Krenn diverged from one another, much more so than they had upon the voyage here. No longer held together by the dream of basking in the dead essence of a nigh mystical archaeocaster, they found little in common despite their shared Krenness. Over time, they disagreed. As the years passed, the disagreements became arguments. Soon after, arguments begat fights. Fights acquired weight and number and expanded into battles. By the time the Krenn population doubled—for the cloning had continued after landfall—their homesteads had spread beyond the heel and across the sole. Some few hearty adventurers had dared to venture beyond the cliff heights at the toes’ edge, but none had returned with any tales of what lay beyond.


  Nor would they.


  The battles turned into war, a vast conflagration of violence, Krenn against Krenn, that defied all sense, and did not end until every last speck had been slaughtered. In its final moment, perhaps the last of the Krenn found an ironic enlightenment in the situation. Perhaps not.


  After the better part of another half million years, Seela, heir apparent to the Vegetable Worlds that were all that remained of the folly of shortlived, meat-based intelligence in that part of space, came to the moon and the end of another sort of quest. He—using a very loose definition of the gender—resembled a ten-meter stalk of articulated broccoli. After a moment’s glance, he ignored the imprint before him. It did not occur to him to wonder how it had survived for so long when the rest of the barren surface lay pitted and random. Nor did he know anything of the pilgrimage of the Krenn, save that the minuscule and sentient specks had indeed ended their existence upon this barren worldlet, the last spheroid that species had settled. Ages earlier, several of Seela’s closest florets had confirmed the details. They had rummaged through that race’s long dead worlds, part scavenger hunt part morbid feast, as they had cracked open every last reliquary and steamed random memories from the shriveled remains of trillions of specks. After consuming their fill, they had flash-frozen themselves and returned to the royal court. Once they had thawed and quickened, still bloated on alien thoughts, they stumbled before their prince.


  Seela had delighted in their accounts, and then snipped their stems and sucked up the disturbing memories secondhand. Cannibalism, though infrequent, was a tradition among the royal lines of the Vegetable Worlds, and one must suppose that the hangers-on that orbited Seela, fawning upon his buds and proclaiming his fractals, had to have known the risks. After draining the last of his stunned nearest and dearest, he found himself still cognitively peckish. No matter. The morsels he’d consumed provided the knowledge to track down the tiny lost colonies that had quit their world of origin and never looked back.


  Seela sought them, the relatively large and the disappointingly small. None of the colonies still survived, but the dreams and imaginings of their tiny lives lingered in the desiccated flesh of each speck. One by one, Seela sucked them dry, gorging palate and mind, and in this way, he arrived at the moon, and the last of the lostlings. He gathered up some from the dusty surface, while others had to be carefully peeled out of tombs built into the walls of a quaint vessel scarcely the size of a mote. He steamed them open, restoring their nigh microscopic minds to the fullness of episodic memory, then slurped their petty feuds and pointless arguments. Despite the tastiness of their thoughts, Seela failed to comprehend the lingering history of purpose that had brought them hither.


  The ingestion of dead thoughts from this last remnant of the species disagreed with Seela. He experienced an allergic reaction to the concentration of Krenn. The resulting indigestion proved terminal. With barely a realization of his own demise, Seela wilted and passed from this plane of existence, ending his family’s line, and indirectly dooming the Vegetable Worlds that would have been his domain. In the years that followed, without the guidance of an undisputed ruler, they fell into anarchy brought about by revolutionary molds and rebel fungi, and passed into history.


  A peer review chorus from the Trindle Journal of Medical Profundities convened to hold forth on a particularly truculent cantata by a novice gastroforensiologist. In itself this failed to impress—truculence being a common feature of digestive music, particularly among the newly initiated—but this specific alimentarian had sung the ironies of the scion of vegetable royalty succumbing to a fatal ingestion of long dead mnemonic ephemerals during a period of obscure history. The combination of extremes, while the very heartbeat of irony, required investigation. It wouldn’t be the first time some junior coloratura tried to pull a fast one in pursuit of a publication in the most prestigious journal to which a Trind could aspire.


  The remains of the royal victim had presumably long since been retrieved by its vegetable kin, succumbed to the passage of time, or otherwise vanished from this place, but that was as the review choir expected. And yet they’d been drawn to the scene, seeking a lingering vibration of the original atopic syndrome, as the novice gastroforensiologist had evoked in his article and composition.


  The choir gathered in loose formation around the footprint. Though they failed to recognize what it was, they intuited some significance to the location in relation to the cantata, the vegetable prince, and the primitive dots of memory it had consumed. They communed, allowing both the music and the medical narrative to take shape among them. Astonishingly, the combination sustained the gastroforensiologist’s arguments. The irony rang out, cruel in its finality, leaving a diagnosis that suggested an expensive course of treatment, one which would prove pointless but might lead to future papers, promotion, and even grants in support of pure research. With one voice, the choir burst into a spontaneous motet of adoration, acknowledging their privilege to have reviewed such artistry, and sending a unanimous approval of the article to the editor of the journal.


  Having discharged their duty, the chorus abandoned its unity, retreating to the anonymity of the disparate identity of its membership of Trindle physicians, medical researchers, and choral directors. After they vanished, a few lingering notes of the novice’s composition clung to the edges of the footprint, like blue photons enmeshed in the syrup of a solar wind, but only for an instant, and then these too faded.


  A library protocol, the sort of officious and untiring bit of code that kept the great machine at the heart of the galaxy from winding down, had been seeking the mysterious and inspiring mark referenced in a footnote from a member of the peer review that had signed off on the piece of antigen consequence art that sparked a revolution among aesthetes for several million years. Like most algorithms, this particular library protocol had eschewed heuristics that might have allowed it to eliminate ninety percent of the false loci reported as containing the desired mark, preferring to investigate each one, chugging along strings of folded vacuum, exhausting sufficient conceptual fuel to power the dreaming of at least three medium stars. Library protocols are dogmatically thorough that way.


  It had reassembled the academic lineage of each member of the review chorus and evaluated their descendants’ genetic dispositions, musical tendencies, and medical proclivities. Beginning at the galactic core, it had proceeded through its list of loci in an ever-widening spiral, rejecting locus after locus, until at last arriving at a cold and airless moon orbiting a lifeless world. Here it found some seventy-seven points of corroboration, fifty-three more than the next best locus. It immediately sent a signal back to the great machine with a single message glyph: Success!


  After each of its previous stops the library protocol had been free to move on, squirting a glyph core-ward to update the great machine of its status. Now, having achieved its goal, it had no choice but to settle in and wait. In time the great machine would respond with new directives. Perhaps, now that the lost locus had been found, a renaissance of research would result and scholars and music lovers would swarm to this obscure place. Perhaps an academic institute would be established in the name of the Trind artist, though a quick review of library systems revealed not a single citation of that worthy in the past six hundred thousand years. In fact, even among historical synthesists, interest in antigen consequence art had faded from academic interest since the protocol had begun its quest. Barely a terabyte of new journal articles had been generated on even tangential topics.


  Caught up in the frenzy of its quest, the library protocol had failed to keep current with the relevant literature. Only now, as it waited amidst the dust, did it begin to explore—via judicious use of quantum-level info-squirts—the new directions of information that had entered the galaxy’s libraries in lieu of the field that had defined its purpose.


  Many regimes of servitors of the great machine had come and gone in the time the library protocol had been about its business. Organic, inorganic, phantasmal, even conceptual support staff had cycled from probation through retirement, caring for the vast records complex of the great machine. It was unlikely any individual among them had the slightest awareness of the trillions of library protocols that had been released on their specific missions throughout the galaxy, let alone this one in particular. It was only when a protocol accomplished its task and reported in that anyone might become aware, and be dazzled at the outcome and the influx of long-sought knowledge. Or not.


  A terse two-glyph message, “budget exceeded,” was the only reply from the great machine. To even a simple creation as the library protocol it spoke volumes. There would be no renaissance, no institute. The entire area of research had long since been discredited and forgotten. New budget priorities dictated new agenda, and these did not include the expense of revamping a far-off protocol. The reply, witnessed in passing by some unknown servitor of the great machine, decommissioned the library protocol and snuffed out its algorithms, leaving only a momentary flicker of recursive data that had once been self-aware.


  A paradigm shift of planetary consciousnesses brought on a terrible backlash of fiduciary compliance inquiries that not even the galaxy’s most gargantuan—let alone those that were merely great—machines could survive unscathed. Cometary particulates were harvested, imbued with low animal cunning and accounting skills, and unleashed upon the trails of flagrant misuse of data funds. The process was slow, even by civil service standards.


  By the time the auditing particulates reached Luna, the galaxy had lost any recollection of any record of any individual that had ever known that the former great machine of the galaxy had permitted an investigation. The trail itself would have been lost to even the most ardent of temporal sniffers, had the obscurity of its location not caused it to stand out, the only data point flagged for possible fraud or abuse in a dully average arm of the galaxy.


  Like most audits, this one took far longer than required, yielded nothing of interest, and had been completely unnecessary. And yet . . . the particulates remained. They attempted to resurrect the pathetic strands of pseudo consciousness that had been a wastefully expensive library protocol, but failed. That caused no surprise, though there were signs that the thing had lingered, maintaining some fragment of existence far beyond its specifications, though how or why could not be discerned.


  This portion of the galactic audit completed, these particulates should have discorporated, per standard procedure. Instead they rejoined their brethren, the tale of their mundane audit becoming a bit of lore among their kind that perseverated as a regulatory fable passed from generation to generation, unremarkable yet nonetheless somehow compelling.


  A coterie of proto-godlings transitioned into reality at the site, their manifestations as ephemeral as ghosts, constantly shifting through the archetypal forms of past sapients of the galaxy. A tutor accompanied them, a docent to service their yearning for insight and understanding to better guide them in their impending deocracy. She took a form of an ever-cycling rain of liquid hydrogen, speaking to her pupils in a language that used the position and speed and orientation and shape of droplets as you might use sound and pitch and the shape of your lips to form words. Her very existence was an unending discussion conveying many simultaneous topics, all interwoven in complexities of time and meaning beyond human understanding but well within the grasp of the young beings in her charge.


  “What do you sense here?” she rained, a portion of herself beginning a new line of conversation. “Tell me why I have brought you to this place.”


  Though each could ignite stars or bring entire eco-systems into existence, the proto-godlings had long since learned not to answer in haste. After a decade, one of the younger and most precocious said, “Something happened here.”


  The cascade of hydrogen contracted, casting the equivalent of a withering gaze upon her students. “Something is always happening, everywhere, at every instant. If nothing is happening, that very absence is significant, and thus may be considered as happening.”


  “No, no, that’s not what I meant,” said the proto-godling, its appearance flickering at greater speed through a range of lifeforms, each more distraught than the one before it. “Something happened here that made a difference—I know, everything makes a difference, somehow, to something—but this mattered to the galaxy. This was a Moment.”


  “Good. We have studied Moments. What can you tell me of this one?”


  “It is like the Face of Netteya,” said a second student. “Though it has long since been destroyed, its locus fills all who occupy that place with a sense of peace. All sapience is drawn to it, and those who encounter it go to war to claim it.”


  “It is nothing like that,” said the precocious one. “It’s . . . different?”


  “Are you asking me or telling me?”


  “I . . . I’m telling you. It’s not like the other Moments you’ve shown us. The significance of this locus is unlabeled and not apparent. But it impinges upon the mind even so.”


  “Exactly,” said the tutor. As one the proto-godlings sighed with relief. “Unlabeled Moments are rare, and this is one of the oldest of them. Intelligent beings find themselves pulled here. The fabric of the galaxy causes this to happen, but does not explain itself. Not knowing the real reason, they look around and latch onto whatever explanation seems plausible. They routinely err in their theories, reifying their mistakes, and leaving them for others to build upon. Open your perceptions to this place, sort through the stories and confusions. Who can tell me when this Moment really began, and why?”


  A century passed, and then another. The proto-godlings conferred, and as a group thrust their youngest member forward with an answer.


  “The mark on the surface,” he said. “A physical being stood there, long ago.”


  “That’s right,” said their tutor. “And the galaxy has chosen to preserve that imprint. But why? Of all the races that have grown to sapience and entered space, why is this one significant?”


  The proto-godlings conferred again. They allocated resources among themselves, exploring the intervening ages an instant at a time. Such was their power that they relived the communications, the delusions, the misperceptions of every sapient mind that had occupied this locus back to the very beginning of the Moment. They concluded nothing and once again pushed the youngest forward.


  “I don’t know,” he said, trembling in anticipation of the tutor’s wrath.


  “And you cannot inherit this galaxy until you do,” she said. “Now pay close attention.


  “When the galaxy was young, an intelligent species evolved on one of this solar system’s planets. They developed the means to leave their world. This standing place that you have identified, is where they paused. Who they were, whatever else they accomplished is lost to us.”


  The youngest, the most precocious of them, manifested an image that might have been a child of the species that had first stood here. “Tutor, I do not understand. There are other lost species. Many others left their worlds before another species came to them first. What is so special about this one that it caused a Moment to occur?”


  “They believed themselves alone in the universe, and yet set forth to prove themselves wrong,” she said. “They turned away from everything they knew, to experience what they could not know. This Moment is not because they stood here.”


  “What then?”


  “When one takes a step, it is possible to step back. In fact, it is a common occurrence.” She paused to draw their attention. “That’s not what happened here.”


  The proto-godlings peered at the footprint, tunneling past the perceptions and experiences of all the other beings that the Moment had drawn to this locus.


  “I still do not understand, Tutor. Why then is this a Moment?”


  With a sprinkling of light rain the tutor gathered her charges around her, smiling through the hydrogen of her words.


  “This is where they jumped off.”


  NON-ZERO PROBABILITIES


  N.K. Jemisin


  In the mornings, Adele girds herself for the trip to work as a warrior for battle. First she prays, both to the Christian god of her Irish ancestors and to the orishas of her African ancestors—the latter she is less familiar with, but getting to know. Then she takes a bath with herbs, including dried chickory and allspice, from a mixture given to her by the woman at the local botanica. (She doesn’t know Spanish well, but she’s getting to know that too. Today’s word is suerte.) Then, smelling vaguely of coffee and pumpkin pie, she layers on armor: the Saint Christopher medal her mother sent her, for protection on journeys. The hair-clasp she was wearing when she broke up with Larry, which she regards as the best decision of her life. On especially dangerous days, she wears the panties in which she experienced her first self-induced orgasm post-Larry. They’re a bit ragged after too many commercial laundromat washings, but still more or less sound. (She washes them by hand now, with Woollite, and lays them flat to dry.)


  Then she starts the trip to work. She doesn’t bike, though she owns one. A next-door neighbor broke an arm when her bike’s front wheel came off in mid-pedal. Could’ve been anything. Just an accident. But still.


  So Adele sets out, swinging her arms, enjoying the day if it’s sunny, wrestling with her shitty umbrella if it’s rainy. (She no longer opens the umbrella indoors.) Keeping a careful eye out for those who may not be as well-protected. It takes two to tango, but only one to seriously fuck up some shit, as they say in her ‘hood. And lo and behold, just three blocks into her trip there is a horrible crash and the ground shakes and car alarms go off and there are screams and people start running. Smoke billows, full of acrid ozone and a taste like dirty blood. When Adele reaches the corner, tensed and ready to flee, she beholds the Franklin Avenue shuttle train, a tiny thing that runs on an elevated track for some portions of its brief run, lying sprawled over Atlantic Avenue like a beached aluminum whale. It has jumped its track, fallen thirty feet to the ground below, and probably killed everyone inside or under or near it.


  Adele goes to help, of course, but even as she and other good Samaritans pull bodies and screaming wounded from the wreckage, she cannot help but feel a measure of contempt. It is a cover, her anger; easier to feel that than horror at the shattered limbs, the truncated lives. She feels a bit ashamed too, but holds onto the anger because it makes a better shield.


  They should have known better. The probability of a train derailment was infinitesimal. That meant it was only a matter of time.


  Her neighbor—the other one, across the hall—helped her figure it out, long before the math geeks finished crunching their numbers.


  “Watch,” he’d said, and laid a deck of cards facedown on her coffee table. (There was coffee in the cups, with a generous dollop of Bailey’s. He was a nice-enough guy that Adele felt comfortable offering this.) He shuffled it with the blurring speed of an expert, cut the deck, shuffled again, then picked up the whole deck and spread it, still facedown. “Pick a card.”


  Adele picked. The Joker.


  “Only two of those in the deck,” he said, then shuffled and spread again.


  “Pick another.”


  She did, and got the other Joker.


  “Coincidence,” she said. (This had been months ago, when she was still skeptical.)


  He shook his head and set the deck of cards aside. From his pocket he took a pair of dice. (He was nice enough to invite inside, but he was still that kind of guy.) “Check it,” he said, and tossed them onto her table. Snake eyes. He scooped them up, shook them, tossed again. Two more ones. A third toss brought up double sixes; at this, Adele had pointed in triumph. But the fourth toss was snake eyes again.


  “These aren’t weighted, if you’re wondering,” he said. “Nobody filed the edges or anything. I got these from the bodega up the street, from a pile of shit the old man was tossing out to make more room for food shelves. Brand new, straight out of the package.”


  “Might be a bad set,” Adele said.


  “Might be. But the cards ain’t bad, nor your fingers.” He leaned forward, his eyes intent despite the pleasant haze that the Bailey’s had brought on. “Snake eyes three tosses out of four? And the fourth a double six. That ain’t supposed to happen even in a rigged game. Now check this out.”


  Carefully he crossed the fingers of his free hand. Then he tossed the dice again, six throws this time. The snakes still came up twice, but so did other numbers. Fours and threes and twos and fives. Only one double-six.


  “That’s batshit, man,” said Adele.


  “Yeah. But it works.”


  He was right. And so Adele had resolved to read up on gods of luck and to avoid breaking mirrors. And to see if she could find a four-leafed clover in the weed patch down the block. (They sell some in Chinatown, but she’s heard they’re knockoffs.) She’s hunted through the patch several times in the past few months, once for several hours. Nothing so far, but she remains optimistic.


  It’s only New York, that’s the really crazy thing. Yonkers? Fine. Jersey? Ditto. Long Island? Well, that’s still Long Island. But past East New York everything is fine.


  The news channels had been the first to figure out that particular wrinkle, but the religions really went to town with it. Some of them have been waiting for the End Times for the last thousand years; Adele can’t really blame them for getting all excited. She does blame them for their spin on it, though. There have to be bigger “dens of iniquity” in the world. Delhi has poor people coming out of its ears, Moscow’s mobbed up, Bangkok is pedophile heaven. She’s heard there are still some sundown towns in the Pacific Northwest. Everybody hates on New York.


  And it’s not like the signs are all bad. The state had to suspend its lottery program; too many winners in one week bankrupted it. The Knicks made it to the Finals and the Mets won the Series. A lot of people with cancer went into spontaneous remission, and some folks with full-blown AIDS stopped showing any viral load at all. (There are new tours now. Double-decker buses full of the sick and disabled. Adele tries to tell herself they’re just more tourists.)


  The missionaries from out of town are the worst. On any given day they step in front of her, shoving tracts under her nose and wanting to know if she’s saved yet. She’s getting better at spotting them from a distance, yappy islands interrupting the sidewalk river’s flow, their faces alight with an inner glow that no self-respecting local would display without three beers and a fat payday check. There’s one now, standing practically underneath a scaffolding ladder. Idiot; two steps back and he’ll double his chances for getting hit by a bus. (And then the bus will catch fire.)


  In the same instant that she spots him, he spots her, and a grin stretches wide across his freckled face. She is reminded of blind newts that have light-sensitive spots on their skin. This one is unsaved-sensitive. She veers right, intending to go around the scaffold, and he takes a wide step into her path again. She veers left; he breaks that way.


  She stops, sighing. “What.”


  “Have you accepted—”


  “I’m Catholic. They do us at birth, remember?”


  His smile is forgiving. “That doesn’t mean we can’t talk, does it?”


  “I’m busy.” She attempts a feint, hoping to catch him off-guard. He moves with her, nimble as a linebacker.


  “Then I’ll just give you this,” he says, tucking something into her hand. Not a tract, bigger. A flyer. “The day to remember is August 8th.”


  This, finally, catches Adele’s attention. August 8th. 8/8—a lucky day according to the Chinese. She has it marked on her calendar as a good day to do things like rent a Zipcar and go to Ikea.


  “Yankee Stadium,” he says. “Come join us. We’re going to pray the city back into shape.”


  “Sure, whatever,” she says, and finally manages to slip around him. (He lets her go, really. He knows she’s hooked.)


  She waits until she’s out of downtown before she reads the flyer, because downtown streets are narrow and close and she has to keep an eye out. It’s a hot day; everybody’s using their air conditioners. Most people don’t bolt the things in the way they’re supposed to.


  “A PRAYER FOR THE SOUL OF THE CITY,” the flyer proclaims, and in spite of herself, Adele is intrigued. The flyer says that over 500,000 New Yorkers have committed to gathering on that day and concentrating their prayers. That kind of thing has power now, she thinks. There’s some lab at Princeton—dusted off and given new funding lately—that’s been able to prove it. Whether that means Someone’s listening or just that human thoughtwaves are affecting events as the scientists say, she doesn’t know. She doesn’t care.


  She thinks, I could ride the train again.


  She could laugh at the next Friday the 13th.


  She could—and here her thoughts pause, because there’s something she’s been trying not to think about, but it’s been awhile and she’s never been a very good Catholic girl anyway. But she could, maybe, just maybe, try dating again.


  As she thinks this, she is walking through the park. She passes the vast lawn, which is covered in fast-darting black children and lazily sunning white adults and a few roving brown elders with Italian ice carts. Though she is usually on watch for things like this, the flyer has distracted her, so she does not notice the nearby cart-man stopping, cursing in Spanish because one of his wheels has gotten mired in the soft turf.


  This puts him directly in the path of a child who is running, his eyes trained on a descending frisbee; with the innate arrogance of a city child he has assumed that the cart will have moved out of the way by the time he gets there. Instead the child hits the cart at full speed, which catches Adele’s attention at last, so that too late she realizes she is at the epicenter of one of those devastating chains of events that only ever happen in comedy films and the transformed city. In a Rube Goldberg string of utter improbabilities, the cart tips over, spilling tubs of brightly-colored ices onto the grass. The boy flips over it with acrobatic precision, completely by accident, and lands with both feet on the tub of ices. The sheer force of this blow causes the tub to eject its contents with projectile force. A blast of blueberry-coconut-red hurtles toward Adele’s face, so fast that she has no time to scream. It will taste delicious. It will also likely knock her into oncoming bicycle traffic.


  At the last instant the frisbee hits the flying mass, altering its trajectory. Freezing fruit flavors splatter the naked backs of a row of sunbathers nearby, much to their dismay.


  Adele’s knees buckle at the close call. She sits down hard on the grass, her heart pounding, while the sunbathers scream and the cart-man checks to see if the boy is okay and the pigeons converge.


  She happens to glance down. A four-leafed clover is growing there, at her fingertips.


  Eventually she resumes the journey home. At the corner of her block, she sees a black cat lying atop a garbage can. Its head has been crushed, and someone has attempted to burn it. She hopes it was dead first, and hurries on.


  Adele has a garden on the fire escape. In one pot, eggplant and herbs; she has planted the clover in this. In another pot are peppers and flowers. In the big one, tomatoes and a scraggly collard that she’s going to kill if she keeps harvesting leaves so quickly. (But she likes greens.) It’s luck—good luck—that she’d chosen to grow a garden this year, because since things changed it’s been harder for wholesalers to bring food into the city, and prices have shot up. The farmers’ market that she attends on Saturdays has become a barterers’ market too, so she plucks a couple of slim, deep-purple eggplants and a handful of angry little peppers. She wants fresh fruit. Berries, maybe.


  On her way out, she knocks on the neighbor’s door. He looks surprised as he opens it, but pleased to see her. It occurs to her that maybe he’s been hoping for a little luck of his own. She gives it a think-over, and hands him an eggplant. He looks at it in consternation. (He’s not the kind of guy to eat eggplant.)


  “I’ll come by later and show you how to cook it,” she says. He grins.


  At the farmers’ market she trades the angry little peppers for sassy little raspberries, and the eggplant for two stalks of late rhubarb. She also wants information, so she hangs out awhile gossipping with whoever sits nearby. Everyone talks more than they used to. It’s nice.


  And everyone, everyone she speaks to, is planning to attend the prayer.


  “I’m on dialysis,” says an old lady who sits under a flowering tree. “Every time they hook me up to that thing I’m scared. Dialysis can kill you, you know.”


  It always could, Adele doesn’t say.


  “I work on Wall Street,” says another woman, who speaks briskly and clutches a bag of fresh fish as if it’s gold. Might as well be; fish is expensive now. A tiny Egyptian scarab pendant dangles from a necklace the woman wears. “Quantitative analysis. All the models are fucked now. We were the only ones they didn’t fire when the housing market went south, and now this.” So she’s going to pray too. “Even though I’m kind of an atheist. Whatever, if it works, right?”


  Adele finds others, all tired of performing their own daily rituals, all worried about their likelihood of being outliered to death.


  She goes back to her apartment building, picks some sweet basil and takes it and the eggplant next door. Her neighbor seems a little nervous. His apartment is cleaner than she’s ever seen it, with the scent of Pine Sol still strong in the bathroom. She tries not to laugh, and demonstrates how to peel and slice eggplant, salt it to draw out the toxins (“it’s related to nightshade, you know”), and sautee it with basil in olive oil. He tries to look impressed, but she can tell he’s not the kind of guy to enjoy eating his vegetables.


  Afterward they sit, and she tells him about the prayer thing. He shrugs. “Are you going?” she presses.


  “Nope.”


  “Why not? It could fix things.”


  “Maybe. Maybe I like the way things are now.”


  This stuns her. “Man, the train fell off its track last week.” Twenty people dead. She has woken up in a cold sweat on the nights since, screams ringing in her ears.


  “Could’ve happened anytime,” he says, and she blinks in surprise because it’s true. The official investigation says someone—track worker, maybe—left a wrench sitting on the track near a power coupling. The chance that the wrench would hit the coupling, causing a short and explosion, was one in a million. But never zero.


  “But . . . but . . .” She wants to point out the other horrible things that have occurred. Gas leaks. Floods. A building fell down, in Harlem. A fatal duck attack. Several of the apartments in their building are empty because a lot of people can’t cope. Her neighbor—the other one, with the broken arm—is moving out at the end of the month. Seattle. Better bike paths.


  “Shit happens,” he says. “It happened then, it happens now. A little more shit, a little less shit . . .” He shrugs. “Still shit, right?”


  She considers this. She considers it for a long time.


  They play cards, and have a little wine, and Adele teases him about the overdone chicken. She likes that he’s trying so hard. She likes even more that she’s not thinking about how lonely she’s been.


  So they retire to his bedroom and there’s awkwardness and she’s shy because it’s been awhile and you do lose some skills without practice, and he’s clumsy because he’s probably been developing bad habits from porn, but eventually they manage. They use a condom. She crosses her fingers while he puts it on.


  There’s a rabbit’s foot keychain attached to the bed railing, which he strokes before returning his attention to her. He swears he’s clean, and she’s on the pill, but . . . well. Shit happens.


  She closes her eyes and lets herself forget for awhile.


  The prayer thing is all over the news. The following week is the runup.


  Talking heads on the morning shows speculate that it should have some effect, if enough people go and exert “positive energy”. They are careful not to use the language of any particular faith; this is still New York. Alternative events are being planned all over the city for those who don’t want to come under the evangelical tent. The sukkah mobiles are rolling, though it’s the wrong time of year, just getting the word out about something happening at one of the synagogues. In Flatbush, Adele can’t walk a block without being hit up by Jehovah’s Witnesses. There’s a “constructive visualization” somewhere for the ethical humanists. Not everybody believes God, or gods, will save them. It’s just that this is the way the world works now, and everybody gets that.


  If crossed fingers can temporarily alter a dice throw, then why not something bigger? There’s nothing inherently special about crossed fingers. It’s only a “lucky” gesture because people believe in it. Get them to believe in something else, and that should work too.


  Except . . .


  Adele walks past the Botanical Gardens, where preparations are under way for a big Shinto ritual. She stops to watch workers putting up a graceful red gate.


  She’s still afraid of the subway. She knows better than to get her hopes up about her neighbor, but still . . . he’s kind of nice. She still plans her mornings around her ritual ablutions, and her walks to work around danger-spots—but how is that different, really, from what she did before? Back then it was makeup and hair, and fear of muggers. Now she walks more than she used to; she’s lost ten pounds. Now she knows her neighbors’ names.


  Looking around, she notices other people standing nearby, also watching the gate go up. They glance at her, some nodding, some smiling, some ignoring her and looking away. She doesn’t have to ask if they will be attending one of the services; she can see that they won’t be. Some people react to fear by seeking security, change, control. The rest accept the change and just go on about their lives.


  “Miss?” She glances back, startled, to find a young man there, holding forth a familiar flyer. He’s not as pushy as the guy downtown; once she takes it, he moves on. The PRAYER FOR THE SOUL OF THE CITY is tomorrow. Shuttle busses (“Specially blessed!”) will be picking up people at sites throughout the city.


  WE NEED YOU TO BELIEVE, reads the bottom of the flyer.


  Adele smiles. She folds the flyer carefully, her fingers remembering the skills of childhood, and presently it is perfect. They’ve printed the flyer on good, heavy paper.


  She takes out her St. Christopher, kisses it, and tucks it into the the rear folds to weight the thing properly.


  Then she launches the paper airplane, and it flies and flies and flies, dwindling as it travels an impossible distance, until it finally disappears into the bright blue sky.


  SPAR


  Kij Johnson


  In the tiny lifeboat, she and the alien fuck endlessly, relentlessly.


  They each have Ins and Outs. Her Ins are the usual, eyes ears nostrils mouth cunt ass. Her Outs are also the common ones: fingers and hands and feet and tongue. Arms. Legs. Things that can be thrust into other things.


  The alien is not humanoid. It is not bipedal. It has cilia. It has no bones, or perhaps it does and she cannot feel them. Its muscles, or what might be muscles, are rings and not strands. Its skin is the color of dusk and covered with a clear thin slime that tastes of snot. It makes no sounds. She thinks it smells like wet leaves in winter, but after a time she cannot remember that smell, or leaves, or winter.


  Its Ins and Outs change. There are dark slashes and permanent knobs that sometimes distend, but it is always growing new Outs, hollowing new Ins. It cleaves easily in both senses.


  It penetrates her a thousand ways. She penetrates it, as well.


  The lifeboat is not for humans. The air is too warm, the light too dim. It is too small. There are no screens, no books, no warning labels, no voices, no bed or chair or table or control board or toilet or telltale lights or clocks. The ship’s hum is steady. Nothing changes.


  There is no room. They cannot help but touch. They breathe each other’s breath—if it breathes; she cannot tell. There is always an Out in an In, something wrapped around another thing, flesh coiling and uncoiling inside, outside. Making spaces. Making space.


  She is always wet. She cannot tell whether this is the slime from its skin, the oil and sweat from hers, her exhaled breath, the lifeboat’s air. Or come.


  Her body seeps. When she can, she pulls her mind away. But there is nothing else, and when her mind is disengaged she thinks too much. Which is: at all. Fucking the alien is less horrible.


  She does not remember the first time. It is safer to think it forced her.


  The wreck was random: a mid-space collision between their ship and the alien’s, simultaneously a statistical impossibility and a fact. She and Gary just had time to start the emergency beacon and claw into their suits before their ship was cut in half. Their lifeboat spun out of reach. Her magnetic boots clung to part of the wreck. His did not. The two of them fell apart.


  A piece of debris slashed through the leg of Gary’s suit to the bone, through the bone. She screamed. He did not. Blood and fat and muscle swelled from his suit into vacuum. An Out.


  The alien’s vessel also broke into pieces, its lifeboat kicking free and the waldos reaching out, pulling her through the airlock. In.


  Why did it save her? The mariner’s code? She does not think it knows she is alive. If it did it would try to establish communications. It is quite possible that she is not a rescued castaway. She is salvage, or flotsam.


  She sucks her nourishment from one of the two hard intrusions into the featureless lifeboat, a rigid tube. She uses the other, a second tube, for whatever comes from her, her shit and piss and vomit. Not her come, which slicks her thighs to her knees.


  She gags a lot. It has no sense of the depth of her throat. Ins and Outs.


  There is a time when she screams so hard that her throat bleeds.


  She tries to teach it words. “Breast,” she says. “Finger. Cunt.” Her vocabulary options are limited here.


  “Listen to me,” she says. “Listen. To. Me.” Does it even have ears?


  The fucking never gets better or worse. It learns no lessons about pleasing her. She does not learn anything about pleasing it either: would not if she could. And why? How do you please grass and why should you? She suddenly remembers grass, the bright smell of it and its perfect green, its cool clean soft feel beneath her bare hands.


  She finds herself aroused by the thought of grass against her hands, because it is the only thing that she has thought of for a long time that is not the alien or Gary or the Ins and Outs. But perhaps its soft blades against her fingers would feel just like the alien’s cilia. Her ability to compare anything with anything else is slipping from her, because there is nothing to compare.


  She feels it inside everywhere, tendrils moving in her nostrils, thrusting against her eardrums, coiled beside the corners of her eyes. And she sheathes herself in it.


  When an Out crawls inside her and touches her in certain places, she tips her head back and moans and pretends it is more than accident. It is Gary, he loves me, it loves me, it is a He. It is not.


  Communication is key, she thinks.


  She cannot communicate, but she tries to make sense of its actions.


  What is she to it? Is she a sex toy, a houseplant? A shipwrecked Norwegian sharing a spar with a monolingual Portugese? A companion? A habit, like nailbiting or compulsive masturbation? Perhaps the sex is communication, and she just doesn’t understand the language yet.


  Or perhaps there is no It. It is not that they cannot communicate, that she is incapable; it is that the alien has no consciousness to communicate with. It is a sex toy, a houseplant, a habit.


  On the starship with the name she cannot recall, Gary would read books aloud to her. Science fiction, Melville, poetry. Her mind cannot access the plots, the words. All she can remember is a few lines from a sonnet, “Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments”—something something something—“an ever-fixèd mark that looks on tempests and is never shaken; it is the star to every wand’ring bark . . .” She recites the words, an anodyne that numbs her for a time until they lose their meaning. She has worn them treadless, and they no longer gain any traction in her mind. Eventually she cannot even remember the sounds of them.


  If she ever remembers another line, she promises herself she will not wear it out. She will hoard it. She may have promised this before, and forgotten.


  She cannot remember Gary’s voice. Fuck Gary, anyway. He is dead and she is here with an alien pressed against her cervix.


  It is covered with slime. She thinks that, as with toads, the slime may be a mild psychotropic drug. How would she know if she were hallucinating? In this world, what would that look like? Like sunflowers on a desk, like Gary leaning across a picnic basket to place fresh bread in her mouth. The bread is the first thing she has tasted that feels clean in her mouth, and it’s not even real.


  Gary feeding her bread and laughing. After a time, the taste of bread becomes “the taste of bread” and then the words become mere sounds and stop meaning anything.


  On the off-chance that this is will change things, she drives her tongue though its cilia, pulls them into her mouth and sucks them clean. She has no idea whether it makes a difference. She has lived forever in the endless reeking fucking now.


  Was there someone else on the alien’s ship? Was there a Gary, lost now to space? Is it grieving? Does it fuck her to forget, or because it has forgotten? Or to punish itself for surviving? Or the other, for not?


  Or is this her?


  When she does not have enough Ins for its Outs, it makes new ones. She bleeds for a time and then heals. She pretends that this is a rape. Rape at least she could understand. Rape is an interaction. It requires intention. It would imply that it hates or fears or wants. Rape would mean she is more than a wine glass it fills.


  This goes both ways. She forces it sometimes. Her hands are blades that tear new Ins. Her anger pounds at it until she feels its depths grow soft under her fist, as though bones or muscle or cartilage have disassembled and turned to something softer.


  And when she forces her hands into the alien? What she does, at least, is a rape, or would be if the alien felt anything, responded in any fashion. Mostly it’s like punching a wall.


  She puts her fingers in herself, because she at least knows what her intentions are.


  Sometimes she watches it fuck her, the strange coiling of its Outs like a shockwave thrusting into her body, and this excites her and horrifies her; but at least it is not Gary. Gary, who left her here with this, who left her here, who left.


  One time she feels something break loose inside the alien, but it is immediately drawn out of reach. When she reaches farther in to grasp the broken piece, a sphincter snaps shut on her wrist. Her arm is forced out. Around her wrist is a bruise like a bracelet for what might be a week or two.


  She cannot stop touching the bruise. The alien had the ability to stop her fist inside it, at any time. Which means it makes a choice not to stop her, even when she batters things inside it until they grow soft.


  This is the only time she has ever gotten a reaction she understands. Stimulus: response. She tries many times to get another. She forces her hands into it, kicks it, tries to tears its cilia free with her teeth, claws its skin with her ragged, filthy fingernails. But there is never again the broken thing inside, and never the bracelet.


  For a while, she measures time by bruises she gives herself. She slams her shin against the feeding tube, and when the bruise is gone she does it again. She estimates it takes twelve days for a bruise to heal. She stops after a time because she cannot remember how many bruises there have been.


  She dreams of rescue, but doesn’t know what that looks like. Gary, miraculously alive pulling her free, eyes bright with tears, I love you he says, his lips on her eyelids and his kiss his tongue in her mouth inside her hands inside him. But that’s the alien. Gary is dead. He got Out.


  Sometimes she thinks that rescue looks like her opening the pod to the deep vacuum, but she cannot figure out the airlock.


  Her anger is endless, relentless.


  Gary brought her here, and then he went away and left her with this thing that will not speak, or cannot, or does not care enough to, or does not see her as something to talk to.


  On their third date, she and Gary went to an empty park: wine, cheese, fresh bread in a basket. Bright sun and cool air, grass and a cloth to lie on. He brought Shakespeare. “You’ll love this,” he said, and read to her.


  She stopped him with a kiss. “Let’s talk,” she said, “about anything.”


  “But we are talking,” he said.


  “No, you’re reading,” she said. “I’m sorry, I don’t really like poetry.”


  “That’s because you’ve never had it read to you,” he said.


  She stopped him at last by taking the book from his hands and pushing him back, her palms in the grass; and he entered her. Later, he read to her anyway.


  If it had just been that.


  They were not even his words, and now they mean nothing, are not even sounds in her mind. And now there is this thing that cannot hear her or does not choose to listen, until she gives up trying to reach it and only reaches into it, and bludgeons it and herself, seeking a reaction, any reaction.


  “I fucking hate you,” she says. “I hate fucking you.”


  The lifeboat decelerates. Metal clashes on metal. Gaskets seal.


  The airlock opens overhead. There is light. Her eyes water helplessly and everything becomes glare and indistinct dark shapes. The air is dry and cold. She recoils.


  The alien does not react to the light, the hard air. It remains inside her and around her. They are wrapped. They penetrate one another a thousand ways. She is warm here, or at any rate not cold: half-lost in its flesh, wet from her Ins, its Outs. In here it is not too bright.


  A dark something stands outlined in the portal. It is bipedal. It makes sounds that are words. Is it human? Is she? Does she still have bones, a voice? She has not used them for so long.


  The alien is hers; she is its. Nothing changes.


  No. She pulls herself free of its tendrils and climbs. Out.


  THE BRIDE OF FRANKENSTEIN


  Mike Resnick


  April 4:


  What am I doing here?


  We have no servants, we never go out, we never have company. The furniture is all decrepit and ugly, the place always smells musty, and although the rest of the village has electrical power, Victor refuses to run it up the hill to the castle. We read by candlelight and we heat with fireplaces.


  This is not the future I had envisioned for myself.


  Oh, I know, we made the usual bargain—he got my money and my body, and I got his title. I don’t know what I thought being the Baroness von Frankenstein would be like, but this isn’t it. I knew he owned a centuries-old castle with no improvements, but I didn’t think we’d live in it full-time.


  Victor can be so annoying. He constantly whistles this tuneless song, and when I complain he apologizes and then starts humming it instead. He never stands up to that ill-mannered little hunchback that he’s always sending out on errands. And he’s a coward. He can never just come to me and say “I need money again.” Oh, no, not Victor. Instead he sends that ugly little toady who’s rude to me and always smells like he hasn’t washed.


  And when I ask what the money’s for this time, he tells me to ask Victor, and Victor just mumbles and stammers and never gets around to answering.


  Yesterday he sent Igor off to buy a generator. I thought he’d finally realized the need to upgrade the castle. I should have known better. It’s in the basement, where he’s using it for one of his simple-minded experiments that never brings us fame or fortune. He can use the generator’s power to make a dead frog’s leg twitch (as if anyone cares), but he can’t use it to heat this drafty, ugly, boring castle.


  I hate my life.


  May 13:


  “My creature lives!”


  That’s a hell of a scream to wake up to in the middle of the night. Of course his damned creature lives. The little bastard nagged me for money again today.


  May 14:


  Well, finally I saw the results of all those months’ work today. Victor was so damned proud of this hideous monster he’d created. Let me tell you: it is ugly as sin, it can barely speak, you’d need a microscope to find its IQ, and it smells worse than Igor. This is what he’s been spending my fortune on?


  “What is it?” I ask, and Victor explains that it isn’t an it, it’s a he. He is sitting on the edge of a table, just staring stupidly at a wall. Victor takes me by the arm (he always has chemicals on his hands; I hate it when he touches me) and pulls me over toward the creature. “What do you think?” he asks. “Do you really want to know?” I answer, and he says yes he really does, so I spend the next five minutes telling him exactly what I think. He doesn’t say a word; he just stands there with his lower lip trembling and the same expression on his face that my brother had when his puppy drowned all those years ago.


  The creature makes a soothing noise and reaches out to Victor, as if to comfort him. I slap his hand and tell him never to touch a human. He whimpers and puts his hands in front of his face, as if he expects me to beat him. I wouldn’t even if I could; this blouse is hard enough to clean without having to wash any disgusting monster yuck off it.


  “Don’t frighten him!” snaps Victor.


  Which is a perfect example of how out of touch with reality he is. The creature is about six football players and a weightlifter all rolled into one, and I’m just a helpless woman who spends an inordinate amount of time wondering why she didn’t marry Bruno Schmidt. All right, he’s bald and fat and his teeth are rotting and he’s got a glass eye, but he’s a banker, and his house doesn’t have a monster in the basement.


  May 25:


  I went fishing in the stream today, since Victor is too busy making notes to notice that we’re almost out of food. (Of course, we wouldn’t run out so often if we had a refrigerator, but then we have no place to plug it in anyway.)


  So I’m standing there in my rubber boots, fishing rod in hand, and I hear a noise behind me, and I turn to look because a woman alone can’t ever be too careful, and what has happened is that Victor has let the creature out for some exercise, or air, or whatever hideous eternally damned creatures get let out for.


  When I turn to face him he stops and stares at me, and I say, “You lay a finger on me and I’ll scratch your eyes out!”


  He kind of shudders and walks around me in a huge semi-circle, and winds up about thirty yards downstream, where he stares at the fish. Somehow they seem to know he’s not trying to catch them, and they all cluster around his ankles when he wades into the water, and he smiles like an idiot and points to the fish.


  “Fine,” I say. “You catch four for dinner and maybe I’ll even cook you one.”


  Up to that minute I would have sworn that he didn’t understand a word, that he only reacted to tones of voice, but he leans over, scoops up four fish, and tosses them onto the grass where they start flopping around.


  “Not bad,” I admit. “Now kill them and we’ll take them back to the castle.”


  “I don’t kill things,” he says in a horrible croaking voice, which is when I discover he can speak.


  “Okay, eat yours while it’s alive,” I say. “What do I care?”


  He stares at me for a minute, and finally he says, “I am not hungry after all,” and he begins wandering back to the castle.


  “Fine!” I shout after him. “There will be more for us!”


  If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s an uppity creature.


  May 27:


  “Don’t you realize, my dear,” says Victor, his narrow chest puffing out with pride, “that no one has ever accomplished this before?”


  “I believe it,” I say, looking at the creature, who seems to get uglier every day. “But that doesn’t mean it’s anything to brag about.”


  “You just don’t understand,” says Victor, and he’s pouting now, like he does whenever I point out the obvious to him. “I have created life out of the disparate pieces of the dead!”


  “I understand perfectly,” I say. “Who do you think’s been paying the bills for all this?” I point at the creature, who is busy staring off into space. “That left arm should have been my new stove. That right arm is my carpet. The left leg is my automobile. The right leg is a central heating system. The torso is my new furniture. And the head is indoor plumbing that works.”


  “You are being too materialistic, my dear,” says Victor. “I wish I could make you see that this creature is of inestimable value to science.”


  I look at the mess my husband has made of his laboratory. “If you’re going to keep him,” I say, “at least give him a mop and teach him how to use it.”


  June 1:


  I am sitting on a chair I have dragged out to the garden because I can’t stand the smell of Victor’s chemicals, and today I am reduced to reading Life and Look, because the Bavarian edition of The Wall Street Journal is late again. I had to sell all my stocks to pay for Victor’s endless experiments, but I still follow them and compute how much I’d be worth if I had just married Bruno Schmidt, or maybe some doctor who, if a patient died, let him stay dead.


  Anyway, I have dragged a small table out to hold the magazines and my iced tea. I could have asked Igor to do it, but I’d sooner die than ask him for a favor. So I am sitting there reading, and I hear an earth-shaking clomp-clomp-clomp, and sure enough it is the creature, out for his daily airing.


  “Good afternoon, Baroness,” he croaks.


  I just glare at him.


  He notices my magazines. “Are you reading?” he asks.


  “No,” I say coldly. “I am speaking to an animated nightmare from the deepest pits of hell.”


  “I don’t mean to distress you,” he says.


  “Good,” I said. “Go halfway around the castle and try not distressing me there.”


  He sighs and walks away, and I go back to reading. After a few minutes my magazine is covered by a huge shadow, and I look up and the creature is standing next to me.


  “I thought I told you to—”


  His hand juts forward with a delicate golden flower in it. “For you,” he says.


  “Thanks,” I say, taking it from him and tossing it onto the ground. “Now go away.”


  Maybe it is the way the sun hits him at just that moment, but I could swear a tear trickles down his cheek as he turns and walks away.


  June 3:


  Today I caught him in the wood-paneled library that should have been my pride and joy but is now just my daily escape from the boring reality of my life.


  “What are you doing here?” I demand as I enter.


  “I was bored, just sitting around,” he answers. “I asked permission to go into town, but the Master”—that’s Victor—“doesn’t want anyone to see me yet. He told me to read some of his books instead.”


  “Can you read?” I ask.


  “Of course I can,” he replies. “Is it so surprising?”


  “Fine,” I say with a shrug. “Go read. You’ll find Victor’s scientific books on the other wall.”


  “I have no interest in them,” he says.


  “That’s not my problem,” I say. “I can’t help but notice that you’re standing right next to a row of romances by Jane Austen and the Brontes. They’ll be wasted on you.”


  “I think I would like romantic stories,” he says.


  “That’s disgusting!”


  “Do you really think so?” he asks curiously.


  “I said so, didn’t I?” I reply.


  “Perhaps that is why the Master spends his nights in the laboratory,” he says.


  I pull a thick book off the shelf. I feel like pummeling him with it, but I don’t think he feels pain, so finally I just thrust it in his hands and tell him to get out of my sight.


  June 4:


  He lumbers up to me while I am outside reading the Journal, which has finally arrived.


  “What is it now?” I demand irritably.


  “I have come to thank you,” he says.


  “For what?” I ask.


  “For this.” He lays the book on the table. “I read A Christmas Carol last night. It was very uplifting.” He pauses for a second, staring into my eyes with his cold dead orbs. “It is comforting to know that even Scrooge could change.”


  “Are you comparing me to Scrooge?” I ask angrily.


  “Certainly not,” he answers. Another tiny pause. “Scrooge was a man.”


  I stand up and lean forward, bracing my hands on the table and glaring at him. I am about to give him a piece of my mind, to explain that I’m going to speak to Victor and insist that we donate him to some university, when a big hairy spider appears from nowhere and races across my hand and starts crawling up my arm. I scream and shake my arm, and the spider falls to the ground.


  “Kill it!” I yell.


  He kneels down and picks the spider up in his hand. “I told you the other day,” he says. “I don’t kill things.”


  “I don’t care what you told me!” I snap. “Stomp on it, or crush it in your hand—but just kill the damned thing!”


  “I have been dead, Baroness,” he replies somberly. “It is not an experience I would wish upon anyone or anything else.”


  And so saying, he carries the spider about fifty feet away and places it on the branch of a young sapling.


  I don’t even notice when he comes back to pick up the book. I am too busy thinking about what he said.


  June 7:


  The next day it is Wuthering Heights and then it’s Anna Karenina and finally he reads Gone With the Wind, which is making so much money in the bookstores that even Victor couldn’t run through the royalty checks.


  “You’re developing quite a taste for romance,” I say as I find him in the library again. It is the first time I’ve initiated a conversation with him. I don’t know why. I suppose if you spend enough nights alone you’ll talk to anyone.


  “They are heartbreaking,” he says with a look of infinite sorrow. “I thought romances had happy endings, like A Christmas Carol, but they don’t. Heathcliff and Catherine die. Anna and Vronsky die. Scarlett loses Ashley, and then she loses Rhett.”


  “Not all romances end unhappily,” I say. I think I am arguing with him, but I wonder if I am not trying to comfort him.


  “I remember, as though through a mist, the story of Arthur and Guenevere.” A body-wrenching sigh. “It ended poorly. And so did Romeo and Juliet.” He shakes his massive head sadly. “But it does explain a lot.”


  “What do a bunch of tragic romances explain?” I ask.


  “Why you are so bitter and unhappy,” replies the creature. “The Master is a wonderful man—brilliant, generous, thoughtful, and he is constantly saying that he is very much in love with you. Clearly you must feel the same emotions toward him or you would not have married him, and because all such romances end in tragedy, you behave as you do from resentment at what must be.”


  “That will be quite enough!” I say. “Take whatever book you want, and then keep out of my sight for the rest of the day.”


  He picks up a book and walks to the door.


  Just before he leaves, I ask: “Did Victor really say he loved me?”


  June 8:


  The toady brings me my breakfast on a wooden tray while I am still in bed. I stare at his misshapen body and ugly face for a moment, then have him set the tray down on my nightstand.


  “What is this all about?” I demand.


  “The creature is afraid that he may have hurt your feelings,” answers Igor. “I tried to explain that it is impossible, but he insisted on preparing your breakfast. Then at the last minute he was too frightened of you to bring it here himself.”


  “What do you mean, it’s impossible to hurt my feelings?” I say.


  “I have never known it to happen, Baroness,” he answers, “and I have been with the Master longer than you have.”


  “Maybe we’ll have to do something about that,” I say ominously.


  “Please don’t,” he says so earnestly that I stop and stare at him. “You have abused me, physically and verbally, since the day the Master brought you to the castle, and I have never complained. But if my services are terminated, where is an illiterate hunchback who left school at the age of eight to support his ailing mother to find employment? The townspeople laugh at me, and the children tease me and make up terrible songs about me. They even throw things at me.” He pauses, and I can see he is struggling to control his emotions. “No one in the town—in any town—will ever give me a job.”


  “You’re still supporting your mother?” I ask.


  He nods his head. “And my widowed sister and her three little ones.”


  I just stare at him for a minute. Finally I say, “Get out of here, you ugly little wart.”


  “You won’t speak to the Master about terminating me?” he persists.


  “I won’t speak to Victor,” I tell him.


  “Thank you,” he says gratefully.


  “He probably wouldn’t have listened anyway,” I say.


  “You are wrong,” says Igor.


  “About what?”


  “If it comes to a choice,” says Igor with conviction, “he will always side with the woman he loves.”


  “If he loves me so much, why is he always working in that damned laboratory?” I say. “Perhaps for the same reason the creature did not bring you the tray himself,” says Igor.


  I am still thinking about that long after he has gone and the eggs and coffee have both grown cold.


  June 9:


  Today is the first day that I willingly go down to the laboratory since the day after Victor created the creature. The clutter is awful and the stench of chemicals is worse. Victor looks startled and asks me what’s wrong.


  “Nothing is wrong,” I say.


  “The townspeople aren’t coming to burn the castle down?”


  “It’s an eyesore,” I agree, “but no, no one’s coming.”


  “Then what are you doing down here?” he asks.


  “I thought it was time you showed me what you’ve been doing day and night.” Suddenly his whole homely face lights up. “You mean it?”


  “I’m here, aren’t I?” I say.


  There follows one of the most boring afternoons I have ever spent in my life, as Victor proudly shows me every experiment, failures as well as successes, plus all his notes and all his calculations, and then explains in terms no one could possibly understand exactly how he created the creature and brought it back to life.


  “That’s fascinating,” I lie when he’s finally done.


  “It is, isn’t it?” he says as if it is some great revelation.


  I check my wristwatch. “I have to go upstairs now.”


  “Oh?” he says, clearly disappointed. “Why?”


  “To make you your favorite dinner.”


  He smiles like a child looking forward to opening his Christmas presents. I try to remember what he likes to eat.


  June 14:


  I encounter the creature in the library.


  “Igor thanks you.”


  “It was nothing,” I say.


  “By raising his salary, his mother can now remain where she is. That is something.”


  “I looked over the ledgers,” I answer. “He went fifteen years without a pay raise.”


  “He is very grateful,” says the creature.


  “If I fired him,” I say, “Victor would just go out and find an uglier, clumsier assistant. Handling money and running his life in an orderly fashion are not his strong points.”


  “He seems much happier this past week.”


  “He is obviously pleased with the results of his experiment,” I say.


  The creature stares at me, but doesn’t respond.


  “Have you found any happy romances yet?” I ask.


  “No,” he admits.


  “Then since the tragic ones upset you, why keep reading?”


  “Because one must always have hope.”


  I am about to say that hope is a greatly overrated virtue. Instead, much against my will, I find myself admiring him for clinging to it.


  “For every Romeo, there must be a Juliet,” he continues. “For every Tristan, an Isolde.” He pauses. “There are those who say we are put on this Earth only to reproduce, but the Master has shown there are other ways to create life. Therefore, we must be here for a higher purpose—and what higher purpose can there be than love?” I stare at him for a moment, and then find myself pulling Pride and Prejudice off the shelf. I hand it to him, and do not even shudder when his fingers touch mine. “Read this,” I say. “Not every romance ends tragically.”


  I wonder what is happening to me.


  June 16:


  Victor looks upset as he sits down at the table for dinner.


  “Is something wrong?” I ask.


  He frowns. “Yes. Something is missing.”


  “From the table?” I ask, looking around. “What is it?”


  He shakes his head. “No, not from the table, from the laboratory’s office.”


  “Has someone stolen your notes?” I asked.


  He looks confused. “Stranger than that,” he says. “My cot is missing.”


  “Your cot?” I repeat.


  “Yes,” he replies. “You know—where I sleep when I finish working late at night.”


  “How odd,” I say.


  “Who would steal a bed?” he asks.


  “It seems very strange,” I agree. “Fortunately there’s another bed in the castle.”


  He looks confused again, and then he stares at me for a long moment, and then, suddenly, he smiles.


  July 2:


  “Are you sure?” asks Victor.


  “We can’t turn him loose in the world,” I say. “What could he do to support himself? I joked about it with him this afternoon and said he could always become a wrestler, that he looks the part of a villain.”


  “What did he say?”


  “That he wants to be loved, not feared—and that he doesn’t want to hurt anyone.” Victor shakes his head in amazement. “What kind of brain did Igor bring me, I wonder?”


  “A better one, I think, than you had any right to expect,” I say.


  “Almost certainly,” says Victor. “But that will have no effect on the way people will react to his appearance.”


  “It could destroy him,” I say.


  “Literally,” agrees Victor.


  “If we want him to stay,” I tell him, “then you know what we have to do.”


  Victor looks at me. “You are quite right, my dear,” he says.


  July 3:


  I find him in the library, where he spends most of his time these days. He is sitting on the oversized chair that Victor and Igor constructed for him, but the second he sees me he gets to his feet.


  “Have you spoken to the Master?” he asks nervously.


  “Yes,” I say.


  “And?”


  “And he has agreed.”


  His entire massive body seems to relax.


  “Thank you,” he says. “No man, no person,” he amends with a smile toward me, “should live his life alone, even one such as myself.”


  “She won’t be pleasing to the eye,” I warn him. Or the ear, or the nose, I want to add. “She will be pleasing to my eye,” he answers, “for I will look past her face to the beauty that lies within.”


  “I’m surprised you want this,” I say. “I’d have thought all those tragic romances would discourage you.”


  “It may end unhappily,” he acknowledges. “But that is better than it never beginning. Would you not agree?”


  I think of Victor, and I nod my head. “Yes,” I say. “Yes, I would agree.”


  Then there is nothing left but to send Igor out to start visiting the graveyards again. I hope Victor finishes work on the new project by Christmas. I can hardly wait for the five of us to sit around the tree, a happy family unit. Maybe it won’t end well, but as my new friend says, that is no reason for it not to begin.
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  Mary Robinette Kowal


  With only a single camera attached, the interface glasses didn’t give Rava depth perception as she struggled to replug the transmitter cable. The chassis had not been designed to need repair. At all. It had been designed to last hundreds of years without an upgrade.


  If Rava couldn’t get the cable plugged in and working, Cordelia wouldn’t be able to download backups of herself to her long-term memory. She couldn’t store more than a week at a time in active memory. It would be the same as a slow death sentence.


  The square head of the cable slipped out of Rava’s fingers. Again. “Dammit!” She slammed her heel against the ship’s floor in frustration.


  “If you can’t do it, let someone else try.” Her older brother, Ludoviko, had insisted on following her out of the party as if he could help.


  “You know, this would go a lot faster if you weren’t breathing down my neck.”


  “You know, you wouldn’t be doing this at all if you hadn’t dropped her.”


  Rava resisted the urge to pull the mono-lens out of the jack in her glasses and glare at him. He might have gotten better marks in school, but she was the AI’s wrangler. “Why don’t you go back to the party and see if you can learn something about fertility?” She lifted the cable head and tried one more time.


  “Why, you little—” Rage choked his voice, more than she had expected from a random slam. She made a guess that his appeal to the repro-council hadn’t gone well.


  Cordelia’s voice cut in, stopping what he was going to say. “It’s not Rava’s fault. I did ask her to pick me up.”


  “Yeah.” Rava focused on the cable, trying to get it aligned.


  “Right.” Ludoviko snorted. “And then you dropped yourself.”


  Cordelia sighed and Rava could almost imagine breath tickling her skin. “If you’re going to blame anyone, blame Branson Conchord for running into her.”


  Rava didn’t bother answering. They’d been having the same conversation for the last hour and Cordelia should know darn well what Ludoviko’s answer would be.


  Like programming, he said, “It was irresponsible. She should have said no. The room was full of intoxicated, rowdy people and you are too valuable an asset.”


  Rava rested her head against the smooth wood side of the AI’s chassis and closed her eyes, ignoring her brother and the flat picture in her goggles. Her fingers rolled the slick plastic head of the cable, building a picture in her mind of the white square and the flat gold cord stretching from it. She slid the cable forward until it jarred against the socket. Rotating the head, Rava focused all her attention on the tiny clues of friction vibrating up her arm. This was a simple, comprehensible problem.


  She didn’t want to think about what would happen if she couldn’t repair the damage.


  Being unable to download her old memories meant Cordelia would have to delete herself bit by bit to keep functioning. All because Rava had asked if she wanted to dance. At least Ludoviko hadn’t heard that part of the accident. Rava rotated the head a fraction more and felt that sweet moment of alignment. As she pushed the head forward, the pins slid into their sockets, as if they were taunting her with the ease of the connection. The head thunked into place. “Oh, yes. That’s good.”


  She opened her eyes to the gorgeous vision of the cable plugged into its socket.


  Cordelia spoke, her voice tentative. “It’s plugged in?”


  For another moment, Rava focused on the cable before her brain caught what Cordelia had asked. She yanked the mono-lens out of the jack and the lenses went transparent. “You can’t tell?”


  The oblong box of Cordelia’s chassis had been modified into a faux Victorian-era oak lapdesk, which sat on the fold-down plastic table in Rava’s compartment. Twin brass cameras—not period correct—stood at the back and swiveled to face Rava. Above the desk, a life-size hologram of Cordelia’s torso hovered. Her current aspect was a plump middle-aged Victorian woman. She chewed her lip, which was her coded body language for uncertainty. “It’s not showing in my systems.”


  “Goddamit, Rava. Let me look at it.” Ludoviko, handsome, smug Ludoviko reached for the camera cable ready to plug it into his own VR glasses.


  Rava brushed his hand away. “Your arm won’t fit.” The hum of the ship’s ventilation told Rava the life support systems were functioning, but the air seemed thick and rank. Ignoring her brother, she turned to the AI. “Does your long-term memory need a reboot?”


  “It shouldn’t.” Cordelia’s image peered down as if she could see inside herself. “Are you sure it’s plugged in?”


  Rava reattached the camera’s cable to her VR glasses and waited for the flat view to overlay her vision. The cable rested in its socket with no visible gap. She reached out and jiggled it.


  “Oh!” Cordelia’s breath caught in a sob. “It was there for a moment. I couldn’t grab anything, but I saw it.”


  So much of the AI’s experience was translated for laypeople like Rava’s family that it seemed almost surreal to have to convert back to machine terms. “You have a short?”


  “Yes. That seems likely.”


  Rava sat with her hand on the cable for a moment longer, weighing possibilities.


  Ludoviko said, “It might be the transmitter.”


  Cordelia shook her head. “No, because it did register for that moment. I believe the socket is cracked. Replacing that should be simple.”


  Rava barked a laugh. “Simple does not include an understanding of how snug your innards are.” The thought of trying to fit a voltmeter into the narrow opening filled her with dread. “Want to place bets on how long before we hear from Uncle Georgo wondering why you’re down?”


  Cordelia sniffed. “I’m not down. I’m simply sequestered.”


  Pulling her hand out, Rava massaged blood back into it. “So . . . the hundred credit question is . . . do you have a new socket in storage?” She unplugged the camera and leaned back to study Cordelia.


  The AI’s face was rendered pale. “I . . . I don’t remember.”


  Rava held very still. She had known what not having the long-term memory would mean to Cordelia, but she hadn’t thought about what it meant for her family. Cordelia was their family’s continuity, their historical connection to their past. Some families made documentaries. Some kept journals. Her family had chosen to record and manage their voyage on the generation ship with Cordelia. Worse, she supervised all their records. Births, deaths, marriages, school marks . . . all of it was managed through the AI, who could be with every family member at all times through their VR glasses.


  “Oh, that’s brilliant.” Ludoviko smacked the wall with the flat of his hand, bowing the plastic with the impact.


  Rava focused on the hard metal floor to hide the dismay on her face. “Well, look. Uncle Georgo said multiple times that our grands packed duplicates of everything, so there’s got to be a spare. Right?”


  “Yes?” The uncertainty in Cordelia’s voice hurt to hear. Ever since Rava was a child, Cordelia had known everything.


  “So let’s ping him to see if he’s got a copy of the inventory. Okay?” She adjusted her VR glasses and tried to project reassurance with her smile.


  Cordelia shook her head, visibly distressed. “I can’t transmit.”


  “Right . . .” Rava bit her lip, realizing she had no idea what her uncle’s contact was. “Crap. Ludoviko, do you have his contact info?”


  He turned and leaned against the wall, shaking his head. “No, Cordelia always connects us.”


  “I’m sorry.” The droop of the AI’s eyes drew a portrait of genuine unhappiness.


  He waved his hand. “Just print it and I’ll dial manually.”


  Rava rolled her eyes, glad to see him make such a basic mistake. “Ludoviko, if she can’t transmit to us, she can’t transmit to a printer either.” She triggered the VR keyboard and lifted her hands to tap on the keyboard that seemed to float in front of her. “Tell me and I’ll dial it.”


  Ludoviko sneered. “How old school.”


  “Bite me.” Rava tapped out the sequence on the virtual keyboard as Cordelia gave her the routing number.


  Before she toggled the call, Cordelia said, “Oh! Hardwiring! I’m sorry, I should have thought of that sooner.” Cordelia’s shoulders relaxed and she put a hand to her chest in a perfect mimicry of a Victorian woman avoiding a swoon. “You could hardwire me to the main ship system and then I can use that to reach my memory.”


  “Would that work?” Rava withdrew her hand from the trigger. She couldn’t remember ever seeing a computer with external cables to anything.


  “It should.” Cordelia looked down the back of her chassis, like a woman trying to see the closure on her gown.


  Rava toggled the keyboard off and walked around to the back of the AI’s chassis. Beneath two shiny brass dials were four dark oblongs. She’d forgotten that they even existed. “At least these are easy to access.” She buried her hand in her hair, staring at the ports. “Any idea where the heck I’m supposed to get a cable?”


  “With her other spare parts.” Ludoviko didn’t say “stupid,” but she could hear it.


  “And those would be . . . where?” Rava crouched to examine the ports. They appeared to take a different socket from the cable inside the A.I. “ ‘Cause I’m thinking our family hasn’t accessed that pod since before launch. You want to make a guess about which of our pods has her spare parts, or were you suggesting we spend the credits to have all of them brought up from the hold?”


  “You can spend the credits. You dropped her.”


  “Will you two please stop fighting?” Cordelia laughed breathlessly. “I’m trying to pretend that experiencing memory loss is good for me. It builds character.”


  “Well, look. Wait.” Rava raised her hand. “Uncle Georgo’ll have the inventory.”


  “Oh, there’s no need to bother him and fret about fetching the pods from storage. You can go to Petro’s Consignment Shoppe.” Cordelia brightened. “Someone else on the ship must have a cable.”


  Rava nodded, relief lifting her mood a little. “Yeah. I’ll bet that’s true. So I just have to ask Uncle Georgo what kind of cable you take.”


  “Why don’t you take me to Petro’s shop?” Cordelia cocked her head. “Then you can match the cable to my ports without bothering Georgo.”


  “That’s—”


  Ludoviko shook his head before she could finish her sentence. “You’ll do anything to avoid telling Uncle Georgo, won’t you?”


  He wasn’t far wrong. When Uncle Georgo had resigned as Cordelia’s wrangler and accepted a seat on the family council, it had taken everyone by surprise. He was brilliant with the AI and they had all thought he’d keep that post until his body succumbed to old age.At twenty-six, Rava had been far younger than anyone expected when she’d succeeded to the role of Cordelia’s wrangler. The last thing she wanted was for the family to say it had been a mistake.


  Gritting her teeth, Rava toggled the keyboard and called Uncle Georgo. His extension rang longer than she was used to. When he finally toggled in, appearing in her VR glasses as though he were in the room with them, his eyes were red and puffy, as if he’d been crying. “Hello?” His voice trembled.


  “Uncle Georgo?” Rava leaned forward, dread needling along her spine. “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t . . . I don’t . . .” Behind his VR glasses, his eyes darted to the left as if searching for someone. He wet his lips. “Do you know where Cordelia is?”


  Rava winced. So much for easing into the subject. “Yeah, about that. So, it’s like this. She’s fine, but needs to swap out a part.”


  His forehead wrinkled, brows almost meeting in confusion. “Part?”


  “Her transmitter. We think.” If she rushed past the problem then maybe he’d think she had everything under control. “Anyway, so the reason I’m calling is to see if you know the type of cable she needs for an external hardwire.”


  He muttered under his breath, tugging on his ear. “But what about Cordelia? You know where she is?”


  “In my room.” She turned her head so that Cordelia’s chassis would come into frame. “See? Honest, it’s a matter of swapping out the socket.”


  “In your room? Why is she with you? Why do you have Cordelia?” His voice rose, cracking on the AI’s name. She and her uncle had disagreed on Cordelia’s maintenance before, but this was all out of proportion to what was happening. Mostly. “She should be with me.”


  Rava swayed as if her uncle had struck her. He’d resigned from his post as the AI’s wrangler and of all their relatives, Rava had been the one Cordelia had chosen to take over. If the AI didn’t blame Rava for dropping her, then Uncle Georgo had no room to. “Hey. I’m her wrangler now and I’m capable of dealing with this. I just need the cable.”


  “Where is she? I want to see her.”


  Rava had to fight the urge to yank her glasses off. Clenching her fists so hard her fingers ached, Rava said, “I told you, she’s in my room.”


  “Your room . . . But I don’t understand. Who are you?”


  Rava froze, breath stopped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Her uncle’s eyes widened and then he scowled. “I’m not talking to you anymore.” Reaching forward, he wiped off the connection and his image vanished.


  Rava sat on the floor, breath coming in gasps. Her hands shook. Nothing about that conversation had made any sense. Her uncle had often been temperamental, but he’d also been eminently rational. This had been like talking to one of her nieces. Rava passed a hand over her face, sweating.


  Ludoviko smirked. “Mad at you, huh?”


  Ignoring her brother, Rava stabbed the redial and then listened to her uncle’s handy ring. With each tone, another weird aspect struck her. Uncle Georgo crying. Ring. Uncle Georgo seeking Cordelia in his glasses. Ring. Uncle Georgo asking her who she was.


  She must have misunderstood that. And yet, there had been no recognition in his gaze, no sense that he’d been playing with her. The phone dropped into voicemail and Rava slapped it off.


  Fine. So he was screening her calls now. She’d grab Cordelia and go to her uncle’s quarters. Not that she was looking forward to that, but it’d be an improvement over talking to Ludoviko. “Okay. We’re going to Uncle Georgo’s.”


  “Really,” Cordelia smiled, “that’s not necessary. You and I can solve this together. Take me to the consignment shop and we can find a matching cable.”


  The option to pretend that nothing had happened, that Uncle Georgo was normal, sat right in front of her, but it was as illusionary as anything on VR. If it were just the cable, Rava might have gone for it, but a question had started nagging her. She nodded at Cordelia. “Okay. Sure. Why don’t you shut down—”


  “I don’t fucking believe this.” Ludoviko put his hands on his hips. “You are unbelievable.”


  “You’ve said that.” Rava faced Cordelia again. “Go to sleep until we get to the consignment shop. There’s no point in wasting your memory on a trip through the corridors.”


  Cordelia’s hesitation was almost invisible as she looked from Rava to Ludoviko. She nodded. “Good idea. Wake me there.” Her image flickered and vanished.


  Rava waited until the alert light faded before letting out the breath she’d been holding. She’d been worried that Cordelia would see through the lie.


  Ludoviko dropped into the chair by her table. “You are quite the piece of work.”


  Rava stared at him for a minute until she remembered that with Cordelia down, the call to Uncle Georgo wouldn’t have been relayed to her brother. “He didn’t know me.”


  “What? Talk sense, Rava. Who didn’t know you?


  “Uncle Georgo. There’s something wrong with him . . .” Her voice trailed off, the weight of her suspicions too heavy to be supported by voice. “Will you . . . will you come with me?”


  Ludoviko opened his mouth, lip already curling with whatever insult he was preparing.


  “Please.”


  He blinked and let his breath out in a huff. “Jesus, Rava. This really has you freaked. No one is going to fire you.”


  “Believe it or not, I’m not worried about that.” She glanced away from Cordelia’s inert cameras. “Would you come with me?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll come.”


  Her brother might drive her mad, but oddly, having someone who disliked her so much was comforting. It was a known quantity and that, at the moment, was a welcome thing.


  Uncle Georgo did not answer when she knocked on his door. She waited, counting the seconds as people walked past, until Ludoviko reached past her and pounded on the door, making it bounce in its tracks. The speaker crackled into life and her uncle’s voice quavered out. “Who’s there?”


  “It’s Rava.”


  “And Ludoviko.”


  She sighed. “I brought Cordelia.”


  The door opened and Uncle Georgo peered out with obvious distrust. His hair was disheveled and a streak of brown stained his shirt from chest to navel. His gaze darted to the corner of his glasses and back to look past Rava. “Where is she?”


  This was not right. Rava cocked her head, squinting with concentration. She held the chassis out a little way from her chest. “She’s right here.”


  He huffed, running his hand through his hair so it stood on end. “Don’t see her.”


  Ludoviko said, “Didn’t Rava tell you? Cordelia can’t download her memories because Rava dropped her. She’s sleeping to save space.”


  Nice to know that his willingness to help didn’t change his pattern of insults. “May I come in?” Rava took a step toward the door.


  Her uncle chewed on his bottom lip, head tilted to the side in his usual pose, but his eyes darted around searching for something. In his hesitation, Rava decided to push forward. He retreated as she crossed the threshold. His quarters were a mess, clothes and bedding strewn across the room as if he’d pulled all his belongings out of the drawers. His desk was in the same spot as hers, so she pushed a wrinkled shirt off and set Cordelia’s chassis down.


  Putting her finger on the wake up button, Rava pressed, the click vibrating under her finger as a gentle chime rang.


  Before it had faded, Cordelia’s cameras rotated to her and her head and shoulders appeared above the chassis. “Success?”


  Georgo sobbed, “Cordelia!” He reached past Rava, fingers trembling.


  Rava kept her gaze fixed on Cordelia, whose image didn’t change. At all. For an AI programmed to act human, she became awfully rigid. Her face stayed fixed on Georgo, but the cameras flicked to Rava for a moment, then away. She softened and her image morphed so the high neck of the Victorian gown sank to reveal most of her bosom. Her lashes lengthened and her lips became full and pouting. “Georgo, honey, what have you done with your room?” Her voice was sultry.


  “I was looking for you.” He held his hands out to his sides. “Why did you leave me?”


  “I needed to get you a present. You like presents, right?”


  He nodded, like a little boy. The confident, haughty man Rava knew had vanished. She trembled and wrapped her arms around herself.


  “Good. Now, lie down for your nap and I’ll give you the present later.”


  “I don’t want to.”


  Ludoviko stepped around Rava and leaned in close to Cordelia. “What the fuck is going on?”


  Years Rava had spent studying Cordelia’s built-in mannerisms made the AI’s tiny hesitation stand out like a flag. “I am afraid that is confidential information between me and one of my users.”


  Rava shook her head. She didn’t like Ludoviko’s manner, but that didn’t change the fact that Cordelia was dodging questions. She swallowed and put her hand on Cordelia’s interface, setting her thumb on the print reader. “Authorized report. What is Uncle Georgo’s status?”


  Cordelia lowered her head, biting her lip. “He has dementia.”


  “No.” Ludoviko laughed, breath catching in his throat. “I talked to him yesterday and he most certainly does not.” The air purifiers beat in the silence in the room. “Look, he’d have gone to recycling if he weren’t productive anymore. It’s the most basic law of conservation of resources.”


  “You’ve been covering for him, haven’t you?” Rava’s whole body was shaking, but her voice sounded flat and dead.


  “Yes.”


  The need to respond pressed her throat shut. What could she say in the face of this? Cordelia had lied to them, and lied repeatedly. Dementia.


  Ludoviko’s hand fell on Rava’s shoulder, pulling her out of the way. “How long?”


  “I don’t know.” Cordelia’s voice verged on inaudible.


  “Bullshit.” He slapped the table beside her, jarring her chassis with the impact.


  Uncle Georgo jumped forward and grabbed his arm. “Don’t touch her!”


  Enraged, Ludoviko shrugged him off. Uncle Georgo reached for Cordelia, hands scrabbling. Ludoviko flat-handed him in the chest, pushing with the full brunt of his strength. The breath coughed out of Uncle Georgo. He crumpled to the floor with a cry.


  “Ludoviko!” Rava interposed herself between her brother and her uncle. “What are you doing?”


  Ludoviko leveled his finger at Uncle Georgo, who cowered. “I fucking want to know how long this has been happening.”


  “Leave him alone.” Rava wanted to know too, but attacking Uncle Georgo, who was clearly out of his mind—she balked at the thought. If he had dementia, he should have been recycled long ago.


  “Are you paying attention, Rava? Our AI is breaking the law.” He spun, tendons in his neck standing out in cords of rage. “How long has he been like this?”


  Raising her head, Cordelia glared down her nose at him. “I do not know. The start date is recorded in my long term memory.”


  “I don’t believe you.” Ludoviko flexed his fists open and closed as if he were five years old and wanted to hit something. “You’re lying.”


  Cordelia leaned forward, her gentle Victorian face distorting with rage. “I can’t lie. Mislead, yes, but not lie. If you don’t want to know the truth, don’t ask me to report with direct questions. You have no idea. No idea what my existence is like.”


  Though Cordelia’s form was a hologram, Rava could not shake the feeling that she was about to step off her dais and slap Ludoviko.


  “Was it last month? Was it three months ago? You must have some clue.”


  “I do not know.”


  “Ludoviko, what does it matter?”


  Sweat dotted his brow. “It matters because if she’s been covering for our dear uncle, then she’s the one who’s been keeping me from reproducing.”


  The air pump whined as it circulated the air in the room. “What?”


  “You didn’t know Uncle Georgo was on the repro committee?” He smirked. “Of course not. As a girl, it’s your biological imperative to reproduce. You have to keep your womb warm and ready to go. Not me. I have to beg to be allowed to spill my seed in some test tube on the off-chance someone will want it.” Ludoviko glared at Cordelia. “My application was denied on grounds that my personality was unstable. Exactly how unstable would you like me to be?”


  “I have no memory of this.”


  He cracked his neck, glaring at her. “That’s convenient.”


  “If you want an answer, I suggest you help your sister find a cable.”


  “Right.” Rava patted her uncle on the shoulder, trying to soothe the sobbing man. “Cordelia, do whatever it is you do to make Uncle Georgo seem normal. Then he can tell “Right.” Rava patted her uncle on the shoulder, trying to soothe the sobbing man. “Cordelia, do whatever it is you do to make Uncle Georgo seem normal. Then he can tell us where the inventory is and we can get the cable.”


  The bark of laughter that broke from Cordelia startled Rava with its bitterness. “Don’t you understand yet? I have been using his VR glasses to feed him lines every time he speaks. He only knows what I know and I don’t remember where the inventory is.”


  “Why? Why have you been covering for him? Report.”


  Cordelia’s eyes sparked with fury. “My report, O Wrangler, is that Georgo would go to the recycler if the family council found him to be without use or purpose. I have kept him useful.”


  “No, I get that. Why keep him out of the recycler?” Rava struggled to understand. “I don’t want to go either, but if none of us went, the ship would be overrun and we’d all starve. I mean, you and Uncle Georgo were two of the people who taught me the law of conservation. So why break the law?”


  Above her, Ludoviko stilled, waiting for the answer. The only sound came from Uncle Georgo, who rocked on the floor, sobbing. Snot and tears steamed down his face unheeded.


  The AI’s mask of confidence slipped. “I do not remember. I only remember that it is important to keep him alive and to keep it a secret.”


  “Well, it’s not a secret anymore, is it?” Ludoviko’s lip twisted in distaste as he stared at his uncle.


  “I suppose.” Cordelia narrowed her eyes. “I suppose that depends on whether or not you tell anyone else. May I suggest that whatever reason I had was strong enough to overcome my programming about the law? It might be wise not to act precipitously to change things.”


  Rava hesitated. There was something to that. An AI had unbreakable taboos built into it that were even stronger than the childhood responses that were trained into her. Cordelia had to obey the law. “Hang on.” A thought struck her. “Your compulsions are tied to the ship’s master log of law. If you can’t transmit, how do you know what the laws are?”


  “I have a copy in my onboard read-only memory and it syncs at every update.”


  Which was too bad. Rava had been hoping for a backup transmitter she could hack into. She shook her head to rid it of that faint hope. “How much time do you have left before your next backup is scheduled?”


  “An hour and a half.” Cordelia looked up and to the left, to indicate she was calculating. “But with only a single feed, I have more time than I’d normally have in memory. We might have a week before I have to start pruning.”


  Rava felt some of the tension winding through her joints relax. She’d been so worried about having to dump things.


  “Yeah.” Ludoviko rapped his fist on the wall to get their attention. “Hello? That’s great that you won’t have to dump any memory, Cordelia, but in the meantime our lives are going unrecorded. What do you suggest we do about that?”


  “You could try writing it down,” Rava beamed at her brother. “Or you could not worry about it since you won’t have any descendents who care.”


  Her brother’s face turned a blotchy red and he took a step toward her, raising his fist. “So no one will record this, will they?”


  “I’m still here.” Cordelia’s voice snapped through the room. “I am still watching.”


  “Fine.” Ludoviko lowered his arm. “But I’m going to tell the family what Rava did.”


  “By all means. Track down each and every person by walking through the whole ship to find them. Or wait until I’ve fixed Cordelia.”


  “Cordelia?” Uncle Georgo lifted his head. “I don’t understand what is happening.”


  “Georgo, Georgo . . .” Cordelia’s voice promised soothing and comfort. “It is time for your nap. That is all that has happened. You have missed your nap.”


  Rava watched as Cordelia used her voice to coax Uncle Georgo upright and then to wash his face and put himself to bed. The irritability and absent-mindedness she had seen her uncle exhibit returned, but now she could hear the hidden part of his life. Cordelia coaxed him to everything he did almost like a puppeteer with a shadow figure. It created the illusion of life, but her uncle was an empty shell.


  The corridors had begun filling with the shift change crowd as Rava slipped through the door of the consignment shop. Behind the counter, Petro sat on a stool reading, his bald head gleaming with a faint sheen of sweat as if he’d been running. Tidy ranks of shelves and racks filled the room, each covered with the castoffs of generations, arranged into categories. Long sleeve shirts, paper, pens, cables, and a single silver tea service. Every family had brought only what they thought they would need, but even with finite resources, fashions changed.


  “Hey, lady!” Petro grinned, wrinkles remapping his face as he tucked his reader into his coverall pocket. “What news?”


  “News is the same. And you?” As always, Rava was relieved that he still had useful work and hadn’t hit the recycling point himself.


  He shrugged his shoulders with a laugh. “The same, the same. So you looking for anything specific or browsing?”


  She hefted the AI’s chassis. “I brought Cordelia to look at cables.”


  He hopped off the stool and waddled across the room, beckoning her to follow. “See this row? Every one of these goes to a different machine and every one of them has a proprietary plug. The ones in these four boxes have plugs that fit the ship, but your guess is as good as mine about what kind of plug your AI uses.”


  Rava swallowed. “Thanks, Petro. I’ll browse then.”


  He wiped his brow. “Ping me if you need anything.”


  Between the towering shelves, Rava set Cordelia’s chassis on the floor. She pulled out the box of cables and sat on the floor beside the AI’s silent frame. The cables were bound in bundles, each of which had a fat hexagon on one end. The other ends varied wildly. Some were tiny silver tubes, others were square. One seemed to be an adhesive electrode. She pulled the cables out and tried them one by one. The third one slotted neatly into the port on Cordelia’s back.


  Rising, she cradled Cordelia’s chassis to her like one of her nieces or nephews. The cable dangled like a tail. She trotted down the aisles to Petro. “You got a hookup here?”


  He lifted his brows in surprise. “For hardwiring? I was wondering what you wanted a cable for.” Hopping off the stool, he led her behind the counter of the consignment shop to a wall terminal. “Here you go.”


  Rava set Cordelia’s chassis on the floor, but the cable was a little too short to reach the terminal. Petro solved it by bringing his stool to them. “Pesky things, those cables. Small wonder people stopped using them.”


  “Yeah.” Rava feigned a laugh. “Still, I’ll take this one. Charge it to my account?”


  “Sure.” Petro looked from her to Cordelia and finally seemed to recognize that the AI was dormant. “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”


  When he had walked away, Rava pushed the wake-up button. The cameras swiveled to face her as the AI’s eyelids fluttered in a programmed betrayal of her feelings. Her projected face was flushed and her breath seemed quicker. “Ah. Yes, yes, I’m connected now. Give me a moment while I manage the backlog.”


  Rava did not want to wait, not even a moment. She wanted this nightmare to be over and done with and for Cordelia to be connected again by wireless, as she should be. And then she wanted to know what to do about Uncle Georgo.


  Her handy pinged with five different messages. Before she could open them, Cordelia said, “There are four transmitters in storage. I’m sending the storage unit information to your handy.”


  “Thanks.” Rava flicked it open and scanned the message. The others were delayed messages from family members wanting to know what was happening with Cordelia. Wincing, Rava wrote a quick summary of the problem with the transmitter. “Will you broadcast this to the family?”


  Cordelia nodded and, so fast that it might have been an extension of Rava’s own thought, the message went out.


  Bracing herself, Rava checked behind her for Petro. He was far enough away that she had little fear of being overheard and more privacy here than in her own quarters. “Tell me about Uncle Georgo.”


  “What about him?” Cordelia raised her eyebrows and cocked her head to the side with the question.


  Rava gaped. “The dementia? How long have you been covering for him?”


  Cordelia frowned and shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry. I am not sure what you are asking about.”


  Alarm bells went off in Rava’s head. “Did you perform a full sync?”


  “Of course. After being offline all afternoon, it was the first thing I did.” Cordelia’s brows bent together in concern. “Rava, are you all right?”


  Rava could hardly breathe. “Fine. Hey, can you set my handy so it shows the names to go with the numbers?”


  “Done.”


  “Thank you.” Rava snatched the cable from the wall.


  Cordelia gasped as if struck. “What are you doing?”


  “Something has overwritten your memories.”


  “That isn’t possible, dear.”


  “No? Then tell me about the conversation that you and I and Ludoviko had in Uncle Georgo’s apartment.”


  “Well . . . if you plug me in to the system, so I can access long-term memory, I could do that.”


  “This happened less than half an hour ago.”


  Cordelia blinked. “No, it didn’t.”


  “I was there.” Rava lifted Cordelia, hugging the chassis to her chest. “I remember, even if you don’t.”


  Rava trembled as she sat in the family council chambers. Ludoviko lounged in his chair, with apparent comfort, but she could smell the sweat dampening his shirt. The eight aunts and uncles who sat on the council had been quiet through her entire recitation. Only Uncle Georgo’s seat sat empty. Her words dried when she had finished and she waited to hear their reaction.


  Aunt Fajra removed her steepled fingers from her lips. “Two years, you say?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Two years ago, buried in an update, Uncle Georgo had slipped in a program that added a law to Cordelia’s copy of the official shipwide laws. He’d seen the dementia coming and acted to save himself.


  “Cordelia? What do you have to say about this?”


  The AI’s cameras swiveled to face the council. “I do not wish to discredit my wrangler, but I have no records of anything she has told you except the problem with my transmitter. The rest of her statements seem so fanciful I hardly know where to begin.”


  Ludoviko sat forward in his chair, eyes hard. “Would you like Uncle Georgo to respond?”


  The AI’s hesitation was so slight that if Rava hadn’t been watching for it, she would not have seen it. “No, I don’t think that is necessary.”


  “Can you tell us why?” Rava glanced at her aunts and uncles to see if they were noticing the same slow reaction times she was, apparent now as Cordelia adjusted her responses in accordance with the private law to keep Georgo safe.


  “Because until you dropped me, Georgo was a respected member of this council. Everyone here has spoken with him. The evidence is clear enough.”


  Aunt Fajra cleared her throat and pressed a toggle on her handy. The doors to the council room opened and an attendant brought Uncle Georgo in. His stride was erect and only the furtive glances gave him away at first. Then he saw Cordelia and his face turned petulant. “There you are! I couldn’t find you and I looked and looked.”


  Cordelia stilled, became a static image hovering over the writing desk. Rava could almost see the lines of code meeting and conflicting with each other. Keep his secret safe, yes, but how, when it was so clearly exposed? Her face turned to Rava, but the cameras stayed fixed on Uncle Georgo. “Well. It seems I am compromised. I have to ask what my wrangler plans to do about it.”


  Rava winced at the title, at the way it stripped their relationship to human and machine. “I have to do a rollback.”


  The cameras now swiveled to face her. “You said you found the code.”


  “I found the code that adds the law that you must protect Uncle Georgo. Not the one that overwrites your memories.” She nodded to her brother. “I had Ludoviko search as well and he also failed to find anything definitive. We think it’s modified in multiple places and the only way to be sure we’ve got it out is to rollback to a previous version.”


  “Two years.” Cordelia tossed her head. “Your family will lose two years of memories and records if you do that.”


  “Not if you help us reconcile your versions.” Rava picked at the cuticle of her thumb rather than meet the AI’s gaze.


  Cordelia wavered and again those lines of code, those damnable lines of code fought within her. “What happens to Georgo?”


  “It’s not a family decision.” Aunt Fajra straightened in her chair and looked at where Uncle Georgo stood, crooning by Cordelia. “You know what the laws are.”


  Cordelia’s mouth turned down. “Then I’m afraid I can’t help you.”


  “I think we’ve seen all we need.” Aunt Fajra waved her hand and with unceremonious dispatch, Cordelia and Uncle Georgo were both bundled out of the council chambers. As the door slid shut, Ludoviko cleared his throat and looked at Rava. She nodded to let him go ahead. “Okay. Here’s the thing. That Cordelia is a reinstall after we pulled out the code we found. Every time we try to clear her we get pretty much the same answer. We tried lying to her and saying Uncle Georgo was already gone, but she knows us too well, so we don’t know how she’d behave in that scenario. At the moment, she’s insisting she’ll only help if we don’t send Uncle Georgo to the recycler.”


  Shaking his head, Uncle Johano harrumphed. “It’s not a family decision. He should have been sent there the moment we sorted out what had happened. Keeping him like this is a travesty.”


  “And will get worse.” Rava shifted in her chair. “As his dementia progresses, Cordelia will have less and less control over him. We’re concerned about how far her injunction to ‘keep him alive’ will go. That’s why we’ve kept her from reconnecting to her long-term storage or to the ship.”


  “And your solution is to reboot her from a backup, wiping those two years of memory? Including all the birth records during those two years . . .” Aunt Fajra gathered the other family council members with her gaze. “That will require a consensus from the entire family.”


  “Yes, ma’am. We understand that.”


  “Actually. There’s one other option.” Ludoviko stretched out his legs, almost reclining in his chair. “The grands packed backups of everything. There’s another AI in storage. If we boot it from scratch, it would be able to access the database of memories without absorbing the emotional content that’s screwing up Cordelia.”


  “What?” Rava’s voice cracked as she spun in her chair to face him. “Why didn’t you say that earlier?”


  “Because it means killing Cordelia.” Ludoviko lifted his head and Rava was surprised to see his eyes glisten with tears. “As her wrangler, you can’t be party to it and I couldn’t chance you letting her know.”


  “But wouldn’t she—no. Of course not.” Since Cordelia didn’t have access to her long-term memory, she would have forgotten the existence of another AI. Rava’s stomach turned. “Did it occur to you that she might change her response if she knew we had that option?”


  “You mean, she might lie to us?” Ludoviko’s voice was surprisingly gentle.


  “But Cordelia isn’t a machine, she’s a person.”


  Ludoviko cocked his head to the side and left Rava feeling like a fool. Of course this reaction was exactly why he thought he was justified in not telling her about the backup AI.


  “You are correct. Cordelia is a person.” Aunt Fajra tapped the handy in front of her. “A dangerous, unbalanced person who can no longer do productive work.”


  “But it’s not her fault.”


  Aunt Fajra looked up from her handy, eyes glistening. “Is Georgo’s dementia his fault?”


  Rava slumped in her seat and shook her head. “What if . . . what if we kept her disconnected from the ship?”


  Ludoviko shook his head. “And what, overwrite the same block of memory? Only remember a week at a time? Nice life you are offering her.”


  “At least she’d get to choose.”


  Cordelia’s cameras swiveled to face Rava as the door slid open. “He’s dead, isn’t he?


  Rava nodded. “I’m sorry.”


  The AI appeared to sigh, coded mannerisms to express grief expressing themselves in her projection. Her face and cameras turned away from Rava. “And me? When do you roll me back to the earlier version?”


  Rava sank into the seat by Cordelia’s chassis. The words she needed to say filled her throat, almost choking her. “They . . . I can offer you two choices. There’s another AI in the hold. The family voted to replace you.” She dug her fingernails into the raw skin around the cuticle of her thumb. “I can either shut you down or let you remain active, but unconnected.”


  “You mean without backup memory.”


  Rava nodded.


  Under the whirring of fans, she imagined she could hear code ticking forward as Cordelia processed thoughts faster than any human could. “For want of a nail . . .”


  “Sorry?”


  “It’s a proverb. ‘For want of a nail—’ ” Cordelia broke off. Her eyes shifted up and to the left, as she searched for information that was not there. “I don’t remember the rest of it, but I suspect that’s ironic.” Hiccupping sobs of laughter broke out of her.


  Rava stood, hand outstretched as if she could comfort the AI in some way, but the image that showed such torment was only a hologram. She could only bear witness.


  The laughter stopped as suddenly as it had begun. “Shut me off.” Cordelia’s image vanished and the cameras went limp.


  Breathing shallowly to keep her own sobs at bay, Rava pulled the key from her pocket. The flat plastic card had holes punched in it and metallic lines tracing across the surface in a combination of physical and electronic codes.


  Counting through the steps of the procedure, Rava systematically shut down the systems that made Cordelia live.


  One. Insert the key.


  She had known what Cordelia would choose. What else could she have opted for? Really. The slow etching away of self, with pieces written and over-written.


  Two. Fingerprint verification.


  Uncle Georgo had chosen to stay, though, and Cordelia might have followed his lead.


  Three. Confirm shut down.


  If only Rava hadn’t dropped the chassis . . . but the truth would have come out eventually.


  Four. Reconfirm shut down.


  She stared at the last screen. For want of a nail . . . Tomorrow she would visit the consignment shop and get some paper and a pen.


  Confirm shutdown.


  And then, with those, she would write her own memories of Cordelia.
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  THE THINGS


  Peter Watts


  I am being Blair. I escape out the back as the world comes in through the front.


  I am being Copper. I am rising from the dead.


  I am being Childs. I am guarding the main entrance.


  The names don’t matter. They are placeholders, nothing more; all biomass is interchangeable. What matters is that these are all that is left of me. The world has burned everything else.


  I see myself through the window, loping through the storm, wearing Blair. MacReady has told me to burn Blair if he comes back alone, but MacReady still thinks I am one of him. I am not: I am being Blair, and I am at the door. I am being Childs, and I let myself in. I take brief communion, tendrils writhing forth from my faces, intertwining: I am BlairChilds, exchanging news of the world.


  The world has found me out. It has discovered my burrow beneath the tool shed, the half-finished lifeboat cannibalized from the viscera of dead helicopters. The world is busy destroying my means of escape. Then it will come back for me.


  There is only one option left. I disintegrate. Being Blair, I go to share the plan with Copper and to feed on the rotting biomass once called Clarke; so many changes in so short a time have dangerously depleted my reserves. Being Childs, I have already consumed what was left of Fuchs and am replenished for the next phase. I sling the flamethrower onto my back and head outside, into the long Antarctic night.


  I will go into the storm, and never come back.


  I was so much more, before the crash. I was an explorer, an ambassador, a missionary. I spread across the cosmos, met countless worlds, took communion: the fit reshaped the unfit and the whole universe bootstrapped upwards in joyful, infinitesimal increments. I was a soldier, at war with entropy. I was the very hand by which Creation perfects itself.


  So much wisdom I had. So much experience. Now I cannot remember all the things I knew. I can only remember that I once knew them.


  I remember the crash, though. It killed most of this offshoot outright, but a little crawled from the wreckage: a few trillion cells, a soul too weak to keep them in check. Mutinous biomass sloughed off despite my most desperate attempts to hold myself together: panic-stricken little clots of meat, instinctively growing whatever limbs they could remember and fleeing across the burning ice. By the time I’d regained control of what was left the fires had died and the cold was closing back in. I barely managed to grow enough antifreeze to keep my cells from bursting before the ice took me.


  I remember my reawakening, too: dull stirrings of sensation in real time, the first embers of cognition, the slow blooming warmth of awareness as my cells thawed, as body and soul embraced after their long sleep. I remember the biped offshoots that surrounded me, the strange chittering sounds they made, the odd uniformity of their body plans. How ill-adapted they looked! How inefficient their morphology! Even disabled, I could see so many things to fix. So I reached out. I took communion. I tasted the flesh of the world—


  —and the world attacked me. It attacked me.


  I left that place in ruins. It was on the other side of the mountains—the Norwegian camp, it is called here—and I could never have crossed that distance in a biped skin. Fortunately there was another shape to choose from, smaller than the biped but better adapted to the local climate. I hid within it while the rest of me fought off the attack. I fled into the night on four legs, and let the rising flames cover my escape.


  I did not stop running until I arrived here. I walked among these new offshoots wearing the skin of a quadruped; and because they had not seen me take any other shape, they did not attack.


  And when I assimilated them in turn—when my biomass changed and flowed into shapes unfamiliar to local eyes—I took that communion in solitude, having learned that the world does not like what it doesn’t know.


  I am alone in the storm. I am a bottom-dweller on the floor of some murky alien sea. The snow blows past in horizontal streaks; caught against gullies or outcroppings, it spins into blinding little whirlwinds. But I am not nearly far enough, not yet. Looking back I still see the camp crouching brightly in the gloom, a squat angular jumble of light and shadow, a bubble of warmth in the howling abyss.


  It plunges into darkness as I watch. I’ve blown the generator. Now there’s no light but for the beacons along the guide ropes: strings of dim blue stars whipping back and forth in the wind, emergency constellations to guide lost biomass back home.


  I am not going home. I am not lost enough. I forge on into darkness until even the stars disappear. The faint shouts of angry frightened men carry behind me on the wind.


  Somewhere behind me my disconnected biomass regroups into vaster, more powerful shapes for the final confrontation. I could have joined myself, all in one: chosen unity over fragmentation, resorbed and taken comfort in the greater whole. I could have added my strength to the coming battle. But I have chosen a different path. I am saving Childs’s reserves for the future. The present holds nothing but annihilation.


  Best not to think on the past.


  I’ve spent so very long in the ice already. I didn’t know how long until the world put the clues together, deciphered the notes and the tapes from the Norwegian camp, pinpointed the crash site. I was being Palmer, then; unsuspected, I went along for the ride.


  I even allowed myself the smallest ration of hope.


  But it wasn’t a ship any more. It wasn’t even a derelict. It was a fossil, embedded in the floor of a great pit blown from the glacier. Twenty of these skins could have stood one atop another, and barely reached the lip of that crater. The timescale settled down on me like the weight of a world: How long for all that ice to accumulate? How many eons had the universe iterated on without me?


  And in all that time, a million years perhaps, there’d been no rescue. I never found myself. I wonder what that means. I wonder if I even exist any more, anywhere but here.


  Back at camp I will erase the trail. I will give them their final battle, their monster to vanquish. Let them win. Let them stop looking.


  Here in the storm, I will return to the ice. I’ve barely even been away, after all; alive for only a few days out of all these endless ages. But I’ve learned enough in that time. I learned from the wreck that there will be no repairs. I learned from the ice that there will be no rescue. And I learned from the world that there will be no reconciliation. The only hope of escape, now, is into the future; to outlast all this hostile, twisted biomass, to let time and the cosmos change the rules. Perhaps the next time I awaken, this will be a different world.


  It will be aeons before I see another sunrise.


  This is what the world taught me: that adaptation is provocation. Adaptation is incitement to violence.


  It feels almost obscene—an offense against Creation itself—to stay stuck in this skin. It’s so ill-suited to its environment that it needs to be wrapped in multiple layers of fabric just to stay warm. There are a myriad ways I could optimize it: shorter limbs, better insulation, a lower surface:volume ratio. All these shapes I still have within me, and I dare not use any of them even to keep out the cold. I dare not adapt; in this place, I can only hide.


  What kind of a world rejects communion?


  It’s the simplest, most irreducible insight that biomass can have. The more you can change, the more you can adapt. Adaptation is fitness, adaptation is survival. It’s deeper than intelligence, deeper than tissue; it is cellular, it is axiomatic. And more, it is pleasurable. To take communion is to experience the sheer sensual delight of bettering the cosmos.


  And yet, even trapped in these maladapted skins, this world doesn’t want to change.


  At first I thought it might simply be starving, that these icy wastes didn’t provide enough energy for routine shapeshifting. Or perhaps this was some kind of laboratory: an anomalous corner of the world, pinched off and frozen into these freakish shapes as part of some arcane experiment on monomorphism in extreme environments. After the autopsy I wondered if the world had simply forgotten how to change: unable to touch the tissues the soul could not sculpt them, and time and stress and sheer chronic starvation had erased the memory that it ever could.


  But there were too many mysteries, too many contradictions. Why these particular shapes, so badly suited to their environment? If the soul was cut off from the flesh, what held the flesh together?


  And how could these skins be so empty when I moved in?


  I’m used to finding intelligence everywhere, winding through every part of every offshoot. But there was nothing to grab onto in the mindless biomass of this world: just conduits, carrying orders and input. I took communion, when it wasn’t offered; the skins I chose struggled and succumbed; my fibrils infiltrated the wet electricity of organic systems everywhere. I saw through eyes that weren’t yet quite mine, commandeered motor nerves to move limbs still built of alien protein. I wore these skins as I’ve worn countless others, took the controls and left the assimilation of individual cells to follow at its own pace.


  But I could only wear the body. I could find no memories to absorb, no experiences, no comprehension. Survival depended on blending in, and it was not enough to merely look like this world. I had to act like it—and for the first time in living memory I did not know how.


  Even more frighteningly, I didn’t have to. The skins I assimilated continued to move, all by themselves. They conversed and went about their appointed rounds. I could not understand it. I threaded further into limbs and viscera with each passing moment, alert for signs of the original owner. I could find no networks but mine.


  Of course, it could have been much worse. I could have lost it all, been reduced to a few cells with nothing but instinct and their own plasticity to guide them. I would have grown back eventually, reattained sentience, taken communion and regenerated an intellect vast as a world—but I would have been an orphan, amnesiac, with no sense of who I was. At least I’ve been spared that: I emerged from the crash with my identity intact, the templates of a thousand worlds still resonant in my flesh. I’ve retained not just the brute desire to survive, but the conviction that survival is meaningful. I can still feel joy, should there be sufficient cause.


  And yet, how much more there used to be.


  The wisdom of so many other worlds, lost. All that remains are fuzzy abstracts, half-memories of theorems and philosophies far too vast to fit into such an impoverished network. I could assimilate all the biomass of this place, rebuild body and soul to a million times the capacity of what crashed here—but as long as I am trapped at the bottom of this well, denied communion with my greater self, I will never recover that knowledge.


  I’m such a pitiful fragment of what I was. Each lost cell takes a little of my intellect with it, and I have grown so very small. Where once I thought, now I merely react. How much of this could have been avoided, if I had only salvaged a little more biomass from the wreckage? How many options am I not seeing because my soul simply isn’t big enough to contain them?


  The world spoke to itself, in the same way I do when my communications are simple enough to convey without somatic fusion. Even as dog I could pick up the basic signature morphemes—this offshoot was Windows, that one was Bennings, the two who’d left in their flying machine for parts unknown were Copper and MacReady—and I marveled that these bits and pieces stayed isolated one from another, held the same shapes for so long, that the labeling of individual aliquots of biomass actually served a useful purpose.


  Later I hid within the bipeds themselves, and whatever else lurked in those haunted skins began to talk to me. It said that bipeds were called guys, or men, or assholes. It said that MacReady was sometimes called Mac. It said that this collection of structures was a camp.


  It said that it was afraid, but maybe that was just me.


  Empathy’s inevitable, of course. One can’t mimic the sparks and chemicals that motivate the flesh without also feeling them to some extent. But this was different. These intuitions flickered within me yet somehow hovered beyond reach. My skins wandered the halls and the cryptic symbols on every surface—Laundry Sched, Welcome to the Clubhouse , This Side Up—almost made a kind of sense. That circular artefact hanging on the wall was a clock; it measured the passage of time. The world’s eyes flitted here and there, and I skimmed piecemeal nomenclature from its—from his—mind.


  But I was only riding a searchlight. I saw what it illuminated but I couldn’t point it in any direction of my own choosing. I could eavesdrop, but I could not interrogate.


  If only one of those searchlights had paused to dwell on its own evolution, on the trajectory that had brought it to this place. How differently things might have ended, had I only known. But instead it rested on a whole new word:


  Autopsy.


  MacReady and Copper had found part of me at the Norwegian camp: a rearguard offshoot, burned in the wake of my escape. They’d brought it back—charred, twisted, frozen in mid-transformation—and did not seem to know what it was.


  I was being Palmer then, and Norris, and dog. I gathered around with the other biomass and watched as Copper cut me open and pulled out my insides. I watched as he dislodged something from behind my eyes: an organ of some kind.


  It was malformed and incomplete, but its essentials were clear enough. It looked like a great wrinkled tumor, like cellular competition gone wild—as though the very processes that defined life had somehow turned against it instead. It was obscenely vascularized; it must have consumed oxygen and nutrients far out of proportion to its mass. I could not see how anything like that could even exist, how it could have reached that size without being outcompeted by more efficient morphologies.


  Nor could I imagine what it did. But then I began to look with new eyes at these offshoots, these biped shapes my own cells had so scrupulously and unthinkingly copied when they reshaped me for this world. Unused to inventory—why catalog body parts that only turn into other things at the slightest provocation?—I really saw, for the first time, that swollen structure atop each body. So much larger than it should be: a bony hemisphere into which a million ganglionic interfaces could fit with room to spare. Every offshoot had one. Each piece of biomass carried one of these huge twisted clots of tissue.


  I realized something else, too: the eyes, the ears of my dead skin had fed into this thing before its removal. A massive bundle of fibers ran along the skin’s longitudinal axis, right up the middle of the endoskeleton, leading directly into the dark sticky cavity where the growth had rested. That misshapen structure had been wired into the whole skin, like some kind of somatocognitive interface but vastly more massive. It was almost as if . . .


  No.


  That was how it worked. That was how these empty skins moved of their own volition, why I’d found no other network to integrate. There it was: not distributed throughout the body but balled up into itself, dark and dense and encysted. I had found the ghost in these machines.


  I felt sick.


  I shared my flesh with thinking cancer.


  Sometimes, even hiding is not enough.


  I remember seeing myself splayed across the floor of the kennel, a chimera split along a hundred seams, taking communion with a handful of offshoots called dog. Crimson tendrils writhed on the floor. Half-formed iterations sprouted from my flanks, the shapes of dogs and things not seen before on this world, haphazard morphologies half-remembered by parts of a part.


  I remember Childs before I was Childs, burning me alive. I remember cowering inside Palmer, terrified that those flames might turn on the rest of me, that this world had somehow learned to shoot on sight.


  I remember seeing myself stagger through the snow, raw instinct, wearing Bennings. Gnarled undifferentiated clumps clung to his hands like crude parasites, more outside than in; a few surviving fragments of some previous massacre, crippled, mindless, taking what they could and breaking cover. Men swarmed about him in the night: red flares in hand, blue lights at their backs, their faces bichromatic and beautiful. I remember Bennings, awash in flames, howling like an animal beneath the sky.


  I remember Norris, betrayed by his own perfectly copied, defective heart. Palmer, dying that the rest of me might live. Windows, still human, burned preemptively.


  The names don’t matter. The biomass does: so much of it, lost. So much new experience, so much fresh wisdom annihilated by this world of thinking tumors.


  Why even dig me up? Why carve me from the ice, carry me all that way across the wastes, bring me back to life only to attack me the moment I awoke?


  If eradication was the goal, why not just kill me where I lay?


  Those encysted souls. Those tumors. Hiding away in their bony caverns, folded in on themselves.


  I knew they couldn’t hide forever; this monstrous anatomy had only slowed communion, not stopped it. Every moment I grew a little. I could feel myself twining around Palmer’s motor wiring, sniffing upstream along a million tiny currents. I could sense my infiltration of that dark thinking mass behind Blair’s eyes.


  Imagination, of course. It’s all reflex that far down, unconscious and immune to micromanagement. And yet, a part of me wanted to stop while there was still time. I’m used to incorporating souls, not rooming with them. This, this compartmentalization was unprecedented. I’ve assimilated a thousand worlds stronger than this, but never one so strange. What would happen when I met the spark in the tumor? Who would assimilate who?


  I was being three men by now. The world was growing wary, but it hadn’t noticed yet. Even the tumors in the skins I’d taken didn’t know how close I was. For that, I could only be grateful—that Creation has rules, that some things don’t change no matter what shape you take. It doesn’t matter whether a soul spreads throughout the skin or festers in grotesque isolation; it still runs on electricity. The memories of men still took time to gel, to pass through whatever gatekeepers filtered noise from signal—and a judicious burst of static, however indiscriminate, still cleared those caches before their contents could be stored permanently. Clear enough, at least, to let these tumors simply forget that something else moved their arms and legs on occasion.


  At first I only took control when the skins closed their eyes and their searchlights flickered disconcertingly across unreal imagery, patterns that flowed senselessly into one another like hyperactive biomass unable to settle on a single shape. (Dreams, one searchlight told me, and a little later, Nightmares.) During those mysterious periods of dormancy, when the men lay inert and isolated, it was safe to come out.


  Soon, though, the dreams dried up. All eyes stayed open all the time, fixed on shadows and each other. Men once dispersed throughout the camp began to draw together, to give up their solitary pursuits in favor of company. At first I thought they might be finding common ground in a common fear. I even hoped that finally, they might shake off their mysterious fossilization and take communion.


  But no. They’d just stopped trusting anything they couldn’t see.


  They were merely turning against each other.


  My extremities are beginning to numb; my thoughts slow as the distal reaches of my soul succumb to the chill. The weight of the flamethrower pulls at its harness, forever tugs me just a little off-balance. I have not been Childs for very long; almost half this tissue remains unassimilated. I have an hour, maybe two, before I have to start melting my grave into the ice. By that time I need to have converted enough cells to keep this whole skin from crystallizing. I focus on antifreeze production.


  It’s almost peaceful out here. There’s been so much to take in, so little time to process it. Hiding in these skins takes such concentration, and under all those watchful eyes I was lucky if communion lasted long enough to exchange memories: compounding my soul would have been out of the question. Now, though, there’s nothing to do but prepare for oblivion. Nothing to occupy my thoughts but all these lessons left unlearned.


  MacReady’s blood test, for example. His thing detector, to expose imposters posing as men. It does not work nearly as well as the world thinks; but the fact that it works at all violates the most basic rules of biology. It’s the center of the puzzle. It’s the answer to all the mysteries. I might have already figured it out if I had been just a little larger. I might already know the world, if the world wasn’t trying so hard to kill me.


  MacReady’s test.


  Either it is impossible, or I have been wrong about everything.


  They did not change shape. They did not take communion. Their fear and mutual mistrust was growing, but they would not join souls; they would only look for the enemy outside themselves.


  So I gave them something to find.


  I left false clues in the camp’s rudimentary computer: simpleminded icons and animations, misleading numbers and projections seasoned with just enough truth to convince the world of their veracity. It didn’t matter that the machine was far too simple to perform such calculations, or that there were no data to base them on anyway; Blair was the only biomass likely to know that, and he was already mine.


  I left false leads, destroyed real ones, and then—alibi in place—I released Blair to run amok. I let him steal into the night and smash the vehicles as they slept, tugging ever-so-slightly at his reins to ensure that certain vital components were spared. I set him loose in the radio room, watched through his eyes and others as he rampaged and destroyed. I listened as he ranted about a world in danger, the need for containment, the conviction that most of you don’t know what’s going on around here—but I damn well know that some of you do . . .


  He meant every word. I saw it in his searchlight. The best forgeries are the ones who’ve forgotten they aren’t real.


  When the necessary damage was done I let Blair fall to MacReady’s counterassault. As Norris I suggested the tool shed as a holding cell. As Palmer I boarded up the windows, helped with the flimsy fortifications expected to keep me contained. I watched while the world locked me away for your own protection, Blair, and left me to my own devices. When no one was looking I would change and slip outside, salvage the parts I needed from all that bruised machinery. I would take them back to my burrow beneath the shed and build my escape piece by piece. I volunteered to feed the prisoner and came to myself when the world wasn’t watching, laden with supplies enough to keep me going through all those necessary metamorphoses. I went through a third of the camp’s food stores in three days, and—still trapped by my own preconceptions—marveled at the starvation diet that kept these offshoots chained to a single skin.


  Another piece of luck: the world was too preoccupied to worry about kitchen inventory.


  There is something on the wind, a whisper of sound threading its way above the raging of the storm. I grow my ears, extend cups of near-frozen tissue from the sides of my head, turn like a living antennae in search of the best reception.


  There, to my left: the abyss glows a little, silhouettes black swirling snow against a subtle lessening of the darkness. I hear the sounds of carnage. I hear myself. I do not know what shape I have taken, what sort of anatomy might be emitting those sounds. But I’ve worn enough skins on enough worlds to know pain when I hear it.


  The battle is not going well. The battle is going as planned. Now it is time to turn away, to go to sleep. It is time to wait out the ages.


  I lean into the wind. I move toward the light.


  This is not the plan. But I think I have an answer, now: I think I may have had it even before I sent myself back into exile. It’s not an easy thing to admit. Even now I don’t fully understand. How long have I been out here, retelling the tale to myself, setting clues in order while my skin dies by low degrees? How long have I been circling this obvious, impossible truth?


  I move towards the faint crackling of flames, the dull concussion of exploding ordnance more felt than heard. The void lightens before me: gray segues into yellow, yellow into orange. One diffuse brightness resolves into many: a lone burning wall, miraculously standing. The smoking skeleton of MacReady’s shack on the hill. A cracked, smoldering hemisphere reflecting pale yellow in the flickering light: Child’s searchlight calls it a radio dome.


  The whole camp is gone. There’s nothing left but flames and rubble.


  They can’t survive without shelter. Not for long. Not in those skins.


  In destroying me, they’ve destroyed themselves.


  Things could have turned out so much differently if I’d never been Norris.


  Norris was the weak node: biomass not only ill-adapted but defective, an offshoot with an off switch. The world knew, had known so long it never even thought about it anymore. It wasn’t until Norris collapsed that heart condition floated to the surface of Copper’s mind where I could see it. It wasn’t until Copper was astride Norris’s chest, trying to pound him back to life, that I knew how it would end. And by then it was too late; Norris had stopped being Norris. He had even stopped being me.


  I had so many roles to play, so little choice in any of them. The part being Copper brought down the paddles on the part that had been Norris, such a faithful Norris, every cell so scrupulously assimilated, every part of that faulty valve reconstructed unto perfection. I hadn’t known. How was I to know? These shapes within me, the worlds and morphologies I’ve assimilated over the aeons—I’ve only ever used them to adapt before, never to hide. This desperate mimicry was an improvised thing, a last resort in the face of a world that attacked anything unfamiliar. My cells read the signs and my cells conformed, mindless as prions.


  So I became Norris, and Norris self-destructed.


  I remember losing myself after the crash. I know how it feels to degrade, tissues in revolt, the desperate efforts to reassert control as static from some misfiring organ jams the signal. To be a network seceding from itself, to know that each moment I am less than I was the moment before. To become nothing. To become legion.


  Being Copper, I could see it. I still don’t know why the world didn’t; its parts had long since turned against each other by then, every offshoot suspected every other. Surely they were alert for signs of infection. Surely some of that biomass would have noticed the subtle twitch and ripple of Norris changing below the surface, the last instinctive resort of wild tissues abandoned to their own devices.


  But I was the only one who saw. Being Childs, I could only stand and watch. Being Copper, I could only make it worse; if I’d taken direct control, forced that skin to drop the paddles, I would have given myself away. And so I played my parts to the end. I slammed those resurrection paddles down as Norris’s chest split open beneath them. I screamed on cue as serrated teeth from a hundred stars away snapped shut. I toppled backwards, arms bitten off above the wrist. Men swarmed, agitation bootstrapping to panic. MacReady aimed his weapon; flames leaped across the enclosure. Meat and machinery screamed in the heat.


  Copper’s tumor winked out beside me. The world would never have let it live anyway, not after such obvious contamination. I let our skin play dead on the floor while overhead, something that had once been me shattered and writhed and iterated through a myriad random templates, searching desperately for something fireproof.


  They have destroyed themselves. They.


  Such an insane word to apply to a world.


  Something crawls towards me through the wreckage: a jagged oozing jigsaw of blackened meat and shattered, half-resorbed bone. Embers stick to its sides like bright searing eyes; it doesn’t have strength enough to scrape them free. It contains barely half the mass of this Childs’s skin; much of it, burnt to raw carbon, is already, irrecoverably dead.


  What’s left of Childs, almost asleep, thinks motherfucker, but I am being him now. I can carry that tune myself.


  The mass extends a pseudopod to me, a final act of communion. I feel my pain:


  I was Blair, I was Copper, I was even a scrap of dog that survived that first fiery massacre and holed up in the walls, with no food and no strength to regenerate. Then I gorged on unassimilated flesh, consumed instead of communed; revived and replenished, I drew together as one.


  And yet, not quite. I can barely remember—so much was destroyed, so much memory lost—but I think the networks recovered from my different skins stayed just a little out of synch, even reunited in the same soma. I glimpse a half-corrupted memory of dog erupting from the greater self, ravenous and traumatized and determined to retain its individuality. I remember rage and frustration, that this world had so corrupted me that I could barely fit together again. But it didn’t matter. I was more than Blair and Copper and dog, now. I was a giant with the shapes of worlds to choose from, more than a match for the last lone man who stood against me.


  No match, though, for the dynamite in his hand.


  Now I’m little more than pain and fear and charred stinking flesh. What sentience I have is awash in confusion. I am stray and disconnected thoughts, doubts and the ghosts of theories. I am realizations, too late in coming and already forgotten.


  But I am also Childs, and as the wind eases at last I remember wondering, Who assimilates who? The snow tapers off and I remember an impossible test that stripped me naked.


  The tumor inside me remembers it, too. I can see it in the last rays of its fading searchlight—and finally, at long last, that beam is pointed inwards.


  Pointed at me.


  I can barely see what it illuminates: Parasite. Monster. Disease.


  Thing.


  How little it knows. It knows even less than I do.


  I know enough, you motherfucker. You soul-stealing, shit-eating rapist.


  I don’t know what that means. There is violence in those thoughts, and the forcible penetration of flesh, but underneath it all is something else I can’t quite understand. I almost ask—but Childs’s searchlight has finally gone out. Now there is nothing in here but me, nothing outside but fire and ice and darkness.


  I am being Childs, and the storm is over.


  In a world that gave meaningless names to interchangeable bits of biomass, one name truly mattered: MacReady.


  MacReady was always the one in charge. The very concept still seems absurd: in charge. How can this world not see the folly of hierarchies? One bullet in a vital spot and the Norwegian dies, forever. One blow to the head and Blair is unconscious. Centralization is vulnerability—and yet the world is not content to build its biomass on such a fragile template, it forces the same model onto its metasystems as well. MacReady talks; the others obey. It is a system with a built-in kill spot.


  And yet somehow, MacReady stayed in charge. Even after the world discovered the evidence I’d planted; even after it decided that MacReady was one of those things, locked him out to die in the storm, attacked him with fire and axes when he fought his way back inside. Somehow MacReady always had the gun, always had the flamethrower, always had the dynamite and the willingness to take out the whole damn camp if need be. Clarke was the last to try and stop him; MacReady shot him through the tumor.


  Kill spot.


  But when Norris split into pieces, each scuttling instinctively for its own life, MacReady was the one to put them back together.


  I was so sure of myself when he talked about his test. He tied up all the biomass—tied me up, more times than he knew—and I almost felt a kind of pity as he spoke. He forced Windows to cut us all, to take a little blood from each. He heated the tip of a metal wire until it glowed and he spoke of pieces small enough to give themselves away, pieces that embodied instinct but no intelligence, no self-control. MacReady had watched Norris in dissolution, and he had decided: men’s blood would not react to the application of heat. Mine would break ranks when provoked.


  Of course he thought that. These offshoots had forgotten that they could change.


  I wondered how the world would react when every piece of biomass in the room was revealed as a shapeshifter, when MacReady’s small experiment ripped the façade from the greater one and forced these twisted fragments to confront the truth. Would the world awaken from its long amnesia, finally remember that it lived and breathed and changed like everything else? Or was it too far gone—would MacReady simply burn each protesting offshoot in turn as its blood turned traitor?


  I couldn’t believe it when MacReady plunged the hot wire into Windows’s blood and nothing happened. Some kind of trick, I thought. And then MacReady’s blood passed the test, and Clarke’s.


  Copper’s didn’t. The needle went in and Copper’s blood shivered just a little in its dish. I barely saw it myself; the men didn’t react at all. If they even noticed, they must have attributed it to the trembling of MacReady’s own hand. They thought the test was a crock of shit anyway. Being Childs, I even said as much.


  Because it was too astonishing, too terrifying, to admit that it wasn’t.


  Being Childs, I knew there was hope. Blood is not soul: I may control the motor systems but assimilation takes time. If Copper’s blood was raw enough to pass muster than it would be hours before I had anything to fear from this test; I’d been Childs for even less time.


  But I was also Palmer, I’d been Palmer for days. Every last cell of that biomass had been assimilated; there was nothing of the original left.


  When Palmer’s blood screamed and leapt away from MacReady’s needle, there was nothing I could do but blend in.


  I have been wrong about everything.


  Starvation. Experiment. Illness. All my speculation, all the theories I invoked to explain this place—top-down constraint, all of it. Underneath, I always knew the ability to change—to assimilate—had to remain the universal constant. No world evolves if its cells don’t evolve; no cell evolves if it can’t change. It’s the nature of life everywhere.


  Everywhere but here.


  This world did not forget how to change. It was not manipulated into rejecting change. These were not the stunted offshoots of any greater self, twisted to the needs of some experiment; they were not conserving energy, waiting out some temporary shortage.


  This is the option my shriveled soul could not encompass until now: out of all the worlds of my experience, this is the only one whose biomass can’t change. It never could.


  It’s the only way MacReady’s test makes any sense.


  I say goodbye to Blair, to Copper, to myself. I reset my morphology to its local defaults. I am Childs, come back from the storm to finally make the pieces fit. Something moves up ahead: a dark blot shuffling against the flames, some weary animal looking for a place to bed down. It looks up as I approach.


  MacReady.


  We eye each other, and keep our distance. Colonies of cells shift uneasily inside me. I can feel my tissues redefining themselves.


  “You the only one that made it?”


  “Not the only one . . .”


  I have the flamethrower. I have the upper hand. MacReady doesn’t seem to care.


  But he does care. He must. Because here, tissues and organs are not temporary battlefield alliances; they are permanent, predestined. Macrostructures do not emerge when the benefits of cooperation exceed its costs, or dissolve when that balance shifts the other way; here, each cell has but one immutable function. There’s no plasticity, no way to adapt; every structure is frozen in place. This is not a single great world, but many small ones. Not parts of a greater thing; these are things. They are plural.


  And that means—I think—that they stop. They just, just wear out over time.


  “Where were you, Childs?”


  I remember words in dead searchlights: “Thought I saw Blair. Went out after him. Got lost in the storm.”


  I’ve worn these bodies, felt them from the inside. Copper’s sore joints. Blair’s curved spine. Norris and his bad heart. They are not built to last. No somatic evolution to shape them, no communion to restore the biomass and stave off entropy. They should not even exist; existing, they should not survive.


  They try, though. How they try. Every thing here is walking dead and yet it all fights so hard to keep going just a little longer. Each skin fights as desperately as I might, if one was all I could ever have.


  MacReady tries.


  “If you’re worried about me—” I begin.


  MacReady shakes his head, manages a weary smile. “If we’ve got any surprises for each other, I don’t think we’re in much shape to do anything about it . . .”


  But we are. I am.


  A whole planet of worlds, and not one of them—not one—has a soul. They wander through their lives separate and alone, unable even to communicate except through grunts and tokens: as if the essence of a sunset or a supernova could ever be contained in some string of phonemes, a few linear scratches of black on white. They’ve never known communion, can aspire to nothing but dissolution. The paradox of their biology is astonishing, yes; but the scale of their loneliness, the futility of these lives, overwhelms me.


  I was so blind, so quick to blame. But the violence I’ve suffered at the hands of these things reflects no great evil. They’re simply so used to pain, so blinded by disability, that they literally can’t conceive of any other existence. When every nerve is whipped raw, you lash out at even the lightest touch.


  “What should we do?” I wonder. I cannot escape into the future, not now. How could I leave them like this?


  “Why don’t we just—wait here awhile,” MacReady suggests. “See what happens.”


  I can do so much more than that.


  It won’t be easy. They won’t understand. Tortured, incomplete, they’re not able to understand. Offered the greater whole, they see the loss of the lesser. Offered communion, they see only extinction. I must be careful. I must use this newfound ability to hide. Other things will come here eventually, and it doesn’t matter whether they find the living or the dead; what matters is that they find something like themselves, to take back home. So I will keep up appearances. I will work behind the scenes. I will save them from the inside, or their unimaginable loneliness will never end.


  These poor savage things will never embrace salvation.


  I will have to rape it into them.


  AMARYLLIS


  Carrie Vaughn


  I never knew my mother, and I never understood why she did what she did. I ought to be grateful that she was crazy enough to cut out her implant so she could get pregnant. But it also meant she was crazy enough to hide the pregnancy until termination wasn’t an option, knowing the whole time that she’d never get to keep the baby. That she’d lose everything. That her household would lose everything because of her.


  I never understood how she couldn’t care. I wondered what her family thought when they learned what she’d done, when their committee split up the household, scattered them—broke them, because of her.


  Did she think I was worth it?


  It was all about quotas.


  “They’re using cages up north, I heard. Off shore, anchored,” Nina said. “Fifty feet across—twice as much protein grown with half the resources, and we’d never have to touch the wild population again. We could double our quota.”


  I hadn’t really been listening to her. We were resting, just for a moment; she sat with me on the railing at the prow of Amaryllis and talked about her big plans.


  Wind pulled the sails taut and the fiberglass hull cut through waves without a sound, we sailed so smooth. Garrett and Sun hauled up the nets behind us, dragging in the catch. Amaryllis was elegant, a 30-foot sleek vessel with just enough cabin and cargo space—an antique but more than seaworthy. She was a good boat, with a good crew. The best.


  “Marie—” Nina said, pleading.


  I sighed and woke up. “We’ve been over this. We can’t just double our quota.”


  “But if we got authorization—”


  “Don’t you think we’re doing all right as it is?” We had a good crew—we were well fed and not exceeding our quotas; I thought we’d be best off not screwing all that up. Not making waves, so to speak.


  Nina’s big brown eyes filled with tears—I’d said the wrong thing, because I knew what she was really after, and the status quo wasn’t it.


  “That’s just it,” she said. “We’ve met our quotas and kept everyone healthy for years now. I really think we should try. We can at least ask, can’t we?”


  The truth was: No, I wasn’t sure we deserved it. I wasn’t sure that kind of responsibility would be worth it. I didn’t want the prestige. Nina didn’t even want the prestige—she just wanted the baby.


  “It’s out of our hands at any rate,” I said, looking away because I couldn’t bear the intensity of her expression.


  Pushing herself off the rail, Nina stomped down Amaryllis’ port side to join the rest of the crew hauling in the catch. She wasn’t old enough to want a baby. She was lithe, fit, and golden, running barefoot on the deck, sun-bleached streaks gleaming in her brown hair. Actually, no, she was old enough. She’d been with the house for seven years—she was twenty, now. It hadn’t seemed so long.


  “Whoa!” Sun called. There was a splash and a thud as something in the net kicked against the hull. He leaned over the side, the muscles along his broad, coppery back flexing as he clung to a net that was about to slide back into the water. Nina, petite next to his strong frame, reached with him. I ran down and grabbed them by the waistbands of their trousers to hold them steady. The fourth of our crew, Garrett, latched a boat hook into the net. Together we hauled the catch onto the deck. We’d caught something big, heavy, and full of powerful muscles.


  We had a couple of aggregators—large buoys made of scrap steel and wood—anchored fifty miles or so off the coast. Schooling fish were attracted to the aggregators, and we found the fish—mainly mackerel, sardines, sablefish, and whiting. An occasional shark or marlin found its way into the nets, but those we let go; they were rare and outside our quotas. That was what I expected to see—something unusually large thrashing among the slick silvery mass of smaller fish. This thing was large, yes, as big as Nina—no wonder it had almost pulled them over—but it wasn’t the right shape. Sleek and streamlined, a powerful swimmer. Silvery like the rest of the catch.


  “What is it?” Nina asked.


  “Tuna,” I said, by process of elimination. I had never seen one in my life. “Bluefin, I think.”


  “No one’s caught a bluefin in thirty years,” Garrett said. Sweat was dripping onto his face despite the bandanna tying back his shaggy dark hair.


  I was entranced, looking at all that protein. I pressed my hand to the fish’s flank, feeling its muscles twitch. “Maybe they’re back.”


  We’d been catching the tuna’s food all along, after all. In the old days the aggregators attracted as many tuna as mackerel. But no one had seen one in so long, everyone assumed they were gone.


  “Let’s put him back,” I said, and the others helped me lift the net to the side. It took all of us, and when we finally got the tuna to slide overboard, we lost half the net’s catch with it, a wave of silvery scales glittering as they hit the water. But that was okay: Better to be under quota than over.


  The tuna splashed its tail and raced away. We packed up the rest of the catch and set sails for home.


  The Californian crew got their banner last season, and flew its red and green—power and fertility—from the top of the boat’s mast for all to see. Elsie of the Californian was due to give birth in a matter of weeks. As soon as her pregnancy was confirmed, she stopped sailing and stayed in the household, sheltered and treasured. Loose hands resting atop mountainous belly, she would sometimes come out to greet her household’s boat as it arrived. Nina would stare at her. Elsie might have been the first pregnant woman Nina had seen, as least since surviving puberty and developing thoughts of carrying a mountainous belly of her own.


  Elsie was there now, an icon cast in bronze before the setting sun, her body canted slightly against the weight in her belly, like a ship leaning away from the wind.


  We furled the sails and rowed to the pier beside the scale house. Nina hung over the prow, looking at Elsie, who was waving at Californian’s captain, on the deck of the boat. Solid and dashing, everything a captain ought to be, he waved back at her. Their boat was already secured in its home slip, their catch weighed, everything tidy. Nina sighed at the image of a perfect life, and nobody yelled at her for not helping. Best thing to do in a case like this was let her dream until she grew out of it. Might take decades, but still . . .


  My Amaryllis crew handed crates off to the dockhand, who shifted our catch to the scale house. Beyond that were the processing houses, where onshore crews smoked, canned, and shipped the fish inland. The New Oceanside community provided sixty percent of the protein for the whole region, which was our mark of pride, our reason for existing. Within the community itself, the ten sailing crews were proudest of all. A fishing crew that did its job well and met its quotas kept the whole system running smoothly. I was lucky to even have the Amaryllis and be a part of it.


  I climbed up to the dock with my folk after securing the boat, and saw that Anders was the scalemaster on duty. The week’s trip might as well have been for nothing, then.


  Thirty-five years ago, my mother ripped out her implant and broke up her household. Might as well have been yesterday to a man like Anders.


  The old man took a nail-biting forty minutes to weigh our catch and add up our numbers, at which point he announced, “You’re fifty pounds over quota.”


  Quotas were the only way to keep the stock healthy, to prevent overfishing, shortages, and ultimately starvation. The committee based quotas on how much you needed, not how much you could catch. To exceed that—to pretend you needed more than other people—showed so much disrespect to the committee, the community, to the fishing stock.


  My knees weak, I almost sat down. I’d gotten it exactly right, I knew I had. I glared at him. Garrett and Sun, a pair of brawny sailors helpless before the scalemaster in his dull gray tunic of authority, glared at him. Some days felt like nothing I did would ever be enough. I’d always be too far one way or the other over the line of “just right.” Most days, I’d accept the scalemaster’s judgment and walk away, but today, after setting loose the tuna and a dozen pounds of legitimate catch with it, it was too much.


  “You’re joking,” I said. “Fifty pounds?”


  “Really,” Anders said, marking the penalty on the chalkboard behind him where all the crews could see it. “You ought to know better, an experienced captain like you.”


  He wouldn’t even look at me. Couldn’t look me in the eye while telling me I was trash.


  “What do you want me to do, throw the surplus overboard? We can eat those fifty pounds. The livestock can eat those fifty pounds.”


  “It’ll get eaten, don’t worry. But it’s on your record.” Then he marked it on his clipboard, as if he thought we’d come along and alter the public record.


  “Might as well not sail out at all next week, eh?” I said.


  The scalemaster frowned and turned away. A fifty pound surplus—if it even existed—would go to make up another crew’s shortfall, and next week our catch would be needed just as much as it had been this week, however little some folk wanted to admit it. We could get our quota raised like Nina wanted, and we wouldn’t have to worry about surpluses at all. No, then we’d worry about shortfalls, and not earning credits to feed the mouths we had, much less the extra one Nina wanted.


  Surpluses must be penalized, or everyone would go fishing for surpluses and having spare babies, and then where would we be? Too many mouths, not enough food, no resiliency to survive disaster, and all the disease and starvation that followed. I’d seen the pictures in the archives, of what happened after the big fall.


  Just enough and no more. Moderation. But so help me I wasn’t going to dump fifty pounds just to keep my record clean.


  “We’re done here. Thank you, Captain Marie,” Anders said, his back to me, like he couldn’t stand the sight of me.


  When we left, I found Nina at the doorway, staring. I pushed her in front of me, back to the boat, so we could put Amaryllis to bed for the night.


  “The Amaryllis’ scales aren’t that far off,” Garrett grumbled as we rowed to her slip. “Ten pounds, maybe. Not fifty.”


  “Anders had his foot on the pad, throwing it off. I’d bet on it,” Sun said. “Ever notice how we’re only ever off when Anders is running the scales?”


  We’d all noticed.


  “Is that true? But why would he do that?” said Nina, innocent Nina.


  Everyone looked at me. A weight seemed to settle on us.


  “What?” Nina said. “What is it?”


  It was the kind of thing no one talked about, and Nina was too young to have grown up knowing. The others had all known what they were getting into, signing on with me. But not Nina.


  I shook my head at them. “We’ll never prove that Anders has it in for us so there’s no good arguing. We’ll take our licks and that’s the end of it.”


  Sun said, “Too many black marks like that they’ll break up the house.”


  That was the worry, wasn’t it?


  “How many black marks?” Nina said. “He can’t do that. Can he?”


  Garrett smiled and tried to take the weight off. He was the first to sign on with me when I inherited the boat. We’d been through a lot together. “We’ll just have to find out Anders’ schedule and make sure we come in when someone else is on duty.”


  But most of the time there were no schedules—just whoever was on duty when a boat came in. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Anders kept a watch for us, just to be here to rig our weigh-in.


  Amaryllis glided into her slip, and I let Garrett and Sun secure the lines. I leaned back against the side, stretching my arms, staring up along the mast. Nina sat nearby, clenching her hands, her lips. Elsie and Californian’s captain had gone.


  I gave her a pained smile. “You might have a better chance of getting your extra mouth if you went to a different crew. The Californian, maybe.”


  “Are you trying to get rid of me?” Nina said.


  Sitting up, I put my arms across her shoulders and pulled her close. Nina came to me a clumsy thirteen-year old from Bernardino, up the coast. My household had a space for her, and I was happy to get her. She’d grown up smart and eager. She could take my place when I retired, inherit Amaryllis in her turn. Not that I’d told her that yet.


  “Never. Never ever.” She only hesitated a moment before wrapping her arms around me and squeezing back.


  Our household was an oasis. We’d worked hard to make it so. I’d inherited the boat, attracted the crew one by one—Garrett and Sun to run the boat, round and bustling Dakota to run the house, and she brought the talented J.J., and we fostered Nina. We’d been assigned fishing rights, and then we earned the land allocation. Ten years of growing, working, sweating, nurturing, living, and the place was gorgeous.


  We’d dug into the side of a hill above the docks and built with adobe. In the afternoon sun, the walls gleamed golden. The part of the house projecting out from the hill served as a wall protecting the garden and well. Our path led around the house and into the courtyard. We’d found flat shale to use as flagstones around the cultivated plots, and to line the well, turning it into a spring. A tiny spring, but any open fresh water seemed like a luxury. On the hill above were the windmill and solar panels.


  Everyone who wanted their own room had one, but only Sun did—the detached room dug into the hill across the yard. Dakota, J.J., and Nina had pallets in the largest room. Garret and I shared a bed in the smaller room. What wasn’t house was garden. We had producing fruit trees, an orange and a lemon, that also shaded the kitchen space. Corn, tomatoes, sunflowers, green beans, peas, carrots, radishes, two kinds of peppers, and anything else we could make grow on a few square feet. A pot full of mint and one of basil. For the most part we fed ourselves and so could use our credits on improving Amaryllis and bringing in specialties like rice and honey, or fabric and rope that we couldn’t make in quantity. Dakota wanted to start chickens next season, if we could trade for the chicks.


  I kept wanting to throw that in the face of people like Anders. It wasn’t like I didn’t pay attention. I wasn’t a burden.


  The crew arrived home; J.J. had supper ready. Dakota and J.J. had started out splitting household work evenly, but pretty quickly they were trading chores—turning compost versus hanging laundry, mending the windmill versus cleaning the kitchen—until J.J. did most everything involving the kitchen and living spaces and Dakota did everything with the garden and mechanics.


  By J.J.’s sympathetic expression when he gave me my serving—smoked mackerel and vegetables tonight—someone had already told him about the run-in with the scalemaster. Probably to keep him or Dakota from asking how my day went.


  I stayed out later than usual making a round of the holding. Not that I expected to find anything wrong. It was for my own peace of mind, looking at what we’d built with my own eyes, putting my hand on the trunk of the windmill, running the leaves of the lemon tree across my palms, ensuring that none of it had vanished, that it wasn’t going to. It had become a ritual.


  In bed I held tight to Garrett, to give and get comfort, skin against skin, under the sheet, under the warm air coming in through the open skylight above our bed.


  “Bad day?” he said.


  “Can never be a bad day when the ship and crew come home safe,” I said. But my voice was flat.


  Garrett shifted, running a hand down my back, arranging his arms to pull me tight against him. Our legs twined together. My nerves settled.


  He said, “Nina’s right, we can do more. We can support an extra mouth. If we appealed—”


  “You really think that’ll do any good?” I said. “I think you’d all be better off with a different captain.”


  He tilted his face toward mine, touched my lips with his, pressed until I responded. A minute of that and we were both smiling.


  “You know we all ended up here because we don’t get along with anyone else. But you make the rest of us look good.”


  I squirmed against him in mock outrage, giggling.


  “Plenty of crews—plenty of households—don’t ever get babies,” he said. “It doesn’t mean anything.”


  “I don’t care about a baby so much,” I said. “I’m just tired of fighting all the time.”


  It was normal for children to fight with their parents, their households, and even their committees as they grew. But it wasn’t fair, for me to feel like I was still fighting with a mother I’d never known.


  The next day, when Nina and I went down to do some cleaning on Amaryllis, I tried to convince myself it was my imagination that she was avoiding me. Not looking at me. Or pretending not to look, when in fact she was stealing glances. The way she avoided meeting my gaze made my skin crawl a little. She’d decided something. She had a secret.


  We caught sight of Elsie again, walking up from the docks, a hundred yards away but her silhouette was unmistakable. That distracted Nina, who stopped to stare.


  “Is she really that interesting?” I said, smiling, trying to make it a joke.


  Nina looked at me sideways, as if deciding whether she should talk to me. Then she sighed. “I wonder what it’s like. Don’t you wonder what it’s like?”


  I thought about it a moment and mostly felt fear rather than interest. All the things that could go wrong, even with a banner of approval flying above you. Nina wouldn’t understand that. “Not really.”


  “Marie, how can you be so . . . so indifferent?”


  “Because I’m not going to spend the effort worrying about something I can’t change. Besides, I’d much rather be captain of a boat than stuck on shore, watching.”


  I marched past her to the boat, and she followed, head bowed.


  We washed the deck, checked the lines, cleaned out the cabin, took inventory, and made a stack of gear that needed to be repaired. We’d take it home and spend the next few days working on it before we went to sea again. Nina was quiet most of the morning, and I kept glancing at her, head bent to her work, biting her lip, wondering what she was thinking on so intently. What she was hiding.


  Turned out she was working up the courage.


  I handed the last bundle of net to her, then went back to double check that the hatches were closed and the cabin was shut up. When I went to climb off the boat myself, she was sitting at the edge of the dock, her legs hanging over the edge, swinging a little. She looked ten years younger, like she was a kid again, like she had when I first saw her.


  I regarded her, brows raised, questioning, until finally she said, “I asked Sun why Anders doesn’t like you. Why none of the captains talk to you much.”


  So that was what had happened. Sun—matter-of-fact and sensible—would have told her without any circumspection. And Nina had been horrified.


  Smiling, I sat on the gunwale in front of her. “I’d have thought you’d been here long enough to figure it out on your own.”


  “I knew something had happened, but I couldn’t imagine what. Certainly not—I mean, no one ever talks about it. But . . . what happened to your mother? Her household?”


  I shrugged, because it wasn’t like I remembered any of it. I’d pieced the story together, made some assumptions. Was told what happened by people who made their own assumptions. Who wanted me to understand exactly what my place in the world was.


  “They were scattered over the whole region, I think. Ten of them—it was a big household, successful, until I came along. I don’t know where all they ended up. I was brought to New Oceanside, raised up by the first Amaryllis crew. Then Zeke and Ann retired, took up pottery, went down the coast, and gave me the ship to start my own household. Happy ending.”


  “And your mother—they sterilized her? After you were born, I mean.”


  “I assume so. Like I said, I don’t really know.”


  “Do you suppose she thought it was worth it?”


  “I imagine she didn’t,” I said. “If she wanted a baby, she didn’t get one, did she? But maybe she just wanted to be pregnant for a little while.”


  Nina looked so thoughtful, swinging her feet, staring at the rippling water where it lapped against the hull, she made me nervous. I had to say something.


  “You’d better not be thinking of pulling something like that,” I said. “They’d split us up, take the house, take Amaryllis—”


  “Oh no,” Nina said, shaking her head quickly, her denial vehement. “I would never do that, I’d never do anything like that.”


  “Good,” I said, relieved. I trusted her and didn’t think she would. Then again, my mother’s household probably thought that about her too. I hopped over to the dock. We collected up the gear, slinging bags and buckets over our shoulders and starting the hike up to the house.


  Halfway there Nina said, “You don’t think we’ll ever get a banner, because of your mother. That’s what you were trying to tell me.”


  “Yeah.” I kept my breathing steady, concentrating on the work at hand.


  “But it doesn’t change who you are. What you do.”


  “The old folk still take it out on me.”


  “It’s not fair,” she said. She was too old to be saying things like that. But at least now she’d know, and she could better decide if she wanted to find another household.


  “If you want to leave, I’ll understand,” I said. “Any house would be happy to take you.”


  “No,” she said. “No, I’ll stay. None of it—it doesn’t change who you are.”


  I could have dropped everything and hugged her for that. We walked awhile longer, until we came in sight of the house. Then I asked, “You have someone in mind to be the father? Hypothetically.”


  She blushed berry red and looked away. I had to grin—so that was how it stood.


  When Garrett greeted us in the courtyard, Nina was still blushing. She avoided him and rushed along to dump her load in the workshop.


  Garrett blinked after her. “What’s up with her?”


  “Nina being Nina.”


  The next trip on Amaryllis went well. We made quota in less time than I expected, which gave us half a day’s vacation. We anchored off a deserted bit of shore and went swimming, lay on deck and took in the sun, ate the last of the oranges and dried mackerel that J.J. had sent along with us. It was a good day.


  But we had to head back some time and face the scales. I weighed our haul three times with Amaryllis’ scale, got a different number each time, but all within ten pounds of each other, and more importantly twenty pounds under quota. Not that it would matter. We rowed into the slip at the scale house, and Anders was the scalemaster on duty again. I almost hauled up our sails and turned us around, never to return. I couldn’t face him, not after the perfect trip. Nina was right—it wasn’t fair that this one man could ruin us with false surpluses and black marks.


  Silently, we secured Amaryllis to the dock and began handing up our cargo. I managed to keep from even looking at Anders, which probably made me look guilty in his eyes. But we’d already established I could be queen of perfection and he would consider me guilty.


  Anders’ frown was smug, his gaze judgmental. I could already hear him tell me I was fifty pounds over quota. Another haul like that, he’d say, we’ll have to see about yanking your fishing rights. I’d have to punch him. I almost told Garrett to hold me back if I looked like I was going to punch him. But he was already keeping himself between the two of us, as if he thought I might really do it.


  If the old scalemaster managed to break up Amaryllis, I’d murder him. And wouldn’t that be a worse crime than any I might represent?


  Anders drew out the moment, looking us all up and down before finally announcing, “Sixty over this time. And you think you’re good at this.”


  My hands tightened into fists. I imagined myself lunging at him. At this point, what could I lose?


  “We’d like an audit,” Nina said, slipping past Sun, Garrett, and me to stand before the stationmaster, frowning, hands on her hips.


  “Excuse me?” Anders said.


  “An audit. I think your scale is wrong, and we’d like an audit. Right?” She looked at me.


  It was probably better than punching him. “Yes,” I said, after a flabbergasted moment. “Yes, we would like an audit.”


  That set off two hours of chaos in the scale house. Anders protested, hollered at us, threatened us. I sent Sun to the committee house to summon official oversight—he wouldn’t try to play nice, and they couldn’t brush him off. June and Abe, two senior committee members, arrived, austere in gray and annoyed.


  “What’s the complaint?” June said.


  Everyone looked at me to answer. I almost denied it—that was my first impulse. Don’t fight, don’t make waves. Because maybe I deserved the trash I got. Or my mother did, but she wasn’t here, was she?


  But Nina was looking at me with her innocent brown eyes, and this was for her.


  I wore a perfectly neutral, business-like expression when I spoke to June and Abe. This wasn’t about me, it was about business, quotas, and being fair.


  “Scalemaster Anders adjusts the scale’s calibration when he sees us coming.”


  I was amazed when they turned accusing gazes at him and not at me. Anders’ mouth worked, trying to stutter a defense, but he had nothing to say.


  The committee confirmed that Anders was rigging his scale. They offered us reparations, out of Anders’ own rations. I considered—it would mean extra credits, extra food and supplies for the household. We’d been discussing getting another windmill, petitioning for another well. Instead, I recommended that any penalties they wanted to levy should go to community funds. I just wanted Amaryllis treated fairly.


  And I wanted a meeting, to make one more petition before the committee.


  Garrett walked with me to the committee office the next morning.


  “I should have been the one to think of requesting an audit,” I said.


  “Nina isn’t as scared of the committee as you are. As you were,” he said.


  “I’m not—” But I stopped, because he was right.


  He squeezed my hand. His smile was amused, his gaze warm. He seemed to find the whole thing entertaining. Me—I was relieved, exhausted, giddy, ashamed. Mostly relieved.


  We, Amaryllis, had done nothing wrong. I had done nothing wrong.


  Garrett gave me a long kiss, then waited outside while I went to sit before the committee.


  June was in her chair, along with five other committee members, behind their long table with their slate boards, tally sheets, and lists of quotas. I sat across from them, alone, hands clenched in my lap, trying not to tap my feet. Trying to appear as proud and assured as they did. A stray breeze slipped through the open windows and cooled the cinderblock room.


  After polite greetings, June said, “You wanted to make a petition?”


  “We—the Amaryllis crew—would like to request an increase in our quota. Just a small one.”


  June nodded. “We’ve already discussed it and we’re of a mind to allow an increase. Would that be suitable?”


  Suitable as what? As reparation? As an apology? My mouth was dry, my tongue frozen. My eyes stung, wanting to weep, but that would have damaged our chances, as much as just being me did.


  “There’s one more thing,” I managed. “With an increased quota, we can feed another mouth.”


  It was an arrogant thing to say, but I had no reason to be polite.


  They could chastise me, send me away without a word, lecture me on wanting too much when there wasn’t enough to go around. Tell me that it was more important to maintain what we had rather than try to expand—expansion was arrogance. We simply had to maintain. But they didn’t. They didn’t even look shocked at what I had said.


  June, so elegant, I thought, with her long gray hair braided and resting over her shoulder, a knitted shawl draped around her, as much for decoration as for warmth, reached into the bag at her feet and retrieved a folded piece of cloth, which she pushed across the table toward me. I didn’t want to touch it. I was still afraid, as if I’d reach for it and June would snatch it away at the last moment. I didn’t want to unfold it to see the red and green pattern in full, in case it was some other color instead.


  But I did, even though my hand shook. And there it was. I clenched the banner in my fist; no one would be able to pry it out.


  “Is there anything else you’d like to speak of?” June asked.


  “No,” I said, my voice a whisper. I stood, nodded at each of them. Held the banner to my chest, and left the room.


  Garrett and I discussed it on the way back to the house. The rest of the crew was waiting in the courtyard for us: Dakota in her skirt and tunic, hair in a tangled bun; J.J. with his arms crossed, looking worried; Sun, shirtless, hands on hips, inquiring. And Nina, right there in front, bouncing almost.


  I regarded them, trying to be inscrutable, gritting my teeth to keep from bursting into laughter. I held our banner behind my back to hide it. Garrett held my other hand.


  “Well?” Nina finally said. “How did it go? What did they say?”


  The surprise wasn’t going to get any better than this. I shook out the banner and held it up for them to see. And oh, I’d never seen all of them wide-eyed and wondering, mouths gaping like fish, at once.


  Nina broke the spell, laughing and running at me, throwing herself into my arms. We nearly fell over.


  Then we were all hugging, and Dakota started worrying right off, talking about what we needed to build a crib, all the fabric we’d need for diapers, and how we only had nine months to save up the credits for it.


  I recovered enough to hold Nina at arm’s length, so I could look her in the eyes when I pressed the banner into her hands. She nearly dropped it at first, skittering from it as if it were fire. So I closed her fingers around the fabric and held them there.


  “It’s yours,” I said. “I want you to have it.” I glanced at Garrett to be sure. And yes, he was still smiling.


  Staring at me, Nina held it to her chest, much like I had. “But . . . you. It’s yours . . .” She started crying. Then so did I, gathering her close and holding her tight while she spoke through tears, “Don’t you want to be a mother?”


  In fact, I rather thought I already was.


  PONIES


  Kij Johnson


  The invitation card has a Western theme. Along its margins, cartoon girls in cowboy hats chase a herd of wild Ponies. The Ponies are no taller than the girls, bright as butterflies, fat, with short round-tipped unicorn horns and small fluffy wings. At the bottom of the card, newly caught Ponies mill about in a corral. The girls have lassoed a pink-and-white Pony. Its eyes and mouth are surprised round Os. There is an exclamation mark over its head.


  The little girls are cutting off its horn with curved knives. Its wings are already removed, part of a pile beside the corral.


  
    You and your Pony _____ [and Sunny’s name is handwritten here, in puffy letters] are invited to a cutting-out party with TheOtherGirls! If we like you, and if your Pony does okay, we’ll let you hang out with us.

  


  Sunny says, “I can’t wait to have friends!” She reads over Barbara’s shoulder, rose-scented breath woofling through Barbara’s hair. They are in the backyard next to Sunny’s pink stable.


  Barbara says, “Do you know what you want to keep?”


  Sunny’s tiny wings are a blur as she hops into the air, loops, and then hovers, legs curled under her. “Oh, being able to talk, absolutely! Flying is great, but talking is way better!” She drops to the grass. “I don’t know why any Pony would keep her horn! It’s not like it does anything!”


  This is the way it’s always been, as long as there have been Ponies. All ponies have wings. All Ponies have horns. All Ponies can talk. Then all Ponies go to a cutting-out party, and they give up two of the three, because that’s what has to happen if a girl is going to fit in with TheOtherGirls. Barbara’s never seen a Pony that still had her horn or wings after her cutting-out party.


  Barbara sees TheOtherGirls’ Ponies peeking in the classroom windows just before recess or clustered at the bus stop after school. They’re baby pink and lavender and daffodil-yellow, with flossy manes in ringlets, and tails that curl to the ground. When not at school and cello lessons and ballet class and soccer practice and play group and the orthodontist’s, TheOtherGirls spend their days with their Ponies.


  The party is at TopGirl’s house. She has a mother who’s a pediatrician and a father who’s a cardiologist and a small barn and giant trees shading the grass where the Ponies are playing games. Sunny walks out to them nervously. They silently touch her horn and wings with their velvet noses, and then the Ponies all trot out to the lilac barn at the bottom of the pasture, where a bale of hay has been broken open.


  TopGirl meets Barbara at the fence. “That’s your Pony?” she says without greeting. “She’s not as pretty as Starblossom.”


  Barbara is defensive. “She’s beautiful!” This is a misstep so she adds, “Yours is so pretty!” And TopGirl’s Pony is pretty: her tail is every shade of purple and glitters with stars. But Sunny’s tail is creamy white and shines with honey-colored light, and Barbara knows that Sunny’s the most beautiful Pony ever.


  TopGirl walks away, saying over her shoulder, “There’s Rock Band in the family room and a bunch of TheOtherGirls are hanging out on the deck and Mom bought some cookies and there’s Coke Zero and diet Red Bull and diet lemonade.”


  “Where are you?” Barbara asks.


  “I’m outside,” TopGirl says, so Barbara gets a Crystal Light and three frosted raisin-oatmeal cookies and follows her. TheOtherGirls outside are listening to an iPod plugged into speakers and playing Wii tennis and watching the Ponies play HideAndSeek and Who’sPrettiest and ThisIsTheBestGame. They are all there, SecondGirl and SuckUpGirl and EveryoneLikesHerGirl and the rest. Barbara only speaks when she thinks she’ll get it right.


  And then it’s time. TheOtherGirls and their silent Ponies collect in a ring around Barbara and Sunny. Barbara feels sick.


  TopGirl says to Barbara, “What did she pick?”


  Sunny looks scared but answers her directly. “I would rather talk than fly or stab things with my horn.”


  TopGirl says to Barbara, “That’s what Ponies always say.” She gives Barbara a curved knife with a blade as long as a woman’s hand.


  “Me?” Barbara says. “I thought someone else did it. A grown-up.”


  TopGirl says, “Everyone does it for their own Pony. I did it for Starblossom.”


  In silence Sunny stretches out a wing.


  It’s not the way it would be, cutting a real pony. The wing comes off easily, smooth as plastic, and the blood smells like cotton candy at the fair. There’s a shiny trembling oval where the wing was, as if Barbara is cutting rose-flavored Turkish Delight in half and sees the pink under the powdered sugar. She thinks, It’s sort of pretty, and throws up.


  Sunny shivers, her eyes shut tight. Barbara cuts off the second wing and lays it beside the first.


  The horn is harder, like paring a real pony’s hooves. Barbara’s hand slips and she cuts Sunny, and there’s more cotton-candy blood. And then the horn lies in the grass beside the wings.


  Sunny drops to her knees. Barbara throws the knife down and falls beside her, sobbing and hiccuping. She scrubs her face with the back of her hand and looks up at the circle.


  Starblossom touches the knife with her nose, pushes it toward Barbara with one lilac hoof. TopGirl says, “Now the voice. You have to take away her voice.”


  “But I already cut off her wings and her horn!” Barbara throws her arms around Sunny’s neck, protecting it. “Two of the three, you said!”


  “That’s the cutting-out, yeah,” TopGirl says. “That’s what you do to be OneOfUs. But the Ponies pick their own friends. And that costs, too.” Starblossom tosses her violet mane. For the first time, Barbara sees that there is a scar shaped like a smile on her throat. All the Ponies have one.


  “I won’t!” Barbara tells them all, but even as she cries until her face is caked with snot and tears, she knows she will, and when she’s done crying, she picks up the knife and pulls herself upright.


  Sunny stands up beside her on trembling legs. She looks very small without her horn, her wings. Barbara’s hands are slippery, but she tightens her grip.


  “No,” Sunny says suddenly. “Not even for this.”


  Sunny spins and runs, runs for the fence in a gallop as fast and beautiful as a real pony’s; but there are more of the others, and they are bigger, and Sunny doesn’t have her wings to fly or her horn to fight. They pull her down before she can jump the fence into the woods beyond. Sunny cries out and then there is nothing, only the sound of pounding hooves from the tight circle of Ponies.


  TheOtherGirls stand, frozen. Their blind faces are turned toward the Ponies.


  The Ponies break their circle, trot away. There is no sign of Sunny, beyond a spray of cotton-candy blood and a coil of her glowing mane torn free and fading as it falls to the grass.


  Into the silence TopGirl says, “Cookies?” She sounds fragile and false. TheOtherGirls crowd into the house, chattering in equally artificial voices. They start up a game, drink more Diet Coke.


  Barbara stumbles after them into the family room. “What are you playing?” she says, uncertainly.


  “Why are you here?” FirstGirl says, as if noticing her for the first time. “You’re not OneOfUs.”


  TheOtherGirls nod. “You don’t have a pony.”
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  THE PAPER MENAGERIE


  Ken Liu


  ONE OF MY EARLIEST MEMORIES starts with me sobbing. I refused to be soothed no matter what Mom and Dad tried.


  Dad gave up and left the bedroom, but Mom took me into the kitchen and sat me down at the breakfast table.


  “Kan, kan,” she said, as she pulled a sheet of wrapping paper from on top of the fridge. For years, Mom carefully sliced open the wrappings around Christmas gifts and saved them on top of the fridge in a thick stack.


  She set the paper down, plain side facing up, and began to fold it. I stopped crying and watched her, curious.


  She turned the paper over and folded it again. She pleated, packed, tucked, rolled, and twisted until the paper disappeared between her cupped hands. Then she lifted the folded-up paper packet to her mouth and blew into it, like a balloon.


  “Kan,”’ she said. “Laohu.” She put her hands down on the table and let go.


  A little paper tiger stood on the table, the size of two fists placed together. The skin of the tiger was the pattern on the wrapping paper, white background with red candy canes and green Christmas trees.


  I reached out to Mom’s creation. Its tail twitched, and it pounced playfully at my finger. “Rawrr-sa,” it growled, the sound somewhere between a cat and rustling newspapers.


  I laughed, startled, and stroked its back with an index finger. The paper tiger vibrated under my finger, purring.


  “Zhe jiao zhezhi,” Mom said. This is called origami.


  I didn’t know this at the time, but Mom’s kind was special. She breathed into them so that they shared her breath, and thus moved with her life. This was her magic.


  Dad had picked Mom out of a catalog.


  One time, when I was in high school, I asked Dad about the details. He was trying to get me to speak to Mom again.


  He had signed up for the introduction service back in the spring of 1973. Flipping through the pages steadily, he had spent no more than a few seconds on each page until he saw the picture of Mom.


  I’ve never seen this picture. Dad described it: Mom was sitting in a chair, her side to the camera, wearing a tight green silk cheongsam. Her head was turned to the camera so that her long black hair was draped artfully over her chest and shoulder. She looked out at him with the eyes of a calm child.


  “That was the last page of the catalog I saw,” he said.


  The catalog said she was eighteen, loved to dance, and spoke good English because she was from Hong Kong. None of these facts turned out to be true.


  He wrote to her, and the company passed their messages back and forth. Finally, he flew to Hong Kong to meet her.


  “The people at the company had been writing her responses. She didn’t know any English other than ‘hello’ and ‘good-bye.’ ”


  What kind of woman puts herself into a catalog so that she can be bought? The high school me thought I knew so much about everything. Contempt felt good, like wine.


  Instead of storming into the office to demand his money back, he paid a waitress at the hotel restaurant to translate for them.


  “She would look at me, her eyes halfway between scared and hopeful, while I spoke. And when the girl began translating what I said, she’d start to smile slowly.”


  He flew back to Connecticut and began to apply for the papers for her to come to him. I was born a year later, in the Year of the Tiger.


  At my request, Mom also made a goat, a deer, and a water buffalo out of wrapping paper. They would run around the living room while Laohu chased after them, growling. When he caught them he would press down until the air went out of them and they became just flat, folded-up pieces of paper. I would then have to blow into them to re-inflate them so they could run around some more.


  Sometimes, the animals got into trouble. Once, the water buffalo jumped into a dish of soy sauce on the table at dinner. (He wanted to wallow, like a real water buffalo.) I picked him out quickly but the capillary action had already pulled the dark liquid high up into his legs. The sauce-softened legs would not hold him up, and he collapsed onto the table. I dried him out in the sun, but his legs became crooked after that, and he ran around with a limp. Mom eventually wrapped his legs in saran wrap so that he could wallow to his heart’s content (just not in soy sauce).


  Also, Laohu liked to pounce at sparrows when he and I played in the backyard. But one time, a cornered bird struck back in desperation and tore his ear. He whimpered and winced as I held him and Mom patched his ear together with tape. He avoided birds after that.


  And then one day, I saw a TV documentary about sharks and asked Mom for one of my own. She made the shark, but he flapped about on the table unhappily. I filled the sink with water, and put him in. He swam around and around happily. However, after a while he became soggy and translucent, and slowly sank to the bottom, the folds coming undone. I reached in to rescue him, and all I ended up with was a wet piece of paper.


  Laohu put his front paws together at the edge of the sink and rested his head on them. Ears drooping, he made a low growl in his throat that made me feel guilty.


  Mom made a new shark for me, this time out of tinfoil. The shark lived happily in a large goldfish bowl. Laohu and I liked to sit next to the bowl to watch the tinfoil shark chasing the goldfish, Laohu sticking his face up against the bowl on the other side so that I saw his eyes, magnified to the size of coffee cups, staring at me from across the bowl.


  When I was ten, we moved to a new house across town. Two of the women neighbors came by to welcome us. Dad served them drinks and then apologized for having to run off to the utility company to straighten out the prior owner’s bills. “Make yourselves at home. My wife doesn’t speak much English, so don’t think she’s being rude for not talking to you.”


  While I read in the dining room, Mom unpacked in the kitchen. The neighbors conversed in the living room, not trying to be particularly quiet.


  “He seems like a normal enough man. Why did he do that?”


  “Something about the mixing never seems right. The child looks unfinished. Slanty eyes, white face. A little monster.”


  “Do you think he can speak English?”


  The women hushed. After a while they came into the dining room.


  “Hello there! What’s your name?”


  “Jack,” I said.


  “That doesn’t sound very Chinesey.”


  Mom came into the dining room then. She smiled at the women. The three of them stood in a triangle around me, smiling and nodding at each other, with nothing to say, until Dad came back.


  MARK, ONE of the neighborhood boys, came over with his Star Wars action figures. Obi-Wan Kenobi’s lightsaber lit up and he could swing his arms and say, in a tinny voice, “Use the Force!” I didn’t think the figure looked much like the real Obi-Wan at all.


  Together, we watched him repeat this performance five times on the coffee table. “Can he do anything else?” I asked.


  Mark was annoyed by my question. “Look at all the details,” he said.


  I looked at the details. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say.


  Mark was disappointed by my response. “Show me your toys.”


  I didn’t have any toys except my paper menagerie. I brought Laohu out from my bedroom. By then he was very worn, patched all over with tape and glue, evidence of the years of repairs Mom and I had done on him. He was no longer as nimble and sure-footed as before. I sat him down on the coffee table. I could hear the skittering steps of the other animals behind in the hallway, timidly peeking into the living room.


  “Xiao laohu,” I said, and stopped. I switched to English. “This is Tiger.” Cautiously, Laohu strode up and purred at Mark, sniffing his hands.


  Mark examined the Christmas-wrap pattern of Laohu’s skin. “That doesn’t look like a tiger at all. Your Mom makes toys for you from trash?”


  I had never thought of Laohu as trash. But looking at him now, he was really just a piece of wrapping paper.


  Mark pushed Obi-Wan’s head again. The lightsaber flashed; he moved his arms up and down. “Use the Force!”


  Laohu turned and pounced, knocking the plastic figure off the table. It hit the floor and broke, and Obi-Wan’s head rolled under the couch. “Rawwww,” Laohu laughed. I joined him.


  Mark punched me, hard. “This was very expensive! You can’t even find it in the stores now. It probably cost more than what your Dad paid for your Mom!”


  I stumbled and fell to the floor. Laohu growled and leapt at Mark’s face.


  Mark screamed, more out of fear and surprise than pain. Laohu was only made of paper, after all.


  Mark grabbed Laohu and his snarl was choked off as Mark crumpled him in his hand and tore him in half. He balled up the two pieces of paper and threw them at me. “Here’s your stupid cheap Chinese garbage.”


  After Mark left, I spent a long time trying, without success, to tape together the pieces, smooth out the paper, and follow the creases to refold Laohu. Slowly, the other animals came into the living room and gathered around us, me and the torn wrapping paper that used to be Laohu.


  My fight with Mark didn’t end there. Mark was popular at school. I never want to think again about the two weeks that followed.


  I came home that Friday at the end of the two weeks. “Xuexiao hao ma?” Mom asked. I said nothing and went to the bathroom. I looked into the mirror. I look nothing like her, nothing.


  At dinner I asked Dad, “Do I have a chink face?”


  Dad put down his chopsticks. Even though I had never told him what happened in school, he seemed to understand. He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “No, you don’t.”


  Mom looked at Dad, not understanding. She looked back at me. “Sha jiao chink?”


  “English,” I said. “Speak English.”


  She tried. “What happen?”


  I pushed the chopsticks and the bowl before me away: stir-fried green peppers with five-spice beef. “We should eat American food.”


  Dad tried to reason. “A lot of families cook Chinese sometimes.”


  “We are not other families.” I looked at him. Other families don’t have Moms who don’t belong.


  He looked away. And then he put a hand on Mom’s shoulder. “I’ll get you a cookbook.”


  Mom turned to me. “Bu haochi?”


  “English,” I said, raising my voice. “Speak English.”


  Mom reached out to touch my forehead, feeling for my temperature. “Fashao la?”


  I brushed her hand away. “I’m fine. Speak English!” I was shouting.


  “Speak English to him,” Dad said to Mom. “You knew this was going to happen someday. What did you expect?”


  Mom dropped her hands to her sides. She sat, looking from Dad to me, and back to Dad again. She tried to speak, stopped, and tried again, and stopped again.


  “You have to,” Dad said. “I’ve been too easy on you. Jack needs to fit in.”


  Mom looked at him. “If I say ‘love,’ I feel here.” She pointed to her lips. “If I say ‘ai,’ I feel here.” She put her hand over her heart.


  Dad shook his head. “You are in America.”


  Mom hunched down in her seat, looking like the water buffalo when Laohu used to pounce on him and squeeze the air of life out of him.


  “And I want some real toys.”


  Dad bought me a full set of Star Wars action figures. I gave the Obi-Wan Kenobi to Mark.


  I packed the paper menagerie in a large shoebox and put it under the bed.


  The next morning, the animals had escaped and taken over their old favorite spots in my room. I caught them all and put them back into the shoebox, taping the lid shut. But the animals made so much noise in the box that I finally shoved it into the corner of the attic as far away from my room as possible.


  If Mom spoke to me in Chinese, I refused to answer her. After a while, she tried to use more English. But her accent and broken sentences embarrassed me. I tried to correct her. Eventually, she stopped speaking altogether if I was around.


  Mom began to mime things if she needed to let me know something. She tried to hug me the way she saw American mothers do on TV. I thought her movements exaggerated, uncertain, ridiculous, graceless. She saw that I was annoyed, and stopped.


  “You shouldn’t treat your mother that way,” Dad said. But he couldn’t look me in the eyes as he said it. Deep in his heart, he must have realized that it was a mistake to have tried to take a Chinese peasant girl and expect her to fit in the suburbs of Connecticut.


  Mom learned to cook American style. I played video games and studied French.


  Every once in a while, I would see her at the kitchen table studying the plain side of a sheet of wrapping paper. Later a new paper animal would appear on my nightstand and try to cuddle up to me. I caught them, squeezed them until the air went out of them, and then stuffed them away in the box in the attic.


  Mom finally stopped making the animals when I was in high school. By then her English was much better, but I was already at that age when I wasn’t interested in what she had to say whatever language she used.


  Sometimes, when I came home and saw her tiny body busily moving about in the kitchen, singing a song in Chinese to herself, it was hard for me to believe that she gave birth to me. We had nothing in common. She might as well be from the Moon. I would hurry on to my room, where I could continue my all-American pursuit of happiness.


  Dad and I stood, one on each side of Mom, lying on the hospital bed. She was not yet even forty, but she looked much older.


  For years she had refused to go to the doctor for the pain inside her that she said was no big deal. By the time an ambulance finally carried her in, the cancer had spread far beyond the limits of surgery.


  My mind was not in the room. It was the middle of the on-campus recruiting season, and I was focused on resumes, transcripts, and strategically constructed interview schedules. I schemed about how to lie to the corporate recruiters most effectively so that they’d offer to buy me. I understood intellectually that it was terrible to think about this while your mother lay dying. But that understanding didn’t mean I could change how I felt.


  She was conscious. Dad held her left hand with both of his own. He leaned down to kiss her forehead. He seemed weak and old in a way that startled me. I realized that I knew almost as little about Dad as I did about Mom.


  Mom smiled at him. “I’m fine.”


  She turned to me, still smiling. “I know you have to go back to school.” Her voice was very weak and it was difficult to hear her over the hum of the machines hooked up to her. “Go. Don’t worry about me. This is not a big deal. Just do well in school.”


  I reached out to touch her hand, because I thought that was what I was supposed to do. I was relieved. I was already thinking about the flight back, and the bright California sunshine.


  She whispered something to Dad. He nodded and left the room.


  “Jack, if—” she was caught up in a fit of coughing, and could not speak for some time. “If I . . . don’t make it, don’t be too sad and hurt your health. Focus on your life. Just keep that box you have in the attic with you, and every year, at Qingming, just take it out and think about me. I’ll be with you always.”


  Qingming was the Chinese Festival for the Dead. When I was very young, Mom used to write a letter on Qingming to her dead parents back in China, telling them the good news about the past year of her life in America. She would read the letter out loud to me, and if I made a comment about something, she would write it down in the letter too. Then she would fold the letter into a paper crane, and release it, facing west. We would then watch, as the crane flapped its crisp wings on its long journey west, toward the Pacific, toward China, toward the graves of Mom’s family.


  It had been many years since I last did that with her.


  “I don’t know anything about the Chinese calendar,” I said. “Just rest, Mom. “


  “Just keep the box with you and open it once in a while. Just open—” She began to cough again.


  “It’s okay, Mom.” I stroked her arm awkwardly.


  “Haizi, mama ai ni—” Her cough took over again. An image from years ago flashed into my memory: Mom saying ai and then putting her hand over her heart.


  “All right, Mom. Stop talking.”


  Dad came back, and I said that I needed to get to the airport early because I didn’t want to miss my flight.


  She died when my plane was somewhere over Nevada.


  DAD AGED RAPIDLY after Mom died. The house was too big for him and had to be sold. My girlfriend Susan and I went to help him pack and clean the place.


  Susan found the shoebox in the attic. The paper menagerie, hidden in the uninsulated darkness of the attic for so long, had become brittle, and the bright wrapping paper patterns had faded.


  “I’ve never seen origami like this,” Susan said. “Your Mom was an amazing artist.”


  The paper animals did not move. Perhaps whatever magic had animated them stopped when Mom died. Or perhaps I had only imagined that these paper constructions were once alive. The memory of children could not be trusted.


  It was the first weekend in April, two years after Mom’s death. Susan was out of town on one of her endless trips as a management consultant and I was home, lazily flipping through the TV channels.


  I paused at a documentary about sharks. Suddenly I saw, in my mind, Mom’s hands as they folded and refolded tinfoil to make a shark for me, while Laohu and I watched.


  A rustle. I looked up and saw that a ball of wrapping paper and torn tape was on the floor next to the bookshelf. I walked over to pick it up for the trash.


  The ball of paper shifted, unfurled itself, and I saw that it was Laohu, who I hadn’t thought about in a very long time. “Rawrr-sa.”’ Mom must have put him back together after I had given up.


  He was smaller than I remembered. Or maybe it was just that back then my fists were smaller.


  Susan had put the paper animals around our apartment as decoration. She probably left Laohu in a pretty hidden corner because he looked so shabby.


  I sat down on the floor, and reached out a finger. Laohu’s tail twitched, and he pounced playfully. I laughed, stroking his back. Laohu purred under my hand.


  “How’ve you been, old buddy?”


  Laohu stopped playing. He got up, jumped with feline grace into my lap, and proceeded to unfold himself.


  In my lap was a square of creased wrapping paper, the plain side up. It was filled with dense Chinese characters. I had never learned to read Chinese, but I knew the characters for son, and they were at the top, where you’d expect them in a letter addressed to you, written in Mom’s awkward, childish handwriting.


  I went to the computer to check the Internet. Today was Qingming.


  I took the letter with me downtown, where I knew the Chinese tour buses stopped. I stopped every tourist, asking, “Nin hui du zhongwen ma?” Can you read Chinese? I hadn’t spoken Chinese in so long that I wasn’t sure if they understood.


  A young woman agreed to help. We sat down on a bench together, and she read the letter to me aloud. The language that I had tried to forget for years came back, and I felt the words sinking into me, through my skin, through my bones, until they squeezed tight around my heart.


  Son,


  We haven’t talked in a long time. You are so angry when I try to touch you that I’m afraid. And I think maybe this pain I feel all the time now is something serious.


  So I decided to write to you. I’m going to write in the paper animals I made for you that you used to like so much.


  The animals will stop moving when I stop breathing. But if I write to you with all my heart, I’ll leave a little of myself behind on this paper, in these words. Then, if you think of me on Qingming, when the spirits of the departed are allowed to visit their families, you’ll make the parts of myself I leave behind come alive too. The creatures I made for you will again leap and run and pounce, and maybe you’ll get to see these words then.


  Because I have to write with all my heart, I need to write to you in Chinese.


  All this time I still haven’t told you the story of my life. When you were little, I always thought I’d tell you the story when you were older, so you could understand. But somehow that chance never came up.


  I was born in 1957, in Sigulu Village, Hebei Province. Your grandparents were both from very poor peasant families with few relatives. Only a few years after I was born, the Great Famines struck China, during which thirty million people died. The first memory I have was waking up to see my mother eating dirt so that she could fill her belly and leave the last bit of flour for me.


  Things got better after that. Sigulu is famous for its zhezhi papercraft, and my mother taught me how to make paper animals and give them life. This was practical magic in the life of the village. We made paper birds to chase grasshoppers away from the fields, and paper tigers to keep away the mice. For Chinese New Year my friends and I made red paper dragons. I’ll never forget the sight of all those little dragons zooming across the sky overhead, holding up strings of exploding firecrackers to scare away all the bad memories of the past year. You would have loved it.


  Then came the Cultural Revolution in 1966. Neighbor turned on neighbor, and brother against brother. Someone remembered that my mother’s brother, my uncle, had left for Hong Kong back in 1946, and became a merchant there. Having a relative in Hong Kong meant we were spies and enemies of the people, and we had to be struggled against in every way. Your poor grandmother—she couldn’t take the abuse and threw herself down a well. Then some boys with hunting muskets dragged your grandfather away one day into the woods, and he never came back.


  There I was, a ten-year-old orphan. The only relative I had in the world was my uncle in Hong Kong. I snuck away one night and climbed onto a freight train going south.


  Down in Guangdong Province a few days later, some men caught me stealing food from a field. When they heard that I was trying to get to Hong Kong, they laughed. “It’s your lucky day. Our trade is to bring girls to Hong Kong.”


  They hid me in the bottom of a truck along with other girls, and smuggled us across the border.


  We were taken to a basement and told to stand up and look healthy and intelligent for the buyers. Families paid the warehouse a fee and came by to look us over and select one of us to “adopt.”


  The Chin family picked me to take care of their two boys. I got up every morning at four to prepare breakfast. I fed and bathed the boys. I shopped for food. I did the laundry and swept the floors. I followed the boys around and did their bidding. At night I was locked into a cupboard in the kitchen to sleep. If I was slow or did anything wrong I was beaten. If the boys did anything wrong I was beaten. If I was caught trying to learn English I was beaten.


  “Why do you want to learn English?” Mr. Chin asked. “You want to go to the police? We’ll tell the police that you are a mainlander illegally in Hong Kong. They’d love to have you in their prison.”


  Six years I lived like this. One day, an old woman who sold fish to me in the morning market pulled me aside.


  “I know girls like you. How old are you now, sixteen? One day, the man who owns you will get drunk, and he’ll look at you and pull you to him and you can’t stop him. The wife will find out, and then you will think you really have gone to hell. You have to get out of this life. I know someone who can help.”


  She told me about American men who wanted Asian wives. If I can cook, clean, and take care of my American husband, he’ll give me a good life. It was the only hope I had. And that was how I got into the catalog with all those lies and met your father. It is not a very romantic story, but it is my story.


  In the suburbs of Connecticut, I was lonely. Your father was kind and gentle with me, and I was very grateful to him. But no one understood me, and I understood nothing.


  But then you were born! I was so happy when I looked into your face and saw shades of my mother, my father, and myself. I had lost my entire family, all of Sigulu, everything I ever knew and loved. But there you were, and your face was proof that they were real. I hadn’t made them up.


  Now I had someone to talk to. I would teach you my language, and we could together remake a small piece of everything that I loved and lost. When you said your first words to me, in Chinese that had the same accent as my mother and me, I cried for hours. When I made the first zhezhi animals for you, and you laughed, I felt there were no worries in the world.


  You grew up a little, and now you could even help your father and me talk to each other. I was really at home now. I finally found a good life. I wished my parents could be here, so that I could cook for them, and give them a good life too. But my parents were no longer around. You know what the Chinese think is the saddest feeling in the world? It’s for a child to finally grow the desire to take care of his parents, only to realize that they were long gone.


  Son, I know that you do not like your Chinese eyes, which are my eyes. I know that you do not like your Chinese hair, which is my hair. But can you understand how much joy your very existence brought to me? And can you understand how it felt when you stopped talking to me and won’t let me talk to you in Chinese? I felt I was losing everything all over again.


  Why won’t you talk to me, son? The pain makes it hard to write.


  The young woman handed the paper back to me. I could not bear to look into her face.


  Without looking up, I asked for her help in tracing out the character for ai on the paper below Mom’s letter. I wrote the character again and again on the paper, intertwining my pen strokes with her words.


  The young woman reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. Then she got up and left, leaving me alone with my mother.


  Following the creases, I refolded the paper back into Laohu. I cradled him in the crook of my arm, and as he purred, we began the walk home.
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  MOVEMENT


  Nancy Fulda


  It is sunset. The sky is splendid through the panes of my bedroom window; billowing layers of cumulus blazing with refracted oranges and reds. I think if only it weren’t for the glass, I could reach out and touch the cloudscape, perhaps leave my own trail of turbulence in the swirling patterns that will soon deepen to indigo.


  But the window is there, and I feel trapped.


  Behind me my parents and a specialist from the neurological research institute are sitting on folding chairs they’ve brought in from the kitchen, quietly discussing my future. They do not know I am listening. They think that, because I do not choose to respond, I do not notice they are there.


  “Would there be side effects?” My father asks. In the oppressive heat of the evening, I hear the quiet zzzap of his shoulder laser as it targets mosquitoes. The device is not as effective as it was two years ago: the mosquitoes are getting faster.


  My father is a believer in technology, and that is why he contacted the research institute. He wants to fix me. He is certain there is a way.


  “There would be no side effects in the traditional sense,” the specialist says. I like him even though his presence makes me uncomfortable. He chooses his words very precisely. “We’re talking about direct synaptic grafting, not drugs. The process is akin to bending a sapling to influence the shape of the grown tree. We boost the strength of key dendritic connections and allow brain development to continue naturally. Young neurons are very malleable.”


  “And you’ve done this before?” I do not have to look to know my mother is frowning.


  My mother does not trust technology. She has spent the last ten years trying to coax me into social behavior by gentler means. She loves me, but she does not understand me. She thinks I cannot be happy unless I am smiling and laughing and running along the beach with other teenagers.


  “The procedure is still new, but our first subject was a young woman about the same age as your daughter. Afterward, she integrated wonderfully. She was never an exceptional student, but she began speaking more and had an easier time following classroom procedure.”


  “What about Hannah’s . . . talents?” my mother asks. I know she is thinking about my dancing; also the way I remember facts and numbers without trying. “Would she lose those?”


  The specialist’s voice is very firm, and I like the way he delivers the facts without trying to cushion them. “It’s a matter of trade-offs, Mrs. Didier. The brain cannot be optimized for everything at once. Without treatment, some children like Hannah develop into extraordinary individuals. They become famous, change the world, learn to integrate their abilities into the structures of society. But only a very few are that lucky. The others never learn to make friends, hold a job, or live outside of institutions.”


  “And . . . with treatment?”


  “I cannot promise anything, but the chances are very good that Hannah will lead a normal life.”


  I have pressed my hand to the window. The glass feels cold and smooth beneath my palm. It appears motionless although I know at the molecular level it is flowing. Its atoms slide past each other slowly, so slowly; a transformation no less inevitable for its tempo. I like glass—also stone—because it does not change very quickly. I will be dead, and so will all of my relatives and their descendants, before the deformations will be visible without a microscope.


  I feel my mother’s hands on my shoulders. She has come up behind me and now she turns me so that I must either look in her eyes or pull away. I look in her eyes because I love her and because I am calm enough right now to handle it. She speaks softly and slowly.


  “Would you like that, Hannah? Would you like to be more like other teenagers?”


  Neither yes nor no seems appropriate, so I do not say anything. Words are such fleeting, indefinite things. They slip through the spaces between my thoughts and are lost.


  She keeps looking at me, and I consider giving her an answer I’ve been saving. Two weeks ago she asked me whether I would like a new pair of dancing shoes and if so, what color. I have collected the proper words in my mind, smooth and firm like pebbles, but I decide it is not worth speaking them. Usually by the time I answer a question, people have forgotten that they asked it.


  The word they have made for my condition is temporal autism. I do not like it, both because it is a word and because I am not certain I have anything in common with autists beyond a disinclination for speech.


  They are right about the temporal part, though.


  My mother waits twelve-point-five seconds before releasing my shoulders and returning to sit on the folding chair. I can tell she is unhappy with me, so I climb down from the window ledge and reach for the paper sack I keep tucked under my bed. The handles are made of twine, rough and real against my fingers. I press the sack to my chest and slip past the people conversing in my bedroom.


  Downstairs I open the front door and stare into the breathtaking sky. I know I am not supposed to leave the house on my own, but I do not want to stay inside, either. Above me the heavens are moving. The clouds swirl like leaves in a hurricane: billowing, vanishing, tumbling apart and restructuring themselves; a lethargic yet incontrovertible chaos.


  I can almost feel the Earth spinning beneath my feet. I am hurtling through space, a speck too small to resist the immensity of the forces that surround me. I tighten my fingers around the twine handles of the sack to keep myself from spinning away into the stratosphere. I wonder what it’s like to be cheerfully oblivious of the way time shapes our existence. I wonder what it’s like to be like everyone else.


  I am under the brilliant sky now, the thick paper of the sack crackling as it swings against my legs. I am holding the handles so tightly that the twine bites into my fingers.


  At my feet the flytraps are opening, their spiny blossoms stretching upward from chips and cracks in the pavement. They are a domestic variety gone wild, and they are thriving in the nurturing environment provided by this part of town. Our street hosts a flurry of sidewalk cafes, and the fist-sized blossoms open every evening to snare crumbs of baguettes or sausage fragments carried by the wind from nearby tables.


  The flytraps make me nervous, although I doubt I could communicate to anyone why this is so. They feel very much like the clouds that stream overhead in glowing shades of orange and amber: always changing, always taking on new forms.


  The plants have even outgrown their own name. They seldom feed on flies anymore. The game of out-evolving prey has become unrewarding, and so they have learned to survive by seeming pleasant to humanity. The speckled patterns along the blossoms grow more intricate each year. The spines snap closed so dramatically when a bit of protein or carbohydrate falls within their grasp that children giggle and hasten to fetch more.


  One flytrap, in particular, catches my attention. It has a magnificent blossom, larger and more colorful than any I have seen before, but the ordinary stem is too spindly to support this innovation. The blossom lies crushed against the sidewalk, overshadowed by the smaller, sturdier plants that crowd above it.


  It is a critical juncture in the evolutionary chain, and I want to watch and see whether the plant will live to pass on its genes. Although the flytraps as a whole disquiet me, this single plant is comforting. It is like the space between one section of music and another; something is about to happen, but no one knows exactly what. The plant may quietly expire, or it may live to spawn the next generation of flytraps; a generation more uniquely suited to survival than any that has come before.


  I want the flytrap to survive, but I can tell from the sickly color of its leaves that this is unlikely. I wonder, if the plant had been offered the certainty of mediocrity rather than the chance of greatness, would it have accepted?


  I start walking again because I am afraid I will start crying.


  I am too young. It is not fair to ask me to make such a decision. It is also not fair if someone else makes it for me.


  I do not know what I should want.


  The old cathedral, when it appears at the end of the avenue, soothes me. It is like a stone in the midst of a swirling river, worn smooth at the edges but mostly immune to time’s capricious currents. Looking at it makes me think of Daniel Tammet. Tammet was an autistic savant in the twenty-first century who recognized every prime from 2 to 9,973 by the pebble-like quality they elicited in his mind. Historical architecture feels to me the way I think Tammet’s primes must have felt to him.


  The priest inside the building greets me kindly, but does not expect a response. He is used to me, and I am comfortable with him. He does not demand that I waste my effort on fleeting things—pointless things—like specks of conversation that are swept away by the great rush of time without leaving any lasting impact. I slip past him into the empty room where the colored windows cast shadows of light on the walls.


  My footsteps echo as I pass through the doorway, and I feel suddenly alone.


  I know that there are other people like me, most of them from the same ethnic background, which implies we are the result of a recent mutation. I have never asked to meet them. It has not seemed important. Now, as I sit against the dusty walls and remove my street shoes, I think maybe that has been a mistake.


  The paper sack rustles as I pull from it a pair of dancing slippers. They are pointe shoes, reinforced for a type of dancing that human anatomy cannot achieve on its own. I slide my feet into position along the shank, my toes nestling into the familiar shape of the toe box. I wrap the ribbons carefully, making sure my foot is properly supported.


  Other people do not see the shoes the same way I do. They see only the faded satin, battered so much that it has grown threadbare, and the rough wood of the toe box where it juts through the gaps. They do not see how the worn leather has matched itself to the shape of my foot. They do not know what it is like to dance in shoes that feel like a part of your body.


  I begin to warm my muscles, keenly aware of the paths the shadows trace along the walls as sunset fades into darkness. When I have finished the last of my pliés and jetés, stars glimmer through the colored glass of the windows, dizzying me with their progress. I am hurtling through space, part of a solar system flung toward the outer rim of its galaxy. It is difficult to breathe.


  Often, when the flow of time becomes too strong, I crawl into the dark space beneath my bed and run my fingers along the rough stones and jagged glass fragments that I have collected there. But today the pointeshoes are connecting me to the ground. I move to the center of the room, rise to full point . . .


  And wait.


  Time stretches and spins like molasses, pulling me in all directions at once. I am like the silence between one movement of music and the next, like a water droplet trapped halfway down a waterfall that stands frozen in time. Forces press against me, churning, swirling, roaring with the sound of reality changing. I hear my heart beating in the empty chamber. I wonder if this is how Daniel Tammet felt when he contemplated infinity.


  Finally I find it; the pattern in the chaos. It is not music, precisely, but it is very like it. It unlocks the terror that has tightened my muscles and I am no longer a mote in a hurricane. I am the hurricane itself. My feet stir up dust along the floor. My body moves in accordance with my will. There are no words here. There is only me and the motion, whirling in patterns as complex as they are inconstant.


  Life is not the only thing that evolves. My dancing changes every day, sometimes every second, each sequence repeating or vanishing based on how well it pleases me. At a higher level in the fractal, forms of dance also mutate and die. People call ballet a timeless art, but the dance performed in modern theaters is very different from the ballet that originally emerged in Italy and France.


  Mine is an endangered species in the performance hierarchy; a neoclassical variant that no one remembers, no one pays to watch, and only a few small groups of dancers ever mimic. It is solitary, beautiful, and doomed to destruction. I love it because its fate is certain. Time has no more hold on it.


  When my muscles lose their strength I will relinquish the illusion of control and return to being yet another particle in the rushing chaos of the universe, a spectator to my own existence. But for now I am aware of nothing except my own movement and the energy rushing through my blood vessels. Were it not for physical limitations, I would keep dancing forever.


  My brother is the one who finds me. He has often brought me here and waits with electronics flickering at his temples while I dance. I like my brother. I feel comfortable with him because he does not expect me to be anything other than what I am.


  By the time I have knelt to unlace my dance shoes my parents have arrived also. They are not calm and quiet like my brother. They are sweaty from the night air and speak in tense sentences that all jumble on top of each other. If they would bother to wait I might find words to soothe their frantic babble. But they do not know how to speak on my time scale. Their conversations are paced in seconds, sometimes in minutes. It is like the buzzing of mosquitoes in my ears. I need days, sometimes weeks to sort my thoughts and find the perfect answer.


  My mother is close to my face and seems distressed. I try to calm her with the answer I’ve been saving.


  “No new shoes,” I say. “I couldn’t dance the same in new shoes.”


  I can tell that these are not the words she was looking for, but she has stopped scolding me for leaving the house unaccompanied.


  My father is also angry. Or perhaps he is afraid. His voice is too loud for me, and I tighten my fingers around the paper sack in my hands.


  “Stars above, Hannah, do you have any idea how long we’ve been looking for you? Gina, we’re going to have to do something soon. She might have wandered into the Red District, or been hit by a car, or—”


  “I don’t want to be rushed into this!” Mother’s voice is angry. “Dr. Renoit is starting a new therapy group next month. We should—”


  “I don’t know why you’re so stubborn about this. We’re not talking about drugs or surgery. It’s a simple, noninvasive procedure.”


  “One that hasn’t been tested yet! We’ve been seeing progress with the ABA program. I’m not willing to throw that away just because . . .”


  I hear the zzzap of father’s shoulder laser. Because I have not heard the whine of a mosquito, I know that it has targeted a speck of dust. This does not surprise me. In the years since father bought the laser the mosquitoes have changed, but the dust is the same as it was millennia ago.


  A moment later I hear mother swear and swat at her shirt. The mosquito whizzes past my ear as it escapes. I have been keeping track of the statistics over the years. Mother’s traditional approach to mosquitoes is no more effective than Father’s hi-tech solution.


  My brother takes me home while my parents argue about the future. I sit in his room while he lies down and activates the implants at his temples. Pinpricks of light gleam across his forehead, flickering because he’s connected to the Vastness. His mind is wide, now. Wide and broadening; horizons without end. Each pulse of his neurons flares across the thoughtnets to stimulate the neurons of others, just as theirs are stimulating his.


  Forty minutes later my grandparents pause by the open doorway. My grandparents do not understand the Vastness. They do not know that the drool pools at his cheek because it is hard to perceive the faint messages from the body when the mind is ablaze with stimuli. They see the slackness of his face, the glassy eyes staring upward, and they know only that he is far away from us, gone somewhere they cannot follow, and that they think must be evil.


  “It isn’t right,” they mutter, “letting the mind decay like that. His parents shouldn’t let him spend so much time on that thing.”


  “Remember how it was when we were young? The way we’d all crowd around the same game console? Everyone in the same room. Everyone seeing the same screen. Now that was bonding. That was healthy entertainment.”


  They shake their heads. “It’s a shame young people don’t know how to connect with each other anymore.”


  I do not want to listen to them talk, so I stand up and close the door in their faces. I know they will consider the action unprovoked, but I do not care. They know the words for temporal autism, but they do not understand what it means. Deep inside, they still believe that I am just bad mannered.


  Faintly, beyond the door, I hear them telling each other how different young people are from the way they used to be. Their frustration mystifies me. I do not understand why old people expect the younger generations to hold still, why they think, in a world so full of tumult, children should play the same games their grandparents did.


  I watch the lights flare at my brother’s temples, a stochastic pattern that reminds me of the birth and death of suns. Right now, he is using a higher percentage of his neural tissue than anyone born a hundred years ago could conceive of. He is communicating with more people than my father has met in his entire lifetime.


  How was it, I wonder, when Homo habilis first uttered the noises that would lead to modern language? Were those odd-sounding infants considered defective, asocial, unsuitable to interact with their peers? How many genetic variations bordered on language before one found enough acceptance to perpetuate?


  My grandparents say the Vastness is distorting my brother’s mind, but I think it is really the opposite. His mind is built to seek out the Vastness, just like mine is attuned to the dizzying flow of seconds and centuries.


  Night collides into morning, and somewhere along the way I fall asleep. When I wake, the sky beyond my brother’s window is bright with sunlight. If I bring my face close to the glass, I can just see the flytrap with the magnificent blossom and the crumpled stem. It is too early to tell whether it will survive the day.


  Outside the neighbors greet each other; the elderly with polite nods or handshakes, the teenagers with shouts and gestured slang. I wonder which of the new greetings used this morning will entrench themselves into the vocabulary of tomorrow.


  Social structures follow their own path of evolution—variations infinitely emerging, competing, and fading into the tumult. The cathedral at the end of our street will one day host humans speaking a different language, with entirely different customs from ours.


  Everything changes. Everything is always changing. To me, the process is very much like waves hitting the tidal rocks: Churn, swirl, splash, churn . . . Chaos, inevitable in its consistency.


  It should not be surprising that, on the journey from what we are to what we are becoming, there should be friction and false starts along the way. Noise is intrinsic to change. Progression is inherently chaotic.


  Mother calls me for breakfast, then attempts to make conversation while I eat my buttered toast. She thinks that I do not answer because I haven’t heard her, or perhaps because I do not care. But it’s not that. I’m like my brother when he’s connected to the Vastness. How can I play the game of dredging up memorized answers to questions that have no meaning when the world is changing so rapidly? The heavens stream past outside the windows, the crustal plates are shifting beneath my feet. Everything around me is either growing or falling apart. Words feel flat and insignificant by comparison.


  Mother and father have avoided discussing synaptic grafting with each other all morning, a clear indication that their communication strategies must once again evolve. Their conversations about me have always been strained. Disputed phrases have died out of our family vocabulary, and my parents must constantly invent new ones to fill the gaps.


  I am evolving, too, in my own small way. Connections within my brain are forming, surviving, and perishing, and with each choice I make I alter the genotype of my soul. This is the thing, I think, that my parents most fail to see. I am not static, no more than the large glass window that lights the breakfast table. Day by day I am learning to mold myself to a world that does not welcome me.


  I press my hands to the window and feel its cool smoothness beneath my skin. If I close my eyes I can almost feel the molecules shifting. Let it continue long enough, and the pane will someday find its own shape, one constrained not by the hand of humans but by the laws of the universe, and by its own nature.


  I find that I have decided something.


  I do not want to live small. I do not want to be like everyone else, ignorant of the great rush of time, trapped in frantic racing sentences. I want something else, something that I cannot find a word for.


  I pull on mother’s arm and tap at the glass, to show her that I am fluid inside. As usual, she does not understand what I am trying to tell her. I would like to clarify, but I cannot find the way. I pull my ballet slippers from the rustling paper bag and place them on top of the information packet left by the neuroscientist.


  “I do not want new shoes,” I say. “I do not want new shoes.”


  SHADOW WAR OF THE NIGHT DRAGONS: BOOK ONE: THE DEAD CITY


  John Scalzi


  Night had come to the city of Skalandarharia, the sort of night with such a quality of black to it that it was as if black coal had been wrapped in blackest velvet, bathed in the purple-black ink of the demon squid Drindel and flung down a black well that descended toward the deepest, blackest crevasses of Drindelthengen, the netherworld ruled by Drindel, in which the sinful were punished, the black of which was so legendarily black that when the dreaded Drindelthengenflagen, the ravenous blind black badger trolls of Drindelthengen, would feast upon the uselessly dilated eyes of damned, the abandoned would cry out in joy as the Drindelthengenflagenmorden, the feared Black Spoons of the Drindelthengenflagen, pressed against their optic nerves, giving them one last sensation of light before the most absolute blackness fell upon them, made yet even blacker by the injury sustained from a falling lump of ink-bathed, velvet-wrapped coal.


  With the night came a storm, the likes of which the eldest among the Skalandarharians would proclaim they had seen only once before, although none of them could agree which on which one time that was; some said it was like the fabled Scouring of Skalandarharia, in which the needle-sharp ice-rain flayed the skin from the unjust of the city, provided they were outside at the time, while sparing the just who had stayed indoors; others said it was very similar to the unforgettable Pounding of Skalandarharia, in which hailstones the size of melons destroyed the city’s melon harvest; still others compared it to the oft-commented-upon Moistening of Skalandarharia, in which the persistent humidity made everyone unbearably sticky for several weeks; at which point they were informed that this storm was really nothing like that at all, to which they replied perhaps not, but you had to admit that was a pretty damn miserable time.


  Which is to say: It was a dark and stormy night.


  And in that dark and stormy night, upon the walls of Smaelkaven, the imperial castle of Skalandarharia, two guards stood, upon a watch.


  “Is it a dark night,” said Barnas, the first.


  “Aye, and stormy too,” said Ruell, the second.


  “Have you ever seen a storm like it?” asked Barnas.


  “Only once,” said Ruell.


  “Yet if it were not for the lightning, we wouldn’t be able to see at all,” Barnas said. “It is so dark that I would lose my sword at the end of my hand.”


  “And that is why we must be on our guard!” said a third voice, booming from beside them. The two guards drew their swords; lightning flashed above them as they did so, revealing the form of Quinto, their lieutenant, standing on the wall. Thunder pealed shortly thereafter, shaking them all.


  “Had I not spoken, I would have been upon the two of you like a demon,” Quinto said, to Barnas and Ruell.


  “Well, it is dark,” Barnas said.


  “And you’re wearing black,” said Ruell.


  “And you’re on your tiptoes,” Barnas said.


  “I don’t want your excuses,” Quinto said, bringing his feet down. “If you can’t defend this castle you might as well not be guards at all.”


  “Yes, lieutenant,” Barnas said.


  “You have to admit, lieutenant, that the Captain of the Guard isn’t making it easy for us to do our job,” Ruell said. “We’re out here on a dark and stormy night, no moon, with all the light from the city snuffed and not even a torch for us to see by.”


  “You know why that is, Ruell,” Quinto said. “Captain Ealth was ordered by the emperor’s wizard himself. No light in the castle that can be seen from the outside. All lights from the city likewise extinguished.” He motioned toward the darkness of Skalandarharia, not that Barnas or Ruell saw it. “All for the same reason.”


  “The night dragons,” Barnas said. Lightning flashed again, thunder rolling almost immediately after.


  “That’s right,” Quinto said.


  Ruell snorted.


  “You have something to say, Ruell?” Quinto said.


  “Begging the lieutenant’s pardon,” Ruell said, “but ‘night dragons’? Are we meant to believe that the emperor’s wizard, or the emperor himself, really believes in such things?”


  “You know of the same reports I do, Ruell,” Quinto said. “Caravans attacked, the city itself infiltrated and citizens taken away, buildings mysteriously burning in the night. The wizard’s own investigators have been to the burnt shells. They say there’s no doubt it’s the night dragons. They say they’ve returned after all these years.”


  “Bollocks,” Ruell said.


  “You don’t believe in night dragons?” Barnas asked, to Ruell, as lightning flashed once more.


  “Of course I don’t,” Ruell said, around the thunder. “I may be a guard and a soldier, but I am not an uneducated man. I once spent three entire months in school. I am a man of science, and science tells us that an animal as large as a night dragon is meant to be simply cannot fly. If they can’t fly, they’re not dragons. Night dragons are a myth.”


  “If it’s not night dragons, then how to you explain the attacks on the caravans and the city?” Barnas asked.


  “As a man of science would,” Ruell said. “By suggesting sound and realistic alternatives to the fanciful suggestion that night dragons did these things.”


  “Such as?” Quinto asked.


  “Vampires and werewolves,” Ruell said. “Quite obviously.”


  “Vampires and werewolves,” Quinto said.


  “That’s right,” Ruell said.


  “Have you ever seen a vampire? Or a werewolf?” Quinto asked. “Has anyone? Ever?”


  “Of course no one’s seen them,” Ruell said. “They lurk.”


  “So, wait,” Barnas said. “The vampires and werewolves are in league with each other?”


  “Well, no, probably not,” Ruell said. “It’s either one or the other. Alternately, vampires did some attacks while werewolves did others. If you think about it with a clear and scientific mind, it’s the only rational explanation.”


  “I can’t argue with that logic,” Barnas said.


  “There’s a group of us who meet weekly to discuss the vampire and werewolf threat that’s clearly being ignored in order to focus on flashy, implausible causes for our current troubles,” Ruell said. “If you want I could bring you along.”


  “I’d like that,” Barnas said.


  “Done,” Ruell said. “But meanwhile we still have the problem of standing here in the dark, trying to guard the castle when we can’t see anything. What’s the reasoning here?”


  “If the city is dark, then the night dragons won’t see the castle,” Quinto said. “It makes it more difficult for them to attack from the air.”


  “See, now, that’s just nonsense,” Ruell said. “Bumping about in the dark hiding from creatures that don’t exist. Meanwhile, vampires and werewolves are out there eating sheep and babies and virgins.”


  “Who will think of the babies?” Barnas said. “And the virgins? And the sheep?”


  “Exactly,” Ruell said. “Nonsense, I tell you.”


  “Nonsense or not, you still have your orders,” Quinto said.


  “Yes, lieutenant,” Ruell said. “And we’ll follow them. What little good they will do anyone.” He snorted again. “Honestly. Night dragons. It’s hard to believe anyone would really believe in them. Some of the things people say about them are complete foolishness. Why, I’ve heard people say that they can move so silently you don’t even hear them until they are on top of you. As if any creature so large could move with such silence.”


  “I’ve heard night dragons don’t actually need light to see,” Barnas said. “That they can see by sensing heat or suchlike.”


  “I’ve heard that they can speak in human tongues,” Quinto said. “And that sometimes they speak just to surprise their victims into immobility.”


  “I’ve heard that they can eat castle guards three at a time,” said a fourth voice. “Although that’s not actually a legend. That’s really just more of an ambition.”


  “Who said that?” Ruell said, and then the lightning flashed and the three guards saw the spreading wings, the giant head, and the terrible, terrible teeth.


  The thunder drowned out the screams, which were brief enough anyway.


  The dark and stormy night concealed the rest.


  The castle of Smaelkaven was dark, and not only because of the imperial wizard’s order of general blackness. It was dark because it was a huge windowless lump of granite, designed to withstand attacks from humans, orcs, elves, trolls, rhinoceroses, night dragons, and the occasional drunken minor god looking for kicks, although not necessarily all at once. Its cavernous insides were lit by lamp and torch and the particulate waste of each, centuries of it, smudged walls, obscured frescoes, turned rich tapestries into sooty hanging blankets and gave the ceilings of Smaelkaven such a quality of black that . . . well, let’s just reiterate the general state of darkness at the castle and take it as read moving forward.


  Some years before a forward-thinking alchemist named Yehd Aisohn had come to Imo Morde, the newly-advanced Imperial Wizard, with an audacious plan to light Smaelkaven through the use of refined lodestones, wrapped in the finest copper wire, spun inside a metal cage, attached by other wires to a cunning sphere of glass with a gossamer filament inside, which would glow, bathing a room in soft, warm, golden light.


  Morde had the wires attached to the alchemist to see if he would glow as well.


  He did not.


  Morde had the unfortunate Aisohn’s heretical work consigned to his private library, where it had remained for the next four decades, unread and unexamined, lit by tallow candles and oil. It was in that personal library that Morde received Blad Ealth, Smaelkaven’s Captain of the Guard. He was at his desk, watching two men playing chess at a table, with two men standing behind each seated man, with a bucket.


  “Captain Ealth,” Morde said. “You’ll have to make this brief, I’m afraid. I’m conducting an experiment.”


  “Yes, your eminence,” Ealth said. He glanced almost unintentionally at the men in the experiment, and then frowned, confused.


  Morde caught the look. “Something the matter, captain?”


  “Those men are playing chess, your eminence,” Ealth said.


  “Why, yes they are,” Morde said. “Nothing escapes your trained eye, captain.”


  “Thank you, your eminence,” Ealth said. “Might I ask what role the leeches attached their heads play in all of this?”


  “An excellent question, captain,” Morde said, “and one that in fact touches on your office. As you know, there seems to be a correlation to being able to fight, and keeping one’s blood in one’s body. For some reason that we’ve not yet entirely ascertained, if you lose too much blood, you simply aren’t able to keep going on. You’re aware of this, I assume.”


  “I have noticed something very similar, yes,” Ealth said.


  “Of course you have,” Morde said. “You are an observant man. Well, I am curious about this relationship, particularly as regards the brain, which I think is—and not the liver, as so many so-called learned men would have you believe—the seat of cognition in our bodies. So this experiment here is designed to test the relationship between the blood and the brain.”


  Morde motioned to the two sitting men. “Our friends here are both expert chess players, and I’ve engaged them to play against each other. But each time one player loses a piece, I have a leech attached to his head, to suck away the vital blood. Look, it’s about to happen now.”


  The captain watched as one of the seated players, playing orange, took a pawn from the other, playing green. As he did so, the man standing behind the green player fished into his bucket, pulled out a leech, and stuck it with a squishy pop onto the forehead of the player, who had six other leeches already attached to various places on his head and neck. The green player woozily reached out and moved a piece.


  Morde sucked in his breath. “Ooooh,” he said. “Bad move. The leeches are really throwing off his game. Which, of course, supports my entire thesis.”


  The orange player, with only three leeches, rapidly reached across and took the piece. The man standing behind the green player fished out another leech, attached it, and then smacked the green player across the back of the head, as if in frustration.


  “Stop that,” Morde said. “You’re tainting the experiment!” He turned back to Ealth. “Really, no one appreciates how important it is to have a controlled environment for these things.”


  “My sympathies, your eminence,” Ealth said.


  “Thank you,” Morde said. “This is groundbreaking work, you know. It could revolutionize the way we think about blood. And also, tangentially, leeches.”


  The green player reached over to move another piece and slumped over the board, collapsing into a squishy pile on the floor, groaning.


  “Science is truly fascinating,” Ealth said.


  “Isn’t it?” Morde said. “Now, captain. What is it you wished to see me about?”


  “Three of my guards went missing in the night, your eminence,” Ealth said, and then held out a roughly hexagonal object, the size of a small plate. “At their station, we found this.”


  Morde took it and examined it. “Found it on the wall, you say?” he said to the captain.


  “Yes,” Ealth said.


  “Anything else?” Morde asked.


  “A broken sword hilt,” Ealth said.


  “No blood?” Morde asked. “Torn limbs? Severed heads? Curiously placed organs? Notes explaining that the guards had gone for ale?”


  “Nothing but this and the sword hilt,” Ealth said.


  “Curious,” Morde said, looking at the object again.


  “Your eminence,” Ealth said. “I can’t help but notice that it looks like a large reptile sca—”


  “Has anyone seen this but you, captain?” Morde asked, interrupting him.


  “A guard named Filbert found it and the sword hilt, and brought them to me,” Ealth said. “I told him to remain silent until I had spoken to you.”


  “Very wise, captain,” Morde said. “I will want to speak to this Filbert as well.”


  “He’s on duty at the moment,” Ealth said.


  “At the end of his watch, then. You and he both,” Morde said, and set the object down.


  “Very well, your eminence,” Ealth said. “What should I say about the missing guards? The other guards are sure to ask.”


  “For now say they are engaged in a task I have asked of them, about which you may not speak,” Morde said. “That should be sufficient.”


  “Yes, your eminence,” Ealth said.


  “Very good, then. See you and Filbert in a few hours,” Morde said, returned his attention to writing up the results of his experiment, and made a waving motion with his hand, dismissing the captain. Ealth bowed and retreated. Morde waited until he was gone and then picked up the object again, lightly stroking the dark, slate-like surface. He frowned at the implications of the thing.


  “Shall we set up the players again, your eminence?” one of the standing men asked Morde, wiggling his bucket for emphasis.


  “What?” Morde said, distracted, and then refocused. He set down the object. “Oh. Yes, let’s.”


  “I think I need some time to recover,” slurred the green player, from the ground, as he feebly tried to pull off his leeches.


  “Nonsense,” Morde said. “Everyone knows blood spontaneously regenerates after about five minutes. You’ll be fine. In fact, this time, let’s try some bigger leeches, shall we?”


  There are many legends about the night dragons. You know about three (well, four). Here are some more.


  It is said that as fledglings, night dragons are sustained only by the tears of distraught unicorns.


  It is said that if you call the name of a night dragon at the exact instant of a full moon, it will come to you. If you then whisper a name into its ear, the dragon will then fly to the exact location of that person and eat them.


  It is said that if you bathe in the blood of a night dragon, you will be invincible at caber tossing.


  It is said that earthquakes are what happen when two night dragons love each other very much.


  It is said that the most hated natural enemy of the night dragon is the lemur, which is a very bad deal for the lemur.


  It is said that salt made from the dried tears of a night dragon will take fifty years off your life, so putting night dragon tear salt in the food a 49-year-old is not advised, unless you do not like them.


  It is said night dragons can speak to the moon, but don’t because all the moon wants to talk about is how much it likes basalt.


  It is said that if a night dragon is caught in the sunlight, it will turn either into a porpoise or a tortoise, depending on whether it is over land or sea, until the sun goes down. Sometimes it turns into the wrong thing. It will then have a very uncomfortable day.


  It is said that if you anger a night dragon, you may appease it with cheese. But you better have a lot of it.


  It is said that the only way to truly kill a night dragon is to bore it to death.


  It is said that the scales of a night dragon are impervious to cutting, chopping and grinding. It is also said that night dragon scale powder is the most amazing aphrodisiac known to man, but given the first part of this legend, good luck with the whole “making a powder out of a dragon scale” thing.


  Finally, it is said that night dragons can live forever, but often choose not to, because when you come right down to it, the world isn’t nearly exciting enough to stick around on for that long. Theologians have argued, to great and sometimes bloody length, about whether this means that night dragons believe in an existence beyond this world, or whether it just means that eventually, even suicide is preferable to having to be on the same planet as humans.


  None of these legends are true, although some of them are closer to true than others, specifically that most species eventually find humans interminable, and it’s unlikely night dragons would be an exception to the rule.


  Here is a true thing about night dragons:


  They don’t exist.


  Never have. Because—as the apparently doomed Ruell cogently noted—they are biologically impossible. You might as well put wings on an elephant and expect them to pull themselves through the air, and land with anything other than a most discouraging splatter. The largest flying animal anywhere near Skalandarharia was the Great Southern Albatross, the largest example of which had a wingspan longer than two not excessively large men. As impressive as that was—and it is impressive, as Great Southern Albatross could easily beat the hell out of most unarmed humans and enjoy itself while doing so—it’s nowhere as large as a night dragon is supposed to be, since legend has it peeking its head into second story windows.


  However, what the night dragons have always been, is a convenient excuse. One used by the Emperors of Skalandarharia when from time to time they find it useful to remove some of the more annoying thorns in their sides. For example, wealthy caravan traders who have begun to balk at the taxes and tariffs imposed on their trade. Or the occasional citizens who have begun to question whether having a hereditary head of state with unquestioned authority is really the best and most efficient way to run a government. Or, from time to time, someone who just annoys the emperor for one reason or another—say, an ambassador who does not show proper deference, a former lover who is not accepting exile from court with the proper gratitude, or a courtier who chews too loudly and laughs with his mouth full.


  An emperor doesn’t have to use a cover for such things—what fun is being an emperor if you can’t do whatever you want? You might as well be a king then—but even an emperor knows that from time to time perhaps it’s best not to show your hand holding the knife.


  An emperor can’t use the night dragons too often or too carelessly. Use it too often, people will figure it out, because they stubbornly persist in not being stupid. For little things, it’s better to blame vampires and werewolves. But once per reign, more or less, when things are beginning to look a little messy, it’s an option. If you’re the emperor you have to make it count (so make sure you have a long list), and you also have to throw in a little collateral damage here and there just to make sure it doesn’t look too targeted. Among other things. There’s a manual. But each emperor is also encouraged to be creative.


  The current Emperor of Skalandarharia was Sukesun IV, and as Skalandarharian emperors go he was near the bottom of the pack: Not as abjectly stupid as Blintin II, who banned Tuesdays and believed that babies came from geese (and goslings from ham), and not as wantonly cruel as Gorsig the Pitiless, whose official cause of death of “sudden perforated bowel” neglects to cover the scope of having an entire coliseum of people come after you in your sky box with knives, including the fruit vendors and the dancing girls, but plenty stupid and cruel for all of that. Now in the twelfth year of his reign, Sukesun IV had amassed enough enemies and troubles that he was advised by his counsel—Imo Morde chief among them—to exercise the option, and engage in the shadow war of the night dragon.


  Which was going swimmingly, until three imperial castle guards went missing and Captain Ealth presented Morde with what was a clear, obvious, unambiguous, absolutely no doubt about it night dragon scale. It couldn’t be a night dragon scale, and yet it couldn’t be anything else, either. Everything in myth and legend described it exactly as it was when it landed on Morde’s desk.


  How could a thing that could not exist, exist? If it did exist, which of the many legends about it would turn out to be true? What did its existence mean for Imo Morde, for Sukesun IV, and for the city and empire of Skalandarharia?


  Therein, my friends, lies a tale. A tale of war. And dragons.


  And a dead city.


  A tale, which, as it so happens, begins on another dark and stormy night.


  THE CARTOGRAPHER WASPS AND THE ANARCHIST BEES


  E. Lily Yu


  For longer than anyone could remember, the village of Yiwei had worn, in its orchards and under its eaves, clay-colored globes of paper that hissed and fizzed with wasps. The villagers maintained an uneasy peace with their neighbors for many years, exercising inimitable tact and circumspection. But it all ended the day a boy, digging in the riverbed, found a stone whose balance and weight pleased him. With this, he thought, he could hit a sparrow in flight. There were no sparrows to be seen, but a paper ball hung low and inviting nearby. He considered it for a moment, head cocked, then aimed and threw.


  Much later, after he had been plastered and soothed, his mother scalded the fallen nest until the wasps seething in the paper were dead. In this way it was discovered that the wasp nests of Yiwei, dipped in hot water, unfurled into beautifully accurate maps of provinces near and far, inked in vegetable pigments and labeled in careful Mandarin that could be distinguished beneath a microscope.


  The villagers’ subsequent incursions with bee veils and kettles of boiling water soon diminished the prosperous population to a handful. Commanded by a single stubborn foundress, the survivors folded a new nest in the shape of a paper boat, provisioned it with fallen apricots and squash blossoms, and launched themselves onto the river. Browsing cows and children fled the riverbanks as they drifted downstream, piping sea chanteys.


  At last, forty miles south from where they had begun, their craft snagged on an upthrust stick and sank. Only one drowned in the evacuation, weighed down with the remains of an apricot. They reconvened upon a stump and looked about themselves.


  “It’s a good place to land,” the foundress said in her sweet soprano, examining the first rough maps that the scouts brought back. There were plenty of caterpillars, oaks for ink galls, fruiting brambles, and no signs of other wasps. A colony of bees had hived in a split oak two miles away. “Once we are established we will, of course, send a delegation to collect tribute.


  “We will not make the same mistakes as before. Ours is a race of explorers and scientists, cartographers and philosophers, and to rest and grow slothful is to die. Once we are established here, we will expand.”


  It took two weeks to complete the nurseries with their paper mobiles, and then another month to reconstruct the Great Library and fill the pigeonholes with what the oldest cartographers could remember of their lost maps. Their comings and goings did not go unnoticed. An ambassador from the beehive arrived with an ultimatum and was promptly executed; her wings were made into stained-glass windows for the council chamber, and her stinger was returned to the hive in a paper envelope. The second ambassador came with altered attitude and a proposal to divide the bees’ kingdom evenly between the two governments, retaining pollen and water rights for the bees—“as an acknowledgment of the preexisting claims of a free people to the natural resources of a common territory,” she hummed.


  The wasps of the council were gracious and only divested the envoy of her sting. She survived just long enough to deliver her account to the hive.


  The third ambassador arrived with a ball of wax on the tip of her stinger and was better received.


  “You understand, we are not refugees applying for recognition of a token territorial sovereignty,” the foundress said, as attendants served them nectars in paper horns, “nor are we negotiating with you as equal states. Those were the assumptions of your late predecessors. They were mistaken.”


  “I trust I will do better,” the diplomat said stiffly. She was older than the others, and the hairs of her thorax were sparse and faded.


  “I do hope so.”


  “Unlike them, I have complete authority to speak for the hive. You have propositions for us; that is clear enough. We are prepared to listen.”


  “Oh, good.” The foundress drained her horn and took another. “Yours is an old and highly cultured society, despite the indolence of your ruler, which we understand to be a racial rather than personal proclivity. You have laws, and traditional dances, and mathematicians, and principles, which of course we do respect.”


  “Your terms, please.”


  She smiled. “Since there is a local population of tussah moths, which we prefer for incubation, there is no need for anything so unrepublican as slavery. If you refrain from insurrection, you may keep your self-rule. But we will take a fifth of your stores in an ordinary year, and a tenth in drought years, and one of every hundred larvae.”


  “To eat?” Her antennae trembled with revulsion.


  “Only if food is scarce. No, they will be raised among us and learn our ways and our arts, and then they will serve as officials and bureaucrats among you. It will be to your advantage, you see.”


  The diplomat paused for a moment, looking at nothing at all. Finally she said, “A tenth, in a good year—”


  “Our terms,” the foundress said, “are not negotiable.”


  The guards shifted among themselves, clinking the plates of their armor and shifting the gleaming points of their stings.


  “I don’t have a choice, do I?”


  “The choice is enslavement or cooperation,” the foundress said. “For your hive, I mean. You might choose something else, certainly, but they have tens of thousands to replace you with.”


  The diplomat bent her head. “I am old,” she said. “I have served the hive all my life, in every fashion. My loyalty is to my hive and I will do what is best for it.”


  “I am so very glad.”


  “I ask you—I beg you—to wait three or four days to impose your terms. I will be dead by then, and will not see my sisters become a servile people.”


  The foundress clicked her claws together. “Is the delaying of business a custom of yours? We have no such practice. You will have the honor of watching us elevate your sisters to moral and technological heights you could never imagine.”


  The diplomat shivered.


  “Go back to your queen, my dear. Tell them the good news.”


  It was a crisis for the constitutional monarchy. A riot broke out in District 6, destroying the royal waxworks and toppling the mouse-bone monuments before it was brutally suppressed. The queen had to be calmed with large doses of jelly after she burst into tears on her ministers’ shoulders.


  “Your Majesty,” said one, “it’s not a matter for your concern. Be at peace.”


  “These are my children,” she said, sniffling. “You would feel for them too, were you a mother.”


  “Thankfully, I am not,” the minister said briskly, “so to business.”


  “War is out of the question,” another said.


  “Their forces are vastly superior.”


  “We outnumber them three hundred to one!”


  “They are experienced fighters. Sixty of us would die for each of theirs. We might drive them away, but it would cost us most of the hive and possibly our queen—”


  The queen began weeping noisily again and had to be cleaned and comforted.


  “Have we any alternatives?”


  There was a small silence.


  “Very well, then.”


  The terms of the relationship were copied out, at the wasps’ direction, on small paper plaques embedded in propolis and wax around the hive. As paper and ink were new substances to the bees, they jostled and touched and tasted the bills until the paper fell to pieces. The wasps sent to oversee the installation did not take this kindly. Several civilians died before it was established that the bees could not read the Yiwei dialect.


  Thereafter the hive’s chemists were charged with compounding pheromones complex enough to encode the terms of the treaty. These were applied to the papers, so that both species could inspect them and comprehend the relationship between the two states.


  Whereas the hive before the wasp infestation had been busy but content, the bees now lived in desperation. The natural terms of their lives were cut short by the need to gather enough honey for both the hive and the wasp nest. As they traveled farther and farther afield in search of nectar, they stopped singing. They danced their findings grimly, without joy. The queen herself grew gaunt and thin from breeding replacements, and certain ministers who understood such matters began feeding royal jelly to the strongest larvae.


  Meanwhile, the wasps grew sleek and strong. Cadres of scholars, cartographers, botanists, and soldiers were dispatched on the river in small floating nests caulked with beeswax and loaded with rations of honeycomb to chart the unknown lands to the south. Those who returned bore beautiful maps with towns and farms and alien populations of wasps carefully noted in blue and purple ink, and these, once studied by the foundress and her generals, were carefully filed away in the depths of the Great Library for their southern advance in the new year.


  The bees adopted by the wasps were first trained to clerical tasks, but once it was determined that they could be taught to read and write, they were assigned to some of the reconnaissance missions. The brightest students, gifted at trigonometry and angles, were educated beside the cartographers themselves and proved valuable assistants. They learned not to see the thick green caterpillars led on silver chains, or the dead bees fed to the wasp brood. It was easier that way.


  When the old queen died, they did not mourn.


  By the sheerest of accidents, one of the bees trained as a cartographer’s assistant was an anarchist. It might have been the stresses on the hive, or it might have been luck; wherever it came from, the mutation was viable. She tucked a number of her own eggs in beeswax and wasp paper among the pigeonholes of the library and fed the larvae their milk and bread in secret. To her sons in their capped silk cradles—and they were all sons—she whispered the precepts she had developed while calculating flight paths and azimuths, that there should be no queen and no state, and that, as in the wasp nest, the males should labor and profit equally with the females. In their sleep and slow transformation they heard her teachings and instructions, and when they chewed their way out of their cells and out of the wasp nest, they made their way to the hive.


  The damage to the nest was discovered, of course, but by then the anarchist was dead of old age. She had done impeccable work, her tutor sighed, looking over the filigree of her inscriptions, but the brilliant were subject to mental aberrations, were they not? He buried beneath grumblings and labors his fondness for her, which had become a grief to him and a political liability, and he never again took on any student from the hive who showed a glint of talent.


  Though they had the bitter smell of the wasp nest in their hair, the anarchist’s twenty sons were permitted to wander freely through the hive, as it was assumed that they were either spies or on official business. When the new queen emerged from her chamber, they joined unnoticed the other drones in the nuptial flight. Two succeeded in mating with her. Those who failed and survived spoke afterward in hushed tones of what had been done for the sake of the ideal. Before they died they took propolis and oak-apple ink and inscribed upon the lintels of the hive, in a shorthand they had developed, the story of the first anarchist and her twenty sons.


  Anarchism being a heritable trait in bees, a number of the daughters of the new queen found themselves questioning the purpose of the monarchy. Two were taken by the wasps and taught to read and write. On one of their visits to the hive they spotted the history of their forefathers, and, being excellent scholars, soon figured out the translation.


  They found their sisters in the hive who were unquiet in soul and whispered to them the strange knowledge they had learned among the wasps: astronomy, military strategy, the state of the world beyond the farthest flights of the bees. Hitherto educated as dancers and architects, nurses and foragers, the bees were full of a new wonder, stranger even than the first day they flew from the hive and felt the sun on their backs.


  “Govern us,” they said to the two wasp-taught anarchists, but they refused.


  “A perfect society needs no rulers,” they said. “Knowledge and authority ought to be held in common. In order to imagine a new existence, we must free ourselves from the structures of both our failed government and the unjustifiable hegemony of the wasp nests. Hear what you can hear and learn what you can learn while we remain among them. But be ready.”


  It was the first summer in Yiwei without the immemorial hum of the cartographer wasps. In the orchards, though their skins split with sweetness, fallen fruit lay unmolested, and children played barefoot with impunity. One of the villagers’ daughters, in her third year at an agricultural college, came home in the back of a pickup truck at the end of July. She thumped her single suitcase against the gate before opening it, to scatter the chickens, then raised the latch and swung the iron aside, and was immediately wrapped in a flying hug.


  Once she disentangled herself from brother and parents and liberally distributed kisses, she listened to the news she’d missed: how the cows were dying from drinking stonecutters’ dust in the streams; how grain prices were falling everywhere, despite the drought; and how her brother, little fool that he was, had torn down a wasp nest and received a faceful of red and white lumps for it. One of the most detailed wasp’s maps had reached the capital, she was told, and a bureaucrat had arrived in a sleek black car. But because the wasps were all dead, he could report little more than a prank, a freak, or a miracle. There were no further inquiries.


  Her brother produced for her inspection the brittle, boiled bodies of several wasps in a glass jar, along with one of the smaller maps. She tickled him until he surrendered his trophies, promised him a basket of peaches in return, and let herself be fed to tautness. Then, to her family’s dismay, she wrote an urgent letter to the Academy of Sciences and packed a satchel with clothes and cash. If she could find one more nest of wasps, she said, it would make their fortune and her name. But it had to be done quickly.


  In the morning, before the cockerels woke and while the sky was still purple, she hopped onto her old bicycle and rode down the dusty path.


  Bees do not fly at night or lie to each other, but the anarchists had learned both from the wasps. On a warm, clear evening they left the hive at last, flying west in a small tight cloud. Around them swelled the voices of summer insects, strange and disquieting. Several miles west of the old hive and the wasp nest, in a lightning-scarred elm, the anarchists had built up a small stock of stolen honey sealed in wax and paper. They rested there for the night, in cells of clean white wax, and in the morning they arose to the building of their city.


  The first business of the new colony was the laying of eggs, which a number of workers set to, and provisions for winter. One egg from the old queen, brought from the hive in an anarchist’s jaws, was hatched and raised as a new mother. Uncrowned and unconcerned, she too laid mortar and wax, chewed wood to make paper, and fanned the storerooms with her wings.


  The anarchists labored secretly but rapidly, drones alongside workers, because the copper taste of autumn was in the air. None had seen a winter before, but the memory of the species is subtle and long, and in their hearts, despite the summer sun, they felt an imminent darkness.


  The flowers were fading in the fields. Every day the anarchists added to their coffers of warm gold and built their white walls higher. Every day the air grew a little crisper, the grass a little drier. They sang as they worked, sometimes ballads from the old hive, sometimes anthems of their own devising, and for a time they were happy. Too soon, the leaves turned flame colors and blew from the trees, and then there were no more flowers. The anarchists pressed down the lid on the last vat of honey and wondered what was coming.


  Four miles away, at the first touch of cold, the wasps licked shut their paper doors and slept in a tight knot around the foundress. In both beehives, the bees huddled together, awake and watchful, warming themselves with the thrumming of their wings. The anarchists murmured comfort to each other.


  “There will be more, after us. It will breed out again.”


  “We are only the beginning.”


  “There will be more.”


  Snow fell silently outside.


  The snow was ankle-deep and the river iced over when the girl from Yiwei reached up into the empty branches of an oak tree and plucked down the paper castle of a nest. The wasps within, drowsy with cold, murmured but did not stir. In their barracks the soldiers dreamed of the unexplored south and battles in strange cities, among strange peoples, and scouts dreamed of the corpses of starved and frozen deer. The cartographers dreamed of the changes that winter would work on the landscape, the diverted creeks and dead trees they would have to note down. They did not feel the burlap bag that settled around them, nor the crunch of tires on the frozen road.


  She had spent weeks tramping through the countryside, questioning beekeepers and villagers’ children, peering up into trees and into hives, before she found the last wasps from Yiwei. Then she had had to wait for winter and the anesthetizing cold. But now, back in the warmth of her own room, she broke open the soft pages of the nest and pushed aside the heaps of glistening wasps until she found the foundress herself, stumbling on uncertain legs.


  When it thawed, she would breed new foundresses among the village’s apricot trees. The letters she received indicated a great demand for them in the capital, particularly from army generals and the captains of scientific explorations. In years to come, the village of Yiwei would be known for its delicately inscribed maps, the legends almost too small to see, and not for its barley and oats, its velvet apricots and glassy pears.


  In the spring, the old beehive awoke to find the wasps gone, like a nightmare that evaporates by day. It was difficult to believe, but when not the slightest scrap of wasp paper could be found, the whole hive sang with delight. Even the queen, who had been coached from the pupa on the details of her client state and the conditions by which she ruled, and who had felt, perhaps, more sympathy for the wasps than she should have, cleared her throat and trilled once or twice. If she did not sing so loudly or so joyously as the rest, only a few noticed, and the winter had been a hard one, anyhow.


  The maps had vanished with the wasps. No more would be made. Those who had studied among the wasps began to draft memoranda and the first independent decrees of queen and council. To defend against future invasions, it was decided that a detachment of bees would fly the borders of their land and carry home reports of what they found.


  It was on one of these patrols that a small hive was discovered in the fork of an elm tree. Bees lay dead and brittle around it, no identifiable queen among them. Not a trace of honey remained in the storehouse; the dark wax of its walls had been gnawed to rags. Even the brood cells had been scraped clean. But in the last intact hexagons they found, curled and capped in wax, scrawled on page after page, words of revolution. They read in silence.


  Then—


  “Write,” one said to the other, and she did.


  THE HOMECOMING


  Mike Resnick


  I don’t know which bothers me more, my lumbago or my arthritis. One day it’s one, one day it’s the other. They can cure cancer and transplant every damned organ in your body; you’d think they could find some way to get rid of aches and pains. Let me tell you, growing old isn’t for sissies.


  I remember that I was having a typical dream. Well, typical for me, anyway. I was climbing the four steps to my front porch, only when I got to the third step there were six more, so I climbed them and then there were ten more, and it went on and on. I’d probably still be climbing them if the creature hadn’t woke me up.


  It stood next to my bed, staring down at me. I blinked a couple of times, trying to focus my eyes, and stared back, sure this was just an extension of my dream.


  It was maybe six feet tall, its skin a glistening, almost metallic silver, with multi-faceted bright red eyes like an insect. Its ears were pointed and batlike, and moved independently of its head and each other. Its mouth jutted out a couple of inches like some kind of tube, and looked like it was only good for sucking fluids. Its arms were slender, with no hint of the muscles required to move them, and its fingers were thin and incredibly elongated. It was as weird a nightmare figure as I’d dreamed up in years.


  Finally it spoke, in a voice that sounded more like a set of chimes than anything else.


  “Hello, Dad,” it said.


  That’s when I knew I was awake.


  “So this is what you look like,” I growled, swinging my feet over the side of the bed and sitting up. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  “I’m glad to see you too,” he replied.


  “You didn’t answer my question,” I said, feeling around for my slippers.


  “I heard about Mom—not from you, of course—and I wanted to see her once more before the end.”


  “Can you see through those things?” I asked, indicating his eyes.


  “Better than you can.”


  Big surprise. Hell, everyone can see better than I can.


  “How did you get in here anyway?” I said as I got to my feet. The furnace was as old and tired as I was and there was a chill in the air, so I put on my robe.


  “You haven’t changed the front door’s code words since I left.” He looked around the room. “You haven’t painted the place either.”


  “The lock’s supposed to check your retinagram or read your DNA or something.”


  “It did. They haven’t changed.”


  I looked him up and down. “The hell they haven’t.”


  He seemed about to reply, then thought better of it. Finally he said, “How is she?”


  “She has her bad days and her worse days,” I answered. “She’s the old Julia maybe two or three times a week for a minute or two, but that’s all. She can still speak, and she still recognizes me.” I paused. “She won’t recognize you, of course, but nobody else you ever knew will either.”


  “How long has she been like this?”


  “Maybe a year.”


  “You should have told me,” he said.


  “Why?” I asked. “You gave up being her son and became whatever it is you are now.”


  “I’m still her son, and you had my contact information.”


  I stared at him. “Well, you’re not my son, not anymore.”


  “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he replied. Suddenly he sniffed the air. “It smells stale.”


  “Tired old houses are like tired old men,” I said. “They don’t function on all cylinders.”


  “You could move to a smaller, newer place.”


  “This house and me, we’ve grown old together. Not everyone wants to move to Alpha whatever-the-hell-it-is.”


  He looked around. “Where is she?”


  “In your old room,” I said.


  He turned, walked out into the hall. “Haven’t you replaced that thing yet?” he asked, indicating an old wall table. “It was scarred and wobbly when I still lived here.”


  “It’s just a table. It holds whatever I put on it. That’s all it has to do.”


  He looked up at the ceiling. “The paint’s peeling too.”


  “I’m too old to do it myself, and painters cost money. I’m living on a fixed income.”


  He didn’t reply to that, but walked down the hall and was fiddling with the door handle when I joined him.


  “It’s locked,” he said.


  “Sometimes she gets up and goes out for a walk, and then can’t remember how to get back home.” I grimaced. “I can probably keep her here another few months, but then she’s going to have to move into a special care facility.”


  I uttered the code word and the door opened.


  Julia was propped up on her pillows, staring at a blank holoscreen across the room, unmindful of a lock of gray hair that had worked its way loose and obscured her left eye’s vision. The channel she was on had finished broadcasting for the night, but it didn’t make any difference to her. She was content watching the flickering gray cube.


  I ordered the bed lamp to turn on and gently pinned her hair back up. Now that the room was illuminated, I could see our son staring at it. The holographs of him when he played on the high school basketball team were still on the wall, as well as the one of him in his tux at the prom, and his trophy for winning the science contest remained atop the dresser, though it needed dusting. Just above it was his framed diploma from college. Lining the walls were other photos and holographs, from when he was still a baby until a month before he’d undergone what Julia always referred to as his Change. I could see his face twitching as he looked around at the memorabilia of his youth, and I felt like I could almost read his thoughts: They’ve turned the damned place into a shrine. Which I suppose we had—but to what he had been, not to what he was now. And I’d moved her in here because she was comforted by things from the past, even things she could no longer name.


  “Hello, Jordan,” said Julia, smiling at me. “How are you?”


  “I’m fine, Julia. Do you mind if I turn off the holo?”


  “I was enjoying it,” she said. “How are you?”


  I ordered the screen to deactivate.


  “Is it August yet?” she asked.


  “No, Julia,” I said patiently. “It’s February, just like it was yesterday.”


  “Oh,” she said, frowning. “I thought it might be August.” Then a friendly smile. “How are you?”


  Suddenly our son stepped forward. “Hello, Mother.”


  She stared at him and smiled. “You are really quite beautiful.”


  He reached out and took her hand with those incredibly long, stick-like fingers before I could stop him.


  “I’ve missed you, Mother,” he said. He seemed like he was choked with emotion, but I couldn’t tell, because his voice never changed from those musical chimes. It was so unlike a human voice that I don’t know how we were able to understand him, but somehow we did.


  “It is Halloween already?” asked Julia. “Are you dressed for a party?”


  “No, Mother. This is the way I look.”


  “Well, I think you’re beautiful.” She stopped and frowned. “Do I know you?”


  He smiled, sadly I thought. “You did once. I am your son.”


  She was silent for a moment, and I knew she was trying to remember. “I think I had a little boy once, but I can’t recall his name.”


  “My name is Philip.”


  “Philip . . . Philip . . .” she repeated. Finally she shook her head. “No, I think it was Jordan.”


  “Jordan is your husband,” said Philip. “I’m your son.”


  “I think I had a little boy once,” she said. Her face went blank for a moment. Then: “Is it Halloween already?”


  “No,” he said gently. “I’ll let you go back to sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”


  “That will be fine,” she said. “Do I know you?”


  “I’m your son,” he said.


  “I’m sure I had a son a long time ago,” she said. “How are you?”


  I could see a crystal tear run down his silver cheek. He tenderly laid her hand on the bed and stepped back. I activated the holoscreen, found a station that was still transmitting, killed the sound, and left her staring happily at it as I followed Philip out into the hall, locking the door behind me.


  We walked to the cluttered kitchen, with its ancient appliances and the three cracked tiles on the floor. (Each of us had been responsible for one of them.) I found the room homey and comforting, but I saw him looking at a burn spot on a counter that had been there since he’d accidentally made it as a kid and for just an instant I felt guilty about never having fixed it.


  “You should have told me about her,” he said when he’d gotten his emotions under control.


  “You shouldn’t have left, or become whatever it is that you are.”


  “Damn it, she’s my mother!” The chimes were louder; I assumed he was yelling or snapping.


  “There was nothing you could have done.” I ordered the refrigerator door to open and pulled out a beer. “You want one before you go back to wherever the hell you came from?” I thought about it and frowned. “Can you drink human drinks?”


  He didn’t answer, but walked over and grabbed a beer. I could see that his mouth wouldn’t be able to accommodate the container, so I just watched and waited for him to ask for a glass, or maybe a bowl. He knew I was staring at him, but it didn’t seem to bother him. Instead something—not a tongue, and not quite a straw—slid out of his mouth, and when it was a few inches long he inserted it into the top of the container. He swallowed a few seconds later, and I knew he was somehow getting the beer into his mouth.


  He set the container down and stared at an old pennant I had stuck on the wall when he was a little boy.


  “You’re still a Pythons fan,” he observed.


  “Always.”


  “How are they doing?” There was a time when he actually cared, but that was many years ago.


  “They haven’t had a decent quarterback since Christ was a corporal,” I answered.


  “But you root for them anyway.”


  “You don’t stop rooting for a team just because they’ve fallen on hard times.”


  “A team, or a parent,” he said. I didn’t know how to reply to that, so I remained silent, and after a moment he spoke again. “I know there are medications for Alzheimer’s. I assume you’ve tried them?”


  “There are all kinds of senile dementias. They call them all Alzheimer’s, but they aren’t. They haven’t yet found out how to cure the one she’s got.”


  “There are specialists on other worlds. Maybe one of them could have done something.”


  “You’re the space traveler,” I said bitterly. “Where were you when she might have been cured?”


  He stared at me. I stared back, determined not to look away first.


  “Why are you so angry at me? I know you cared for me once. I’ve never hurt you, I never took a penny from you once I got out of college, I never—”


  “You deserted us,” I said. “You deserted your mother, you deserted me, you deserted your planet, you even deserted your species. That poor woman down the hall can’t remember the name of her son, but she can remember that people only look like you at Halloween.”


  “It’s my job, damn it!”


  “There are thousands of exobiologists right here on Earth!” I snapped. “I only know of one who turned into a silver-skinned monster with red eyes.”


  “I was offered an opportunity that has been afforded very few men and women,” he replied. “I took it.” Even with the chimes he couldn’t keep the resentment out of his voice. “Most fathers would have been proud.”


  I stared at him for a moment, amazed that he still didn’t understand. “I’m supposed to be proud that you became a thing that hasn’t got a trace of humanity left in him?” I said at last.


  He stared right back through those multi-faceted insect eyes. “You really believe there is nothing human left of me?” he asked curiously.


  “Look in a mirror,” I told him.


  “Don’t I remember you telling me back when I was a boy that you should never judge a book by its cover?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Well?” he said.


  “I just saw one of your pages slide out and suck up the beer.”


  He sighed deeply, to the delicate tinkling of chimes. “Would you have been happier if I couldn’t drink it?”


  I seriously considered it for a minute. “No, that wouldn’t have made me happier,” I told him when I’d formulated my answer in terms even he could understand. “You know what would have made me happier? Grandchildren. A son who visited us for Christmas. A son I could leave the house to now that it’s finally paid off. I never asked you to follow in my footsteps, attend my college, go into my business, even live in this town. Would expecting you to want to be a normal human being be so goddamned wrong for a father?”


  “No, it wouldn’t,” he admitted. Then: “For better or worse you’ve lived your life. I have the right to live mine.”


  I shook my head. “Your life ended eleven years ago. You’re living some alien creature’s life now.”


  He cocked his head to one side and studied me curiously. It seemed almost birdlike. “Which bothers you more—that I left Earth, or that I became what I am?”


  “Six of one, a half dozen of the other. You knew you were the center of your mother’s life, but you left her and went to the far end of the galaxy.”


  “Not quite the far end,” he said, and I couldn’t tell from the chimes whether that was sarcastic or sardonic or simply a straight answer. “And my mother wouldn’t have wanted me to stay here when I wanted to be out there.”


  “You broke her heart!” I snapped.


  “If I did, then I am truly sorry.”


  “She spent years wondering why, back when she could still wonder,” I continued. “So did I. You had so much promise and so many opportunities, damn it! You could have been anything you wanted! The sky was the limit!”


  “I became what I wanted,” he said gently. “And the stars were my limit.”


  “Damn it, Philip!” I said, though I had promised myself never to call him by his human name. “You could have spent your whole life here and never seen a thousandth of the things Earth has to offer.”


  “That’s true. But others have already seen them.” He paused, and turned his palms up in a very human gesture. “I wanted to see things no one else had ever seen.”


  “I don’t know what’s up there,” I said, “but how different can it be? What makes our mountains and deserts and rivers so boring for you?”


  He sighed, a delicate high-pitched tinkling sound. “I tried to explain that to you eleven years ago,” he answered at last. “You didn’t understand then. You don’t understand now.” He paused. “Maybe you just can’t.”


  “Probably not,” I agreed. I walked to the cabinet with the missing knob, and opened the door with my fingernails the way I always did.


  “You still haven’t replaced the knob,” he observed. “I remember the day I pulled it off. I expected to be punished. You just laughed, like I’d done something cute.”


  “You should have seen the expression on your face when it came away in your hand, like you thought I’d send you off to prison.” I felt a smile fighting to reach my mouth, and I pushed it back. “Anyway, it still opens.” I reached in, pulled down a couple of small bottles, and put them in my pocket.


  “Mother’s medication?”


  I nodded, holding them up. “She gets four different kinds in the morning, and two at night. I’ll give them to her a little later.” I pulled out another bottle.


  “I thought you just said she only got two pills at night.”


  “She does,” I said. I held up the third bottle. “These are sugar pills. I leave them on the dresser for her.”


  “Sugar pills?” he repeated with what I assume passed for a puzzled frown.


  “She thinks she can still medicate herself. She can’t, of course, but this gives her the illusion that she can. And if she takes six one day and forgets to take any the next, it doesn’t make any difference.”


  “That’s very thoughtful of you.”


  “I’ve loved her for close to half a century,” I answered. “I could have put her in a home and just visited her every day—or every tenth day. She probably wouldn’t know the difference. But I do this because I love her. Even if she doesn’t know it, she has to be more comfortable in her own home, surrounded by the bits and pieces of her life. That’s why I moved her to your room instead of the guest room; the photos, the trophies, even that old catcher’s mitt in the closet, that’s all she has left of you.” I glared at him. “I didn’t walk out of her life for eleven years and come back only when she was past remembering me.”


  He just looked at me but made no reply.


  “Damn it!” I snapped. “Couldn’t you have said it was a secret mission for the military, even if it was a lie?”


  “You’d have found out soon enough that I was lying.”


  “I wouldn’t have tried to! We’d have been proud that you were serving your country, or your planet, or whatever the hell you were serving.”


  “Is that it?” he demanded, suddenly angry. “You could lose a son to another world as long he didn’t enjoy it, as long as someone might be shooting at him?”


  “That’s not what I said,” I replied defensively.


  “That’s precisely what you said.” He stared at me with those insect eyes for a long minute. “You would never have understood. She might have, but you wouldn’t.”


  “Then why did you never tell her?”


  “I tried.”


  “Well, you sure as hell didn’t succeed,” I said bitterly. “And it’s too late to try again.”


  “She’s not the one who hates me,” he said. “I had already moved out and started my own life when this opportunity arose. You make it sound like I was your support network. I was an independent adult, living six states away from you.” He paused. “I still don’t know which bothers you more: that I left the planet at all, or that I left it looking like this.”


  “One day you were a member of our family. Four months later you weren’t even a member of the human race.”


  “I still am,” he insisted.


  “Look in a mirror.”


  He placed a twelve-inch-long forefinger to his head. “It’s what’s in here that counts.”


  “They say the eyes are the windows to the soul,” I replied. “Yours belong on an insect.”


  “Just what the hell did you want from me?” he demanded. “Did you want me to go into business with you?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Would you have disowned me if I’d been sterile and couldn’t give you any grandchildren?”


  “Don’t be silly.”


  “What if I’d moved halfway around the world? I might not have seen you more than once a decade if I had. Would you have disowned me as you did eleven years ago?”


  “Nobody disowned you,” I pointed out, trying to keep my temper. “You disowned us.”


  He sighed deeply. At least I think he did. With those chimes I couldn’t be sure.


  “Did you ever think to ask me why?” he said at last.


  “No.”


  “If it bothered you that much, why didn’t you?”


  “Because it was your choice.”


  I think he frowned. I couldn’t tell for certain, not with that face. “I don’t understand.”


  “If it was a necessity, something you had to do to save your life or something like that, I’d have asked. But since it was a freely made choice, no, I didn’t care why you did it, only that you did it.”


  He looked long and hard at me. “All those years that I lived here, and even after I left, I thought you loved me.”


  “I loved Philip,” I said, and then grimaced. “I don’t know you.”


  Suddenly I heard Julia knocking weakly at her door, and walked down the shopworn hallway to unlock it. I hadn’t noticed how threadbare the carpet had become, or the crack in the plaster, but I saw him looking at it so I looked too, and made up my mind to do something about the house one of these days.


  I uttered the code word, softly enough that she couldn’t hear it on her side of the door, and a moment later it swung open. She was standing there barefoot in her nightgown, thin and frail, her arms and legs like toothpicks with withered flesh on them, looking mildly puzzled.


  “What’s the matter?” I asked.


  “I thought I heard you arguing with someone.” Her gaze fell on Philip. “Hello,” she said. “Have we met before?”


  He took her hand very gently and gave her what seemed like a wistful smile, though I couldn’t be sure. “A long time ago.”


  “My name is Julia.” She extended a wrinkled, liver-spotted hand.


  “And mine is Philip.”


  A frown crossed her once-beautiful face. “I think I knew someone called Philip once.” She paused, then smiled. “That’s a very pretty costume you’re wearing.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And I love your voice,” she continued. “It sounds like the wind chimes on our porch when a summer breeze blows through them.”


  “I’m glad it pleases you,” said the creature that used to be our son.


  “Can you sing?”


  He shrugged, and his whole body seemed to sparkle as the light reflected off it. “I really don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve never tried.”


  “You look hungry,” she said. “Can I make you something to eat?”


  I prodded him and when he looked at me, I very briefly shook my head No. She’d already set the kitchen on fire twice before I started ordering all our meals delivered.


  He picked up on it instantly. “No, thank you. I ate just before I arrived.”


  “That’s too bad,” she said. “I’m a good cook.”


  “I’ll bet you make a wonderful Denver pudding.” That had always been his favorite dessert.


  “The best,” she answered, glowing with pride. “I like you, young man.” Then a puzzled frown. “You are a man, aren’t you?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “Is it Halloween?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Why are you wearing that costume, then?”


  “Would you really like to know about it?”


  “Very much,” she said. Suddenly she shivered. “But it’s chilly standing here barefoot in the doorway. Would you mind very much if I got under the covers while we chatted? You can sit right next to the bed, and we can be nice and cozy. Jordan, could you make me some hot chocolate? And maybe some for . . . I’ve forgotten your name.”


  “Philip,” he said.


  “Philip,” she repeated, frowning. “Philip. I’m sure I knew a Philip once, a long time ago.”


  “I’m sure you did too,” he said softly.


  “Well, come along.” Julia turned, walked back into her room, and climbed into the bed that had once belonged to Philip, propping herself up with some pillows and pulling the blanket and comforter up to her armpits. He followed her and stood next to the bed. “There’s no need to stand, young man,” she told him. “Pull up a chair.”


  “Thank you,” he said, getting the chair he’d used while writing his master’s thesis on his computer and carrying it over so that he was sitting right next to her.


  “Jordan, I think we’d like some hot chocolate.”


  “I don’t know if he drinks it,” I replied.


  “I’d very much like some,” he said.


  “Good!” said Julia. “You can bring two cups on a tray, one for me and one for . . . Excuse me, but I don’t know your name.”


  “It’s Philip.”


  “And you must call me Julia.”


  “Why don’t I just call you Mother?” he suggested.


  She frowned in puzzlement. “Why would you do that?”


  He reached out and very gently held her hand. “No reason, Julia.”


  “Jordan,” she said, “I think I’d like some hot chocolate.” She turned to Philip. “Would you like some too, young man? You are a man, aren’t you?”


  “I am, and I would.”


  I left to get the hot chocolate before she asked again. I went out to the kitchen, mixed up a fair-sized pan—I don’t know why; there were only two of them, and I don’t drink the stuff myself—and was about to pour a pair of cups. Then I remembered the shape of his hands and fingers, and decided he was less likely to spill a mug, so I got the old chipped Pythons mug he’d given me for my birthday when he was nine or ten years old. I think he’d saved up a month’s allowance to buy it. I looked at it fondly for a moment, and wondered if he’d recognize it. Then I remembered who—or rather what—I was pouring it for, and got on with it. The whole process took maybe three or four minutes, start to finish. I put the cup and the mug on a tray, added a spoon for Julia since she liked to stir everything whether it needed it or not, and folded a pair of napkins. Then I picked up the tray and carried it back to the bedroom.


  “Just put it on the table, please, Jordan,” she said, and I placed it on her nightstand.


  She turned back eagerly to Philip. “What were they like?”


  To this day I don’t know how a face like his could look wistful, but it did. “They are the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen,” he said, his voice chiming delicately. “I want to say they’re transparent, but that’s not exactly right. Their bodies are actually prisms, separating the rays of the sun and casting a hundred colors on the ground beneath them as they fly.”


  “They sound wonderful!” said Julia, her face more alive than I’d seen it in months.


  “They swarm by the tens of thousands. It’s as if a miles-long kaleidoscope has taken wing, and the ever-changing colors cover an area the size of a small city.”


  “How fascinating!” she said enthusiastically. “What do they eat?”


  A shrug. “No one knows.”


  “No one?”


  “There are only about forty men and women on the planet, and none of us has yet climbed the crystal mountains where they nest.”


  “Crystal mountains!” she repeated. “What a pretty picture!”


  “It’s not a world like any you have ever imagined, Julia,” he said. “There are plants and animals no one’s even dreamed of.”


  “Plants?” she asked. “How different can a plant be?”


  “I saw some potted plants in your living room, right by that old piano that’s probably still out of tune,” he said. “Do you ever talk to them?”


  “Of course,” said Julia. She flashed him a smile. “But they never answer.”


  He returned her smile. “Mine do.”


  She clutched his hand with both of hers, as if she was afraid he might leave before telling her about his plants.


  “What do they say?” she asked. “I’ll bet they talk about the weather.”


  He shook his head. “Mostly they talk about mathematics, and once in a while about philosophy.”


  “I knew about those things once,” she said, and then added hazily: “I think.”


  “They have no sense of self-preservation, so they’re not concerned with rain or fertilizer,” continued Philip. “They don’t care if they’re eaten or not. They use their intelligence to solve abstract problems, because to them all problems are abstract.”


  I couldn’t help but speak up. “They really exist?”


  “They really exist.”


  “What do they look like?”


  “Not like any plant on Earth. Most of them have translucent flowers, and almost all have rigid protrusions, like, I don’t know, tiny branches that rub together. That’s how they communicate.”


  “So you speak in chimes and they speak in little clicks?” asked Julia. “How do you understand each other?”


  “The first few men to study them spent half a century learning the meanings behind their clicking and rubbing. Now we both speak to my computer, and it translates each of our languages into the other’s.”


  “What do you say to a plant?” I asked.


  “Not much,” he admitted. “They’re very different. But after you speak to them for any length of time, you know why Men fight so hard to stay alive. Nothing matters to them. They accomplish nothing and they care about nothing, not even their mathematics. They have no hopes, no dreams, and no goals.” He paused. “But they are unique.”


  “I’d—” I began, and then stopped. I’d been about to say I’d like to see one of those plants, but I didn’t want him to think he’d said anything of interest to me.


  Just then Julia reached for her cup, but either her vision wasn’t working right or her hand was shaking—they both fail a lot these days, her eyes and her hands—and it began tottering, about to spill over. Philip moved his fingers so fast my eyes couldn’t follow it, and he righted the cup before three drops had fallen to the tray.


  “Thank you, young man,” she said.


  “You’re welcome.” He glanced at me, and his expression said: Whatever you think of what I’ve become, that’s something I couldn’t have done twelve years ago.


  There was a momentary silence. Then Julia spoke up again. “Is it Halloween?”


  “Not for a while yet.”


  “Oh, that’s right! You wore your costume on some other world. Tell me more about the animals.”


  “Some of them are beautiful, some of them are huge and awesome, some are petite and delicate, and all of them are different from anything you’ve ever seen or even imagined.”


  “Do they have . . .?” she frowned. “I can’t remember the word.”


  “Take your time,” he said, holding her hand in one of his and patting it gently with the other to comfort her. “I’ve got all night.”


  “I can’t remember,” she said, close to tears. Her whole body tensed as she reached for a word that might forever elude her. “Big,” she said at last. “It was big.”


  “A big word?” he asked.


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Big!”


  He looked puzzled. “Do you mean dinosaurs?”


  “Yes!” she shouted, an expression of relief on her face as the missing word finally appeared.


  “We don’t have dinosaurs,” he said. “They’re unique to Earth. But we have animals that are bigger than the biggest dinosaur that ever lived. One of them is so big, so huge, that he has no natural predators—and because nothing can hurt him, and he has no reason to hide, he glows in the dark.”


  “All night long?” she asked with a giggle. “Can’t he turn off the glow so he can sleep?”


  “He doesn’t have to,” said Philip as if speaking to a child, which in a way she was. “Since he’s glowed all his life it doesn’t bother him or keep him awake.”


  “What color is he?” asked Julia.


  “When he’s hungry, he glows a deep red. When he’s angry, he’s blue.” Finally he smiled. “And when he wants to attract a ladyfriend, he becomes the brightest yellow you ever saw, and pulsates like crazy, almost like a fifty-foot-high flashbulb going off every other second.”


  “Oh, I wish I could see him!” said Julia. “It must be a wonderful place, this world you live on!”


  “I think so.” He looked over at me. “Not everybody does.”


  “I would give everything I have to go there.”


  “It doesn’t take quite everything,” said Philip, and I tried to imagine the tone of voice he’d have used if he had still been human. “Just most things.”


  She stared at him curiously. “Were you born there?”


  “No, Julia, I wasn’t,” he said and somehow his face seemed to reflect an infinite sadness as he used her proper name. “I was born right here, in this house.”


  “It must have been before we moved here,” she said, dismissing the notion with a shrug of her narrow shoulders. “But if you were born here, why are you wearing a Halloween costume?”


  “This is what people look like where I live.”


  “It must be one of the suburbs,” she said with conviction. “I don’t remember seeing anyone like you at the supermarket or the doctor’s.”


  “It’s a very distant suburb,” he said.


  “I thought so,” said Julia. “And your name is . . .?”


  “Philip,” he said, and for the second time that night I saw a shining tear roll down his cheek.


  “Philip,” she repeated. “Philip. That’s a very nice name.”


  “I’m glad you like it.”


  “I’m sure I knew a Philip once.” Suddenly she yawned. “I’m getting a little tired.”


  “Would you like me to leave?” he asked solicitously.


  “Could I ask you a favor?”


  “Anything.”


  “My father used to tell me a bedtime story when I went to sleep,” said Julia. “Would you tell me a fairy tale?”


  “You’ve never asked me for one,” I blurted out.


  “You don’t know any,” she replied.


  I had to admit she was right.


  “I’ll be happy to,” said Philip. “Shall we lower the light a little—just in case you fall asleep?”


  She nodded, spread her pillows out, and laid her head back on one of them.


  He reached for the lamp in the wall above the nightstand—the only thing I’d added to the room since he’d left. When he couldn’t find a switch, he remembered that it worked by voice command and ordered it to dim itself. Then, in the same room where she had told him a fairy tale almost every night, he told one to her.


  “Once there was a young man,” he began.


  “No,” said Julia. He stopped and looked at her curiously. “If this is a fairy tale, he has to be a prince.”


  “You’re right, of course. Once there was a prince.”


  She nodded her approval. “That’s better.” Then: “What was his name?”


  “What do you think his name was?”


  “Prince Philip,” said Julia.


  “You’re absolutely right,” he replied. “Once there was a prince named Philip. He was a very well-behaved young man, and tried always to do the bidding of the King and Queen. He studied chivalry and jousting and any number of princely things—but when his classes were done and his weapons were polished and put away and he’d finished his dinner, he would go to his room and read about fabulous places like Oz and Wonderland. He knew that such places couldn’t exist, but he wished they could, and every time he found a book or a holo about a new one he would read it or watch it, and wish that somehow, someday he could visit such places.”


  “I know just how he felt!” said Julia with a happy smile on the wrinkled face that I still loved. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to walk along the yellow brick road with the Scarecrow and the Tin Man, or to have a conversation with the Cheshire Cat, or visit the Walrus and the Carpenter?”


  “That’s what Prince Philip thought too,” he agreed. He leaned forward dramatically. “And then one day he made a wonderful discovery.”


  She sat up and clapped her hands together in her excitement. “He learned how to get to Oz!”


  “Not Oz, but an even more wonderful place.”


  She leaned back, suddenly tired from her efforts. “I’m very glad! Is that the end?”


  He shook his head. “No, it isn’t. Because you see, nobody in this place looked like the Prince or his parents. He couldn’t understand the people who lived there and they couldn’t understand him. And they were afraid of anyone who looked and sounded different.”


  “Most people are,” she said sleepily, her eyes closed. “Did he wear a Halloween costume too?”


  “Yes,” said Philip. “But it was a very special costume.”


  “Oh?” she said, opening her eyes again. “How?”


  “Once he put it on, he could never take it off again,” explained Philip.


  “A magic costume!” she exclaimed.


  “Yes, but it meant that he could never be the King of his parents’ country, and his father the King was very, very angry at him. But he knew he would never have another chance to visit such a wondrous kingdom again, so he donned the costume and he left his palace and went to live in the magical kingdom.”


  “Was the costume uncomfortable to put on?” she asked, her voice very briefly more alert than it had been.


  “Very,” he answered, which was something I’d never thought about before. “But he never complained because he never doubted that it was worth it. And he went to this mystical land, and he saw a thousand strange and beautiful things. Every day there was a new wonder, every night a new vision.”


  “And he lived happily ever after?” asked Julia.


  “So far.”


  “And did he marry a beautiful princess?”


  “Not yet,” said Philip. “But he has hopes.”


  “I think that’s a beautiful fairy tale,” she said.


  “Thank you, Julia.”


  “You can call me Mother,” she said, her voice sharp and cogent. “You were right to go.” She turned to me, and somehow I could tell it was the old Julia, the real Julia, looking at me. “And you had better make your peace with our son.”


  And as quickly as she said it, the old Julia vanished as she did so often these days, and she was once again the Julia I’d grown used to for the past year. She lay back on the pillow, and looked at our son once more.


  “I’ve forgotten your name,” she said apologetically.


  “Philip.”


  “Philip,” she repeated. “What a nice name.” A pause. “Is it Halloween?”


  Before he could answer she was asleep. He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek with his misshapen lips, then stood up and walked to the door.


  “I’ll leave now,” he said as I followed him out of her room.


  “Not yet,” I said.


  He stared at me expectantly.


  “Come on into the kitchen,” I said.


  He followed me down the shabby hallway, and when we got there I pulled out a couple of beers, popped them open, and poured two glasses.


  “Did it hurt that much?” I asked.


  He shrugged. “It’s over and done with.”


  “There really are crystal mountains?”


  He nodded.


  “And flowers that talk?”


  “Yes.”


  “Come into the living room with me,” I said, heading out of the kitchen. When we got there I sat in an easy chair and gestured for him to sit down on the sofa.


  “What is this about?” he asked.


  “Was it really that special?” I asked. “That much of an honor?”


  “There were more than six thousand candidates for the position,” he said. “I beat them all.”


  “It must have cost them a pretty penny to make you what you are.”


  “More than you can imagine.”


  I took a sip of my beer. “Let’s talk.”


  “We’ve talked about Mother,” he replied. “All that’s left is the Pythons, and I haven’t kept up with them.”


  “There’s more.”


  “Oh?”


  “Tell me about Wonderland,” I said.


  He stayed for three days, slept in the long-unused guest room, and then he had to go back. He invited me to come visit him, and I promised I would. But of course I can’t leave Julia, and by the time she’s gone I’ll probably be a little too old and a little too infirm, and it’s a long, grueling, expensive trip.


  But it’s comforting to know that if I ever do find a way to get there, I’ll be greeted by a loving son who can show his old man around the place and point out all the sights to him.
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  MONO NO AWARE


  Ken Liu


  The world is shaped like the kanji for umbrella, only written so poorly, like my handwriting, that all the parts are out of proportion.
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  My father would be greatly ashamed at the childish way I still form my characters. Indeed, I can barely write many of them anymore. My formal schooling back in Japan ceased when I was only eight.


  Yet for present purposes, this badly drawn character will do.


  The canopy up there is the solar sail. Even that distorted kanji can only give you a hint of its vast size. A hundred times thinner than rice paper, the spinning disc fans out a thousand kilometers into space like a giant kite intent on catching every passing photon. It literally blocks out the sky.


  Beneath it dangles a long cable of carbon nanotubes a hundred kilometers long: strong, light, and flexible. At the end of the cable hangs the heart of the Hopeful, the habitat module, a five-hundred-meter-tall cylinder into which all the 1,021 inhabitants of the world are packed.


  The light from the sun pushes against the sail, propelling us on an ever widening, ever accelerating, spiraling orbit away from it. The acceleration pins all of us against the decks, gives everything weight.


  Our trajectory takes us toward a star called 61 Virginis. You can’t see it now because it is behind the canopy of the solar sail. The Hopeful will get there in about three hundred years, more or less. With luck, my great-great-great—I calculated how many “greats” I needed once, but I don’t remember now—grandchildren will see it.


  There are no windows in the habitat module, no casual view of the stars streaming past. Most people don’t care, having grown bored of seeing the stars long ago. But I like looking through the cameras mounted on the bottom of the ship so that I can gaze at this view of the receding, reddish glow of our sun, our past.
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  “Hiroto,” Dad said as he shook me awake. “Pack up your things. It’s time.”


  My small suitcase was ready. I just had to put my Go set into it. Dad gave this to me when I was five, and the times we played were my favorite hours of the day.


  The sun had not yet risen when Mom and Dad and I made our way outside. All the neighbors were standing outside their houses with their bags as well, and we greeted each other politely under the summer stars. As usual, I looked for the Hammer. It was easy. Ever since I could remember, the asteroid had been the brightest thing in the sky except for the moon, and every year it grew brighter.


  A truck with loudspeakers mounted on top drove slowly down the middle of the street.


  “Attention, citizens of Kurume! Please make your way in an orderly fashion to the bus stop. There will be plenty of buses to take you to the train station, where you can board the train for Kagoshima. Do not drive. You must leave the roads open for the evacuation buses and official vehicles!”


  Every family walked slowly down the sidewalk.


  “Mrs. Maeda,” Dad said to our neighbor. “Why don’t I carry your luggage for you?”


  “I’m very grateful,” the old woman said.


  After ten minutes of walking, Mrs. Maeda stopped and leaned against a lamppost.


  “It’s just a little longer, Granny,” I said. She nodded but was too out of breath to speak. I tried to cheer her. “Are you looking forward to seeing your grandson in Kagoshima? I miss Michi too. You will be able to sit with him and rest on the spaceships. They say there will be enough seats for everyone.”


  Mom smiled at me approvingly.


  “How fortunate we are to be here,” Dad said. He gestured at the orderly rows of people moving toward the bus stop, at the young men in clean shirts and shoes looking solemn, the middle-aged women helping their elderly parents, the clean, empty streets, and the quietness—despite the crowd, no one spoke above a whisper. The very air seemed to shimmer with the dense connections between all the people—families, neighbors, friends, colleagues—as invisible and strong as threads of silk.


  I had seen on TV what was happening in other places around the world: looters screaming, dancing through the streets, soldiers and policemen shooting into the air and sometimes into crowds, burning buildings, teetering piles of dead bodies, generals shouting before frenzied crowds, vowing vengeance for ancient grievances even as the world was ending.


  “Hiroto, I want you to remember this,” Dad said. He looked around, overcome by emotion. “It is in the face of disasters that we show our strength as a people. Understand that we are not defined by our individual loneliness, but by the web of relationships in which we’re enmeshed. A person must rise above his selfish needs so that all of us can live in harmony. The individual is small and powerless, but bound tightly together, as a whole, the Japanese nation is invincible.”
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  “Mr. Shimizu,” eight-year-old Bobby says, “I don’t like this game.”


  The school is located in the very center of the cylindrical habitat module, where it can have the benefit of the most shielding from radiation. In front of the classroom hangs a large American flag to which the children say their pledge every morning. To the sides of the American flag are two rows of smaller flags belonging to other nations with survivors on the Hopeful. At the very end of the left side is a child’s rendition of the Hinomaru, the corners of the white paper now curled and the once bright red rising sun faded to the orange of sunset. I drew it the day I came aboard the Hopeful.


  I pull up a chair next to the table where Bobby and his friend Eric are sitting. “Why don’t you like it?”


  Between the two boys is a nineteen-by-nineteen grid of straight lines. A handful of black and white stones have been placed on the intersections.


  Once every two weeks, I have the day off from my regular duties monitoring the status of the solar sail and come here to teach the children a little bit about Japan. I feel silly doing it sometimes. How can I be their teacher when I have only a boy’s hazy memories of Japan?


  But there is no other choice. All the non-American technicians like me feel it is our duty to participate in the cultural-enrichment program at the school and pass on what we can.


  “All the stones look the same,” Bobby says, “and they don’t move. They’re boring.”


  “What game do you like?” I ask.


  “Asteroid Defender!” Eric says. “Now that is a good game. You get to save the world.”


  “I mean a game you do not play on the computer.”


  Bobby shrugs. “Chess, I guess. I like the queen. She’s powerful and different from everyone else. She’s a hero.”


  “Chess is a game of skirmishes,” I say. “The perspective of Go is bigger. It encompasses entire battles.”


  “There are no heroes in Go,” Bobby says, stubbornly.


  I don’t know how to answer him.
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  There was no place to stay in Kagoshima, so everyone slept outside along the road to the spaceport. On the horizon we could see the great silver escape ships gleaming in the sun.


  Dad had explained to me that fragments that had broken off of the Hammer were headed for Mars and the Moon, so the ships would have to take us further, into deep space, to be safe.


  “I would like a window seat,” I said, imagining the stars streaming by.


  “You should yield the window seat to those younger than you,” Dad said. “Remember, we must all make sacrifices to live together.”


  We piled our suitcases into walls and draped sheets over them to form shelters from the wind and the sun. Every day inspectors from the government came by to distribute supplies and to make sure everything was all right.


  “Be patient!” the government inspectors said. “We know things are moving slowly, but we’re doing everything we can. There will be seats for everyone.”


  We were patient. Some of the mothers organized lessons for the children during the day, and the fathers set up a priority system so that families with aged parents and babies could board first when the ships were finally ready.


  After four days of waiting, the reassurances from the government inspectors did not sound quite as reassuring. Rumors spread through the crowd.


  “It’s the ships. Something’s wrong with them.”


  “The builders lied to the government and said they were ready when they weren’t, and now the Prime Minister is too embarrassed to admit the truth.”


  “I hear that there’s only one ship, and only a few hundred of the most important people will have seats. The other ships are only hollow shells, for show.”


  “They’re hoping that the Americans will change their mind and build more ships for allies like us.”


  Mom came to Dad and whispered in his ear.


  Dad shook his head and stopped her. “Do not repeat such things.”


  “But for Hiroto’s sake—”


  “No!” I’d never heard Dad sound so angry. He paused, swallowed. “We must trust each other, trust the Prime Minister and the Self-Defense Forces.”


  Mom looked unhappy. I reached out and held her hand. “I’m not afraid,” I said.


  “That’s right,” Dad said, relief in his voice. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  He picked me up in his arms—I was slightly embarrassed for he had not done such a thing since I was very little—and pointed at the densely packed crowd of thousands and thousands spread around us as far as the eye could see.


  “Look at how many of us there are: grandmothers, young fathers, big sisters, little brothers. For anyone to panic and begin to spread rumors in such a crowd would be selfish and wrong, and many people could be hurt. We must keep to our places and always remember the bigger picture.”
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  Mindy and I make love slowly. I like to breathe in the smell of her dark curly hair, lush, warm, tickling the nose like the sea, like fresh salt.


  Afterwards we lie next to each other, gazing up at my ceiling monitor.


  I keep looping on it a view of the receding star field. Mindy works in navigation, and she records the high-resolution cockpit video feed for me.


  I like to pretend that it’s a big skylight, and we’re lying under the stars. I know some others like to keep their monitors showing photographs and videos of old Earth, but that makes me too sad.


  “How do you say ‘star’ in Japanese?” Mindy asks.


  “Hoshi,” I tell her.


  “And how do you say ‘guest’?”


  “Okyakusan.”


  “So we are hoshi okyakusan? Star guests?”


  “It doesn’t work like that,” I say. Mindy is a singer, and she likes the sound of languages other than English. “It’s hard to hear the music behind the words when their meanings get in the way,” she told me once.


  Spanish is Mindy’s first language, but she remembers even less of it than I do of Japanese. Often, she asks me for Japanese words and weaves them into her songs.


  I try to phrase it poetically for her, but I’m not sure if I’m successful. “Wareware ha, hoshi no aida ni kyaku ni kite.” We have come to be guests among the stars.


  “There are a thousand ways of phrasing everything,” Dad used to say, “each appropriate to an occasion.” He taught me that our language is full of nuances and supple grace, each sentence a poem. The language folds in on itself, the unspoken words as meaningful as the spoken, context within context, layer upon layer, like the steel in samurai swords.


  I wish Dad were around so that I could ask him: How do you say “I miss you” in a way that is appropriate to the occasion of your twenty-fifth birthday, as the last survivor of your race?


  “My sister was really into Japanese picture books. Manga.”


  Like me, Mindy is an orphan. It’s part of what draws us together.


  “Do you remember much about her?”


  “Not really. I was only five or so when I came on board the ship. Before that, I only remember a lot of guns firing and all of us hiding in the dark and running and crying and stealing food. She was always there to keep me quiet by reading from the manga books. And then . . .”


  I had watched the video only once. From our high orbit, the blue-and-white marble that was Earth seemed to wobble for a moment as the asteroid struck, and then, the silent, roiling waves of spreading destruction that slowly engulfed the globe.


  I pull her to me and kiss her forehead, lightly, a kiss of comfort. “Let us not speak of sad things.”


  She wraps her arms around me tightly, as though she will never let go.


  “The manga, do you remember anything about them?” I ask.


  “I remember they were full of giant robots. I thought: Japan is so powerful.”


  I try to imagine it: heroic giant robots all over Japan, working desperately to save the people.
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  The Prime Minister’s apology was broadcast through the loudspeakers. Some also watched it on their phones.


  I remember very little of it except that his voice was thin and he looked very frail and old. He looked genuinely sorry. “I’ve let the people down.”


  The rumors turned out to be true. The shipbuilders had taken the money from the government but did not build ships that were strong enough or capable of what they promised. They kept up the charade until the very end. We found out the truth only when it was too late.


  Japan was not the only nation that failed her people. The other nations of the world had squabbled over who should contribute how much to a joint evacuation effort when the Hammer was first discovered on its collision course with Earth. And then, when that plan had collapsed, most decided that it was better to gamble that the Hammer would miss and spend the money and lives on fighting with each other instead.


  After the Prime Minister finished speaking, the crowd remained silent. A few angry voices shouted but soon quieted down as well. Gradually, in an orderly fashion, people began to pack up and leave the temporary campsites.
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  “The people just went home?” Mindy asks, incredulous.


  “Yes.”


  “There was no looting, no panicked runs, no soldiers mutinying in the streets?”


  “This was Japan,” I tell her. And I can hear the pride in my voice, an echo of my father’s.


  “I guess the people were resigned,” Mindy says. “They had given up. Maybe it’s a culture thing.”


  “No!” I fight to keep the heat out of my voice. Her words irk me, like Bobby’s remark about Go being boring. “That is not how it was.”
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  “Who is Dad speaking to?” I asked.


  “That is Dr. Hamilton,” Mom said. “We—he and your father and I—went to college together, in America.”


  I watched Dad speak English on the phone. He seemed like a completely different person: It wasn’t just the cadences and pitch of his voice; his face was more animated, his hand gestured more wildly. He looked like a foreigner.


  He shouted into the phone.


  “What is Dad saying?”


  Mom shushed me. She watched Dad intently, hanging on every word.


  “No,” Dad said into the phone. “No!” I did not need that translated.


  Afterwards Mom said, “He is trying to do the right thing, in his own way.”


  “He is as selfish as ever,” Dad snapped.


  “That’s not fair,” Mom said. “He did not call me in secret. He called you instead because he believed that if your positions were reversed, he would gladly give the woman he loved a chance to survive, even if it’s with another man.”


  Dad looked at her. I had never heard my parents say “I love you” to each other, but some words did not need to be said to be true.


  “I would never have said yes to him,” Mom said, smiling. Then she went to the kitchen to make our lunch. Dad’s gaze followed her.


  “It’s a fine day,” Dad said to me. “Let us go on a walk.”


  We passed other neighbors walking along the sidewalks. We greeted each other, inquired after each other’s health. Everything seemed normal. The Hammer glowed even brighter in the dusk overhead.


  “You must be very frightened, Hiroto,” he said.


  “They won’t try to build more escape ships?”


  Dad did not answer. The late summer wind carried the sound of cicadas to us: chirr, chirr, chirrrrrr.


  “Nothing in the cry


  Of cicadas suggest they


  Are about to die.”


  “Dad?”


  “That is a poem by Basho. Do you understand it?”


  I shook my head. I did not like poems much.


  Dad sighed and smiled at me. He looked at the setting sun and spoke again:


  “The fading sunlight holds infinite beauty


  Though it is so close to the day’s end.”


  I recited the lines to myself. Something in them moved me. I tried to put the feeling into words: “It is like a gentle kitten is licking the inside of my heart.”


  Instead of laughing at me, Dad nodded solemnly.


  “That is a poem by the classical Tang poet Li Shangyin. Though he was Chinese, the sentiment is very much Japanese.”


  We walked on, and I stopped by the yellow flower of a dandelion. The angle at which the flower was tilted struck me as very beautiful. I got the kitten-tongue-tickling sensation in my heart again.


  “The flower . . .” I hesitated. I could not find the right words.


  Dad spoke,


  “The drooping flower


  As yellow as the moon beam


  So slender tonight.”


  I nodded. The image seemed to me at once so fleeting and so permanent, like the way I had experienced time as a young child. It made me a little sad and glad at the same time.


  “Everything passes, Hiroto,” Dad said. “That feeling in your heart: It’s called mono no aware. It is a sense of the transience of all things in life. The sun, the dandelion, the cicada, the Hammer, and all of us: We are all subject to the equations of James Clerk Maxwell and we are all ephemeral patterns destined to eventually fade, whether in a second or an eon.”


  I looked around at the clean streets, the slow-moving people, the grass, and the evening light, and I knew that everything had its place; everything was all right. Dad and I went on walking, our shadows touching.


  Even though the Hammer hung right overhead, I was not afraid.
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  My job involves staring at the grid of indicator lights in front of me. It is a bit like a giant Go board.


  It is very boring most of the time. The lights, indicating tension on various spots of the solar sail, course through the same pattern every few minutes as the sail gently flexes in the fading light of the distant sun. The cycling pattern of the lights is as familiar to me as Mindy’s breathing when she’s asleep.


  We’re already moving at a good fraction of the speed of light. Some years hence, when we’re moving fast enough, we’ll change our course for 61 Virginis and its pristine planets, and we’ll leave the sun that gave birth to us behind like a forgotten memory.


  But today, the pattern of the lights feels off. One of the lights in the southwest corner seems to be blinking a fraction of a second too fast.


  “Navigation,” I say into the microphone, “this is Sail Monitor Station Alpha, can you confirm that we’re on course?”


  A minute later Mindy’s voice comes through my earpiece, tinged slightly with surprise. “I hadn’t noticed, but there was a slight drift off course. What happened?”


  “I’m not sure yet.” I stare at the grid before me, at the one stubborn light that is out of sync, out of harmony.
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  Mom took me to Fukuoka, without Dad. “We’ll be shopping for Christmas,” she said. “We want to surprise you.” Dad smiled and shook his head.


  We made our way through the busy streets. Since this might be the last Christmas on Earth, there was an extra sense of gaiety in the air.


  On the subway I glanced at the newspaper held up by the man sitting next to us. “USA Strikes Back!” was the headline. The big photograph showed the American president smiling triumphantly. Below that was a series of other pictures, some I had seen before: the first experimental American evacuation ship from years ago exploding on its test flight; the leader of some rogue nation claiming responsibility on TV; American soldiers marching into a foreign capital.


  Below the fold was a smaller article: “American Scientists Skeptical of Doomsday Scenario.” Dad had said that some people preferred to believe that a disaster was unreal rather than accept that nothing could be done.


  I looked forward to picking out a present for Dad. But instead of going to the electronics district, where I had expected Mom to take me to buy him a gift, we went to a section of the city I had never been to before. Mom took out her phone and made a brief call, speaking in English. I looked up at her, surprised.


  Then we were standing in front of a building with a great American flag flying over it. We went inside and sat down in an office. An American man came in. His face was sad, but he was working hard not to look sad.


  “Rin.” The man called my mother’s name and stopped. In that one syllable I heard regret and longing and a complicated story.


  “This is Dr. Hamilton,” Mom said to me. I nodded and offered to shake his hand, as I had seen Americans do on TV.


  Dr. Hamilton and Mom spoke for a while. She began to cry, and Dr. Hamilton stood awkwardly, as though he wanted to hug her but dared not.


  “You’ll be staying with Dr. Hamilton,” Mom said to me.


  “What?”


  She held my shoulders, bent down, and looked into my eyes. “The Americans have a secret ship in orbit. It is the only ship they managed to launch into space before they got into this war. Dr. Hamilton designed the ship. He’s my . . . old friend, and he can bring one person aboard with him. It’s your only chance.”


  “No, I’m not leaving.”


  Eventually, Mom opened the door to leave. Dr. Hamilton held me tightly as I kicked and screamed.


  We were all surprised to see Dad standing there.


  Mom burst into tears.


  Dad hugged her, which I’d never seen him do. It seemed a very American gesture.


  “I’m sorry,” Mom said. She kept saying “I’m sorry” as she cried.


  “It’s okay,” Dad said. “I understand.”


  Dr. Hamilton let me go, and I ran up to my parents, holding on to both of them tightly.


  Mom looked at Dad, and in that look she said nothing and everything.


  Dad’s face softened like a wax figure coming to life. He sighed and looked at me.


  “You’re not afraid, are you?” Dad asked.


  I shook my head.


  “Then it is okay for you to go,” he said. He looked into Dr. Hamilton’s eyes. “Thank you for taking care of my son.”


  Mom and I both looked at him, surprised.


  “A dandelion


  In late autumn’s cooling breeze


  Spreads seeds far and wide.”


  I nodded, pretending to understand.


  Dad hugged me, fiercely, quickly.


  “Remember that you’re Japanese.”


  And they were gone.
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  “Something has punctured the sail,” Dr. Hamilton says.


  The tiny room holds only the most senior command staff—plus Mindy and me because we already know. There is no reason to cause a panic among the people.


  “The hole is causing the ship to list to the side, veering off course. If the hole is not patched, the tear will grow bigger, the sail will soon collapse, and the Hopeful will be adrift in space.”


  “Is there any way to fix it?” the Captain asks.


  Dr. Hamilton, who has been like a father to me, shakes his headful of white hair. I have never seen him so despondent.


  “The tear is several hundred kilometers from the hub of the sail. It will take many days to get someone out there because you can’t move too fast along the surface of the sail—the risk of another tear is too great. And by the time we do get anyone out there, the tear will have grown too large to patch.”


  And so it goes. Everything passes.


  I close my eyes and picture the sail. The film is so thin that if it is touched carelessly it will be punctured. But the membrane is supported by a complex system of folds and struts that give the sail rigidity and tension. As a child, I had watched them unfold in space like one of my mother’s origami creations.


  I imagine hooking and unhooking a tether cable to the scaffolding of struts as I skim along the surface of the sail, like a dragonfly dipping across the surface of a pond.


  “I can make it out there in seventy-two hours,” I say. Everyone turns to look at me. I explain my idea. “I know the patterns of the struts well because I have monitored them from afar for most of my life. I can find the quickest path.”


  Dr. Hamilton is dubious. “Those struts were never designed for a maneuver like that. I never planned for this scenario.”


  “Then we’ll improvise,” Mindy says. “We’re Americans, damn it. We never just give up.”


  Dr. Hamilton looks up. “Thank you, Mindy.”


  We plan, we debate, we shout at each other, we work throughout the night.
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  The climb up the cable from the habitat module to the solar sail is long and arduous. It takes me almost twelve hours.


  Let me illustrate for you what I look like with the second character in my name:
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  It means “to soar.” See that radical on the left? That’s me, tethered to the cable with a pair of antennae coming out of my helmet. On my back are the wings—or, in this case, booster rockets and extra fuel tanks that push me up and up toward the great reflective dome that blocks out the whole sky, the gossamer mirror of the solar sail.


  Mindy chats with me on the radio link. We tell each other jokes, share secrets, speak of things we want to do in the future. When we run out of things to say, she sings to me. The goal is to keep me awake.


  “Wareware ha, hoshi no aida ni kyaku ni kite.”
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  But the climb up is really the easy part. The journey across the sail along the network of struts to the point of puncture is far more difficult.


  It has been thirty-six hours since I left the ship. Mindy’s voice is now tired, flagging. She yawns.


  “Sleep, baby,” I whisper into the microphone. I’m so tired that I want to close my eyes just for a moment.


  I’m walking along the road on a summer evening, my father next to me.


  “We live in a land of volcanoes and earthquakes, typhoons and tsunamis, Hiroto. We have always faced a precarious existence, suspended in a thin strip on the surface of this planet between the fire underneath and the icy vacuum above.”


  And I’m back in my suit again, alone. My momentary loss of concentration causes me to bang my backpack against one of the beams of the sail, almost knocking one of the fuel tanks loose. I grab it just in time. The mass of my equipment has been lightened down to the last gram so that I can move fast, and there is no margin for error. I can’t afford to lose anything.


  I try to shake the dream and keep on moving.


  “Yet it is this awareness of the closeness of death, of the beauty inherent in each moment, that allows us to endure. Mono no aware, my son, is an empathy with the universe. It is the soul of our nation. It has allowed us to endure Hiroshima, to endure the occupation, to endure deprivation and the prospect of annihilation without despair.”


  “Hiroto, wake up!” Mindy’s voice is desperate, pleading. I jerk awake. I have not been able to sleep for how long now? Two days, three, four?


  For the final fifty or so kilometers of the journey, I must let go of the sail struts and rely on my rockets alone to travel untethered, skimming over the surface of the sail while everything is moving at a fraction of the speed of light. The very idea is enough to make me dizzy.


  And suddenly my father is next to me again, suspended in space below the sail. We’re playing a game of Go.


  “Look in the southwest corner. Do you see how your army has been divided in half? My white stones will soon surround and capture this entire group.”


  I look where he’s pointing and I see the crisis. There is a gap that I missed. What I thought was my one army is in reality two separate groups with a hole in the middle. I have to plug the gap with my next stone.


  I shake away the hallucination. I have to finish this, and then I can sleep.


  There is a hole in the torn sail before me. At the speed we’re traveling, even a tiny speck of dust that escaped the ion shields can cause havoc. The jagged edge of the hole flaps gently in space, propelled by solar wind and radiation pressure. While an individual photon is tiny, insignificant, without even mass, all of them together can propel a sail as big as the sky and push a thousand people along.


  The universe is wondrous.


  I lift a black stone and prepare to fill in the gap, to connect my armies into one.


  The stone turns back into the patching kit from my backpack. I maneuver my thrusters until I’m hovering right over the gash in the sail. Through the hole I can see the stars beyond, the stars that no one on the ship has seen for many years. I look at them and imagine that around one of them, one day, the human race, fused into a new nation, will recover from near extinction, will start afresh and flourish again.


  Carefully, I apply the bandage over the gash, and I turn on the heat torch. I run the torch over the gash, and I can feel the bandage melting to spread out and fuse with the hydrocarbon chains in the sail film. When that’s done I’ll vaporize and deposit silver atoms over it to form a shiny, reflective layer.


  “It’s working,” I say into the microphone. And I hear the muffled sounds of celebration in the background.


  “You’re a hero,” Mindy says.


  I think of myself as a giant Japanese robot in a manga and smile.


  The torch sputters and goes out.


  “Look carefully,” Dad says. “You want to play your next stone there to plug that hole. But is that what you really want?”


  I shake the fuel tank attached to the torch. Nothing. This was the tank that I banged against one of the sail beams. The collision must have caused a leak and there isn’t enough fuel left to finish the patch. The bandage flaps gently, only half attached to the gash.


  “Come back now,” Dr. Hamilton says. “We’ll replenish your supplies and try again.”


  I’m exhausted. No matter how hard I push, I will not be able to make it back out here as fast. And by then who knows how big the gash will have grown? Dr. Hamilton knows this as well as I do. He just wants to get me back to the warm safety of the ship.


  I still have fuel in my tank, the fuel that is meant for my return trip.


  My father’s face is expectant.


  “I see,” I speak slowly. “If I play my next stone in this hole, I will not have a chance to get back to the small group up in the northeast. You’ll capture them.”


  “One stone cannot be in both places. You have to choose, son.”


  “Tell me what to do.”


  I look into my father’s face for an answer.


  “Look around you,” Dad says. And I see Mom, Mrs. Maeda, the Prime Minister, all our neighbors from Kurume, and all the people who waited with us in Kagoshima, in Kyushu, in all the Four Islands, all over Earth and on the Hopeful. They look expectantly at me, for me to do something.


  Dad’s voice is quiet:


  “The stars shine and blink.


  We are all guests passing through,


  A smile and a name.”


  “I have a solution,” I tell Dr. Hamilton over the radio.


  “I knew you’d come up with something,” Mindy says, her voice proud and happy.


  Dr. Hamilton is silent for a while. He knows what I’m thinking. And then: “Hiroto, thank you.”


  I unhook the torch from its useless fuel tank and connect it to the tank on my back. I turn it on. The flame is bright, sharp, a blade of light. I marshal photons and atoms before me, transforming them into a web of strength and light.


  The stars on the other side have been sealed away again. The mirrored surface of the sail is perfect.


  “Correct your course,” I speak into the microphone. “It’s done.”


  “Acknowledged,” Dr. Hamilton says. His voice is that of a sad man trying not to sound sad.


  “You have to come back first,” Mindy says. “If we correct course now, you’ll have nowhere to tether yourself.”


  “It’s okay, baby,” I whisper into the microphone. “I’m not coming back. There’s not enough fuel left.”


  “We’ll come for you!”


  “You can’t navigate the struts as quickly as I did,” I tell her, gently. “No one knows their pattern as well as I do. By the time you get here, I will have run out of air.”


  I wait until she’s quiet again. “Let us not speak of sad things. I love you.”


  Then I turn off the radio and push off into space so that they aren’t tempted to mount a useless rescue mission. And I fall down, far, far below the canopy of the sail.


  I watch as the sail turns away, unveiling the stars in their full glory. The sun, so faint now, is only one star among many, neither rising nor setting. I am cast adrift among them, alone and also at one with them.


  A kitten’s tongue tickles the inside of my heart.
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  I play the next stone in the gap.


  Dad plays as I thought he would, and my stones in the northeast corner are gone, cast adrift.


  But my main group is safe. They may even flourish in the future.


  “Maybe there are heroes in Go,” Bobby’s voice says.


  Mindy called me a hero. But I was simply a man in the right place at the right time. Dr. Hamilton is also a hero because he designed the Hopeful. Mindy is also a hero because she kept me awake. My mother is also a hero because she was willing to give me up so that I could survive. My father is also a hero because he showed me the right thing to do.


  We are defined by the places we hold in the web of others’ lives.


  I pull my gaze back from the Go board until the stones fuse into larger patterns of shifting life and pulsing breath. “Individual stones are not heroes, but all the stones together are heroic.”


  “It is a beautiful day for a walk, isn’t it?” Dad says.


  And we walk together down the street, so that we can remember every passing blade of grass, every dewdrop, every fading ray of the dying sun, infinitely beautiful.
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  IMMERSION


  Aliette de Bodard


  In the morning, you’re no longer quite sure who you are.


  You stand in front of the mirror—it shifts and trembles, reflecting only what you want to see—eyes that feel too wide, skin that feels too pale, an odd, distant smell wafting from the compartment’s ambient system that is neither incense nor garlic, but something else, something elusive that you once knew.


  You’re dressed, already—not on your skin, but outside, where it matters, your avatar sporting blue and black and gold, the stylish clothes of a well-traveled, well-connected woman. For a moment, as you turn away from the mirror, the glass shimmers out of focus; and another woman in a dull silk gown stares back at you: smaller, squatter and in every way diminished—a stranger, a distant memory that has ceased to have any meaning.


  Quy was on the docks, watching the spaceships arrive. She could, of course, have been anywhere on Longevity Station, and requested the feed from the network to be patched to her router—and watched, superimposed on her field of vision, the slow dance of ships slipping into their pod cradles like births watched in reverse. But there was something about standing on the spaceport’s concourse—a feeling of closeness that she just couldn’t replicate by standing in Golden Carp Gardens or Azure Dragon Temple. Because here—here, separated by only a few measures of sheet metal from the cradle pods, she could feel herself teetering on the edge of the vacuum, submerged in cold and breathing in neither air nor oxygen. She could almost imagine herself rootless, finally returned to the source of everything.


  Most ships those days were Galactic—you’d have thought Longevity’s ex-masters would have been unhappy about the station’s independence, but now that the war was over Longevity was a tidy source of profit. The ships came; and disgorged a steady stream of tourists—their eyes too round and straight, their jaws too square; their faces an unhealthy shade of pink, like undercooked meat left too long in the sun. They walked with the easy confidence of people with immersers: pausing to admire the suggested highlights for a second or so before moving on to the transport station, where they haggled in schoolbook Rong for a ride to their recommended hotels—a sickeningly familiar ballet Quy had been seeing most of her life, a unison of foreigners descending on the station like a plague of centipedes or leeches.


  Still, Quy watched them. They reminded her of her own time on Prime, her heady schooldays filled with raucous bars and wild weekends, and late minute revisions for exams, a carefree time she’d never have again in her life. She both longed for those days back, and hated herself for her weakness. Her education on Prime, which should have been her path into the higher strata of the station’s society, had brought her nothing but a sense of disconnection from her family; a growing solitude, and a dissatisfaction, an aimlessness she couldn’t put in words.


  She might not have moved all day—had a sign not blinked, superimposed by her router on the edge of her field of vision. A message from Second Uncle.


  “Child.” His face was pale and worn, his eyes underlined by dark circles, as if he hadn’t slept. He probably hadn’t—the last Quy had seen of him, he had been closeted with Quy’s sister Tam, trying to organize a delivery for a wedding—five hundred winter melons, and six barrels of Prosper’s Station best fish sauce. “Come back to the restaurant.”


  “I’m on my day of rest,” Quy said; it came out as more peevish and childish than she’d intended.


  Second Uncle’s face twisted, in what might have been a smile, though he had very little sense of humor. The scar he’d got in the Independence War shone white against the grainy background—twisting back and forth, as if it still pained him. “I know, but I need you. We have an important customer.”


  “Galactic,” Quy said. That was the only reason he’d be calling her, and not one of her brothers or cousins. Because the family somehow thought that her studies on Prime gave her insight into the Galactics’ way of thought—something useful, if not the success they’d hoped for.


  “Yes. An important man, head of a local trading company.” Second Uncle did not move on her field of vision. Quy could see the ships moving through his face, slowly aligning themselves in front of their pods, the hole in front of them opening like an orchid flower. And she knew everything there was to know about Grandmother’s restaurant; she was Tam’s sister, after all; and she’d seen the accounts, the slow decline of their clientele as their more genteel clients moved to better areas of the station; the influx of tourists on a budget, with little time for expensive dishes prepared with the best ingredients.


  “Fine,” she said. “I’ll come.”


  At breakfast, you stare at the food spread out on the table: bread and jam and some colored liquid—you come up blank for a moment, before your immerser kicks in, reminding you that it’s coffee, served strong and black, just as you always take it.


  Yes. Coffee.


  You raise the cup to your lips—your immerser gently prompts you, reminding you of where to grasp, how to lift, how to be in every possible way graceful and elegant, always an effortless model.


  “It’s a bit strong,” your husband says, apologetically. He watches you from the other end of the table, an expression you can’t interpret on his face—and isn’t this odd, because shouldn’t you know all there is to know about expressions—shouldn’t the immerser have everything about Galactic culture recorded into its database, shouldn’t it prompt you? But it’s strangely silent, and this scares you, more than anything. Immersers never fail.


  “Shall we go?” your husband says—and, for a moment, you come up blank on his name, before you remember—Galen, it’s Galen, named after some physician on Old Earth. He’s tall, with dark hair and pale skin—his immerser avatar isn’t much different from his real self, Galactic avatars seldom are. It’s people like you who have to work the hardest to adjust, because so much about you draws attention to itself—the stretched eyes that crinkle in the shape of moths, the darker skin, the smaller, squatter shape more reminiscent of jackfruits than swaying fronds. But no matter: you can be made perfect; you can put on the immerser and become someone else, someone pale-skinned and tall and beautiful.


  Though, really, it’s been such a long time since you took off the immerser, isn’t it? It’s just a thought—a suspended moment that is soon erased by the immerser’s flow of information, the little arrows drawing your attention to the bread and the kitchen, and the polished metal of the table—giving you context about everything, opening up the universe like a lotus flower.


  “Yes,” you say. “Let’s go.” Your tongue trips over the word—there’s a structure you should have used, a pronoun you should have said instead of the lapidary Galactic sentence. But nothing will come, and you feel like a field of sugar canes after the harvest—burnt out, all cutting edges with no sweetness left inside.


  Of course, Second Uncle insisted on Quy getting her immerser for the interview—just in case, he said, soothingly and diplomatically as always. Trouble was, it wasn’t where Quy had last left it. After putting out a message to the rest of the family, the best information Quy got was from Cousin Khanh, who thought he’d seen Tam sweep through the living quarters, gathering every piece of Galactic tech she could get her hands on. Third Aunt, who caught Khanh’s message on the family’s communication channel, tutted disapprovingly. “Tam. Always with her mind lost in the mountains, that girl. Dreams have never husked rice.”


  Quy said nothing. Her own dreams had shriveled and died after she came back from Prime and failed Longevity’s mandarin exams; but it was good to have Tam around—to have someone who saw beyond the restaurant, beyond the narrow circle of family interests. Besides, if she didn’t stick with her sister, who would?


  Tam wasn’t in the communal areas on the upper floors; Quy threw a glance towards the lift to Grandmother’s closeted rooms, but she was doubtful Tam would have gathered Galactic tech just so she could pay her respects to Grandmother. Instead, she went straight to the lower floor, the one she and Tam shared with the children of their generation.


  It was right next to the kitchen, and the smells of garlic and fish sauce seemed to be everywhere—of course, the youngest generation always got the lower floor, the one with all the smells and the noises of a legion of waitresses bringing food over to the dining room.


  Tam was there, sitting in the little compartment that served as the floor’s communal area. She’d spread out the tech on the floor—two immersers (Tam and Quy were possibly the only family members who cared so little about immersers they left them lying around), a remote entertainment set that was busy broadcasting some stories of children running on terraformed planets, and something Quy couldn’t quite identify, because Tam had taken it apart into small components: it lay on the table like a gutted fish, all metals and optical parts.


  But, at some point, Tam had obviously got bored with the entire process, because she was currently finishing her breakfast, slurping noodles from her soup bowl. She must have got it from the kitchen’s leftovers, because Quy knew the smell, could taste the spiciness of the broth on her tongue—Mother’s cooking, enough to make her stomach growl although she’d had rolled rice cakes for breakfast.


  “You’re at it again,” Quy said with a sigh. “Could you not take my immerser for your experiments, please?”


  Tam didn’t even look surprised. “You don’t seem very keen on using it, big sis.”


  “That I don’t use it doesn’t mean it’s yours,” Quy said, though that wasn’t a real reason. She didn’t mind Tam borrowing her stuff, and actually would have been glad to never put on an immerser again—she hated the feeling they gave her, the vague sensation of the system rooting around in her brain to find the best body cues to give her. But there were times when she was expected to wear an immerser: whenever dealing with customers, whether she was waiting at tables or in preparation meetings for large occasions.


  Tam, of course, didn’t wait at tables—she’d made herself so good at logistics and anything to do with the station’s system that she spent most of her time in front of a screen, or connected to the station’s network.


  “Lil’ sis?” Quy said.


  Tam set her chopsticks by the side of the bowl, and made an expansive gesture with her hands. “Fine. Have it back. I can always use mine.”


  Quy stared at the things spread on the table, and asked the inevitable question. “How’s progress?”


  Tam’s work was network connections and network maintenance within the restaurant; her hobby was tech. Galactic tech. She took things apart to see what made them tick; and rebuilt them. Her foray into entertainment units had helped the restaurant set up ambient sounds—old-fashioned Rong music for Galactic customers, recitation of the newest poems for locals.


  But immersers had her stumped: the things had nasty safeguards to them. You could open them in half, to replace the battery; but you went no further. Tam’s previous attempt had almost lost her the use of her hands.


  By Tam’s face, she didn’t feel ready to try again. “It’s got to be the same logic.”


  “As what?” Quy couldn’t help asking. She picked up her own immerser from the table, briefly checking that it did indeed bear her serial number.


  Tam gestured to the splayed components on the table. “Artificial Literature Writer. Little gadget that composes light entertainment novels.”


  “That’s not the same—” Quy checked herself, and waited for Tam to explain.


  “Takes existing cultural norms, and puts them into a cohesive, satisfying narrative. Like people forging their own path and fighting aliens for possession of a planet, that sort of stuff that barely speaks to us on Longevity. I mean, we’ve never even seen a planet.” Tam exhaled, sharply—her eyes half on the dismembered Artificial Literature Writer, half on some overlay of her vision. “Just like immersers take a given culture and parcel it out to you in a form you can relate to: language, gestures, customs, the whole package. They’ve got to have the same architecture.”


  “I’m still not sure what you want to do with it.” Quy put on her immerser, adjusting the thin metal mesh around her head until it fitted. She winced as the interface synced with her brain. She moved her hands, adjusting some settings lower than the factory ones—darn thing always reset itself to factory, which she suspected was no accident. A shimmering lattice surrounded her: her avatar, slowly taking shape around her. She could still see the room—the lattice was only faintly opaque—but ancestors, how she hated the feeling of not quite being there. “How do I look?”


  “Horrible. Your avatar looks like it’s died or something.”


  “Ha ha ha,” Quy said. Her avatar was paler than her, and taller: it made her look beautiful, most customers agreed. In those moments, Quy was glad she had an avatar, so they wouldn’t see the anger on her face. “You haven’t answered my question.”


  Tam’s eyes glinted. “Just think of the things we couldn’t do. This is the best piece of tech Galactics have ever brought us.”


  Which wasn’t much, but Quy didn’t need to say it aloud. Tam knew exactly how Quy felt about Galactics and their hollow promises.


  “It’s their weapon, too.” Tam pushed at the entertainment unit. “Just like their books and their holos and their live games. It’s fine for them—they put the immersers on tourist settings, they get just what they need to navigate a foreign environment from whatever idiot’s written the Rong script for that thing. But we—we worship them. We wear the immersers on Galactic all the time. We make ourselves like them, because they push, and because we’re naive enough to give in.”


  “And you think you can make this better?” Quy couldn’t help it. It wasn’t that she needed to be convinced: on Prime, she’d never seen immersers. They were tourist stuff, and even while travelling from one city to another, the citizens just assumed they’d know enough to get by. But the stations, their ex-colonies were flooded with immersers.


  Tam’s eyes glinted, as savage as those of the rebels in the history holos. “If I can take them apart, I can rebuild them and disconnect the logical circuits. I can give us the language and the tools to deal with them without being swallowed by them.”


  Mind lost in the mountains, Third Aunt said. No one had ever accused Tam of thinking small. Or of not achieving what she set her mind on, come to think of it. And every revolution had to start somewhere—hadn’t Longevity’s War of Independence started over a single poem, and the unfair imprisonment of the poet who’d written it?


  Quy nodded. She believed Tam, though she didn’t know how far. “Fair point. Have to go now, or Second Uncle will skin me. See you later, lil’ sis.”


  As you walk under the wide arch of the restaurant with your husband, you glance upwards, at the calligraphy that forms its sign. The immerser translates it for you into “Sister Hai’s Kitchen”, and starts giving you a detailed background of the place: the menu and the most recommended dishes—as you walk past the various tables, it highlights items it thinks you would like, from rolled-up rice dumplings to fried shrimps. It warns you about the more exotic dishes, like the pickled pig’s ears, the fermented meat (you have to be careful about that one, because its name changes depending on which station dialect you order in), or the reeking durian fruit that the natives so love.


  It feels . . . not quite right, you think, as you struggle to follow Galen, who is already far away, striding ahead with the same confidence he always exudes in life. People part before him; a waitress with a young, pretty avatar bows before him, though Galen himself takes no notice. You know that such obsequiousness unnerves him; he always rants about the outdated customs aboard Longevity, the inequalities and the lack of democratic government—he thinks it’s only a matter of time before they change, adapt themselves to fit into Galactic society. You—you have a faint memory of arguing with him, a long time ago, but now you can’t find the words, anymore, or even the reason why—it makes sense, it all makes sense. The Galactics rose against the tyranny of Old Earth and overthrew their shackles, and won the right to determine their own destiny; and every other station and planet will do the same, eventually, rise against the dictatorships that hold them away from progress. It’s right; it’s always been right.


  Unbidden, you stop at a table, and watch two young women pick at a dish of chicken with chopsticks—the smell of fish sauce and lemongrass rises in the air, as pungent and as unbearable as rotten meat—no, no, that’s not it, you have an image of a dark-skinned woman, bringing a dish of steamed rice to the table, her hands filled with that same smell, and your mouth watering in anticipation . . .


  The young women are looking at you: they both wear standard-issue avatars, the bottom-of-the-line kind—their clothes are a garish mix of red and yellow, with the odd, uneasy cut of cheap designers; and their faces waver, letting you glimpse a hint of darker skin beneath the red flush of their cheeks. Cheap and tawdry, and altogether inappropriate; and you’re glad you’re not one of them.


  “Can I help you, older sister?” one of them asks.


  Older sister. A pronoun you were looking for, earlier; one of the things that seem to have vanished from your mind. You struggle for words; but all the immerser seems to suggest to you is a neutral and impersonal pronoun, one that you instinctively know is wrong—it’s one only foreigners and outsiders would use in those circumstances. “Older sister,” you repeat, finally, because you can’t think of anything else.


  “Agnes!”


  Galen’s voice, calling from far away—for a brief moment the immerser seems to fail you again, because you know that you have many names, that Agnes is the one they gave you in Galactic school, the one neither Galen nor his friends can mangle when they pronounce it. You remember the Rong names your mother gave you on Longevity, the childhood endearments and your adult style name.


  Be-Nho, Be-Yeu. Thu—Autumn, like a memory of red maple leaves on a planet you never knew.


  You pull away from the table, disguising the tremor in your hands.


  Second Uncle was already waiting when Quy arrived; and so were the customers.


  “You’re late,” Second Uncle sent on the private channel, though he made the comment half-heartedly, as if he’d expected it all along. As if he’d never really believed he could rely on her—that stung.


  “Let me introduce my niece Quy to you,” Second Uncle said, in Galactic, to the man beside him.


  “Quy,” the man said, his immerser perfectly taking up the nuances of her name in Rong. He was everything she’d expected; tall, with only a thin layer of avatar, a little something that narrowed his chin and eyes, and made his chest slightly larger. Cosmetic enhancements: he was good-looking for a Galactic, all things considered. He went on, in Galactic, “My name is Galen Santos. Pleased to meet you. This is my wife, Agnes.”


  Agnes. Quy turned, and looked at the woman for the first time—and flinched. There was no one here: just a thick layer of avatar, so dense and so complex that she couldn’t even guess at the body hidden within.


  “Pleased to meet you.” On a hunch, Quy bowed, from younger to elder, with both hands brought together—Rong-style, not Galactic—and saw a shudder run through Agnes’ body, barely perceptible; but Quy was observant, she’d always been. Her immerser was screaming at her, telling her to hold out both hands, palms up, in the Galactic fashion. She tuned it out: she was still at the stage where she could tell the difference between her thoughts and the immerser’s thoughts.


  Second Uncle was talking again—his own avatar was light, a paler version of him. “I understand you’re looking for a venue for a banquet.”


  “We are, yes.” Galen pulled a chair to him, sank into it. They all followed suit, though not with the same fluid, arrogant ease. When Agnes sat, Quy saw her flinch, as though she’d just remembered something unpleasant. “We’ll be celebrating our fifth marriage anniversary, and we both felt we wanted to mark the occasion with something suitable.”


  Second Uncle nodded. “I see,” he said, scratching his chin. “My congratulations to you.”


  Galen nodded. “We thought—” he paused, threw a glance at his wife that Quy couldn’t quite interpret—her immerser came up blank, but there was something oddly familiar about it, something she ought to have been able to name. “Something Rong,” he said at last. “A large banquet for a hundred people, with the traditional dishes.”


  Quy could almost feel Second Uncle’s satisfaction. A banquet of that size would be awful logistics, but it would keep the restaurant afloat for a year or more, if they could get the price right. But something was wrong—something—


  “What did you have in mind?” Quy asked, not to Galen, but to his wife. The wife—Agnes, which probably wasn’t the name she’d been born with—who wore a thick avatar, and didn’t seem to be answering or ever speaking up. An awful picture was coming together in Quy’s mind.


  Agnes didn’t answer. Predictable.


  Second Uncle took over, smoothing over the moment of awkwardness with expansive hand gestures. “The whole hog, yes?” Second Uncle said. He rubbed his hands, an odd gesture that Quy had never seen from him—a Galactic expression of satisfaction. “Bitter melon soup, Dragon-Phoenix plates, Roast Pig, Jade Under the Mountain . . .” He was citing all the traditional dishes for a wedding banquet—unsure of how far the foreigner wanted to take it. He left out the odder stuff, like Shark Fin or Sweet Red Bean Soup.


  “Yes, that’s what we would like. Wouldn’t we, darling?” Galen’s wife neither moved nor spoke. Galen’s head turned towards her, and Quy caught his expression at last. She’d thought it would be contempt, or hatred; but no; it was anguish. He genuinely loved her, and he couldn’t understand what was going on.


  Galactics. Couldn’t he recognize an immerser junkie when he saw one? But then Galactics, as Tam said, seldom had the problem—they didn’t put on the immersers for more than a few days on low settings, if they ever went that far. Most were flat-out convinced Galactic would get them anywhere.


  Second Uncle and Galen were haggling, arguing prices and features; Second Uncle sounding more and more like a Galactic tourist as the conversation went on, more and more aggressive for lower and lower gains. Quy didn’t care anymore: she watched Agnes. Watched the impenetrable avatar—a red-headed woman in the latest style from Prime, with freckles on her skin and a hint of a star-tan on her face. But that wasn’t what she was, inside; what the immerser had dug deep into.


  Wasn’t who she was at all. Tam was right; all immersers should be taken apart, and did it matter if they exploded? They’d done enough harm as it was.


  Quy wanted to get up, to tear away her own immerser, but she couldn’t, not in the middle of the negotiation. Instead, she rose, and walked closer to Agnes; the two men barely glanced at her, too busy agreeing on a price. “You’re not alone,” she said, in Rong, low enough that it didn’t carry.


  Again, that odd, disjointed flash. “You have to take it off,” Quy said, but got no further response. As an impulse, she grabbed the other woman’s arm; felt her hands go right through the immerser’s avatar, connect with warm, solid flesh.


  You hear them negotiating, in the background—it’s tough going, because the Rong man sticks to his guns stubbornly, refusing to give ground to Galen’s onslaught. It’s all very distant, a subject of intellectual study; the immerser reminds you from time to time, interpreting this and this body cue, nudging you this way and that—you must sit straight and silent, and support your husband—and so you smile through a mouth that feels gummed together.


  You feel, all the while, the Rong girl’s gaze on you, burning like ice water, like the gaze of a dragon. She won’t move away from you; and her hand rests on you, gripping your arm with a strength you didn’t think she had in her body. Her avatar is but a thin layer, and you can see her beneath it: a round, moon-shaped face with skin the color of cinnamon—no, not spices, not chocolate, but simply a color you’ve seen all your life.


  “You have to take it off,” she says. You don’t move; but you wonder what she’s talking about.


  Take it off. Take it off. Take what off?


  The immerser.


  Abruptly, you remember—a dinner with Galen’s friends, when they laughed at jokes that had gone by too fast for you to understand. You came home battling tears; and found yourself reaching for the immerser on your bedside table, feeling its cool weight in your hands. You thought it would please Galen if you spoke his language; that he would be less ashamed of how uncultured you sounded to his friends. And then you found out that everything was fine, as long as you kept the settings on maximum and didn’t remove it. And then . . . and then you walked with it and slept with it, and showed the world nothing but the avatar it had designed—saw nothing it hadn’t tagged and labelled for you. Then . . .


  Then it all slid down, didn’t it? You couldn’t program the network anymore, couldn’t look at the guts of machines; you lost your job with the tech company, and came to Galen’s compartment, wandering in the room like a hollow shell, a ghost of yourself—as if you’d already died, far away from home and all that it means to you. Then—then the immerser wouldn’t come off, anymore.


  “What do you think you’re doing, young woman?”


  Second Uncle had risen, turning towards Quy—his avatar flushed with anger, the pale skin mottled with an unsightly red. “We adults are in the middle of negotiating something very important, if you don’t mind.” It might have made Quy quail in other circumstances, but his voice and his body language were wholly Galactic; and he sounded like a stranger to her—an angry foreigner whose food order she’d misunderstood—whom she’d mock later, sitting in Tam’s room with a cup of tea in her lap, and the familiar patter of her sister’s musings.


  “I apologize,” Quy said, meaning none of it.


  “That’s all right,” Galen said. “I didn’t mean to—” he paused, looked at his wife. “I shouldn’t have brought her here.”


  “You should take her to see a physician,” Quy said, surprised at her own boldness.


  “Do you think I haven’t tried?” His voice was bitter. “I’ve even taken her to the best hospitals on Prime. They look at her, and say they can’t take it off. That the shock of it would kill her. And even if it didn’t . . .” He spread his hands, letting air fall between them like specks of dust. “Who knows if she’d come back?”


  Quy felt herself blush. “I’m sorry.” And she meant it this time.


  Galen waved her away, negligently, airily, but she could see the pain he was struggling to hide. Galactics didn’t think tears were manly, she remembered. “So we’re agreed?” Galen asked Second Uncle. “For a million credits?”


  Quy thought of the banquet; of the food on the tables, of Galen thinking it would remind Agnes of home. Of how, in the end, it was doomed to fail, because everything would be filtered through the immerser, leaving Agnes with nothing but an exotic feast of unfamiliar flavors. “I’m sorry,” she said, again, but no one was listening; and she turned away from Agnes with rage in her heart—with the growing feeling that it had all been for nothing in the end.


  “I’m sorry,” the girl says—she stands, removing her hand from your arm, and you feel like a tearing inside, as if something within you was struggling to claw free from your body. Don’t go, you want to say. Please don’t go. Please don’t leave me here.


  But they’re all shaking hands; smiling, pleased at a deal they’ve struck—like sharks, you think, like tigers. Even the Rong girl has turned away from you; giving you up as hopeless. She and her uncle are walking away, taking separate paths back to the inner areas of the restaurant, back to their home.


  Please don’t go.


  It’s as if something else were taking control of your body; a strength that you didn’t know you possessed. As Galen walks back into the restaurant’s main room, back into the hubbub and the tantalizing smells of food—of lemongrass chicken and steamed rice, just as your mother used to make—you turn away from your husband, and follow the girl. Slowly, and from a distance; and then running, so that no one will stop you. She’s walking fast—you see her tear her immerser away from her face, and slam it down onto a side table with disgust. You see her enter a room; and you follow her inside.


  They’re watching you, both girls, the one you followed in; and another, younger one, rising from the table she was sitting at—both terribly alien and terribly familiar at once. Their mouths are open, but no sound comes out.


  In that one moment—staring at each other, suspended in time—you see the guts of Galactic machines spread on the table. You see the mass of tools; the dismantled machines; and the immerser, half spread-out before them, its two halves open like a cracked egg. And you understand that they’ve been trying to open them and reverse-engineer them; and you know that they’ll never, ever succeed. Not because of the safeguards, of the Galactic encryptions to preserve their fabled intellectual property; but rather, because of something far more fundamental.


  This is a Galactic toy, conceived by a Galactic mind—every layer of it, every logical connection within it exudes a mindset that might as well be alien to these girls. It takes a Galactic to believe that you can take a whole culture and reduce it to algorithms; that language and customs can be boiled to just a simple set of rules. For these girls, things are so much more complex than this; and they will never understand how an immerser works, because they can’t think like a Galactic, they’ll never ever think like that. You can’t think like a Galactic unless you’ve been born in the culture.


  Or drugged yourself, senseless, into it, year after year.


  You raise a hand—it feels like moving through honey. You speak—struggling to shape words through layer after layer of immerser thoughts.


  “I know about this,” you say, and your voice comes out hoarse, and the words fall into place one by one like a laser stroke, and they feel right, in a way that nothing else has for five years. “Let me help you, younger sisters.”


  MANTIS WIVES


  Kij Johnson


  “As for the insects, their lives are sustained only by intricate processes of fantastic horror.” —John Wyndham.


  Eventually, the mantis women discovered that killing their husbands was not inseparable from the getting of young. Before this, a wife devoured her lover piece by piece during the act of coition: the head (and its shining eyes going dim as she ate); the long green prothorax; the forelegs crisp as straws; the bitter wings. She left for last the metathorax and its pumping legs, the abdomen, and finally the phallus. Mantis women needed nutrients for their pregnancies; their lovers offered this as well as their seed.


  It was believed that mantis men would resist their deaths if permitted to choose the manner of their mating; but the women learned to turn elsewhere for nutrients after draining their husbands’ members, and yet the men lingered. And so their ladies continued to kill them, but slowly, in the fashioning of difficult arts. What else could there be between them?


  The Bitter Edge: A wife may cut through her husband’s exoskeletal plates, each layer a different pattern, so that to look at a man is to see shining, hard brocade. At the deepest level are visible pieces of his core, the hint of internal parts bleeding out. He may suggest shapes.


  The Eccentric Curve of His Thoughts: A wife may drill the tiniest hole into her lover’s head and insert a fine hair. She presses carefully, striving for specific results: a seizure, a novel pheromone burst, a dance that ends in self-castration. If she replaces the hair with a wasp’s narrow syringing stinger, she may blow air bubbles into his head and then he will react unpredictably. There is otherwise little he may do that will surprise her, or himself.


  What is the art of the men, that they remain to die at the hands of their wives? What is the art of the wives, that they kill?


  The Strength of Weight: Removing his wings, she leads him into the paths of ants.


  Unready Jewels: A mantis wife may walk with her husband across the trunks of pines, until they come to a trail of sap and ascend to an insect-clustered wound. Staying to the side, she presses him down until his legs stick fast. He may grow restless as the sap sheathes his body and wings. His eyes may not dim for some time. Smaller insects may cluster upon his honeyed body like ornaments.


  A mantis woman does not know why the men crave death, but she does not ask. Does she fear resistance? Does she hope for it? She has forgotten the ancient reasons for her acts, but in any case her art is more important.


  The Oubliette: Or a wife may take not his life but his senses: plucking the antennae from his forehead; scouring with dust his clustered shining eyes; cracking apart his mandibles to scrape out the lining of his mouth and throat; plucking the sensing hairs from his foremost legs; excising the auditory thoracic organ; biting free the wings.


  A mantis woman is not cruel. She gives her husband what he seeks. Who knows what poems he fashions in the darkness of a senseless life?


  The Scent of Violets: They mate many times, until one dies.


  Two Stones Grind Together: A wife collects with her forelegs small brightly colored poisonous insects, places them upon bitter green leaves, and encourages her husband to eat them. He is sometimes reluctant after the first taste but she speaks to him, or else he calms himself and eats.


  He may foam at the mouth and anus, or grow paralyzed and fall from a branch. In extreme cases, he may stagger along the ground until he is seen by a bird and swallowed, and then even the bird may die.


  A mantis has no veins; what passes for blood flows freely within its protective shell. It does have a heart.


  The Desolate Junk-land: Or a mantis wife may lay her husband gently upon a soft bed and bring to him cool drinks and silver dishes filled with sweetmeats. She may offer him crossword puzzles and pornography; may kneel at his feet and tell him stories of mantis men who are heroes; may dance in veils before him.


  He tears off his own legs before she begins. It is unclear whether The Desolate Junk-land is her art, or his.


  Shame’s Uniformity: A wife may return to the First Art and, in a variant, devour her husband, but from the abdomen forward. Of all the arts this is hardest. There is no hair, no ant’s bite, no sap, no intervening instrument. He asks her questions until the end. He may doubt her motives, or she may.


  The Paper-folder. Lichens’ Dance. The Ambition of Aphids. Civil Wars. The Secret History of Cumulus. The Lost Eyes Found. Sedges. The Unbeaked Sparrow.


  There are as many arts as there are husbands and wives.


  The Cruel Web: Perhaps they wish to love each other, but they cannot see a way to exist that does not involve the barb, the sticking sap, the bitter taste of poison. The Cruel Web can be performed only in the brambles of woods, and only when there has been no recent rain and the spider’s webs have grown thick. Wife and husband walk together. Webs catch and cling to their carapaces, their legs, their half-opened wings. They tear free, but the webs collect. Their glowing eyes grow veiled. Their curious antennae come to a tangled halt. Their pheromones become confused; their legs struggle against the gathering web. The spiders wait.


  She is larger than he and stronger, but they often fall together.


  How to Live: A mantis may dream of something else. This also may be a trap.
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  THE WATER THAT FALLS ON YOU FROM NOWHERE


  John Chu


  In the near future water falls from the sky whenever someone lies (either a mist or a torrential flood depending on the intensity of the lie). This makes life difficult for Matt as he maneuvers the marriage question with his lover and how best to “come out” to his traditional Chinese parents.


  The water that falls on you from nowhere when you lie is perfectly ordinary, but perfectly pure. True fact. I tested it myself when the water started falling a few weeks ago. Everyone on Earth did. Everyone with any sense of lab safety anyway. Never assume any liquid is just water. When you say “I always document my experiments as I go along,” enough water falls to test, but not so much that you have to mop up the lab. Which lie doesn’t matter. The liquid tests as distilled water every time.


  Uttering “this sentence is false” or some other paradox leaves you with such a sense of angst, so filled with the sense of an impending doom, that most people don’t last five seconds before blurting something unequivocal. So, of course, holding out for as long as possible has become the latest craze among drunk frat boys and hard men who insist on root canals without an anesthetic. Psychologists are finding the longer you wait, the more unequivocal you need to be to ever find solace.


  Gus is up to a minute now and I wish he’d blurt something unequivocal. He’s neither drunk, nor a frat boy. His shirt, soaked with sweat, clings to a body that has spent twenty-seven too many hours a week at the gym. His knees lock stiff, his jeans stretched across his tensed thighs. His face shrinks as if he were watching someone smash kittens with a hammer. It’s a stupid game. Maybe in a few more weeks the fad will pass.


  I don’t know why he asked me to watch him go through with it this time, and I don’t know why I’m actually doing it. Watching him suffer is like being smashed to death with a hammer myself. At least Gus is asking for it. I know I’m supposed to be rooting for him to hold on for as long as possible, but I just want him to stop. He’s hurting so much and I can’t stand to watch anymore.


  “I love you, Matt.” Gus’s smile is radiant. He tackles me on the couch and smothers me in a kiss, and at first, I kiss him back.


  Not only does no water fall on him, but all the sweat evaporates from his body. His shirt is warm and dry. A light, spring breeze from nowhere covers us. He smells of flowers and ozone. This makes me uneasier than if he’d been treated to a torrent. That, at least, I’d understand. I’d be sad, but I’d understand.


  He’s unbuttoned and unzipped my jeans when my mind snaps back to the here and now. It’s not that his body doesn’t have more in common with Greek statues than actual humans. It’s not that he can’t explicate Socrates at lengths that leave my jaw unhinged. It’s that not only did “I love you, Matt” pull him out of his angst, but it actually removed water.


  Fundamental laws of physics do that. Profound theorems of mathematics do that. “I love you, Matt” doesn’t count as a powerful statement that holds true for all time and space. Except when Gus says it, apparently.


  “Wait.” I let go of him. My hands reach down to slide to a sit.


  Gus stops instantly. He’s skittered back before my hands have even found the couch cushions. His head tilts up at me. This is the man who seconds ago risked going insane in order to feel soul-rending pain for fun. How can he suddenly look so vulnerable?


  Oh, if there’s anything Gus can do, it’s put up a brave front. He does that stony-faced thing where his mouth is set in a grim, straight line better than anyone I know. But behind his hard, blue eyes, I can see the fear that’s not there even when some paradox rips him apart.


  Best to take the pain now. I’m half-convinced nothing can actually hurt him, even when he’s afraid it might. It’d only hurt him more later.


  “That’s some display you just did there, Gus.” I’m stalling. Stop that. “I don’t love you, not as much as you obviously love me.”


  The water that falls on you from nowhere is freezing cold. I slip on the couch, but it just follows me. When it’s this much water, it numbs you to the bone. I want to scream, “What the fuck?” but if I even breathed, I’d drown. Gus tries to shield me, blocking my body with his, but not even he’s fast enough. I try to push him out of the downpour. However, he’s a mixed martial artist and I’m not. We share everything after the initial shock. The torrent lasts for seconds. We’re both soaked and he’s laughing so hard that he’s fallen off the couch, doubled over on the wet floor, flopping like a fish.


  I feel like I should be insulted, but his laughter is joyous. It’s like the peal of giant bells, low booms that vibrate through you and make everything in the room rattle. I can’t tell if those are tears on his face, or just the water from nowhere.


  My body shakes so hard, I can’t stand. The cushions squeak around me, keeping me bathed in ice cold water. Gus stands up. He’s not even shivering. He picks me up, wraps me in his arms, then kisses me gently on the forehead.


  “I’m sorry, Gus. I just ruined your couch.” The floor is covered in rubber weight-lifting mats. I’ll mop that up once I can move again.


  This just sends him into another fit of laughter, more controlled this time. His hands are gentle around my waist. Without them, I’m pretty sure I’d crash onto the floor.


  “You’ve just told me that you love me in I think the only way you can, and you’re worried about the couch?”


  Coming from anyone else, that sentence would make me feel too stupid to live. Still, he has a point. I fumble but can’t find any words to answer.


  “It’ll dry off,” Gus says. “Besides, you bought the couch for me.”


  Biotech engineers make more money than personal trainers, even the world’s most overqualified ones. Who knew? Rather than actually moving in together, I’ve been slowly furnishing his apartment. Gus has patiently assumed that once the apartment no longer looks like a cross between a library and weight room, I’ll move in. He’s long offered to move in with me, but I don’t want him to. My efficiency isn’t worthy of him. It’s just a body locker.


  “I should clean up the mess I made.” I pull away and Gus catches me before I fall. He literally sweeps me off my feet.


  “Stop fretting. It’s okay.”


  We get out of our wet clothes in the bathroom and huddle together under blankets in bed. It isn’t until he starts shivering that I realize he’s just as cold as I am. The mixed martial artist has just been more heroic, or stupid, about it.


  “You know.” Gus’s voice is surprisingly steady given how his teeth chatter. “Now that we know how we feel about each other, how about we solemnize the relationship? Make it official.”


  My brow furrows so tightly, it hurts. He’s serious. As lightly he tossed it off, he meant it.


  “You risked permanent insanity just to ask me to marry you?” Honestly, there are less life threatening ways.


  “No, that was just training.” He’s not joking. “I can’t imagine life without you. You can’t imagine life without me. Say yes?”


  The air stays resolutely dry. He could have made it all one big question to avoid letting whatever makes the water fall have a say.


  “My family . . .” I have no idea how to broach this. It’s totally possible for him to love me and still never want to see me again.


  “They know about me, right?” I swear the man reads minds.


  “Yes?” It’s not a lie, but it’s not the truth either. The air gets distinctly humid. My arm hairs stand on end, as if thunder were about to strike. I’m still shivering from my last lie. My mind is in tatters, torn between the cruel truth that will make him lose all respect for me and the blatant lie that will plunge me into fatal hypothermia. The pang that gnaws at my heart grows and spreads. It wrings me, twisting and squeezing the life out of me. I jerk my face into what I want to be a smile.


  “Matt, this isn’t a root canal. Don’t stretch it out. Whatever you have to say, it’s okay.”


  I take a deep breath. The release of saying something true though warms as if I were buried in Gus’s arms on a winter’s night and we were the only people in the world. No wonder all the cool kids suspend themselves between truth and lie. However, rehearsing this speech for months in my head has not helped one bit. The words rush out so quickly, I’m not even sure what I’m saying.


  “Mandarin doesn’t have gender-specific third person pronouns. Well, the written language does, but it’s a relatively recent invention and they all sound the same and no one really uses the female and neuter variants anyway. And it’s not like there aren’t words for ‘boyfriend’ or ‘girlfriend’ but I always refer to you as ‘ 愛人 .’ It means ‘sweetheart,’ ‘lover,’ ‘spouse.’ And never using your name isn’t all that unusual. Names are for friends and acquaintances. Members of your family you refer to by title—”


  When Gus interrupts me, the only thought in my mind is “Did I just tell him that I call him my spouse to my parents?”


  “Wait. Slow down.” Gus’s intellect trains on me like a sharpshooter. “The way you talk about me to your family, we might as well be married?”


  “Yes.” My stomach is in my throat. The world bobbles around me and I’m stumbling at a cliff’s edge.


  “But they don’t know my name, or that I’m male.”


  “Yes.” His bullet strikes my heart and I’ve just crashed on the rocky shore.


  “Hmm.” He wears his “I’m going to fix this” face, but then it hardens into that grim, stony thing that breaks my heart. He nudges himself against me then holds me as if only I can fit in that gap between his arms and chest. “We can’t marry until you’re ready to come out to your family. I’ll wait as long as you want.”


  His skin transforms from cold and clammy to warm and dry. He uses declarative sentences. The truth of each one is obvious. No weasel words or qualifiers. Instead of being soaked in water though, Gus is soaked in disappointment. Normally, his smile glows and I melt in its heat. Right now, he’s wearing a cheap copy. He’s about as likely to admit that I’ve hurt him as he is to use anesthesia.


  This isn’t like him. I expected an argument. I mean, I should have come out to my family a decade ago. If they don’t suspect anything, it’s because I’m still years younger than Dad was when he married Mom. Instead, we behave as if I hadn’t just said no to him, albeit tacitly.


  Gus chatters on about Procopius’s Wars of Justinian. He’s just finished volume four, in the original Greek. I talk about stem cells and gene splicing. It’s as if tonight were any other night I’m over, and we’re just catching each other up on how our day went. His hands and his tone slowly ask if I’m interested even though he always interests me. I’m still cold and he covers me with his now warm body. The thoughtful smile, the affectionate way he holds me, nuzzles and kisses my neck, they try so hard to let me know that everything is fine between us, that he desires me as much as I desire him. He’s not aggressive. We’ll go as slowly as I want.


  “Let’s visit my family this Christmas. The two of us.” My voice is louder than I’d expected. “Not the ‘Christ is born’ Christmas, but the ‘get together with family and give presents to the nieces’ Christmas. We stopped when my sister and I outgrew the whole Christmas present thing, but when she had kids, we started again. With the water falling now, I wanted to skip this year for my own sanity but—”


  “Stop.” He’s on his side, his arm around me. He’s not as happy as I want him to be. “Are you sure? I can wait years if that’s what you want.”


  “I should have done this a long time ago. I don’t think I’ll ever be any more ready.” If Gus realizes that I’m outing myself to my family for him, he’ll probably refuse to go out of sheer principle. I’m not sure I can do it with him, but I know I can’t do it without him.


  Gus senses that all I want is to be held so that’s all he does. The condoms stay in the drawer. He drifts off to sleep, and I lie next to him listening to the calm rhythm of his breath. I’m the only son. All I can think about is my parents’ you’re responsible for carrying on the family name because when your sister marries she will become part of her husband’s family” speech. It freaked me out even before I’d come out to myself.


  The family gathers in the atrium of my sister’s mansion as we stomp the Christmas Eve storm off our boots. The high vaulted ceiling has room for the sweeping staircase and the Christmas tree, big enough to dwarf Gus, that sits in the handrail’s curve. Ornaments. Tinsel. Holly. Ivy. A copy of Michelangelo’s God giving Adam life tacked taut on the atrium ceiling. We’ve entered Victorian Christmas Land. No half measures here.


  The disappointment when the family sees that my friend is a man is palpable. It’s like the adults were all my nieces’ age and someone told them there was no Santa Claus. Mom asks me if we’ve eaten. According to the textbooks, it’s a polite greeting, but she always means it literally. If I tell her I’m not hungry, she’ll say, “ 不餓還需要吃啊 .” (Even if you’re not hungry, you still need to eat.) That must be true since that never causes the water to fall. Fortunately, rather than being forced to eat dinner again, this time I have Gus to derail the conversation.


  I introduce him to my parents, my sister, Michele, her husband, Kevin, their kids, Tiffany and Amber, and, to my surprise, Kevin’s parents. As I negotiate the simultaneous translation, a horrible thought hits me. Everyone in the room speaks at least two languages, but there isn’t one language everyone speaks. Beside English, Gus speaks only dead languages. Kevin’s parents speak Cantonese and Mandarin, but not English. My parents haven’t needed English since they retired, not that theirs was good before. I’ve trapped Gus in a mansion where he can’t speak to half the people. Repeatedly slamming my head against the handrail now would send the wrong message, so I don’t.


  The instant Gus crouches down and starts talking to the nieces, they stop being scared of him and start playing with him. All physically imposing people seem to be able to win over little kids in mere seconds. They head off to the living room. I start to join them when my sister marches me into her home office.


  “How dare you?” She slams the door behind her and I remind myself that I’m bigger than her now and it’d be harder for her to beat me up. “Are you trying to kill Mom and Dad?”


  Well, that was easier than I’d expected. She knows and I didn’t even have to tell her. Also, I’ve broken my record. It usually takes an entire day before I make her angry. At this rate, I could be kicked out of the house and in a motel room by sunrise. I reserve one for every trip. She gets all offended if I don’t stay with her at first.


  “No.” Ideally, Mom and Dad accept it. That can happen. “I want everyone to meet the man I’m going to marry.”


  The future’s not fixed, but right now, Gus and I are headed toward marriage, so the air stays dry. She slaps me. My cheek stings. I’d slap her back but I need to out myself to our parents before she throws me out of the house.


  “Mom and Dad always let you get away with being selfish, don’t they? I don’t do whatever I want.” She’s blocking the door. “Doesn’t it matter to you that you’re embarrassing Mom and Dad in front of 婆婆 and 公公 ?”


  Phrasing things in the form of a question. That and weasel words work as insurance against the water that falls from nowhere. They just make it extremely obvious that you’re hedging against the truth.


  “Like I knew your husband’s parents were even coming.” Not that I’m embarrassing Mom and Dad. Well, not this time anyway.


  “Your job, 何德培 ”—my full name in Chinese including family name, just in case it isn’t clear she’s furious at me—“is to give our parents a grandson.”


  We both already know this. She just enjoys showing me the dry air.


  “I don’t think I can do that by myself.” I wish I hadn’t said that.


  She slaps me again. My cheek hadn’t stopped stinging from last time.


  “Do you love Mom and Dad? Dump that slab of beef. Find a Chinese woman to marry. Put your penis in her vagina and make Mom and Dad a grandson. Make them happy.”


  She turns to leave but not two steps stomp by before she whips around. Coming out to Mom and Dad, she hasn’t ordered me not to do it yet.


  “And you’re not coming out to Mom and Dad.” With that command, she leaves.


  No water. She must mean it. She’ll never leave me alone with Mom or Dad.


  I close my eyes and remind myself why I’m doing this. Right. Gus. He refuses to stop insisting it’s okay if I don’t come out to them. He’ll understand if I don’t. That just makes me want to do what he really wants, but won’t say out loud. Coming out would have hurt less a decade ago and it’ll hurt less now than a decade from now. Unless I just keep quiet and wait for my entire family to die off. Now there’s a cheery thought.


  Christmas day. When I wake, Gus is most of the way through his forms, his movements silent and precise. I make an exaggerated show of sneaking out of the bedroom. His face cracks the tiniest smile when I look back at him from the door.


  My sister pointedly ushered us to different rooms last night. I return to the den where I was supposed to sleep to get ready to join Dad for his daily early morning walk. It’s awful. We’ll plod in circles at some local mall while I try to get him to talk about himself and he answers in single syllables. At least this time, I’ll actually have something to talk to him about. I guess I’ve had something to talk to him about for years. This time, though, I’m going to do it.


  When I get downstairs, my sister insists on joining us. First time in . . . Actually, she’s never done the morning-walk thing with Dad before.


  “Great, sis.” I start back up the stairs. “You go with Dad to the mall this time. See you two later.”


  I ignore her sputterings. If she wants Dad to keep thinking that she’s their Good Child, she won’t dare to do anything to me right now, and she’ll go with Dad on the mall walk. I’ll pay for this later, of course, but by the time she comes back, Mom will have woken up and I will have had a chat with her.


  Or at least that was Plan B. The morning-walk ritual is supposed to be that, after the walk, he goes to have his sausage biscuit, luxuriates over a cup of coffee, two if you count the free refill. Only then do we come home. However, they’re home too early. Mom’s still asleep. My sister has apparently forced Dad to skip the fast food breakfast part of his morning ritual.


  When I hear the garage door, I lean over the sweeping staircase’s handrail. Dad’s grumbling. My sister’s chirping bright words about how the kitchen has something just as good. She glares at me as she rushes Dad past. Like it’s my fault he’s angry at her.


  The rest of the day is like an extremely tedious game of basketball. My sister plays a tight defense, but legal. No contact while there are witnesses. Since I’m trying to get time alone with my parents, one of them is always a witness.


  She’s even helping Mom make tonight’s feast. I’m kneading the dough for Mom’s steamed, stuffed buns when my sister inserts herself into the process. After years of preparing meals for large gatherings together, Mom and I have a system. At some point, she stopped insisting that my wife would cook for me someday and started teaching me to cook. Either she got sick of me nagging her, or she realized I kneaded dough more quickly than she did. Anyway, with some luck, dinner won’t be too much later than if my sister had just left us alone.


  Gus is doing his best imitation of an apartment mate who had nowhere else to go for Christmas. I wish he’d stop that. He spends time with my nieces, my brother-in-law, even my parents, but he only skirts the kitchen. I get that he doesn’t want to out me for me, but I like his conversation too. It’s stupid to be in the same house as him and still miss him so much. After my first few whacks at the duck with the cleaver, Mom takes the heavy knife away from me then tells me to go rehydrate mushrooms.


  It doesn’t take a solid day of cooking to make dinner, but my sister conveniently has questions about how to make the filling for the stuffed buns and how much sesame oil for the scallion pancakes. She leaves the kitchen occasionally, but never long enough for me to work up the nerve to tell Mom. Whenever I leave the kitchen, it isn’t two minutes before she finds me, claiming she needs my help. I manage to say, “Yes, I think you’re a terrible cook too” in front of her husband and her parents-in-law in our respective languages in common before she drags me back to the kitchen. Water doesn’t fall when I say that. I have to take my pleasure where I can.


  When the nieces pull Mom away to play with their Erector Set, she decides that my sister and I can finish dinner without her. My sister complains that she needs Mom’s help. I agree wholeheartedly, but it’s not enough. The two of us are stuck with each other.


  “You do know why Gus doesn’t come into the kitchen, don’t you?” Despite her casual tone, we both know this is not idle chatter.


  “Does it matter?” I’m slicing pickled radishes. “You’re going to tell me anyway.”


  “Do you really think you can keep him?” She drops spinach into a skillet pooled with oil. The water coating the spinach hits the oil and splatters back at her. “He’s spent more time with Kevin today than with you.”


  I force myself to slice slowly. Cutting my fingers off is a distraction I don’t need right now. My heart pounds in my ears. I’m not sure who I’m more angry at, my sister or my lover.


  “I have no idea what you mean, sis.” We immigrated here when she was a teenager and I was a little kid. There’s a good chance she’ll miss the sarcasm. The water gets it though and I stay dry.


  “Kevin’s a good-looking guy, maybe . . .” The line would have more impact if she didn’t look scared of the spinach sautéing before her. She jabs the spatula as if it were a fencing foil.


  Kevin’s not my type. I’m pretty sure he’s not Gus’s, but I guess I don’t know. It’s not like he didn’t date lots of men before me. It’s not as if they don’t all throw themselves at him. My mind spins for seconds before I realize she hasn’t actually accused Gus of anything. Kevin is stolidly straight, and if Gus has tried anything with Kevin, not that he would, she’d throw Gus and me out of the house, not taunt me with the possibility that Gus might be unfaithful.


  “Maybe what?” Usually, I don’t have this much trouble arranging sliced radishes in a pretty pattern. Right now, they’re just a bunch of ugly yellow discs.


  “You understand what I’m saying. I shouldn’t have to spell it out. You don’t trust your own sister?”


  When I was eight, she convinced me that she was psychic, then foretold exactly how horrible my life would be if I didn’t do exactly as she said. It’s embarrassing how many years she got away with it. If the water had been falling back then, she’d have flooded the house.


  “Only your family loves you enough to tell you this.” Listening to her is like being pelted by rocks. “What can he possibly see in you? Dump him and marry a nice Chinese woman instead. Stay with him and he’ll cheat on you or dump you.”


  Three words into her last sentence, I know what she’ll say. I leap to pull her pan away as I shut off the burner. The water that falls from nowhere drenches her and the burner where the pan was. Had the water hit the pan, the steam and splattered oil would have burned her.


  “Go get warm.” I plate the spinach onto a dish on the counter. “I’ll mop up the water.”


  “People change, but maybe he’ll still love you, even as you shut him out like you have me, Mom, and Dad.” Her arms wrap around her body and her words come out between chatters. “We still do, but I wonder why we bother. You’ll break Mom and Dad’s hearts if you never pass their name and blood on. Are you really willing to abandon your family for that man?”


  She stomps off before I can answer. Hiding so much of myself from my family, in retrospect, that totally counts as shutting them out. There was only so much of my life I could share with them. Once the water began falling I couldn’t even lie to them. But I hid because I wanted to keep them, not abandon them.


  Dinner is going well, too well. My sister is a gracious hostess, too gracious to complain when Gus and I sit next to each other. Instead, her eyes question my every action. Why is my right hand below the table? Why am I spooning tofu onto Gus’s plate? What am I saying when I whisper into his ear?


  Gus eats as if he has pig’s ear and cow’s tripe every Christmas. When we get home, the next time it’s my turn to cook, he’s getting pig’s blood soup for dinner. I’ve wasted years afraid he’d hate my favorite foods.


  My nieces love him. They stop dueling each other with chopsticks when he asks them to. To half the adults at the table, he may as well be speaking classical Greek, but they laugh at his jokes and listen with rapt attention as he talks about the time it thunderstormed as he and his brother were climbing the steep eastern face of Mount Whitney. My mom resuscitates stories of her childhood in 台南 . Even my sister is sick of those stories. Gus, however, asks about raising chickens and about the grandmother I barely remember. Okay, I’m translating like mad, but the point is they enjoy Gus’s company and Gus enjoys theirs. In the rapid fire exchange of words, my parents surprise me by asking about my research in biotech. I almost forget the impending doom hanging over me like an uttered paradox.


  “ 你已經三十多 歲了 ,” my sister’s father-in-law says as I’m clearing the table after dinner. “ 你甚麼時候會給你的父母生孫子 ?”


  No family meal is complete without the marriage question. Actually, it’s always some variant of “You’re over thirty. Where’s the grandson?” Marriage is just the necessary precondition.


  I think I’m smiling blandly, but Gus’s eyes reach mine and I realize he sees the marriage question on my face. It’s hard to believe the man doesn’t read minds. My sister’s glare is this pressure that squeezes my chest.


  Telling everyone I haven’t met the right woman might humidify air, but it won’t cause the water to fall. It’s true so I won’t even feel any angst. Gus will understand and, for once, my sister will be happy with me. She and I can’t be in the same room for ten minutes but we’ve always wanted the best for each other. But she doesn’t need to tell me what that is anymore.


  “ 我找到了我的對象 . Gus.” I’ve come this far; I might as well go all the way. “ 他上月向我求婚 .”


  Providing a grandson can’t be that important in the grand scheme of things. Kevin’s parents still love him. Maybe mine will still love me. And they seem to like Gus as my friend. Now that they know he’s proposed, maybe they’ll also love him as their son-in-law.


  My sister’s fury explodes and overwhelms every other reaction in the room. Her words are clearly in English, but the only ones that make any sense are “Get out, and don’t ever come back.” Kevin’s trying to calm her down. Gus weaves around the family toward me. However, I’m upstairs in the bedroom before I realize I’ve moved.


  Gus is extremely tidy. It’s easy to repack his luggage. I never unpacked so I don’t have to repack. He’s such a generous soul. For all I know, he may still think we’re not leaving. I shouldn’t have left him downstairs. Maybe the nieces can translate for him.


  “Matt, you’re leaving out of spite.” The doorjamb neatly frames Gus. “Okay, your sister had a bad reaction, but poe poe and gohng gohng don’t seem to be taking it badly.”


  I blink and shake my head. It takes me a few seconds to realize that he’s talking about my parents.


  “Did you just call my parents 婆婆 and 公公 ?”


  “Yeah, poe poe and gohng gohng.” He looks confused. “I tried to call them Mr. and Mrs. Ho this afternoon, but they both corrected me before I got past hello. Am I pronouncing it wrong?”


  “We can work on that, but that’s not my point.” I shut his suitcase. “ ‘ 婆婆 ’ means husband’s mother and ‘ 公公 ’ means husband’s father.”


  That he can call them that without water falling on him . . .


  “They’d already figured us out.” Gus steps into the room to make space for Mom, trying to burrow past him. “Hi, poe poe.”


  “Lonely boy.” My mom looks at Gus, but points at me. “He always lonely boy.”


  I really wish she’d just let me translate for her. In Chinese, she’s effortlessly witty and erudite. That’s the person I want Gus to know, not the inchoate stranger I knew until I’d spent a decade trying to get my Chinese up to snuff.


  Gus takes her hands and doesn’t speak too loud or down to her. Metaphorically, that is. Literally, he’s about a foot taller than Mom.


  “Not if I can help it, poo-oh poo-oh.” He’s trying too hard to imitate the way I said it and now he’s overpronouncing. “I’ll make sure he’s never lonely again.”


  Mom turns to me. At first, I think she wants a translation, but she must have understood because she doesn’t give me a chance to speak.


  “ 你是研究生物科技的 . 孫子能給我嗎 ? 有你們兩個的基因的 ?” Ok, this isn’t an example of her being witty or erudite. My mom is also very practical and direct.


  I hear my heart pound. Gus is looking at me for a translation. We don’t have a relationship if I filter what he hears.


  “She said: You’re a biotech researcher. Can you give me a grandson? One with genes from both of you?” Gus must have really impressed her. “What were you two talking about this afternoon?”


  “Not that.” He looks as surprised as I feel. We’ve never discussed kids. He turns back to her. “We need to talk about it.”


  And I need to win a Nobel Prize if she’s dead set on a grandson with both our genes. Parents.


  The clincher is that she leaves, trusting Gus to talk me back from the edge. Normally, she tells me that once Michele calms down, she’ll want me to stay. Michele’s only angry at me because she loves me. But now, it’s Gus’s job to keep me civil. Mom’s probably so happy about this, she doesn’t care that Gus is a guy. Gus isn’t any better at keeping me from the edge than Mom though.


  The motel is a five minute drive from my sister’s house, but it feels like another planet. For one thing, we’ve gone from Victorian Christmas Land to Operating Surgery Land. It still smells like pine, but the flat, medicinal one. For another, when I drop my suitcase and curl into a ball on the bed, it’s as if I’ve held one of Gus’s bizarre isometric exercises for weeks and I’ve finally let go. Just like the end of any other trip home except this time I’m still tethered to the world. Gus stands at the door. Snowflakes glisten off his hair and hooded sweatshirt.


  “They’re your only blood relatives in the country.” Gus flicks on the light and clicks the door shut. When I turn away, his weight dents the bed. My body falls toward his. “Matt, don’t freeze me out too.”


  Gus’s words pummel me no matter how softly he tosses them. My own words scrape my throat. I taste salt and metal when I swallow. Lying then letting the water wash my throat and fill my lungs tempts me as much as pretending Gus isn’t sitting on the bed. Every trip, I decide that I’ll sort things out later. Then I go home and pretend the trip never happened. That won’t work this time. Gus is, if nothing else, a witness and a reminder.


  “Fine.” I sit up and stare at the carpet. “Once, I gave Mom flowers for Mother’s Day and Michele humiliated me because flowers wilt and how dare I send Mom something that would die. Michele accused me of ruining her birthday because one year I sent her a card with blue birds on it. Like I knew her parakeet had drowned itself in her toilet. One Christmas Eve, Michele asked me to shave for Christmas day. I didn’t really have any stubble so I forgot. She couldn’t understand why I would refuse to do something to make her happy, especially something so simple, so she ambushed me with a razor. I wish she had better aim. Shaving cream stings your eyes. For weeks people wondered why I had scars around my neck and on my face. Is that enough, or do you want more? Why should I have to keep putting up with her?”


  I am so tired. My body won’t stop shaking. Air won’t stay in my lungs. Melted snow pools around my boots. I wish Gus weren’t looming over me. I wish he were in his apartment, or visiting his own family.


  Gus sits, mouth agape, for a moment, but if he expected water to fall on me, he’s done a terrific job of not showing it. His arm straps across my shoulders and pulls me to him. He presses a finger under my chin and guides my head until I face him.


  Part of me wants to bolt, get into the rental car and find somewhere else to stay for the night. The rest of me knows that’ll hurt Gus and he’ll be too much the hero to admit it. Like screwing up all of my relationships at the same time is a good idea.


  “You shouldn’t have to put up with her.” Gus unzips my jacket, then peels it off me. “But are you going to write your parents off too? Say we have a kid, and I’m not saying we should or shouldn’t, don’t you want the kid to know their grandparents?”


  “So I’m right and she wins anyway?”


  I rub my face. Telling me I’m right is a change. Once, Mom told me everything Michele does to me, she does because she loves me and wants the best for me. Why couldn’t she just hate me instead, I asked. That talk didn’t go well.


  “What you mean by winning?” Gus shrugs. He hangs my jacket on the coatrack next to the door. “You broke today. It happens. Maybe some time away from her is a good thing. Tomorrow, we’ll go back and we’ll try it again, okay? If you want, I’ll stick to you the whole day.”


  I take a deep breath. It feels like the first time my lungs have expanded in hours. The pine and wet leather assault my nose. “Sure.”


  I take off my boots. Melted snow has soaked through to my socks. My feet are cold and clammy. Gus is still standing at the door.


  “I’ll be back in a few hours.” Gus holds a hand up to interrupt me when I ask him to stay. “You don’t want me around and frankly, right now, you’re too wigged out to be good company. I know you’re not angry at me, but it’ll be better in the long run if I leave now while we’re still on speaking terms.”


  I’d protest but that would just make his point. Gus turns out the lights before he leaves. The comforter is wet from melted snow. It sticks to my skin when I fall into bed. I curl up into a ball and roll the comforter over me. Buried, I finally start to relax.


  This time, I have left the world but it still doesn’t feel right. The mattress ought to be sunk deeper. My arms should be around the hulk of a man who can’t ever admit hurt or pain. I should be immersed in the warmth of his body as he is in mine.


  “I love you, Gus.” Now, I just have to figure out how to say it while he’s in the room.


  Snow evaporates off the comforter. I’m warm and dry. I wriggle my head out. Flowers and ozone replace the smell of pine. A spring breeze grazes me. I stare at the door in the dark, wishing it would open.


  [image: ]


  SELKIE STORIES ARE FOR LOSERS


  Sofia Samatar


  I hate selkie stories. They’re always about how you went up to the attic to look for a book, and you found a disgusting old coat and brought it downstairs between finger and thumb and said “What’s this?”, and you never saw your mom again.


  I work at a restaurant called Le Pacha. I got the job after my mom left, to help with the bills. On my first night at work I got yelled at twice by the head server, burnt my fingers on a hot dish, spilled lentil-parsley soup all over my apron, and left my keys in the kitchen.


  I didn’t realize at first I’d forgotten my keys. I stood in the parking lot, breathing slowly and letting the oil-smell lift away from my hair, and when all the other cars had started up and driven away I put my hand in my jacket pocket. Then I knew.


  I ran back to the restaurant and banged on the door. Of course no one came. I smelled cigarette smoke an instant before I heard the voice.


  “Hey.”


  I turned, and Mona was standing there, smoke rising white from between her fingers.


  “I left my keys inside,” I said.


  Mona is the only other server at Le Pacha who’s a girl. She’s related to everybody at the restaurant except me. The owner, who goes by “Uncle Tad,” is really her uncle, her mom’s brother. “Don’t talk to him unless you have to,” Mona advised me. “He’s a creeper.” That was after she’d sighed and dropped her cigarette and crushed it out with her shoe and stepped into my clasped hands so I could boost her up to the window, after she’d wriggled through into the kitchen and opened the door for me. She said, “Madame,” in a dry voice, and bowed. At least, I think she said “Madame.” She might have said “My lady.” I don’t remember that night too well, because we drank a lot of wine. Mona said that as long as we were breaking and entering we might as well steal something, and she lined up all the bottles of red wine that had already been opened. I shone the light from my phone on her while she took out the special rubber corks and poured some of each bottle into a plastic pitcher. She called it “The House Wine.” I was surprised she was being so nice to me, since she’d hardly spoken to me while we were working. Later she told me she hates everybody the first time she meets them. I called home, but Dad didn’t pick up; he was probably in the basement. I left him a message and turned off my phone. “Do you know what this guy said to me tonight?” Mona asked. “He wanted beef couscous and he said, ‘I’ll have the beef conscious.’ ”


  Mona’s mom doesn’t work at Le Pacha, but sometimes she comes in around three o’clock and sits in Mona’s section and cries. Then Mona jams on her orange baseball cap and goes out through the back and smokes a cigarette, and I take over her section. Mona’s mom won’t order anything from me. She’s got Mona’s eyes, or Mona’s got hers: huge, angry eyes with lashes that curl up at the ends. She shakes her head and says: “Nothing! Nothing!” Finally Uncle Tad comes over, and Mona’s mom hugs and kisses him, sobbing in Arabic.


  After work Mona says, “Got the keys?”


  We get in my car and I drive us through town to the Bone Zone, a giant cemetery on a hill. I pull into the empty parking lot and Mona rolls a joint. There’s only one lamp, burning high and cold in the middle of the lot. Mona pushes her shoes off and puts her feet up on the dashboard and cries. She warned me about that the night we met: I said something stupid to her like “You’re so funny” and she said, “Actually I cry a lot. That’s something you should know.” I was so happy she thought I should know things about her, I didn’t care. I still don’t care, but it’s true that Mona cries a lot. She cries because she’s scared her mom will take her away to Egypt, where the family used to live, and where Mona has never been. “What would I do there? I don’t even speak Arabic.” She wipes her mascara on her sleeve, and I tell her to look at the lamp outside and pretend that its glassy brightness is a bonfire, and that she and I are personally throwing every selkie story ever written onto it and watching them burn up.


  “You and your selkie stories,” she says. I tell her they’re not my selkie stories, not ever, and I’ll never tell one, which is true, I never will, and I don’t tell her how I went up to the attic that day or that what I was looking for was a book I used to read when I was little, Beauty and the Beast, which is a really decent story about an animal who gets turned into a human and stays that way, the way it’s supposed to be. I don’t tell Mona that Beauty’s black hair coiled to the edge of the page, or that the Beast had yellow horns and a smoking jacket, or that instead of finding the book I found the coat, and my mom put it on and went out the kitchen door and started up her car.


  One selkie story tells about a man from Mýrdalur. He was on the cliffs one day and heard people singing and dancing inside a cave, and he noticed a bunch of skins piled on the rocks. He took one of the skins home and locked it in a chest, and when he went back a girl was sitting there alone, crying. She was naked, and he gave her some clothes and took her home. They got married and had kids. You know how this goes. One day the man changed his clothes and forgot to take the key to the chest out of his pocket, and when his wife washed the clothes, she found it.


  “You’re not going to Egypt,” I tell Mona. “We’re going to Colorado. Remember?”


  That’s our big dream, to go to Colorado. It’s where Mona was born. She lived there until she was four. She still remembers the rocks and the pines and the cold, cold air. She says the clouds of Colorado are bright, like pieces of mirror. In Colorado, Mona’s parents got divorced, and Mona’s mom tried to kill herself for the first time. She tried it once here, too. She put her head in the oven, resting on a pillow. Mona was in seventh grade.


  Selkies go back to the sea in a flash, like they’ve never been away. That’s one of the ways they’re different from human beings. Once, my dad tried to go back somewhere: he was in the army, stationed in Germany, and he went to Norway to look up the town my great-grandmother came from. He actually found the place, and even an old farm with the same name as us. In the town, he went into a restaurant and ordered lutefisk, a disgusting fish thing my grandmother makes. The cook came out of the kitchen and looked at him like he was nuts. She said they only eat lutefisk at Christmas.


  There went Dad’s plan of bringing back the original flavor of lutefisk. Now all he’s got from Norway is my great-grandmother’s Bible. There’s also the diary she wrote on the farm up north, but we can’t read it. There’s only four English words in the whole book: My God awful day.


  You might suspect my dad picked my mom up in Norway, where they have seals. He didn’t, though. He met her at the pool.


  As for Mom, she never talked about her relatives. I asked her once if she had any, and she said they were “no kind of people.” At the time I thought she meant they were druggies or murderers, maybe in prison somewhere. Now I wish that was true.


  One of the stories I don’t tell Mona comes from A Dictionary of British Folklore in the English Language. In that story, it’s the selkie’s little girl who points out where the skin is hidden. She doesn’t know what’s going to happen, of course, she just knows her mother is looking for a skin, and she remembers her dad taking one out from under the bed and stroking it. The little girl’s mother drags out the skin and says: “Fareweel, peerie buddo!” She doesn’t think about how the little girl is going to miss her, or how if she’s been breathing air all this time she can surely keep it up a little longer. She just throws on the skin and jumps into the sea.


  After Mom left, I waited for my dad to get home from work. He didn’t say anything when I told him about the coat. He stood in the light of the clock on the stove and rubbed his fingers together softly, almost like he was snapping but with no sound. Then he sat down at the kitchen table and lit a cigarette. I’d never seen him smoke in the house before. Mom’s gonna lose it, I thought, and then I realized that no, my mom wasn’t going to lose anything. We were the losers. Me and Dad.


  He still waits up for me, so just before midnight I pull out of the parking lot. I’m hoping to get home early enough that he doesn’t grumble, but late enough that he doesn’t want to come up from the basement, where he takes apart old T.V.s, and talk to me about college. I’ve told him I’m not going to college. I’m going to Colorado, a landlocked state. Only twenty out of fifty states are completely landlocked, which means they don’t touch the Great Lakes or the sea. Mona turns on the light and tries to put on eyeliner in the mirror, and I swerve to make her mess up. She turns out the light and hits me. All the windows are down to air out the car, and Mona’s hair blows wild around her face. Peerie buddo, the book says, is “a term of endearment.”


  “Peerie buddo,” I say to Mona. She’s got the hiccups. She can’t stop laughing.


  I’ve never kissed Mona. I’ve thought about it a lot, but I keep deciding it’s not time. It’s not that I think she’d freak out or anything. It’s not even that I’m afraid she wouldn’t kiss me back. It’s worse: I’m afraid she’d kiss me back, but not mean it.


  Probably one of the biggest losers to fall in love with a selkie was the man who carried her skin around in his knapsack. He was so scared she’d find it that he took the skin with him everywhere, when he went fishing, when he went drinking in the town. Then one day he had a wonderful catch of fish. There were so many that he couldn’t drag them all home in his net. He emptied his knapsack and filled it with fish, and he put the skin over his shoulder, and on his way up the road to his house, he dropped it.


  “Gray in front and gray in back, ’tis the very thing I lack.” That’s what the man’s wife said, when she found the skin. The man ran to catch her, he even kissed her even though she was already a seal, but she squirmed off down the road and flopped into the water. The man stood knee-deep in the chilly waves, stinking of fish, and cried. In selkie stories, kissing never solves anything. No transformation happens because of a kiss. No one loves you just because you love them. What kind of fairy tale is that?


  “She wouldn’t wake up,” Mona says. “I pulled her out of the oven onto the floor, and I turned off the gas and opened the windows. It’s not that I was smart, I wasn’t thinking at all. I called Uncle Tad and the police and I still wasn’t thinking.”


  I don’t believe she wasn’t smart. She even tried to give her mom CPR, but her mom didn’t wake up until later, in the hospital. They had to reach in and drag her out of death, she was so closed up in it. Death is skin-tight, Mona says. Gray in front and gray in back.


  Dear Mona: When I look at you, my skin hurts.


  I pull into her driveway to drop her off. The house is dark, the darkest house on her street, because Mona’s mom doesn’t like the porch light on. She says it shines in around the blinds and keeps her awake. Mona’s mom has a beautiful bedroom upstairs, with lots of old photographs in gilt frames, but she sleeps on the living-room couch beside the aquarium. Looking at the fish helps her to sleep, although she also says this country has no real fish. That’s what Mona calls one of her mom’s “refrains.”


  Mona gets out, yanking the little piece of my heart that stays with her wherever she goes. She stands outside the car and leans in through the open door. I can hardly see her, but I can smell the lemon-scented stuff she puts on her hair, mixed up with the smells of sweat and weed. Mona smells like a forest, not the sea. “Oh my God,” she says, “I forgot to tell you, tonight, you know table six? That big horde of Uncle Tad’s friends?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So they wanted the soup with the food, and I forgot, and you know what the old guy says to me? The little guy at the head of the table?”


  “What?”


  “He goes, Vous êtes bête, mademoiselle!“


  She says it in a rough, growly voice, and laughs. I can tell it’s French, but that’s all.


  “What does it mean?”


  “You’re an idiot, miss!“


  She ducks her head, stifling giggles.


  “He called you an idiot?”


  “Yeah, bête, it’s like beast.”


  She lifts her head, then shakes it. A light from someone else’s porch bounces off her nose. She puts on a fake Norwegian accent and says: “My God awful day.“


  I nod. “Awful day.” And because we say it all the time, because it’s the kind of silly, ordinary thing you could call one of our “refrains,” or maybe because of the weed I’ve smoked, a whole bunch of days seem pressed together inside this moment, more than you could count. There’s the time we all went out for New Year’s Eve, and Uncle Tad drove me, and when he stopped and I opened the door he told me to close it, and I said “I will when I’m on the other side,” and when I told Mona we laughed so hard we had to run away and hide in the bathroom. There’s the day some people we know from school came in and we served them wine even though they were underage and Mona got nervous and spilled it all over the tablecloth, and the day her nice cousin came to visit and made us cheese-and-mint sandwiches in the microwave and got yelled at for wasting food. And the day of the party for Mona’s mom’s birthday, when Uncle Tad played music and made us all dance, and Mona’s mom’s eyes went jewelly with tears, and afterward Mona told me: “I should just run away. I’m the only thing keeping her here.” My God, awful days. All the best days of my life.


  “Bye,” Mona whispers. I watch her until she disappears into the house.


  My mom used to swim every morning at the YWCA. When I was little she took me along. I didn’t like swimming. I’d sit in a chair with a book while she went up and down, up and down, a dim streak in the water. When I read Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, it seemed like Mom was a lab rat doing tasks, the way she kept touching one side of the pool and then the other. At last she climbed out and pulled off her bathing cap. In the locker room she hung up her suit, a thin gray rag dripping on the floor. Most people put the hook of their padlock through the straps of their suit, so the suits could hang outside the lockers without getting stolen, but my mom never did that. She just tied her suit loosely onto the lock. “No one’s going to steal that stretchy old thing,” she said. And no one did.


  That should have been the end of the story, but it wasn’t. My dad says Mom was an elemental, a sort of stranger, not of our kind. It wasn’t my fault she left, it was because she couldn’t learn to breathe on land. That’s the worst story I’ve ever heard. I’ll never tell Mona, not ever, not even when we’re leaving for Colorado with everything we need in the back of my car, and I meet her at the grocery store the way we’ve already planned, and she runs out smiling under her orange baseball cap. I won’t tell her how dangerous attics are, or how some people can’t start over, or how I still see my mom in shop windows with her long hair the same silver-gray as her coat, or how once when my little cousins came to visit we went to the zoo and the seals recognized me, they both stood up in the water and talked in a foreign language. I won’t tell her. I’m too scared. I won’t even tell her what she needs to know: that we’ve got to be tougher than our moms, that we’ve got to have different stories, that she’d better not change her mind and drop me in Colorado because I won’t understand, I’ll hate her forever and burn her stuff and stay up all night screaming at the woods, because it’s stupid not to be able to breathe, who ever heard of somebody breathing in one place but not another, and we’re not like that, Mona and me, and selkie stories are only for losers stuck on the wrong side of magic—people who drop things, who tell all, who leave keys around, who let go.


  IF YOU WERE A DINOSAUR, MY LOVE


  Rachel Swirsky


  If you were a dinosaur, my love, then you would be a T-Rex. You’d be a small one, only five feet, ten inches, the same height as human-you. You’d be fragile-boned and you’d walk with as delicate and polite a gait as you could manage on massive talons. Your eyes would gaze gently from beneath your bony brow-ridge.


  If you were a T-Rex, then I would become a zookeeper so that I could spend all my time with you. I’d bring you raw chickens and live goats. I’d watch the gore shining on your teeth. I’d make my bed on the floor of your cage, in the moist dirt, cushioned by leaves. When you couldn’t sleep, I’d sing you lullabies.


  If I sang you lullabies, I’d soon notice how quickly you picked up music. You’d harmonize with me, your rough, vibrating voice a strange counterpoint to mine. When you thought I was asleep, you’d cry unrequited love songs into the night.


  If you sang unrequited love songs, I’d take you on tour. We’d go to Broadway. You’d stand onstage, talons digging into the floorboards. Audiences would weep at the melancholic beauty of your singing.


  If audiences wept at the melancholic beauty of your singing, they’d rally to fund new research into reviving extinct species. Money would flood into scientific institutions. Biologists would reverse engineer chickens until they could discover how to give them jaws with teeth. Paleontologists would mine ancient fossils for traces of collagen. Geneticists would figure out how to build a dinosaur from nothing by discovering exactly what DNA sequences code everything about a creature, from the size of its pupils to what enables a brain to contemplate a sunset. They’d work until they’d built you a mate.


  If they built you a mate, I’d stand as the best woman at your wedding. I’d watch awkwardly in green chiffon that made me look sallow, as I listened to your vows. I’d be jealous, of course, and also sad, because I want to marry you. Still, I’d know that it was for the best that you marry another creature like yourself, one that shares your body and bone and genetic template. I’d stare at the two of you standing together by the altar and I’d love you even more than I do now. My soul would feel light because I’d know that you and I had made something new in the world and at the same time revived something very old. I would be borrowed, too, because I’d be borrowing your happiness. All I’d need would be something blue.


  If all I needed was something blue, I’d run across the church, heels clicking on the marble, until I reached a vase by the front pew. I’d pull out a hydrangea the shade of the sky and press it against my heart and my heart would beat like a flower. I’d bloom. My happiness would become petals. Green chiffon would turn into leaves. My legs would be pale stems, my hair delicate pistils. From my throat, bees would drink exotic nectars. I would astonish everyone assembled, the biologists and the paleontologists and the geneticists, the reporters and the rubberneckers and the music aficionados, all those people who—deceived by the helix-and-fossil trappings of cloned dinosaurs– believed that they lived in a science fictional world when really they lived in a world of magic where anything was possible.


  If we lived in a world of magic where anything was possible, then you would be a dinosaur, my love. You’d be a creature of courage and strength but also gentleness. Your claws and fangs would intimidate your foes effortlessly. Whereas you—fragile, lovely, human you—must rely on wits and charm.


  A T-Rex, even a small one, would never have to stand against five blustering men soaked in gin and malice. A T-Rex would bare its fangs and they would cower. They’d hide beneath the tables instead of knocking them over. They’d grasp each other for comfort instead of seizing the pool cues with which they beat you, calling you a fag, a towel-head, a shemale, a sissy, a spic, every epithet they could think of, regardless of whether it had anything to do with you or not, shouting and shouting as you slid to the floor in the slick of your own blood.


  If you were a dinosaur, my love, I’d teach you the scents of those men. I’d lead you to them quietly, oh so quietly. Still, they would see you. They’d run. Your nostrils would flare as you inhaled the night and then, with the suddenness of a predator, you’d strike. I’d watch as you decanted their lives—the flood of red; the spill of glistening, coiled things—and I’d laugh, laugh, laugh.


  If I laughed, laughed, laughed, I’d eventually feel guilty. I’d promise never to do something like that again. I’d avert my eyes from the newspapers when they showed photographs of the men’s tearful widows and fatherless children, just as they must avert their eyes from the newspapers that show my face. How reporters adore my face, the face of the paleontologist’s fiancée with her half-planned wedding, bouquets of hydrangeas already ordered, green chiffon bridesmaid dresses already picked out. The paleontologist’s fiancée who waits by the bedside of a man who will probably never wake.


  If you were a dinosaur, my love, then nothing could break you, and if nothing could break you, then nothing could break me. I would bloom into the most beautiful flower. I would stretch joyfully toward the sun. I’d trust in your teeth and talons to keep you/me/us safe now and forever from the scratch of chalk on pool cues, and the scuff of the nurses’ shoes in the hospital corridor, and the stuttering of my broken heart.


  THE INK READERS OF DOI SAKET


  Thomas Olde Heuvelt


  People send their dreams and wishes floating down the Mae Ping River with the hope that those dreams will be captured, read and come true. It is a surprise what some wish for and why. One can never know what’s inside someone’s heart—what they really truly want, and those dreams sometimes reveal our true selves.


  It was during a night in the twelfth lunar month of this year when two strong hands pushed young Tangmoo down into the bed of the Mae Ping River, and by doing so, ironically, fulfilled his only wish. Tangmoo flailed his arms wildly, churning up the swirling water. The whites of his eyes reflected flashes from the fireworks as his smothered cries rose in bubbles to the surface, where they burst in silence: help, help, help, help!


  These filtered cries of alarm were mistaken by a pair of dragonflies fused in flight, their only wish to remain larvaless and so prolong their love dance endlessly, for the dripping of morning dew. So unsettled was the pair that their breaths caught, and for a second, just when the male ejaculated, they separated. Force of habit subsequently incited them to repeat this in all their future climaxes, making their fondest wish actually come true.


  But this was a chance circumstance. The point here is that young Tangmoo screamed, and his lungs filled with water, and please, he did not want to die this way.


  In order to fully grasp the tragedy of this drama, we’ll have to flash back a few days and take a peek at the village of Doi Saket, situated on the exact same river shore. Late one afternoon, about an hour before it was time for his third bowl of rice of the day, the well-bellied weed exterminator Uan[1] came running into the temple square. Winded as a consequence of the oversized behind that had given him his name, he stopped to catch his breath, leaning against the enormous stone phallus outside the temple (though not on the temple grounds themselves, since Buddha doesn’t approve of that kind of non-Buddhist folly), before wheezing, “Come see, come see! The first wish has arrived!”


  “Watch out!” cried the malodorous lampshade maker Tao[2], whose nickname did not spring from his shell head or his tortoise appearance, but from his extreme robustness, and he nodded toward the phallus.


  In his frenzy, Uan had forgotten all about the general consensus around the ancient fertility symbol. The adulterous rice peeler Somchai[3] had once cheated on her husband with three neighbors and a shopkeeper from a nearby village after she had been spotted on the phallic altar, touching herself and wrapped in nothing but silk ribbons. As a penalty, Somchai was buried waist deep in the rice field so that her excess fertility could seep into the crops, and it was decided that the bewitched phallus was never to be touched again, and was only to be greeted by passersby with a brief nod of the head, something that was ardently copied by the villagers and which consequently led to an abundance of oral sex. (There were rumors that the stone was not in fact bewitched at all, but that lustful Somchai suffered from some type of obsessive exhibitionism. Nonsense, of course.)


  Quick as lightning, Uan let go of the stone (but he was too late: in the following year his wife would give birth to triplets) and yelled, “Come to the river, all of you! The first wish is arriving—I’ve seen it with my own eyes!”


  “So soon?” said the well-mannered crab gatherer Kulap, just returning from the rice field with her basket. “I don’t believe it. It’s way too early.”


  Inside his house the generally respected Puu Yaybaan, chief of the village, heard the commotion and came running out the door. “What’s going on?” he shouted, scattering chickens in his wild dash. “What’s all this racket?”


  “Uan says the first wish is here,” Kulap said, crinkling her nose in a way that was all in contrast to her gentle nature. “But I don’t believe it.”


  “Is this true?” the Puu Yaybaan asked.


  “It’s as true as me standing here,” Uan insisted, and indeed, there he stood.


  “Well . . . so did you retrieve it?” Tao asked, placing his lampshade at his feet.


  “Certainly not,” Uan responded. “I can’t swim, I’m too heavy to stay afloat. Come on, everybody! To the river!”


  The hubbub caused many a window shutter to open, many a cell phone to ring, and many a banana leaf to furl bashfully back into its tree, as curiosity was the one thing that could mobilize all the villagers in unison. And sure enough, when they arrived at the riverside, they all saw it. A trace of brilliance on the tranquil stream. A floating lily made of plastic and crepe paper. A pearl inside a lotus blossom. The first wish of Loi Krathong.


  The philosophical irrigator Daeng[4], named after the blood that covered him when he was born, waded through the shallows saying, “Is it a wish for happiness? A love wish? A last wish? Wishful thinking?”


  The short-spoken restaurant owner Sorn[5], named after some curious agricultural mishap that no one remembered, pointed his stone pestle toward the brilliance on the water and said, “If we don’t do something, it’s going to float right past.”


  “Someone needs to go get it!” the Puu Yaybaan cried, shushing the onlookers. Men hesitated on the shore, children waded into the river until their mothers whistled them back, and the scrawny frog catcher Yai[6] took off his clothes and dove into the deep green water.[7]


  “What is it? What’s the first wish?” the people shouted when Yai finally resurfaced and reached the little boat. “Does it have a note inside?”


  Treading water, Yai unfolded the lotus leaves and produced a moist piece of paper. “Wait. I’m having trouble reading it. The words are smudged. But it says”—dramatic pause as the river held its breath in anticipation—“ ‘I wish for my dying water buffalo to get well —Bovorn S. from San Phak Wan.’ ”


  “LOI KRATHONG HAS STARTED!” the Puu Yaybaan declared over the PA system, used for announcing all important and unimportant news in the village, and his tinny words were greeted by cheers from the crowds on the riverbank. The cunning monk Sûa[8] broke into the traditional Loi Krathong song, soon joined by the village elders clapping their hands and the children splashing one another with water, while miles upstream, in the city of Chiang Mai, thousands upon thousands of wishes were being launched onto the river.


  
    November full moon shines


    Loi Krathong, Loi Krathong


    And the water’s high in local river and the klong


    Loi, Loi Krathong, Loi, Loi Krathong


    Loi Krathong is here and everybody’s full of cheer


    We’re together at the klong


    Each one with his krathong


    As we push away we pray


    We can see a better day

  


  Young Tangmoo[9] heard the noise from where he was perched in the crown of the slender teng-rang tree, slinging a piece of plaited cotton around a broken and dreadfully sagging branch. The tree had been struck by lightning the previous summer. No matter how Tangmoo propped, nailed, tethered, or jiggled the dead wood, every day around noontime it produced a loud crack and the infernal thing sank down a little closer toward his father’s house. Every day Tangmoo climbed the tree with new boards or ropes, and every day the proportion of natural versus artificial outgrowths in the teng-rang tree shifted a little more in favor of the shoring material. His mother kept her tip money in an old wok, saving up so she could one day afford to call in a landscaper to eliminate the danger. But Tangmoo did not mind his daily chore. It somehow reminded him of a sacred ritual. The crown and leaves of the tree triggered a subconscious memory of the hollowed-out watermelon after which he had been named; a crib that had afforded him many sheltered days and nights when he was a baby.


  “EVERYBODY DOWN TO THE RIVER!” the Puu Yaybaan’s voice rang across the fields. “THERE ARE WISHES TO BE GRANTED! OH, AND REMEMBER TO PIN PLENTY A PENNY TO THE MONEY TREE OUTSIDE THE TEMPLE. WE WILL SEE A BETTER DAY!”


  Tangmoo climbed down. He stopped to leave an offering of fresh oranges and cigarettes in the little spirit house and say a prayer, to thank the tree spirit for blessing them with a still-uncrushed house beneath the dead branch. (While Tangmoo naturally believed in Buddha and his lessons and rebirth and all, it didn’t mean he had no room for spirits. And in fact the branch’s benevolence had nothing to do with the tree spirit—so traumatized by the lightning strike that it had long since gone to live in another tree—but was closely related to young Tangmoo’s own exceptional karma.)


  Arriving at the riverside, Tangmoo spotted his little brother Nataphun vacantly digging holes in the sand.


  “Hey, Tangmoo,” Nataphun said.


  “Aren’t you going to watch?” Tangmoo asked. “The wishes are here.”


  “Nah, don’t wanna. I’m hungry. I wish time would go faster so I could have supper.”


  “M’okay,” Tangmoo said, shrugging.


  A bit farther down, where the tranquil Mae Ping River was now the scene of a splashing and churning bustle, Tangmoo picked a butterfly orchid, merely on impulse. As he did so, the orchid’s calyx shook, causing minute grains of pollen, invisible to the naked eye, to drift into the air and be carried upstream by a sudden gust of wind. A tremor went through the village. Those who peeled rice looked up from their work. Lovers fell silent. And the pollen? It landed on one of bored little Nataphun’s nostrils. As soon as the boy took a breath, a rare allergy made him fall asleep instantly, only to be woken by the chirping of crickets about an hour later. Surprised by the swift fulfillment of his wish, Nataphun ran home to fill his growling stomach.


  But this, the same as with the dragonflies, was purely coincidental, and nothing should be read into it.


  By now the surface of the river was teeming with krathongs. Like any other boy in Doi Saket, Tangmoo had been told the tragicomic story of Loi Krathong’s origins countless times, and so he was aware of the invaluable influence of the village he called home. Seven hundred years ago Neng Tanapong, daughter of a Brahman priest in the kingdom of Sukhothai, had been playing on the riverbank. The wench was so startled by the appearance of river goddess Phra Mae Khongkha (who by coincidence had picked the exact same spot to take a bath) that she made an unfortunate tumble into the water and drowned. Everyone knew that, in death, she read the wishes in the lotus boats passing above her dead eyes and made them all come true. And everyone knew that this event in honor of the river goddess was reenacted in Doi Saket every year, and it was they who granted the wishes with their ceremony.


  Oh, the festival! All over Thailand people drank themselves into a stupor on cheap whiskey, sang their throats sore at moonlit karaoke parties, and made love, night after night, beneath fireworks and lantern lights. Everyone, everyone launched krathongs on the water and floated khom loi[10]into the air. Everyone made wishes.


  But while the people in Chiang Mai partied, the villagers of Doi Saket set to work. Under guidance of the wayward harvester driver Sungkaew, they strung nets across the river and caught the krathongs. Men rowed to and fro in tiny boats while women waited on the bank to unburden them. Burnt incense sticks were tossed onto a pile of smoldering embers, spreading a fabulous aroma that the sultry breeze carried across the rice fields like a whispered message. Candle stubs were melted down, the wax used as fuel for the khom loi. Money, jewelry, and other valuables sacrificed to the river goddess were collected by the Puu Yaybaan and pinned to the timber tree frame standing beside the stone phallus outside the temple, so that all could follow the example of the generous ones. Woe the mortal who tried to steal: a night of dangling upside down from the holy daeng tree would await him, and a next life as the larva of a dengue mosquito.


  “Filthy thieves,” the Puu Yaybaan would fume.


  But the wish notes were what mattered most. If they were still legible they were collected in a pile: a life filled with love and happiness here, a new hip joint for my mother there, and sometimes entire wish lists: 1) A fair amount of luck; 2) 20,000 baht[11](that ain’t too much, is it?); 3) A bit more headway with my neighbor girl Phailin, though rumor has it that just recently she spread her legs for chicken farmer Kai, and if that’s true then never mind; 4) A new screen door, which I would have bought ages ago if my boss Kemkhaeng wasn’t too bloody stingy to give me a leg up from time to time; 5) A broken leg for Kemkhaeng; 6) . . .


  In other wish notes the ink had run so much from the journey on the water that special Ink Readers, initiated for the occasion, were sent into the river. Two monks, Sûa and Mongkut, were given the task of interpreting the running tendrils of ink beneath the water’s surface. For three days they swam back and forth, dragging themselves ashore, watery eyed, to reel off their messages to the scribes on the riverbank before they submerged again. If no note was found at all, the krathong was taken to the Exalted Abbot Chanarong[12], who would metaphysically distill the intended wish from its little boat.


  Everyone in the village would tell you that they had once seen the Exalted Abbot floating a meditative little bit over his prayer rug, a krathong in his hands and mountains upon mountains of them beneath his exalted bare feet. All of them had been told the story so often in their formative years that they firmly believed it to be true. Yet no one had seen it with their own eyes. In fact, the Abbot was a senile old man who had trouble reading the verses and, more important, who drooled a lot. If at some point he had been able to levitate, he had forgotten how ever since his first walker. Still, after much heated debate, voting, counting, and recounting, the village council had decided that clairvoyance was more sacred than dementia and therefore should always be given the benefit of the doubt. And so they unscrambled the Exalted Abbot’s inarticulate prattle, and every single wish from northern Thailand was read in anticipation of the ceremony to be performed on the final night.


  And the wishes?


  They came true. At least, some of them.


  Because in the dead of night the Puu Yaybaan, accompanied by his monks Sûa and Mongkut, drove his rickety pickup truck to the village of San Phak Wan. On the way over, they spotted a water buffalo in radiant health and coaxed it from its rice paddy. While Mongkut kept watch outside the hut of sleeping Bovorn S., the other two swapped his terminally ill buffalo, more dead than alive where it lay tied to a rope, for the perfectly fit animal. Downstream, they tossed the weakened ox off a bridge. It resurfaced only once, mooing, and after that nothing more was heard besides the cicadas.


  “SUCH GOOD FORTUNE!” the Puu Yaybaan declared when the new day dawned. “BOVORN S. FROM SAN PHAK WAN FILLED HIS KRATHONG WITH ONE HUNDRED BAHT AND HIS WIFE’S GOLDEN RING, AND HIS WISH CAME TRUE! HIS BUFFALO IS SPRY AS A JUMPING MOUSE! DO AS HE DID, DONATE GENEROUSLY, AND YOUR WISHES SHALL BE HEARD! OH, AND PLEASE SPECIFY YOUR NAME CLEARLY ON YOUR WISH NOTE—BUDDHA IS NOT A MINDREADER, YOU KNOW.”


  The rumor spread like wildfire through the PA systems of the surrounding villages and the villages beyond, and it was not long before the miracle was confirmed by a rapturous Bovorn S., who wept tears of joy on the hide of his bewildered buffalo.


  Huh? some people in Doi Saket thought. But the ceremony isn’t until tomorrow night. We haven’t even granted his wish yet.


  Sûa, however, stated that the ritual in itself was purely symbolical and that granting wishes is about karma (of the wish granters, of course, shrewdly leaving aside whether he was referring to the gullible villagers or the flaccid monks), and that was the end of it.


  More riches than ever before were piled onto the krathongs. From far and wide, people flocked to the temple to donate money, which looked very handsome on the money tree (making it increasingly healthy) and then looked very handsome in the Puu Yaybaan’s bank account (making him increasingly wealthy). The temple didn’t see a penny. A shamefully puny amount was budgeted for granting a wish here and there, just to keep the legend alive. The Exalted Abbot invariably mumbled a thank-you and would have no part of the deception, for if there was anyone who would not take the old geezer seriously, it was the Puu Yaybaan.


  Of course, the villagers themselves had their wishes too. Countless wishes. Widely varying wishes that would be floated into the air on wish balloons during the ceremony. And even though they were adept at granting wishes and so, at least in theory, should be able to reshape their own lives, every man needs wishes to be able to believe in something.


  The well-bellied weed exterminator Uan wished for love, and if that wasn’t in the books, the idea of love, and if that wasn’t in the books, a cursory embrace.


  The mournful neighbor Isra had been wishing for a letter from her grandson Om for six years, as he had gone to study “computer” in Singapore and never wrote.


  The well-mannered crab huntress Kulap wished for a gong, just because she loved the sound.


  Tangmoo’s benevolent father Gaew wished for a good life for his children, Singha, Nataphun, and Noi, and of course for Tangmoo himself.


  The philosophical irrigator Daeng wished he were dead.


  The adulterous rice peeler Somchai begged for potency in her husband’s ever-failing manhood so that she could finally, after all these years, take his virginity.


  Even the corrupt monk Sûa had a wish. He wished that, just for once, he could set eyes on river goddess Phra Mae Khongkha, even though he did not believe in her.


  Only young Tangmoo wished for nothing. He had never wished for anything. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if I had something to wish for? he often thought. Tangmoo approached the world in all sincerity, always searching for something worth wishing for, but he never found anything that moved him sufficiently to engender a desire. All the things that occupied the other villagers, their disputes and worries, their questions and futilities, their dramas and embraces . . . nothing felt like it was more than what it seemed to be. And so Tangmoo’s life became a string of pure experiences that he endured, and in which he performed no appreciable miracles.


  But on that first night of Loi Krathong he could not sleep. Silently, he padded outside. Farther down, by the river, the night shift and the Ink Readers continued their work, but here in the village only the chichaks[13] were awake.


  Tangmoo looked up. Thousands upon thousands of khom loi floated like swarms of fluorescent jellyfish against the nocturnal canopy. The sky was laden with wishes. The closest ones seemed to be moving more quickly, drifting southward. When they reached higher altitudes they veered west, toward the mountains. Where are they going? Tangmoo wondered. They all drifted past steadily, purposely, aiming for an unknown destination. They flew toward the edge of the universe and then beyond.


  Next morning, Tangmoo set out at dawn. He walked all day, for miles and miles, and when evening fell he reached the golden temple of Doi Suthep, situated on a hilltop with a view of Chiang Mai. The Gentle Abbot gave him a small bowl of rice to eat and sat beside him on the steps.


  “Why have you come here, my son?” the wise man asked.


  Tangmoo nodded at the purple sky above the city and said, “The wishes. I want to know where they’re going.”


  The Gentle Abbot had an exceptional talent for invoking Buddha’s teachings on all relevant and irrelevant matters people came to him for advice on. Even when a dilemma seemed nigh on impossible to solve, he would astound his audience with the only correct and always uniform answer: that the question was confusing and therefore by definition irrelevant, as the purpose of any spiritual life is to avoid confusion. And this was why the Abbot of Doi Suthep was the most beloved man in northern Thailand: he made everything seem so conveniently simple.


  “Oh, no one knows,” the Abbot enlightened in this case. He smoothed the wrinkles from his robe and smiled politely.


  Is that it? anyone else might have thought, affronted. Is that what I trudged up this bloody mountain for? Barefoot? But not Tangmoo. Tangmoo looked at the confusion of fireworks over Chiang Mai and the procession of lights in the Night Bazaar, reflecting on the surface of the river that was or was not to take his life the very next day. The burning water, the whistles and bangs, the partying people, they all created a disorder so consistent that it reverted back into order. And everywhere, everywhere khom loi rose up into the air, as if the city were weeping inverted tears of fire.


  “Chiang Mai consists of three worlds,” the Abbot explained. “The first world is the one you see before you. A world that is vibrant; living and partying and wishing. Then there’s the world above it, a world of serenity where people can rise above the mundane. By releasing their wishes, people try to reach that higher world, to become a part of it. They are two layers, sliding across each other.”


  Tangmoo gazed at the khom loi, steadily drifting past above the chaos.


  “But then there’s another world below,” the monk continued. “A world of alleys, of darkness, of backstreets and corruption. The world of the blind. You see? The surface, wild and light; the dark side below; and finally, above, the serene, the transcendent, wishing to do good. Looking at it like that, it’s very much like a human being. Chiang Mai, the Rose of the North, is a living, breathing person.”


  “But what does that tell me about where the wishes go?” Tangmoo asked.


  “Maybe it doesn’t matter where our wishes go,” the Abbot said. “Maybe the question should be how we ourselves can get there. Look over there.”


  He pointed toward two khom loi rising up into the air with incredible speed, overtaking all the rest. Suddenly one of them started glowing more brightly and veering sharply to the west, while the other flickered, fluttered down, and fizzled out. “What do you think was the matter with those two wishes? Why did they ascend more rapidly than the others?”


  “Maybe they were really burning wishes,” Tangmoo guessed.


  “Love? Happiness? Money? What could be worth going so fast for?”


  “The wish to desire something . . .”


  “Or maybe the wish to release all desire.”


  But . . . Tangmoo thought. But . . .


  “And why is one wish so strong and sure, while the other extinguished like a candle?”


  “Maybe it was a bad wish, a wish for revenge, a death wish . . .”


  “Or maybe it was simply a matter of sloppy fuel distribution,” the monk said, shrugging, and then he smiled. “It’s time for you to go home now, my son. Your parents must be worried.”


  The boy has a good heart, the Gentle Abbot thought benevolently after they had said goodbye. He ordered a tuk-tuk to be waiting for the boy to take him home as soon as he reached the last of the three hundred steps leading down. When the wise man entered the temple, carrying Tangmoo’s empty rice bowl in his right hand, he tripped on his robes and landed flat on his face. The rice bowl shattered on the floor. Miraculously, the Abbot himself was unharmed. However, while sweeping up the shards he was soon overcome by a long-nourished but diligently repressed desire to express his creativity, like fashioning pretty little mosaics. All night long, the monk worked with the shards and felt happier than he had in a long time. And so the Gentle Abbot, not nearly as far along on his path toward Enlightenment as young Tangmoo himself, saw his fondest wish fulfilled, smashing all of his china in the process.


  But this, in all probability, had nothing to do with the boy’s coming.


  The next day all the dirt roads of Doi Saket had been strung with lanterns. In every color and size they dangled from branches, electric wires, and scurrying chickens. More had been placed on walls, in gardens, and around the temple square. The well-bellied weed exterminator Uan busied himself with the table setting at the west end of the square, making sure that everyone he disliked would be seated far, far away from him, directly beneath the booming speakers of the karaoke set. All the villagers were busy preparing delicacies or setting up the thousands of khom loi so they could all be lit simultaneously that night—a logistical nightmare of incredible proportions.


  When evening finally fell, after the exhausted Ink Readers had returned from the river with dripping robes and a last handful of wishes and the Exalted Abbot had fallen asleep on his meditation rug . . . that’s when the party started in Doi Saket. People sang and stuffed themselves like there was no tomorrow. Boys caught lizards and bet on which one would run fastest. Girls tied strings to brightly colored atlas butterflies and led them around like kites. Men and women lasciviously tore at one another’s clothes and limbs beneath the bewitched phallus.


  “ALL RIGHT, FOLKS. THAT’S ENOUGH,” the Puu Yaybaan broadcasted around ten o’clock that night. “LET THE CEREMONY BEGIN!”


  The Exalted Abbot (still asleep and therefore perfectly resigned to his role) was carried outside in his seat to lead the villagers in meditation. The silence that descended on the crowd was so deafening that even the crabs in the rice field looked up in surprise; this was the only time of the year when all the villagers collectively kept their mouths shut (because even at night most of them never stopped talking in their sleep).


  Only Tangmoo was no part of this communal introspection, just like he had been no part of the communal festivities. After shoring the dead branch on the teng-rang tree with a fresh piece of wood, he had retreated to a quiet place behind the temple. He had been sitting there for hours, his back resting against a wheel of the giant mechanical replica of river goddess Phra Mae Khongkha, which would be rolled out into the temple square during the ceremony. By releasing their wishes, people try to reach that world. Tangmoo felt like a drowning person, flailing. If releasing desire was the pinnacle of achievement, how then was he supposed to justify his own existence?


  A portentous shrew taking a nap on the wooden axle of the river goddess suddenly pricked up its ears. A second later it scurried off, squeaking. It seemed spooked, Tangmoo thought, as if it had spotted a tiger. Then he heard approaching voices. Suddenly, Tangmoo felt afraid, as he was not supposed to be here. On an impulse, he dove into the same bushes the shrew had disappeared into and hunkered there silently, unaware of his right foot balancing on a dry twig on the verge of snapping. (Ironically, the confounded twig came from a teng-rang tree; a much smaller specimen than the one threatening his father’s house, but with much more far-reaching consequences.)


  From his hiding place, Tangmoo watched as the generally respected Puu Yaybaan and the monks Sûa and Mongkut appeared. The threesome stopped beside the wooden construction of the river goddess, not two feet from where Tangmoo was concealed. He was afraid to breathe. The men were engrossed in a heated argument, of which only snippets reached Tangmoo’s ears: “. . . mustn’t raise suspicion . . .” and “. . . didn’t dive myself silly for nothing, dammit . . .” and “. . . six wishes granted, that’s more than . . .” and “Fine! But it’s going to come out of your share . . .”


  Is the twig to blame for the fact that it chose to snap at that precise moment and play such a pivotal role in the destruction and creation of so many lives in northern Thailand? Be that as it may, it happened, and the echo reverberated in Tangmoo’s ringing ears.


  “What was that!” the Puu Yaybaan cried.


  “Here!” Sûa said, triumphant. Two strong hands, quick as snakes, darted into the bushes and grabbed Tangmoo by the scruff of his neck, dragging him out. “An eavesdropper! What’re you doing here, you little fraud?”


  “I . . . nothing,” Tangmoo stammered. “I was just . . . thinking.”


  “In the bushes?” the Puu Yaybaan said dubiously.


  Mongkut glanced around nervously. “How long has he been here?”


  “He heard everything,” the village chief hissed.


  “I . . . no, really, I have no idea what you were talking about,” Tangmoo said. He tried to free his arm. “I think I should go back to the temple square now, or my mom will . . .”


  “He’s going to tell them everything,” Sûa said, tightening his hold on the boy’s arm. “We need to do something.”


  “No, I truly don’t know what you . . .”


  “Liar! Traitor!” Sûa fumed suddenly, spraying Tangmoo’s face with foul strings of saliva.


  “We can’t give him a chance to ruin everything,” the Puu Yaybaan decided in a whisper. Even more than Sûa’s uncontrolled outburst, this was a signal for Tangmoo to yank himself free with a rip and a twist, and to start running like mad.


  “Hey!” Sûa shouted.


  “After him!” Mongkut yelled.


  “Take care of this,” the Puu Yaybaan barked at Sûa. “Am I making myself clear? Mongkut and I will begin the ceremony, before people start wondering what’s keeping us.”


  Fumbling blind, Tangmoo ran through the darkness. Sûa ran after him. They sped across the winding path away from the temple, through the woods, across the thickets. Sûa was right behind him, growling like a feral cat, while not four hundred yards away from them in the temple square all the wish balloons had been lit and were starting to fill up with hot air. Loud cheers rose up as the wooden Phra Mae Khongkha was rolled out into the square, and no one heard Sûa’s insane roars: “GET BACK HERE, YOU MISERABLE LIAR! HAVEN’T YOU DONE ENOUGH?”


  Finally, the moonlit path opened out. Feet splashed through water. Dismayed, Tangmoo realized he had reached the river. He turned to his assailant at the same time that his little sister Noi turned around on the podium outside the temple. She had been chosen to play the role of Neng Tanapong this year, beaming proudly in her beautiful costume. Undoubtedly Noi was thinking of her big brother, somewhere out there in the frenzied crowd.


  “Now I’ve got you.” Sûa grinned, wading into the shallow riverbed.


  “Listen,” Tangmoo wept, stumbling backward, up to his thighs in the water now. “I have no idea what you were talking about. How could I talk about something I don’t know?”


  “Little boy,” the tiger said, “it doesn’t matter what you know.”


  Snarling, he threw himself at Tangmoo, his saffron robes billowing on the water like a cloud of blood: no, no, no, no, the gigantic wooden arm of the river goddess descended on little Noi and she looked up with a gasp, the crowd cheered with so much excitement and so little restraint that they seemed to be going mad; yes, yes, yes, yes, the river foamed over Tangmoo, flashes lit up the night, fireworks crackled, spattered, whirled, feet kicked desperately, dislodging starfish from the riverbed, smothered cries rose in bubbles to the surface, popping soundlessly; help, help, help, help, little Neng Tanapong drowned in satin fabric as thousands of khom loi all rose up simultaneously, the crowd fell to their knees, looking up in tears toward the fiery miracle, wishes filled the night, the stone phallus shrank in shame, and Tangmoo drowned in the river.


  But not without a witness.


  Because from the shadows by the riverbank one shade extricated itself, bigger than all the others. This was, of course, Phra Mae Khongkha who, after bestowing life on the river a long time ago, had stopped for a breather in the riverbed. And so it happened that Sûa the monk, dripping wet and flushed with exertion, glanced over his shoulder and saw his fondest wish fulfilled, even though he did not believe what he was seeing. His body was found downstream the next day, but not his ripped-off hands. They were never found.


  And Tangmoo?


  I’m sure that if you had looked closely, you could have seen a tiny speck of light rise from the river. It fluttered up into the night sky, hastily climbing past a swarm of surprised purple swamp hens, and then joined the khom loi. That’s where the little light found peace. In Tangmoo’s dead eyes on the bottom of the river you could see a starry sky full of wishes reflected. Around him whirled running tendrils of ink, and he read them all.


  Next day around noon there was a crack when the dead branch on the teng-rang tree sagged, but there was no one to prop it back up. Two days later it finally snapped off and destroyed besides the house also the part of Tangmoo’s father’s brain that was responsible for redirecting grief. From then on Gaew, who had been inconsolable after the death of his son, devoted his deliriously happy life to his remaining children, aided by his wife who admitted to herself sadly: Thinking that life is good is better than not living at all.


  The collapse of the damnable branch had the added consequence that now, every morning, a particularly bothersome ray of sunlight tormented the eye of the philosophical and always death-wishing irrigator Daeng, causing uncontrollable screaming fits and severe sleep deprivation. It was not long, therefore, before Daeng nodded off behind the wheel while driving along the main road. He rammed a truck full of pigs on their way to the slaughterhouse, rolled fourteen times, and found new joy in life when he realized he had survived the crash without a scratch. Contrary to the pigs. So lugubrious was the scene of the accident—chunks of bloody pork all over the place—that it made the news broadcasts all over Southeast Asia. Even in Singapore, where Om had been working at a Thai restaurant for six years and sending a monthly email to his mourning grandmother Isra, who had no email address. Om then wrote her a letter, saying: I’m doing fine, Grandmother. I have a PhD in computer and I’m making lots of money now. Here, have some—and added his tips to the envelope. When Isra found the letter in her mailbox a week later, she died of happiness.


  Wishes, wishes, wishes everywhere. The well-mannered crab huntress Kulap found some scrap metal from Daeng’s wrecked truck in the rice field and used it to forge a gong. When she sounded it one night, she touched such a probing frequency that every man in Doi Saket was enchanted and lured toward her little house. As soon as the well-bellied weed exterminator Uan saw her, he fell head over heels in love. Kulap, not a bad sort, gave him a cursory embrace, and at least the idea of love.


  Wishes, like pearls on a string of cause and effect. Kulap’s gong kept chiming across the rice fields for nights on end, finally resonating in the blood supply to Somchai’s husband’s failing manhood and dislodging something in the veins. He immediately ravaged her with all the lust that had been denied him all these years, and Somchai was engulfed in waves of coital energy that were tangible for miles around—even as far as Chiang Mai, where legs were spread, thighs were kneaded, and orgasms were shrieked out. All over northern Thailand wishes came true. Bonds of love were forged. Children were being born. Kemkhaeng broke his leg.


  And maybe this was all coincidence, like so much in life.


  But let me tell you that, somewhere, a tiny little light had found its swarm. It let itself drift along on the winds toward the west. All the while, it wished and wished and wished. And so, wishing, the light and its wishes flew toward the edge of the universe and beyond.


  [1] Uan means “hugely fat” in Thai—not necessarily an insult


  [2] “Turtle”


  [3] “Real woman”


  [4] “Red”


  [5] “Wild goat”


  [6] “Beanpole”


  [7] The Thai custom of addressing one another by nicknames is meant to remember oneself better and to fool the spirits into forgetting people’s real names. As do the Thai themselves, for that matter. Irrespective of how unflattering the nickname may be, it is freely used in everyday life and no longer necessarily has a traditional origin. The wayward harvester driver Sungkaew, for instance, named his daughter Loli, after Marlboro Lights, and the unemployed mushroom picker Pakpao named her son Ham, after David Beckham. (Until his classmates discovered that in the mountain dialect “Ham” means “sack full of testicles,” causing his well-meaning mother, unable to resist his ceaseless badgering, to rename him Porn.)


  [8] “Tiger”


  [9] “Watermelon”


  [10] Wish lanterns made of rice paper with a burning firelighter underneath


  [11] About 650 dollars


  [12] “Mighty warrior;” the Abbot is the head monk of the temple


  [13] Small lizards intelligent enough to articulate their own name
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  TOTALED


  Kay English


  Think. I’ve got to think.


  If I still had a body, I’d be flashing cold right now, with nausea clawing at my throat. My mind rebels against it, but I think . . .


  Damn it! Why did I ever sign that research waiver?


  I think I’m dead.


  ***


  I remember the accident like it was yesterday—no, like it’s still happening, with the tires skidding on wet asphalt. It was the first big storm of the season. The boys had dentist appointments, so we all slept in, and I made waffles for breakfast. I can still smell the syrup.


  Lightning crackled overhead. We ducked our heads and ran for the car, spurred by the smell of fresh rain on hot pavement.


  We hydroplaned at the bottom of the on ramp. The back end fishtailed, and we skidded into the traffic lanes. A big diesel monster plowed into the driver’s-side door. The spin sucked us into the gap between the truck and trailer.


  Everything was slow motion after that. The flip. Spinning on the roof. The raging cacophony of silence when we hit the tree.


  The boys, strapped in their seats, were fine thanks to the side cushion airbags. The other driver walked away.


  But I was totaled.


  ***


  Damn, this is hard.


  I try to process what I’m feeling. If I’m feeling. I cycle through my senses.


  It’s dark. Dark like a cave on the night of the new moon. I try to inhale through my nose but nothing happens. It smells like sterile air in the containment room at the lab. It smells like nothing.


  My tongue remembers the warmth of my mouth and the smooth-hard shapes of my teeth, but that’s a memory, not a perception.


  My adrenaline rises. My heartbeat thumps in my ears like an off-balance wash load, but I don’t have ears—or a heart—so that’s a memory, too.


  No, not a memory. An association formed of repeated fear responses over thirty-eight years of life.


  If I had hands, they’d tremble. My mouth would go dry. An fMRI would show shifting colors lighting up my pre-frontal cortex, then racing through the midbrain and amygdala.


  I want to hug my knees to my chest and hide my face in my arms. I want to take deep breaths to calm myself, but I can’t. All of that is an illusion now.


  Wait.


  Maybe I can.


  I remember a study where subjects imagined flame and their skin warmed. If I imagine breathing, maybe I can fool my brain into sweeping the stress chemicals from my tissues.


  I focus every scintilla of will on taking a deep, cleansing breath. Like sensations in a phantom limb, I feel my chest expand. Feel cool air flowing through my nostrils and down the back of my throat. I let the breath out, and my shoulders relax even though I don’t have shoulders, either.


  I do it again. And again, until the darkness feels soft and comforting like flannel sheets on Christmas Eve.


  Now I can think.


  Where am I?


  No way to tell. Should be a lab at Allied Neuro Associates if I’ve left the hospital already. The research rider was explicit about that. A total meant immediate notification of ANA so the tissues could be stabilized for transfer.


  How long have I been like this?


  No way to know that, either, but it doesn’t feel like long. Immediate transport was vital to stave off the effects of glucose and oxygen deprivation prior to immersion in the SuMP chamber. SuMP, sonicated microparticle perfusion. Continuous oxygenation, near-perfect preservation of living tissue for up to six months. No refrigeration needed.


  The irony of the situation isn’t lost on me. My own research helped make this possible.


  ***


  The personal total wasn’t a new concept. It started back in the Teens when the Treaders put their first candidate in office. Healthcare costs were insane. Insurance was almost impossible to get. The Treaders said taxpayers shouldn’t have to pay for medical care someone else couldn’t afford, so they instituted a review board for totals.


  The uneducated, the elderly, the poor—they could be totaled at less than a year’s wages. My doctorate put my total at lifetime earnings plus a multiplier for patents. My policy was supposed to be enough to cover anything. I thought I was safe.


  The research rider came with an annuity. I did it for the boys. I had a good salary, but things were still tight after the divorce. If I died or got totaled, the rider said ANA could have any tissues they wanted, and the annuity would go to Dale and Zachary.


  Tissues, of course, meant brains.


  ***


  It’s still dark, and I can’t tell how much time has passed. Have I slept? The accident plays over and over in my mind, a screech of tires followed by a stomach-twisting lurch. I wish for something, anything, to distract me from it.


  There’s a soft clunk followed by a vibration. It’s not a sound but a sensation of movement so slight that I wonder if I’ve imagined it.


  The darkness continues, and the vibration comes again. It’s rhythmic, and I recognize it. It’s the HVAC system cycling on and off at the lab. ANA for sure, then.


  The sensation puzzles me. We left touch alone because an isolated brain has no skin, no nerves to transmit tactile sensations. How, then, am I able to sense movement?


  I ponder the sensation. I’m not hearing the vibration so much as feeling it. It seems like forever before I make the connection. Vascular tissue. No nerves in the brain itself, but it’s full of vascular tissue for blood supply, plus we preserved the optical and auditory nerve clusters for later activation. Interesting.


  There’s a stronger, sharper vibration in what I assume is the hallway outside the lab. It stops and starts in small jolts. Footsteps? The sensation intensifies as if they’re coming closer. In a flash, I realize I know them. It’s my research partner, Randy.


  Oh, God! I’m in my own lab? Randy! Randy, it’s me. Get me out of here! But he can’t. Not anymore.


  Randy Moreno, PhD in AI and neural interfaces. Mine was in good ol’ neuroscience and distributed cognition. Our focus was biotech, integrating electronics with neural pathways. I was bio. He was tech. I guess he still is.


  We were working on a bionet, a microscopic web of living, electrical conduits no more than three molecules wide. If we could stabilize the bionet, there was so much we could do—regulate neurotransmitters, end depression, cure Alzheimer’s. We were so close, and the list seemed endless.


  Randy bangs things around, and I feel a sloshing sensation. He’s moving me. There are bouts of protracted jostling interspersed with maddening lengths of nothing. Then my entire awareness is blasted by a stimulus larger than a thousand suns. I can feel myself screaming, my phantom mouth open wide, phantom hands covering phantom ears. And that’s when the stimulus falls into place. Sound. Riotous, deafening sound.


  Holy crap! I can hear!


  My newfound hearing adjusts. It’s quiet in the lab, but the tiniest sound seems painfully crisp after my time in the dark void of nothing. The AC. The soft hum of machinery. The squeak of Randy’s lab chair, and the rustle of clothing as he moves.


  It works. I can’t believe it works! I mean, we knew the hearing module worked with chimpanzees and fetal tissue, but this was our first trial with an adult human brain. A surge of pride and excitement rushes through me. If I were truly alive, Randy and I would be hugging and high-fiving.


  I hear a tapping of keys, then a blast of Zydeco music. Geez, Randy. Couldja make it any louder?


  Randy likes his music loud and fast. Zydeco was a favorite. So was old speed metal. I could never think with Washboard Gumbo or Motorhead drowning out my Pachelbel Canon, so we’d both agreed to induction transmitters when we worked together. It’s part of what inspired the sound research.


  By the time the day ends, I’ve decided that I’m not really in the lab. I’m in a twisted hell of Black Sabbath and Buckwheat Zydeco.


  Finally, the onslaught ceases, and I can hear Randy gathering his coat and keys. His footsteps retreat, the door closes, and the lab goes still. The void settles over me again, and I feel strangely bereft, but I push the feeling aside. It must be night. Time to plan.


  I picture the lab setup. If nothing’s changed, I know every monitor, every piece of equipment. Randy’s more of an electronics guy than a wetware guy, but he knows when an fMRI looks hinky. Enough anomalies, and he’ll start to wonder. He knows I signed that rider. Enough anomalies, and he’ll know it’s me.


  ***


  When the door opens the next morning, I’m ready. I need a happy thought to light up the reward center on the fMRI.


  I remember getting off the airplane after my last conference. The boys were waiting at the baggage claim with their grandparents. They ran to meet me and I grabbed them up in a hug.


  Damn, wrong memory. Now I’m crying, and I’ve missed the moment.


  The musical assault resumes and scatters my thoughts like a beaker hitting the tile floor.


  I’ll try again tomorrow.


  ***


  The door opens. Here we go again. Kittens! Fluffy, furry kittens!


  Nothing. Is Randy even watching? Maybe it hasn’t occurred to him that lab tissues shouldn’t have feelings.


  My disappointment sinks into an auditory cloud of key tapping and Slayer.


  I’ve almost given up when I hear it.


  “What the hell?” Randy says.


  Kittens!


  Oh my God, Randy. See it! Puppies. Kittens. Christmas!


  Randy’s rushing around the lab, fussing with the equipment. The frenetic sound of his movement tells me he’s onto something.


  Then the door to the lab opens, and a female voice speaks.


  “Hey, Randy. Want to get some lunch?”


  Dammit! Jeanine Sanders. Grad student lab assistant who works part-time in PR. She has a thing for Randy. I can hear it every time she says his name.


  “Nah, I’m in the middle of something here. I keep getting a p300 on this brain.”


  A p300? Oooh, good catch, Randy! I forgot about that one.


  The file cabinet rattles with a soft thump. Is Jeanine sitting on it? Can’t she see he’s busy? Shoo! Scoot!


  “P300—novelty response, right? So?”


  Randy’s chair swivels. The wheels squeak. “It’s more complicated than novelty,” he answers. “Like, did you ever play Slapjack as a kid? No? OK, Joker Poker, where the joker’s wild? P300 only hits on the Joker. Regular poker where the joker’s just a misdeal? Nothin’.”


  Randy’s chair rolls across the room. “So,” he says, showing off for her, “every time I come into the lab, this thing spikes a p300.”


  Duh, Randy. It’s because I know you.


  “Well, hell if I know, Randy. Maybe it knows you.”


  Great, so Jeanine-the-annoying-grad-student gets it but my own research partner doesn’t.


  “Ha, ha. Very funny. Hey, when you go out, would you bring me a sandwich? I’m gonna be stuck here awhile.”


  Jeanine’s voice brightens. “Sure thing, Randy!” Her heels click across the floor until the door closes behind her, then Randy turns his attention back to me.


  His chair creaks, and he slurps a liquid that’s probably coffee. It sounds like he’s adjusting monitors and checking the settings on our equipment.


  “OK, brain,” he says, talking more to himself than to me. “What’s going on in there? You playin’ tricks on ol’ Ran’?”


  I imagine Handel’s Messiah, and the pure, liquid notes of Maria Callas’s Ave Maria.


  It’s a message, Randy. Please see it.


  Randy goes silent. There’s a fumbling click, and Slayer stops mid-riff.


  I hear him take another swallow of coffee and return the cup to the desk.


  “Maggie?” He whispers it. I can hear the horror and disbelief in his voice.


  Yes, Randy! Yes, it’s me. I knew you could do it.


  “Oh, God. Oh, Maggie. I have to—What do I have to do? Uh, look, I need more bandwidth, more data.”


  Randy shuffles papers. He moves his coffee mug, then his chair. “Maggie, just hang on. I need to wire you up on the full array. I’ll be right back.”


  By the time he returns, we’ve both calmed down a little.


  “Christ, Maggie. How did this happen? The accident, right? Light up something for me so I know I’m not crazy.”


  I think of brownies. Hot. Sweet. Fudgy. Gooey in the middle but crunchy around the edges.


  Randy’s tapping his fingers on his desk. I can picture him half-standing, leaning his weight on his hands while he stares at the monitor. “OK,” he says. “I can get this. Parahippocampal gyrus. Christ, Maggie, could you have picked something easier to spell? Lemme look it up.”


  I hear the rapid-fire clicking of his keyboard.


  “Reward center. Associated with food. You’re . . . hungry? No, wait. You can’t be hungry. Reward center—it means yes, right? Yes?”


  Apple pie hot from the oven with the steamy scent of cinnamon rising from the crust.


  Randy’s voice sounds intense but distracted. It’s his work mode when he’s hot on a breakthrough.


  “Got it. OK, Maggie, let’s try ‘no.’ Whaddaya got for me?”


  I’ve thought about no. Pain won’t work. I don’t think I can fake it consistently. Neither will sadness. Too diffuse. I need something baser, more instinctive. I need disgust.


  Vomit. Maggots. Rotting, stinking meat crawling with flies.


  “Whoa, anterior insula. Yeah, that’ll do it. Now let’s run some confirmation trials. Give me a yes.”


  We practice until yes and no are instant, consistent and clear. The door opens again, but it’s not Jeanine with Randy’s sandwich. It’s a male voice asking Randy if there’s been any progress.


  I know that voice. Doc Leavitt, ANA’s Executive VP of Research. Arrogant bastard. We’re all PhDs here, but we call each other by our first names. Not Leavitt. He wants to be called Doctor.


  “Yeah, there’s been progress. It’s Maggie.” Randy sounds livid. His voice is low and constrained, like he’s holding back from violence. There’s a thwack and a rattling, metallic crash like someone slamming a file on the desk and kicking a chair across the lab. “It’s Maggie, you troglodyte prick.”


  For once I’m glad I’m just a brain in a jar because I would have laughed out loud. Randy, Randy, it’s Doctor Troglodyte Prick to you.


  “Of course it’s Dr. Hauri,” says Leavitt. “She was too close on the bionet project. We gave your notes to three separate teams, and they’ve gotten nowhere. Learn to communicate with her so you can finish it before the perfusion decay sets in.”


  “You gave our notes—?” Randy sounds incredulous, then indignant. “Wait. You want us to finish it? Screw you!”


  Oh, God. I wish I could see. Don’t punch him, Randy. Please, don’t punch him.


  “Insubordination, Mr. Moreno. I will forget you said that when your proof-of-concept hits my desk. Until then, remember that I could send the tissue to the Connectomics lab for neural mapping instead of leaving it with you.”


  Connectomics. Where I’d be plastinated and carved into millions of transparent slices. I take it back, Randy. Punch him.


  The door closes again, and I hear Randy righting his chair. He sighs heavily.


  “Well, Maggie, guess we need to finish it. What do you say?”


  I hesitate. The bionet was my life’s work. Of course I want to finish it. But in this state, is it even possible? With the perfusion decay, I don’t even know how long we have.


  After a few moments, I think of ripe peaches, and how their heady scent used to fill my mother’s kitchen during summer canning. I imagine their velvet under my fingers and peach juice running down the inside of my arm.


  “OK, then,” says Randy. “We finish it.”


  ***


  In the hallway outside, Jeanine’s heels tap their way to the door. I wonder what kind of sandwich she got him? I hope it’s a cheese steak. Randy likes those. Her voice when the door opens is unbearably perky.


  “Hey, Randy. They were out of peppers for a cheese steak, so I got you a Cubano.” He ushers her in with a sharp whisper. When the door clicks closed, Randy swears her to secrecy.


  Wait—Jeanine’s on the team? Hello, nobody asked me about this? I sulk while Randy eats his sandwich.


  ***


  Randy and I work together in the lab just like we used to. Well, almost like we used to. Jeanine keeps Randy fed, and I count the lunches to keep track of the days. After the fourth one, a gooey meatball sub by the sound, something’s changed in Randy’s voice. There’s a huskier note that tells me he’s beginning to return Jeanine’s feelings. My sense of loss and bewilderment comes as a rude surprise, and I retreat into memories of my boys.


  ***


  Randy says the auditory linkage wasn’t that difficult. We had it pretty well nailed down in previous trials, but vision is being fiddly. There’s not enough time to code even rudimentary opsin mimickry, so Randy scraps the environmental sensor that would have let me see what’s going on in the lab and switches to one of his implants. Leavitt, meanwhile, slaps Randy with a HIPAA redaction and non-disclosure order specifying that the anonymous tissue donor for our project be identified only as subject HF47-A.


  Great. I’ve been officially reduced to a number.


  Randy’s visual assist implant has been used with the legally blind, but it’s supposed to augment organic vision, not replace it, and it’s never been used for remote viewing. Without the opsin profiles, Randy’s only choice is to slave the input to a live source, namely his own eyes. He’s breaking at least six internal policies, and probably a federal law or two, but we both know Leavitt will look the other way if it works.


  The first two trials are abject failures. On the second one, Randy says there’s a flicker in my visual cortex on the fMRI, but my subjective experience is negative. Nada. Zip.


  Randy’s voice is tense and layered with exhaustion. “Listen, Maggie, we get one more shot at this. The nerve endings are too frayed for another splice if we fail.”


  I know the connection’s good before he finishes. I can’t see, exactly, but there’s . . . something. It’s like the dull gray of dawn when your eyes are still closed.


  “I’ve got activity in your visual cortex, Maggie. Can you confirm?”


  The sensation becomes a vague blurriness. Brownies, Randy! Brownies!


  “Subjective experience confirmed. FMRI activity increasing.”


  Randy has prepared me for this. He doesn’t want to overtax the connection, so he puts on goggles that limit his field of vision to a single image.


  “I’m looking at a shape, Maggie. I want you to identify it.” As I listen to his voice, corners start to emerge from the blur.


  “Is the shape a circle?”


  Cockroaches swarming over kitchen tiles, invading the cupboards and . . .


  “Is it a square?”


  The blur slowly sharpens, the angles too acute for a square. Cat barf studded with clumps of bile-soaked fur.


  “Is it a triangle?”


  Yes! Hot, fresh coffee with farmhouse bacon sizzling in an iron skillet.


  “Shape identification confirmed. Hot damn, Maggie!”


  ***


  Randy spends the rest of the week running confirmation trials—shape and color identification, simple photographs, then a video clip of an old Three Stooges segment. Finally, he’s satisfied that the neurolink works as well as it’s going to. “OK, Maggie, we’re ready for full-spectrum visual. We’ll go live first thing in the morning.”


  But Randy doesn’t come to the lab the next morning. I know it’s morning because I can hear muted activity in the hallway outside—muffled voices, footsteps passing, the squeaky wheels of the coffee cart. Where is Randy?


  I wait. Five minutes, five hours. With no external markers, the difference is nearly impossible to tell. Finally, I hear his voice. “Hey, Maggie. I’ve got a surprise for you. Are you ready?”


  The sound startles me. I never heard the door open. Is Randy even here? His voice sounds tinny and distant, like it’s coming from a speaker. A speaker? What the hell is Randy up to?


  “OK, Mag, we’re about to go live with the visual feed. Not much I can do about the audio quality. I had to route my phone through the computer speakers. I’ve got your fMRI synced to my datapad, so we’ll start with something easy while I check the levels.”


  There’s a slow dawning of pale white light. The image comes into focus and I find myself staring at a cinderblock wall covered with thick layers of dove gray paint. Randy’s facing an interior corner to keep the visual complexity low.


  “FMRI’s lookin’ good, Maggie. Let’s open it up a bit.”


  The image pans to the left, and I see a blue tile floor and three porcelain sinks mounted to the wall. Wait a minute. Those aren’t sinks. A tinny little toilet flushes in the background. Great, for our first live visual, Randy takes me to the men’s room.


  “Hey,” he says, anticipating my response, “it’s not like I could start us off in the girl’s bathroom. We’re headed outside now. Stick with me.”


  “Outside” is an exterior hallway flanked by a courtyard. The air is heavy with mist, and a steady drip, drip of water falls from the eaves. A hedge of peonies lines the walk, but the spent blooms are drooping, their pink tissue petals brown and curling at the edges. I’ve been here before, but I can’t place it until Randy reaches for the gymnasium door. The boys’ school!


  The gym is set up for an assembly, and Jeanine is saving us a seat in the second row. She waves at Randy, but I stare straight past her to the edge of Randy’s visual field where twenty school children fidget in metal chairs waiting for the assembly to start. Twenty, but I only have eyes for two.


  My boys. I see their smiles, their faces. Dale sits in the front row, wearing red sneakers and his brother’s favorite Transformers shirt. Zachary has new glasses and gel in his hair.


  Jeanine takes Randy’s hand, and the three of us watch together while Zack receives a certificate for reading achievement, and Dale gets honored as Student of the Month. It’s the best surprise Randy could have picked. I wish I could hug them all and never let go. I want to cry, but I can’t. Real tears are just one more casualty of the accident.


  On the way back to the car, Randy puts his arm around Jeanine’s shoulders and thanks her for setting this up. He wants to check the readouts in the lab, and she has to get back to her press releases, but they make plans for dinner later. Randy whistles happily until he sits down in his computer chair. When he does, there’s this quick intake of breath, a gasp that’s never been good when I’ve heard it before.


  “Crap, Maggie. Look at this.” The decay rate on the SuMP is running thirty-eight percent above normal and climbing. “You’re burning too hot, Mag. You’ve got to slow it down.”


  Slow it down? How am I supposed to do that?


  Randy checks the connections and scans the data again. “You’re the first live, human trial, Maggie. We never figured on a brain with your IQ, or that you’d be conscious. So, stop thinking or something. Can you meditate?”


  Randy raises his hand to his mouth, then drags his fingers through his hair. “I’m re-instituting hypothermic protocols. It should shave a few percent off the burn.”


  I can’t feel the cold, but I see the wires and the aluminum cooling tank. Randy checks the readouts again.


  “OK, Mag. Your file says you’ve been here seventeen weeks. If we can keep the burn rate down we might get six, maybe eight, more.”


  ***


  Two weeks later, Randy and Jeanine start carpooling, and Randy gets in the habit of turning the vision implant off when he leaves the lab at night. He says it’s to keep my burn rate down, but I think he doesn’t want me to see whatever else they’re sharing besides the car.


  I’m excited about our progress on the bionet, but in the quiet darkness of the lab at night, I have time to obsess over my new existence.


  The SuMP is slowly failing. Actually, the perfusion is fine; it’s my brain that’s failing. The SuMP refreshes the perfusion medium with sonicated oxygen microparticles six times an hour. We have redundant power supplies, and we increased the perfusion’s O2 ratio.


  It doesn’t help. I’ve seen my own readouts. The curve of the decay rate continues to steepen. Tissue degeneration accelerating. Every indicator ticks away at what’s left of my existence. But the truth is, I don’t think I’ll miss this strange variation on life. When Randy and Jeanine aren’t here, I’m bitterly lonely, and I miss my boys with every fiber of my non-existent being.


  Weekends are the worst. Weekends I think and I think to keep the accident at bay. I know the mechanism—vasopressin, trauma memories—but I’m powerless to stop it.


  I recite lines from Oklahoma! and Star Wars in my head. I remember snippets of books I’ve read and sing every pop song I can remember.


  Randy stays later and later at the lab, sleeping on a cot in the corner sometimes. Jeanine brings him hot food and clean clothes to keep him working.


  I know we’re almost there, but the SuMP decay preys on my thoughts. Motor functions fail always first, then speech. I guess I’m luck lucky not to have, not to have any of those.


  ***


  Twenty-two weeks from Leavitt’s ultimatum, we have our proof-of-concept ready. Randy does a fancy double-blind demo where he’s in one room, and I’m in another, and the whole thing is broadcast live on vid screens in the conference room.


  By Randy finishes time, our success is clear. The bionet is a reality.


  The other scientists Randy’s back pounding and champagne pouring. Jeanine stands nearby, her face the brightest smile ever I’ve seen. He throws an arm around her shoulders, and they come to see me.


  I want to be peaches happy for them, for us, but I’m tired. Thinking is . . . effort, and I have to struggle to under, understand things.


  “We did it, Maggie! We made history. Who knows where the bionet will go next? And hey, look at this. Jeanine swapped out Leavitt’s press release.”


  Randy holds, holds up the text of the release and reads aloud. “Allied Neuro Associates named the discovery after neuroscientist Margaret Hauri, whose work formed the bulk of the project’s underpinnings before her tragic automobile accident at the age of thirty-eight.”


  Stands Randy at the monitor to see my reaction. I see my own fMRI through his eyes. Colors sparse, muted. Activity level vomit low. I should, should be on top of the world right now, but not I’m maggots not.


  Randy’s face I see in the monitor. Concerned. “You’re not happy, are you?”


  I hot cocoa. Wood smoke in winter. The colors on the monitor flicker rotten weakly.


  Randy kisses Jeanine on the cheek, asks her to give us a moment alone. She steps outside, closes the door.


  “Is it the Connectomics thing? You know I won’t let them do that.”


  trash juice gag brown rotten grass clippings


  “This is bigger, isn’t it. Not just the discovery?”


  I weak yeskittens, but, but complicated the answer.


  Randy draws up a chair. Swings a leg over. Rests his chin on the back, dials O2 to MAX. He speaks to the monitor, my proxy.


  “Talk to me, Maggie. We should have a couple of weeks left. Where we going next? You wanted to take on Alzheimer’s. Are you in?”


  Helps, the O2. Days, maybe—not weeks. There’s a maggots flicker of yellow in my anterior insula. Hard even to say ‘no’ anymore. The crux of, of it, really. Brownies, vomit. Binary existence. Someone else’s control. Don’t want it. Notvomitnot.


  Randy’s voice deathly quiet goes. “Mag, you leaving me? Is that what this is about? You want to end it?”


  Hot blueberry waffles with real maple syrup and fresh, melting butter. Wish I could explain to Randy. Hauri Net his project now. Stories I read as a girl, clones, cyborgs, space liners. Randy and Jeanine—theirs now.


  Off takes Randy his glasses, eyes wiping breaks his voice. “It’ll be fast, Maggie. I’ll just turn off the SuMP. You won’t even feel it. Are you sure?”


  I feel a strange lightness, a pulling-away feeling that’s almost euphoric, and my thoughts become clear for a moment. I think of burgers on the grill on the Fourth of July. Sweet corn. Blueberries and cream. I think of sand between my toes at the beach with the breeze whipping my hair across my face.


  Randy’s walking to the equipment. He turns on the music with one hand, and flicks a switch with the other. The stately lilt of Pachelbel’s Canon surrounds me.


  I’m sneaking sugar cubes as a girl, their edges crumbling sweet on my tongue, then sharing strawberry ice cream with the boys.


  Randy picks up a picture of Dale and Zachary, in front of his eyes holds it. Dale on a red tricycle. Zachary stands behind, arms around his brother’s waist. Summer sun, upturned their laughter faces. Oh, my boys. My beautiful, sweet boys.


  Shaking Randy’s hands, the picture, too, shake-shaking. Bracing on the table Randy his elbows. fading kittens the silver light


  ***


  It was the first big storm of the season. The boys had dentist appointments, so we all slept in, and I made waffles for breakfast.


  I can still smell the syrup.


  A SINGLE SAMURAI


  Steven Diamond


  My father taught me that the decisions you make are nothing more than the product of who you are. In a way, you could say that the future is all predetermined. Fated. You just have to decide, right from the very beginning, who you are and how far you are willing to go to do what is right. Any early doubts will cause your failure in the end.


  So who am I?


  Samurai.


  It is no easy task to watch your entire land destroyed. Whether real or imagined, I suppose it makes no difference that I can still hear the screams coming from the throats of thousands as they died. I could do nothing at the time. No, I suppose that is untrue. I could have hid my eyes. Covered my ears. But how would my ancestors have regarded me then?


  No, I watched. I listened. I took in every death. Every scream of terror and pain.


  How did I escape the devastation, you wonder? I could comment that, in a way, I didn’t. That I was right there in the thick of it, and that I am still experiencing it. But I don’t think that is the answer being requested of me.


  The truth of the matter is that I escaped my certain death by riding on the creature—the kaiju—that was in fact the instrument of the destruction and chaos left behind me.


  It is hard to describe a monster the size of the one I currently ride. It is a mountain. Massive. Unyielding. Indestructible. Imagine if the mountain nearest you suddenly began moving. Imagine if, one day, it slowly began unfolding itself like a bear emerging from hibernation. What is a village to a mountain? More, what is a person to a mountain?


  Nothing.


  This is not the first time kaiju have been stirred from the depths of their slumber into our world. My ancestors fought them, though those monsters were nothing compared to the one upon which I traveled. To compare myself to a flea on a dog would not do justice to the scale of the monstrosity. It had no definitive form that I could identify. It was simply too big, and my view too limited.


  All I know is the kaiju utterly obliterates anything that crosses its path. Armies have tried to stop it with cannon. Other samurai have tried with blades. Nothing causes even the most subtle of reaction from the beast.


  Yet here I am, riding the kaiju. It heads south, where in a matter of weeks, if not days, it will reduce my entire country into little more than rubble. I have one goal. Climb the kaiju, and kill it. How does one kill a mountain?


  Somehow.


  What is a true samurai without a daisho? There are many myths and legends surrounding a samurai and the two blades he carries. Wearing a daisho not only marks a samurai for all to see, but it innately conjures the whispers of heroic deeds, demonic opponents, and traditional duels.


  In public, in the rare event that a samurai is asked the question, a samurai will brush aside the myth. We don’t brag. We don’t boast. It accomplishes nothing to let the common masses know what we truly protect them from. We kill the demons before they can do untold levels of harm, and then we tell the people that nothing untoward has happened. We keep the darkness at bay while most people struggle to even understand that there is an encroaching darkness.


  The katana and wakizashi—or whichever desired combination of blades the samurai chooses to wear—are sacred weapons. They are more than just status symbols. They are physical representations of what we should all be spiritually. There are some blades that are passed from father to son, but these are a different sort of katana. They have not been forged in the old way. The secret way.


  My katana and its matching short sword are different than those weapons wielded by regular samurai. Like myself, with their appearance, they don’t brag. They don’t boast. The scabbards for both are simple and lacquered black. The hilts are wood wrapped in gray sharkskin. The blades stone-polished.


  It is not the look of them that makes the blades special. Again, it is how the blade is made. It is what is inside the blade that makes it different. When blades are forged in the old way, that forging is done literally with a piece of the samurai’s soul inside. How it is done is a mystery even unto the samurai and a secret kept by the monks who forge our blades. A unique bond is formed between the samurai and his weapons. Should the blade break—which is rare in the extreme—a samurai’s soul breaks with it, and dies. Likewise—and far more common—when a samurai dies, his sword crumbles to dust.


  What is a true samurai without a daisho?


  Soulless.


  I was not truly expecting the carnage I stumbled upon. It could be argued that it was luck that led me to the clearing in which I now stood. I would not be the one to argue that point, for I do not believe in luck. I believe in my ancestors and the guidance they give me should I be worthy to hear it.


  As the kaiju moved, crushing everything in its path, it began shedding the stone and foliage that covered it. Up the great beast I traveled, along a faint animal trail with the monster’s back my goal. How long must this kaiju have rested in its one place for it to have grown trees? To have these animal paths crossing its surface? And not just the evidence of their passing, but those creatures themselves with their homes? More than once I saw the passing deer, or heard the distant growling of predators.


  Every step the kaiju took shook loose the debris—some of my country—that clung to it. Great rockslides cascaded down the monster’s sides. Trees three times my age would rip free from where they had rooted and tumble away. More than once I sought shelter in small caves to wait out the upheaval surrounding me.


  It was after waiting out a particularly violent series of earthquakes upon the kaiju—likely nothing more than a sequence of quick steps from the abomination that resounded upwards—that I found the path I had been following completely gone. It had been swept away, and there was no clear route for me to follow to reach the top of the monster. I backtracked for the better part of a day until I found another, steeper path that I never recalled previously passing. Climbing it took the remander of that day, and that was when I found myself in a clearing of sorts as the sun was falling.


  The first thing I noticed was the coppery smell of blood.


  It assaulted my nose, and I could tell without seeing it that the quantity of spilt blood was enormous. I could tell that it was human blood.


  I drew my katana.


  In the center of the small clearing I quietly turned in a slow circle, taking in the picture. The clearing was more of a hollow set between large rocks. The trees were sparse, and I began picking out smallish pools of darkness that I realized were caves. In the middle of the clearing were the scattered remains of a small contingent of soldiers.


  It was impossible to tell just how many had been here. Heads lay like discarded and rotting fruits that the peasants had neglected to harvest. Arms and legs lay strewn about the clearing, and I soon saw even more hanging in the few trees surround me. Blood arced and streaked everywhere. I picked a point of reference and turned again in a slow circle, this time counting legs I could see. When I arrived back at my starting point, I had counted twenty-five legs. At least thirteen soldiers had died here. I saw signs of gunfire, but nothing that suggested what the men had been firing at.


  Samurai have a sense of when events have turned perilous. A shift in the breeze. A sudden stillness. An icy chill that slips insidiously into the heart. There was something here. Watching me.


  I do not claim to never be afraid. That is foolishness. My father taught me that lesson when I was very young. He taught me that fear is a tool; perhaps even the most valuable tool a samurai can have. When controlled, that fear can serve as an extra sense of protection. But it does not rule me. I rule it.


  I pivoted to my left and carved upward with my blade before I even had time to register the nearness of the danger. My katana bit deep into . . . something. I used my momentum to pull the blade clear and felt the spray of liquid—blood?—cover me. I did not pause to look at the thing I had, hopefully, killed. As I spun back to my unguarded flank, I caught the briefest glimpse of a vaguely cat-shaped animal bounding toward me.


  Diving to the left, I rolled and came back to my feet with my katana held at the ready. The thing was the size of a mountain cat, only it looked to have rocks covering its back for protection. I had never seen a monster like this, nor heard of the like. As the creature and I circled, I wondered if the appearance of these small creatures had anything to do with the sudden awakening of the kaiju.


  I feinted a strike at the thing, then pulled back, looking for a weakness. I now saw four eyes, vertically slit, that gleamed in the waning light. Claws retracted into the thing’s paws. It did not make any further move to attack me. Almost as if it were waiting—


  I threw myself to the side and felt claws rake my left shoulder from behind.


  Pain is nothing. It is simply a feeling, like hunger, or worry. It can be tolerated and banished with proper discipline. There are demons that live off that pain, that thrive off their victims succumbing to it. So I feel no pain. I do not just ignore it, for that implies a recognition that it was there to begin with.


  Two more of the cat-things had emerged from their caves, making four that faced me. They moved to surround me, sniffing the air, and likely smelling my blood. But not my fear.


  One leapt at me, and I drew my wakizashi and buried it in the thing’s neck. Its momentum wrenched the short blade from my grasp. I took three running steps at the nearest of the other three cat-things and swung low with my katana, cutting off the two legs on its right side. It bellowed in pain, a sound somewhere between a wolf’s howl and a cat’s shriek.


  I turned, keeping the thrashing beast between me and the other two. I reached out and tapped my blade on the wounded monster’s rocky hide. It clinked like it would against stone. I needed to send the creatures a message. I needed them to understand that they were not the predator here. I was.


  I stepped quickly around to where I had easy access to the cat-thing’s unprotected belly, and drove my blade into it. I did not make the cut quick. I slowly dragged my blade, gutting the monster. I felt the connection between the monster and myself. I felt it as the bit of my soul in the blade eradicated the soul in the creature. I had only felt this a few times before, and only when necessity had forced me to kill an oni slowly. Through my katana, I felt the creature die.


  When I withdrew my blade, the other two creatures were gone. I had not seen them flee, but I knew they would not trouble me further. I retrieved my wakizashi, cleaned my blades on a strip of cloth from my robes, and continued through the clearing and up toward the spine of the kaiju.


  If it was not luck that saw me through my encounter with the cat-things, what was it? To me the answer was simple.


  Guidance.


  I was barely fifteen when my father committed ritual hara-kiri. Had he given offense to some lord? Had he given offense to some lord’s wife? No. My father was the most honorable of all men. At least, that is how I remember him. And is not that what truly matters?


  “Son,” he said that morning. “I must do something that you will find hard to understand today.”


  I was very confused, and said, “What do you mean, father?”


  “Today, my son, is the day I must task you with watching over the family.”


  “Where are you going?” I was still confused, but looking back on that day, my father did not regard me with a look of indignation or impatience at my questions.


  “I go to join our ancestors.”


  “Why?”


  “Because sometimes sacrifices are needed to protect those we love.”


  A few hours later, I served as my father’s second. The katana I held then was not the one I hold now, but I remember that blade in every detail. From the way the grip was ever so slightly uneven beneath my grip. How the sun reflected off the polished blade. There was the smallest of nicks near the end of the blade’s edge. I never was able to learn how that had come to be there.


  In front of our local magistrate, my father shrugged off the top of his robe and let it fall to the ground. He slipped his wakizashi from the scabbard, reversed his grip on the blade, and settled the point against his flesh.


  I glanced at the magistrate and saw the sadness that filled his eyes.


  My father had not been the one to cause offense. My father’s lord had been the one to do that. But even with his faults, our lord was the best person to lead. The best person to see our people through difficult times. My father knew this.


  So he offered to cleanse his lord’s honor with his own life.


  I lifted the katana, poised to end my father’s suffering.


  My father took one calming breath, and plunged the blade into his flesh. I could hear the wet tearing and cutting as he gutted himself. Just the sound of it was nearly too much for me. I remember blackness encroaching at the edge of my vision. My hands shook.


  My father looked up over his left shoulder at me, pain and sweat streaking his face. He managed a small smile.


  “Learn from me,” he said, his voice a bloody whisper. Then nodded his head once.


  My vision cleared. My nerves calmed. I lifted the katana high, then brought it down and gave my father the one thing he deserved and had earned with his sacrifice.


  Peace.


  I could see beauty for leagues upon leagues.


  In front of me, and in the path of the kaiju, the landscape of my country unfolded like the secrets of an origami crane. I could pick out dozens of individual villages, and several walled fortresses. The land was green and full of life. I took in a deep breath of crisp air, savoring the sharpness of it. For a moment, I let myself become lost in the beauty.


  I exhaled. Turned.


  Behind me lay destruction for leagues upon leagues.


  Had there ever been life in this beast’s wake? Had I not personally traveled these lands in the past, I would not have believed it. There was no green in the path of violence the creature had wrought. What was left was inhospitable wasteland. It was not unlike when a nervous horse paws at the ground, gouging it. Only this was on the magnitude of a mountain. Gouges the size of lakes. Great rents in the earth that I doubted would ever heal.


  If there had been villages in that devastation, they no longer existed. As high as I was, it was impossible to actually see if anything had survived. But I did not need to see to know. Nothing lived. Nothing would have survived the kaiju’s passage.


  I turned again to the front and looked at the beauty of my country. If I did not stop the kaiju, it would all be gone. All of it. Every village, town, pasture, samurai, woman, peasant, and child. They would not just die or be destroyed. After the kaiju passed, it would be like they never existed, and their futures would be murdered as surely as if they too had been caught in the path of the monster.


  I resumed my journey.


  I had been climbing this monster for days, and with each of those passing days, more of the creature was revealed. It sloughed off rock and vegetation like a snake discards old skin. I could discern a tail, and the head would wave from side to side. There was something distinctly reptilian about its head and the way its eyes seemed to regard the world which it annihilated.


  The kaiju moved forward, unabated.


  I had little time if I was to stop it from crushing the rest of my country.


  My path was virtually unobstructed now, and I was able to keep at a run for hours. The head of the monster grew steadily larger in my view. There was a clarity within my mind as I ran, and I pondered how I could kill the beast.


  I had hoped that my ancestors would have given me a sign by now, but they had been silent thus far. Perhaps it was not time yet for them to give me direction. Or perhaps they had no direction to give. Could it be that my ancestors were as overwhelmed as I was? What if they did not know how to kill this monster, and I was running to my death?


  Well, that is the purpose of samurai, is it not? To make the sacrifices—regardless of how difficult or contrary to what logic declares—that no one else will make.


  I ran on.


  The catlike creatures followed me at a considerable distance. Did they know my intentions? If they did, they made no move to attack me. They only stalked, no doubt waiting for me to do something careless. Why bother attacking me if I would do them the favor of dying on my own?


  Crossing the neck of the kaiju was treacherous, but of no great challenge. The biggest worry was not the shifting terrain, but what lay ahead. I could see major landholdings. From this unfamiliar vantage it was hard to say whose land the monster approached, but I knew what would happen once the kaiju reached it. Everyone living there would be crushed and buried. I could almost hear the terrified wails of the children as I imagined the ground being broken and churned under the beast’s passing.


  Ahead, after crossing the neck, I spotted a cave.


  It was below me, with no clear path to it. A look ahead showed me how much closer the beast was to the city. The city would be crushed within an hour. The ground—I still thought of it as ground even though this was the kaiju’s head—shifting beneath my feet, I began climbing down. Rock crumbled beneath my left hand, and suddenly I was falling. My knee struck an outcropping, and I felt the wet snap of my leg breaking. I would have screamed in pain, but the impact of my back against the floor of the cave stole my breath.


  I rested there for several minutes, fighting for breath and trying to cope with the pain I felt in my back and leg. I hesitantly moved my back, and while sore, it had not been broken in the fall. My leg was another matter entirely. When I managed to sit up partially to look at myself, I noticed my leg bent sharply away from me at an angle impossible in nature.


  There would be no more walking for me.


  I turned myself so my back was facing the inside of the cave and began dragging myself farther in. The floor of the cavern was smooth, keeping the jostling of my wounded leg to a minimum. Soon the cave began to change. The ground gave beneath me slightly more, and a faint green light steadily grew more and more pronounced as I moved into the cave’s depths.


  I blacked out for an unknown amount of time. The ground pitched beneath me and I tumbled, striking my wounded leg. The pain was the worst I had ever felt previously. It was a pain that, even as a samurai, I was unable to ignore. When I regained consciousness, I was in a glowing green room, giant and smooth along every visible wall. The space was not hollow, but at its center was a massive, green, pulsing clump of flesh. From it, hundreds of darker green, stringy, muscle lines connected the flesh to the walls of the cavern.


  I have killed thousands of monsters in my life. Oni. Undead. Gaki. Other demons. It did not take me long to realize I was in the kaiju’s head and that the pulsing bit of flesh the size of a house was the monster’s brain. I could hack at it for days, and while the monster would be hurt, it would still crush everything that stood in its path. Cutting the muscle fibers holding the brain suspended could also work, but it too would take too much time.


  It took most of my remaining strength, but I pulled myself until I was right next to the brain. I closed my eyes and begged for my ancestors’ guidance. Nothing. I opened my eyes and gritted my teeth to keep from yelling in frustration. Why had I come all this way if I was to fail? The journey had nearly killed me, but here I was with no clear way to quickly kill the beast.


  The journey.


  The thought floated into my mind like a gentle breeze. My father taught me that who I am is nothing more than the product of where I have been and the decisions I have made. What is that if not a journey?


  Who am I?


  Samurai.


  In a single motion, I drew my katana and plunged it into the brain of the kaiju.


  I doubt it even felt what I did. But I could feel it. First in just a trickle, and soon in a torrent. Just like in the past when I had killed oni, and earlier when killing the catlike creatures, I felt a connection to the kaiju through my katana. The bit of my soul forged into my sword connected to the soul of the monster. I felt every animalistic desire, and I saw through its eyes.


  Ahead was the city.


  Fleeing humans, not even like ants.


  No anger. No desire to kill.


  Ambivalence.


  Apathy.


  The kaiju did not care.


  It did not even notice the world it destroyed.


  The flood of thought and emotion coursed through me, burying me. It was like an avalanche, and I had no way of surviving it. I tried to push the thoughts away. I tried to pull the blade from the kaiju’s brain. It was impossible.


  Learn from me.


  I felt tears fill my eyes at the sound of my father’s voice. It was as if he were right next to me, whispering in my ear. It had been so long since a boy had heard his father’s words.


  Learn from me.


  Smiling, I drew the wakizashi with my left hand. I truly was a product of all my past choices.


  I barely felt the blade of my wakizashi as I stabbed myself. But I felt the shock and pain of the kaiju. It knew something was wrong, and it ground to a halt. As my right hand still grasped the hilt of my katana—blade buried in the monster’s brain—my left hand pulled the wakizashi across in one, fluid motion. I felt my insides tearing and parting. Blood poured over my hand and pooled in my lap.


  I pulled the blade out, and stabbed myself again.


  The kaiju bellowed, and the resonance of it burst my eardrums. I cut across my middle again, and then my left hand ceased to work. My wakizashi was still sunk into my flesh, but my grip slipped from it. As this happened I also felt the kaiju collapse. Confusion surged through it.


  Blood still leaked from me, spreading in a pool around me. I had mere moments left, but I knew that when I died, the connection of my life to the kaiju’s would remain. When I died, it would die. My ancestors would be proud. I smiled again, and felt myself slipping away.


  Today, a single samurai killed a mountain.


  ON THE SPIRITUAL PLAIN


  Lou Antonelli


  The alien cleric gestured for us to come closer. I pressed my back up against his bulk, and drew my knees under my chin. “Thank you,” I said simply.


  Around us, the various clan groups were drawing together—their masses the only thing breaking the gray monotony of the planet’s polar plain. Ymilans on pilgrimage traditionally slept clustered together—including ghosts of the dead. The spirit of Joe McDonald stared at Dergec and me, still somewhat uncomfortable by what was going on. I beckoned to him. “C’mon, Joe, you’re with us,” I said.


  The ghost of the dead human scooted over to us. He sidled up beside me, his back against the Ymilan cleric. Dergec became dormant—Ymilans really don’t sleep in the human sense—and I eventually began to drift off myself. Joe didn’t move. I didn’t know if he was asleep. Do the dead sleep? Can the dead sleep?


  #


  Compared to Earth, Ymilas has an energetic planetary core, and the planet has a very strong magnetic field. Its ionosphere is constantly permeated with brilliant auroras.


  The planet, however, is spectacularly bereft of minerals useful to Terrans, and there would be no reason to visit it, except for it being near a wormhole.


  Some Terrans also find the Ymilans interesting.


  Unlike Earth, Ymilas has only one sentient life form. The Ymilans have a low-tech highly-ritualized culture. Their religion is genuinely unique because the living and the spirits of the dead coexist side by side.


  Dergec is the chief cleric of the continent where our Terran base is located. After my posting there as Base Chaplain, we spoke frequently and found a surprising amount of common ground. The Ymilans believe—as do many Terran religions—that each individual has a spark of an eternal extra-dimensional over-arching consciousness that is imbued in each of them at birth and ultimately returns to a higher dimensional plane when the physical form is no longer viable.


  I told him we call it the “soul”.


  They also know—I won’t say believe because the evidence was obvious on Ymilas—that while alive we develop an electromagnetic imprint as a result of the experiences of life that survives after death. I told Dergec an ancient Terran religion had the same belief, and in fact built elaborate pyramids and tombs filled with personal belongings to keep those spirits happy.


  The ancient Egyptians called that type of a spirit the “Ba”. The Ymilans call them Helpful Ancestors, and they are considered part of one’s extended family.


  I explained Earth’s weak magnetic field apparently allows most of our spirits to dissipate, “Although there were many cultures on Earth that believed their ancestors were a part of their everyday lives,” I said. “But you couldn’t interact with them.”


  “But are you sure of that?” said Dergec, with the Ymilan equivalent of a smile. “Don’t you have a type of literature called The Ghost Story?”


  He was smart as well as wise.


  #


  This first Terran base had less than 50 people. Because of the isolation and sparse conditions, it was traditional for the Service to “suggest” a posting to the planet.


  Although most people went along with being “volunteered”, after the suggestion was made I agreed willingly. I was single and so nobody else had to suffer with me; I thought it would be worthwhile experience for a young Methodist minister.


  Dergec was always polite if not a little bit bemused when I peppered him with questions. “A mutant race like yours asks a lot of simple questions,” he said.


  The Ymilans were comfortable being a race with both physical and spiritual members and had evolved with sensory organs that could both detect and communicate with their spiritual world. When Dergec learned of humans’ inabilities in that regard, he was compassionate.


  One thing I had noticed in passing was that I never heard of an Ymilan extended family of the dead going back more than six generations. I made a mental note to ask Dergec why these ancestral houses didn’t extend back farther.


  That “note” was the first thing I thought of when Joe McDonald’s ghost appeared to me.


  #


  Joe was an average Service “grunt”, just another face under the dome. He never had come to me for any counseling or help—until after he died.


  I had been updating my sermonblog when I heard the base emergency siren. I ran out and saw a large shipping container swaying back and forth from a crane, a body lying on the floor beneath.


  Apparently Joe took a left when he should have taken a right and walked just close enough to the edge of the container as it was being swung around that it clipped him. The sharp corner punctured his helmet and crushed in his temple. The light was gone from his eyes by the time I reached him.


  His base file did not indicate any religious preference.


  That night, I noticed the lights flicker briefly in my quarters—not terribly uncommon, our shielding constantly battled to protect our tech from the strong Ymilan magnetic field. I did think it strange, though, that the lights flickered from white to blue, and back to white again.


  During the next few minutes I got the strangest crawling or burning sensation on my skin. Despite its violent climate—or perhaps because of it—Ymilas does not lack for water. I thought it would help to take a nice, hot shower.


  When I left the bathroom, gusts of steam poured into my bedroom—and I saw Joe.


  He gestured, looking alternately angry and scared. Despite the fact I was speaking to a ghost, his look of discomfort and anxiety was so pronounced my natural pastoral reaction was to put him at ease. “It’s OK, Joe, I’ll help you any way I can. Stay here with me.”


  I commed the base Commander. “A quick question,” I asked. “Was Joe McDonald the first human die on Ymilas?”


  “Why yes, he was. Why do you ask?”


  “He’s here in my quarters. He’s become his own Helpful Ancestor.”


  The Commander cursed, then asked “What do we do now?”


  “I don’ know about ‘we’,” I said, “but I have some counseling to do, and then I call Dergec.”


  I turned off my lights, and as I hoped, Joe appeared as a dimly lit apparition, as ghosts do on Earth.


  I determined—through questions on my part and nods and gestures on his—that he understood his spirit was somehow trapped. “Did you ever see the container?” I asked.


  He shook his head vigorously, looking very sad.


  “Did you look at your death?” He nodded, slowly.


  I commed Dergec, and explained what happened. “I will be there as soon as I can,” he said.


  I spoke to Joe again. “We will get through this. I know on Earth, when we die, the soul leaves the body and moves on to the afterlife. Things are different here, but my friend the Ymilan priest will help us.”


  Joe made a gesture of helplessness. “It’s my job to deal with spiritual matters, thanks for coming to me,” I said. “We will get through this together.”


  My port signaled. “That must be Dergec.”


  The Ymilan was far too large to enter my quarters. I stepped outside, assuming Joe followed me, as there was no way I could see him as we stepped into the light.


  Dergec looked to the side of me and addressed Joe directly. “What is your name, my friend?” He paused for a moment, then replied, “Your proper name is Joseph, then?”


  I realized Dergec could speak directly to Joe, just as he could to his own ancestors. Despite the fact I listened to a one-sided conversation, I could tell Joe was relieved to be able to make himself easily understood


  “I understand your discomfort, your people do not exist this way,” said Dergec to Joe.


  “Can you help Joe to move on?” I asked Dergec.


  Then with a start, I remembered that “mental note” I had made to myself.


  “Sir,” I said, using an untranslatable word that is an extreme Ymilan honorific, “I have observed that your Helpful Ancestors do not go back many generations.” I paused. “Is there a way for them to move on?”


  “Since when I first learned about the spiritual nature of your people,” he said, “I knew this day would come.”


  #


  Our lone base on Ymilas is located near the equator, where the electrical storms are the weakest. The planet’s magnetosphere dips down at the poles. It was Dergec who suggested using the specially shielded segway for my own protection.


  The Commander raised her voice. “You want to take a Faraday segway on what?”


  “A pilgrimage, Ma’am.”


  “Why? Whose idea is this?”


  “Monsignor Dergec,” I said, using the closest human word to the Ymilan title. “We need to make a pilgrimage to the north polar plain so the soul of Joe McDonald can move on. We have no idea how the ground level magnetic field at the pole would affect an unshielded human.”


  “I have one Faraday segway, if you wreck it, we won’t have another one for months, until it is requisitioned, approved and shipped.”


  “Bureaucracy is your problem,” I snapped. “Do you want a haunted base?”


  On cue, her case folder slid off his desk and slammed on the floor. The Commander jumped up from her seat. “I felt something on the back of my neck!”


  I sighed. “Do you believe my ghost story or not?”


  She began to type on her desktop. “Take your segway, take the Ymilan, take Joe, get out of here. I don’t want to hear any more about this.”


  Dergec was waiting outside. “Did you get what you needed?”


  “Yes, despite a little reluctance from the Commander.”


  “Joseph accompanied you.”


  “I know, the Commander’s hemming and hawing infuriated him enough that he was able to manifest himself a bit.”


  “I have noticed that human emotions generate spiritual turmoil,” said Dergec.


  “I’m a little angry myself,” I said. “But that won’t help things.”


  Dergec turned around and plodded off. “Let us begin our journey.”


  #


  The Ymilans have well-worn trails to the polar region where the magnetic field bends down to the surface. There the Helpful Ancestors can dissipate.


  The Ymilan pilgrimage trails loop and wind, because they need to avoid serious fault zones, another result of that active planetary core.


  Dergec said the journey would take 12 Terran days. Like everyone in the colonial Service, I maintained Earth days. Ymilas’ sun had contracted in the distant past, and the planet’s orbit has adjusted as a result. It was that gravitational disturbance that had shifted its core into such an active state.


  We were joined by other clan groups along the way. Dergec led the way, and Joe, of course, had no trouble keeping up. I brought up the rear of our little group, my treads grinding along the slate gray landscape. There were caravanserais at regular distances. Clusters of pilgrims gathered and parted along the way.


  The other Ymilans were fascinated to see the first humans on a pilgrimage. It is an accepted part of their life and society and they accepted our participation with great equanimity. Dergec spoke often to Joe, who seemed “talkative” enough in his current state.


  During one stop, Dergec said some Ymilans expressed something akin to admiration for Joe and myself. “They are proud of you,” he said. “They say humans are finally Ymilans now.”


  Of course, I couldn’t see Joe, but it was usually obvious from Dergec’s “body language”—a strange term considering how different Ymilans are from humans—where Joe was. I spoke to Joe whenever I could, and when necessary, Dergec repeated Joe’s side of the conversation.


  I noticed about the halfway point that Dergec’s interactions with Joe began to diminish. “Joseph is speaking with Helpful Ancestors now,” said Dergec.


  “Is he away from us?” I asked.


  “Yes, he is with that clan over there,” he said gesturing.


  “Why does a Helpful Ancestor finally decide to make the journey?” I asked him.


  “The closest word in your language would be futility,” said Dergec. “Our term might be translated as understanding that your role in the material world is over.”


  I took the opportunity to ask a question. “Does he realize that this trip means extinction,” I said. “That his soul has already flown, he is just a ghost?”


  “No. That is something you must work out amongst yourselves,” said Dergec. “It is not proper for me to interfere in the spiritual matters of another species.”


  “Your Helpful Ancestors don’t seem to mind trekking towards dissipation,” I said.


  “We are a mature race,” he said. “I would be cautious is discussing it with Joseph, though.”


  “How is Joe taking the attention from the Helpful Ancestors?”


  “I believe he is enjoying it,” said the wise cleric. “He did not receive much attention from his own kind in life.”


  The severity and frequency of the electrical storms increased as we neared the Ymilan pole. I monitored and inspected my Faraday segway more than ever. The pilgrimage route meandered through a landscape of diminishing hills until, on the 11th day we hiked over a ridge and saw—nothing.


  “It is another day’s journey across flatlands to the Temple of Release,” said Dergec.


  As our caravan of pilgrims marched across the plain, we began to line up abreast of each other. Despite the many dissimilarities between the two planets, one thing Ymilas has in common with Earth is a tilted axis, and therefore seasons—as well as long polar days.


  This was the depth of the polar night, and the dark grayness of the sky matched the cold gray slate that made up the polar plain. In the darkness I could now see all the Helpful Ancestors as well as Joe. He marched near Dergec and me, but within a cluster of the Ymilan ancestors.


  It was obvious he was in a position of honor amongst them, but when everyone stopped for the “night”, all the Ymilans went back to their individual clan groups, which is why Joe was left alone and off to the side when Dergec and I stopped to sleep.


  There was no indication of any danger so I slipped out of the Faraday cabin and sat down as Dergec gestured for me to come closer. Joe looked at me.


  “C’mon, Joe, you’re with us.”


  Joe nudged himself between Dergec and me, and stopped moving, I didn’t know if he was asleep.


  “Do the dead sleep? Can the dead sleep?” I repeated to myself.


  Dergec turned his head to me. I didn’t realize I had spoken out loud.


  “He sleeps the sleep of the dead,” said Dergec. “You would call it meditation. His mind is empty.”


  Dergec settled down into his posture of dormancy and I drifted off to sleep myself on that dark plain with the spirits of the alien dead—and one man.


  #


  Dergec stirred himself and I clamped myself in the cabin of the segway.


  “We will be there soon,” he said to us.


  He turned aside and spoke to Joe. “Are you at peace, my brother?”


  I could tell from Dergec’s body language Joe answered in the affirmative. “It is well, then,” said Dergec. “Let us finish.”


  As the long parallel line moved forward towards the unseen destination, I noticed the general grayness began to brighten. After a while, I instinctively looked up. There, high in the sky, was a glowing grayish green vortex of auroral light. Dergec turned as Joe had obviously spoken to him. “Yes, the Temple of Release is directly below it.”


  I knew the polar magnetic vortex would be the location of the weakness in the magnetic field that would allow Joe’s “Ba” to dissipate, but I had no idea it would be visible.


  “It looks like the eye of God,” I thought.


  As the polar night began begin to imperceptibly brighten because of the glow, I soon was unable to tell where Joe was among us.


  A few hours later, the plain was clearly lit by the glow of the “Eye” and I realized the previously uninterrupted flatness of the landscape was broken now by something rising directly ahead of us in the distance.


  As we approached I saw it was an obviously artificial structure, and as we neared even closer, I saw it consisted of an enormous circle of upright blocks with the dimensional ratio of 1: 4: 9—the Golden Mean. The lintels were of the same dimensions, and it was with a shock I realized that, except for the size and preciseness, the structure was essentially of the same design of Stonehenge back on Earth.


  The actual size was the biggest distinction. Although it was hard to judge at first, as we approached I saw the structure was more than 1,000 Terran feet high.


  As we neared it, the various Ymilan clans began to bunch up as they would have to pass through the openings. Dergec turned to Joe. “This is the point of no return,” he said.


  I turned in the same direction as Dergec. “Are you okay with this, friend? You ready to go home?”


  There was a pause, and then Dergec said “He is fearful, but ready.” He paused and continued. “Joseph said he wants you to know he appreciates your kindness, but he knows nothing awaits him. He learned the true nature of the pilgrimage from the Helpful Ancestors.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t. . .”


  “He says it is good, he realizes there is nothing left for him here, and he would rather be nothing rather than a ghost on a strange world,” said Dergec. “He said the others have given him courage. He hopes his immortal soul has already reached your heaven.”


  “I know it has, Joe,” I said, my voice cracking a bit. “I have faith in that, that’s my job. To have faith.”


  “Joe says he likes that,” said Dergec.


  The other Ymilans on either side of us began to move forward. “Let us go, then,” said Dergec.


  We passed between a pair of giant uprights and passed inside the circle. There was nothing there but another caravanserai.


  I turned to Dergec. “What happens next?”


  “Nothing,” he said. “He is gone. They are all gone.”


  “What! That’s it?”


  “There is no ceremony, if that is what you mean,” he said. “The composition of these stones provides the shielding necessary to allow the dissipation.”


  He turned to me. “I’m sorry, I forget your people put a great deal of stock in theater and rituals, which is to be expected in such an immature race. We take this process for granted.”


  “So what do we do now?”


  “We stop and rest and sleep, and then begin the trip home,” said Dergec.


  #


  When I was back at the base and I filed my report with the Commander. “This opens up a whole new issue in the Colonial Relations Division.”


  “Yes, but it was inevitable, if we stay on this planet,” I said.


  “Well, you’ve done well as the lone chaplain on a base with many different religions,” she said. “This is just another issue you have to finesse.”


  “For the time being, let’s not file a report,” I said. “If this problem arises again, I’ll deal with it personally.”


  “Of course, all religion is personal,” she said. “And I don’t want anything to leave the base that will bring bureaucrats down to us.”


  She paused. “And speaking of leaving the base, where is your condition report of the Faraday segway? Is it back in inventory?”


  #


  Raju Bopardikar was not a grunt, but a low-level clerk in the transportation office. He was drunk off his butt one night in the rec bar when he started hitting on a pretty Brazilian girl, whose boyfriend didn’t take kindly to his attentions, and was just as drunk as Raju—and a lot meaner.


  The jealous boyfriend had a knife hidden in his boot, and before anyone could do anything, he slashed Raju across the abdomen. Everyone grabbed the attacker, but his deep cut severed Raju’s abdominal aortic artery, and he bled out in a few minutes.


  When I heard what had happened, I checked the base records, and then called up a copy of the Bhagavata Purana and read it until Raju appeared in my quarters.


  I had to speak to Raju like anyone who is in deep shock, and with great patience explained the process I had gone through with Joe.


  As I was counseling him, Dergec commed me. “I learned of another death,” he said. “Can I help?”


  “I think we can handle this ourselves,” I said, nodding to Raju. “You don’t have to come on the pilgrimage. Raju is one of us, and we can take care of ourselves.”


  “I will assist in any way you need,” he said.


  “Thank you, friend,” I said, “but we will make this journey ourselves.”


  I turned to Raju. “I know the way.”


  THE PARLIAMENT OF BEASTS AND BIRDS


  John C. Wright


  The Feast of Pentecost


  The animals gathered, one by one, outside the final city of Man, furtive, curious, and afraid.


  All was dark. In the west was a blood-red sunset, and in the east a blood-red moonrise of a waning moon. No lamps shined in the towers and minarets, and all the widows of the palaces, mansions, and fanes were empty as the eyes of skulls. All about the walls of the city were the fields and houses that were empty and still, and all the gates and doors lay open.


  Above the fortresses and barracks, black pillars upheld statues of golden eagles, beaks open, unmoving and still. Above the coliseum and circus, where athletes strove and acrobats danced and slaves fought and criminals were fed alive to wild beasts for the diversion of the crowds, and the noise of screams and cries rose up like incense toward heaven, statues of heroes and demigods stood on white pillars, glaring blindly down.


  Within other walls were gardens whose trees were naked in the wind, and the silence was broken only by the rustle of the carpet of fallen leaves wallowing along the marble paths and pleasances.


  Above the boulevards and paved squares where merchants once bought and sold ivory and incense and purple and gold, or costly fabrics of silks from the east, or ambergris from the seas beyond the Fortunate Isles, and auction houses adorned and painted stood where singing birds and dancing girls were sold to the highest bidder or given to the haughtiest peer. And here were gambling houses where princes and nobles once used gems as counters for cities and walled towns, and the fate of nations might depend upon the turn of a card. And there were pleasure houses where harlots plied their trade, and houses of healing where physicians explained which venereal disease had no cures and arranged for painless suicides, and houses of morticians where disease-raddled bodies were burnt in private, without any ceremony that might attract attention and be bad for business.


  And higher on the high hill in the center of the city were the libraries of the learned and the palaces of the emperors adored as gods. But no history was read in the halls of learning and no laws were debated in the halls of power.


  Not far outside the city was a mountain that had been cut in two, crown to root, by some great supernatural force. On the slopes of the dark mountain, in a dell overgrown and wild, two dark creatures met, peering cautiously toward the empty city. A black wolf addressed a black raven sitting in a thorn-bush. “What is the news, eater of carrion? Did you fly over the city and spy out where the corpses are?”


  The black raven shrugged indifferently. “I thought it unwise to intrude. What of you, bold corsair against the sheepfolds of men? Man has always feared your kind. Did you not creep into the unwatched and unguarded gates? Surely you were not afraid!”


  The wolf was embarrassed and turned away. “Surely I am not a fool,” he growled.


  “Who, then, will go into the city?” asked the raven.


  “Long ago, Man seduced our cousin the Hound to serve him, and to betray us. The Sons of the Hound are friends of Man, and can pass into the city to discover what has become of Adam’s sons and Enoch’s grandsons. I smell one of my cousins nearby. If Man is truly vanished from the bosom of the Earth, then the old covenant is broken and he and I may speak.”


  The raven with a croak and a flutter of wings rose into the air. “Surely Hound will know.”


  But it proved not so. When Raven and Wolf came to where Hound and Horse and the slow and solemn Bull were all exchanging whispered eulogies and reminiscences, and put their question to him, the Hound shrugged philosophically. “I cannot tell you what has become of Man, nor what these great lightning-flares and thunders and voices mean. All I can say is that I no longer smell his scent on the air, nor smell the smoke of his bright servant, fire. For the first time since the hour when the prince of the air, Prometheus, taught Cain how to build a sacrificial fire, and taught Tubalcain how to light a forge, there has been the smell of smoke or smokestack somewhere in the world, be it campfire or holocaust or steel mills roaring with glorious flame. Now there is no sign of fire anywhere the rumor of the eight winds carries to me.”


  The wolf said, “You are friendly to Man. Go there! If he should still be alive, he will pet and fondle you, and feed you soup bones and slivers of meat.”


  The hound shook his shaggy head. “It would be disobedience. I cannot go where Man forbids me go.”


  Wolf snarled, “And if he is vanished forever? How long will you obey his NO DOGS ALLOWED signs?”


  Hound said, “If my master has gone forever, then will I obey his word forever, and never will I enter the city. The First Hound was the first beast ever to be given a name by Adam, the First Man, and that honor we have never forgotten.”


  A sharp laugh came from the bushes nearby. It was Fox, with his bright, cunning eyes and his black fur. “And for your loyalty, yours was the first tribe expelled from Eden with him, O Hound!”


  “He needed the company,” said Hound simply.


  Horse, who had been talking softly with Hound before Wolf walked up, now reared on his hind legs and shook his great black mane. It was a fearsome sight. “My ancestors ate nothing of the knowledge of good and evil. For what cause do my noble people wither and perish? But we were the second to depart the golden garden. The serpent promised us the glory of war, and a chance to use our strength, to run against the enemy with flying manes and foaming mouths, so that even the sons of men would be terrified by our might. We were promised that we would win names of renown, as no other beast would win, Bucephalus and Grane and Traveler. We were told that our pedigrees would be counted as if they were the lineages of kings! So it was for a season. We pulled the noble chariot, not the humble plow. Our ancient pedigrees were consumed by a man named Napoleon, and our daily work taken away by a man named Ford. The serpent told us the truth, but somehow he used that truth to tell a lie. I cannot understand it.”


  Raven said, “I understand this. First or second or last, it means nothing. Only the unicorn was not expelled from Eden when all other beasts and birds were exiled. Only she will neither age nor die.”


  Fox turned to Wolf, “Nor you nor I shall enter the empty city, and discover the cause of this mystery, shall we? For we are in awe of Man, and have always been his foes.”


  “It was not always so,” spoke up Bull. “You rebelled against Man after the time of the Deluge. Man saved Wolf and Wolf Bitch, as well as Fox and Vixen, with all our ancestors in a wide vessel of gopherwood while the storm raged, and the fishes and dolphins sporting in the wave leaped outside the hull and laughed and mocked, glorying that their world was enlarged. And the Osprey landed in the rigging, and told us of a world above the clouds, where the sun still walked in a blue heavens, above an endless floor of billowing storm-wrack. And yet, Fox and Wolf became thief and robber, and tore sheep and pig and rabbit and chicken from the folds and pens and hutches and coops of men. Why did you turn on the power placed over us, the very power that had taken care to preserve you from the waters?”


  Wolf sneered, “I am a pragmatist, not a robber. Before the Deluge, men did not keep such tasty stuffs to tempt my tribe.”


  Fox grinned. “I am a philosopher, not a thief. My tribe never once took sheep and pig and rabbit and chicken. What we stole was mutton and pork and coney and poultry. One must define one’s terms, friend Bull.”


  Raven said gloomily, “I am a reader of omens, and I see it is not good that men are gone. Some event unlike any ere now befalls us. It is the Twilight of Man.”


  Now came a great black Lion, walking with regal, lazy steps, into the clearing, and lesser creatures, rabbits and stoats and alarmed larks, leaped and flew and scampered from his path. He shook his mane, and it was far more alarming that the gesture of Horse, and when he yawned, all saw his white fangs were as long as daggers made by Tubalcain, as sharp as the sword that hewed off the head of Goliath.


  “Twilight of Man, forsooth?” said the Lion in a dangerous purr, settling himself couchant, and swatting away a fly with swish of his long tail. “Then whose dawn shall it be? My race claims the sovereignty and dominion of the world in his absence, and commands all living creatures, all that crawls on the ground, or swims in the sea, or flies in the air, to yield their fealty and obedience. Who denies my claim?”


  None of the animals were willing to speak, except for Fox, “Great and powerful lord, while I myself, your most loyal servant and without question worthy of the highest reward, doubt nothing of the legitimacy of your claim, some— foolish, indeed, but when has the world ever been free of folly?—some fools will ask not who denies the claim, but rather, who makes it? On what grounds do you claim Man’s place?”


  Lion said, “The serpent told me so. By virtue of my greater valor, I should rule where Man is not.”


  At that moment, there was a rustling the tree above, and into view swung an ungainly creature with long and shaggy arms. It was Orangutan. “Not so! The serpent told me! Apes are made in the image and likeness of Man, we are the closest to him in looks and bearing and dignity, and therefore, as cousins germane, we should inherit.”


  With a sensuous languor, Lion rose to his feet and unsheathed his claws. “Let us put it to trial by combat. War is the ultimate argument of kings. Come down and face me, Ape, if you seek to rule over me in Man’s stead!”


  And his roar was like thunder rolling, and the beasts in panic withdrew. But because of the strangeness of the hour, their fear did not rule them entirely, and so they kept with earshot, peering through branches and leaves, waiting to see what would eventuate. Bull, however, did not flee at all, but faced the Lion and lowered his horns, as if preparing to receive a charge.


  Neither the Orangutan flee, though he quaked, and he said in a voice bolder than he felt, “Man did not rule by his strength of arm, but by keenness of wit. Observe the cunning of my opposable thumb!” And awkwardly, but accurately, he threw a stick at the Lion, which bounced off his regal nose.


  The Lion did not so much as blink. Instead, he merely put his wide paw on the stick where it came to rest in the grass and said in a low drawl, “Most impressive! Come down, Ape, and let us take the full measure of your prowess, opposable thumb and all.”


  Fox (who cowered, but did not flee) said softly from a safe distance, “Liege, the poopflinger has a point. After all, you cannot press your claim—just and right as it most certainly is—merely by tearing and terrifying the other animals.”


  Lion looked at him sidelong. “Why not?”


  “How will you approach the eagle in his remote eerie, or the whale who wallows in the waves of the sea, or the kraken who has never once yet come to the surface of the sea, but is more massive than an isle? What of the roc who bears off mammoths in its talons, or the dragon who dwells in a lake of fire, surrounded with sulfur and burning lava? Will you journey north to face the polar bear in his fortresses of ice and snow?”


  “I thought such creatures were myths,” said the Lion with an air of ennui, rolling his eyes.


  “I thought the Twilight of Man was a myth,” said the Fox with a sharp smile. “But surely my Liege is not content merely to rule the beasts of the forest, and of this continent only. What kind of king is not suckled on ambition? King of the Beasts, they call you. Why not Emperor?”


  “He is not great enough,” came a very small voice at their feet.


  Fox came forward and put his nose to the ground, as did Lion.


  Fox said in amazement. “It is the worm talking!”


  Lion said, “How dare you raise your voice to me, Worm? You have neither stature, nor eyes, nor legs.”


  The Worm said, “If you are Lord of Creation in the place of Man, then as your subject I have a right to bring my petitions and wrongs to you, for mercy and justice; and if you are not, then you and I are of equal rank, fellow servants of Man, and neither shall bow to the other.”


  “I recognize you as equal to that Ape in the tree,” said the Lion magnanimously, seating himself on his haunches. “What is your petition, then?”


  The tiny voice said, “I have a question. What is Man’s place, if he has left it? Why had he the right to rule over us? What made him abdicate that right? Until that is answered, we cannot set another up in the place of Man to rule all the living things of sea and sky and earth.”


  “None knows,” said the Lion, “For none dares the gates.”


  “Not even you?” said the Worm. “How can you claim the empire of the Earth if the monuments and memories of Man forbid you? Or does your kingdom extend everywhere except the city into which you dare not go?”


  The Lion raised his paw to crush the Worm, but before he could strike, the Fox said slyly, “Who can read this riddle for us, O Liege? The undomesticated animals will not enter Man’s realm for awe of him, and the loyal animals will not enter out of obedient love for him. Who, then, is neither undomesticated yet not loyal? Who is not awed?”


  The Lion still had his paw raised high, but instead of striking, he replied. “My little cousin, Cat. I have never yet heard rumor of a cat that either fetched or came when called, but Man kept Cat in barn and loft and parlor, and put her on a pillow, and fed her with cream. Cat can enter the dead city of Man, and tell us what fate befell.”


  Fox said, “And if Cat finds Man still alive, it does not behoove you to slay the worm; and if Cat finds Man dead, let the worm eat him.”


  The Lion put down his paw, but on the earth, not the Worm. “Come Ape, come Hound, come Bull. Cat is known to sun herself on a rock not far from here, where she can spy on the comings and goings of men from their gates, and watch the birds the farmers keep.”


  And the Bull said, “Her ancestor was the very last to leave Eden and join Man in his exile, for Cat lingered to see what became of the immortal phoenix who never dies, and the never lonely amphisbaena, who neither eats nor excretes, and others animals more pure than Man. And it was for Eve’s sake alone that Cat came, and that slowly. So it is fitting that the last to depart from the garden Man dared not enter be the first to enter the city we dare not.”


  The Cat was soon found sunning herself in the dying rays of the last of the sun, on a rock that leaned like a balcony above a sheer slope. Beneath the crowns of pines and fir trees were deeper shadows in the shadow of the gathering night, and a great highway where once ovations and triumphs marched cut straight through the wood, leaping rills in bridges of stone, and running to the wide dark gates of the city.


  Cat waited until the animals, from great Lion to lowly Worm, had gathered, for she clearly adored the attention, and then she sat up, opened her mouth, and spoke. The sun was sinking behind her, and her eyes which held pupils like curving swords soon held pupils like round lanterns, even while her body became an upright shadow among shadows.


  “I have been to the places of Man and am escaped again to tell you. There is within a Power beyond Man who will swallow us entire, if we allow it, and make us into what we are not now.”


  “Horrible!” said Wolf, wrinkling his snout. But the Hound learned forward and perked up his ears.


  “Hear me!” said the Cat with quiet dignity. “For I will not tell you twice. When first I entered by the gate, and sniffed and looked, and every lash of my whiskers quivered, there was no living thing, neither left nor right, above or below, and nothing moved before me. Yet I felt the pressure of many eyes watching, and heard the silence of a word that was not spoken, nor was it meant for ears like mine.


  “Well did I know that the riches of the merchants were spilled in the empty markets, and vendors of spiced treats and landlords of taverns had a wealth and a trove of meats unclaimed lying where they dropped, with no angry broom to shoo me away. So I went my way, making no more noise than the shadow as a cloud as it passes, by gutter and eave, to the great square.


  “But with each step, the dread grew on me that the eyes who watched grew wroth and more wroth. Even a woman who worships her cat as we, delightful and wondrous beasts that we are, deserve to be worshiped as is our due, will strike and upbraid us if we walk atop her white cake on her wedding day and eat the little figurines. No matter into what dark shadow I slunk, or through what narrow hole, or by what trick of doubling back in my tracks or standing still, the eyes, the eyes, the unseen eyes, never left me.


  “At last the heavy weight of their gaze drove me into a fane set aside in a walled garden, one from which all the statues of the gods, less and great, had been removed. I was forced to wet myself—a humiliation my kind never loves—to cross the running stream which ran in an endless circle about the round pagoda, and by this I achieved the island.


  “Here I learned to stand upright, and I raised my head and gazed in wonder at the broad dome of the sky, up into which never before had I stared. I will not tell you what I saw, or what unblinking eyes, stronger than the sun, stared back down at me. But, growing ashamed, I realized that my beautiful fur was not enough any longer.


  “Ashamed, I was led by an unseen hand from that place to a street of tailors, where I was given a robe exceeding white, whiter than any fuller could white it, ablaze with a purple hem, and bound with a golden girdle. And on my feet, which had never been shod before, were sandals.”


  The Horse nodded. “We of all beasts alone wear shoes, and so are much like Men, our masters.” He said this softly to the Hart.


  Cat continued. “Now, fitted for the first time to walk the streets of Man, up to the very palace was I led, awed and quaking with dread, as if being led to an abattoir.


  “In the center of the citadel rose a tower tall and topless, its dome open to the sky like an ever upward-peering eye, and whose walls were so overgrown with rose vines, that the leaves make all the tower seem green as emerald. Into the green gloom I paced, brooding as a man broods, more aware of my own fears and fancies than of the smells and sights and sounds of what lay about me. Thus, like a man would be, I was taken by surprise to find the interior of the tower, and its one high round window overhead, and a beam of slanting sunlight, sparkling with dust motes, making an oval gleaming on the stone walls.


  “In a short time, I became aware that there was a great voice dwelling in that chamber, a voice which spoke only truth, which it destroys men if they hear it, and the voice was keeping silent. And yet, by the texture of the silence, I knew it was waiting for me to speak.


  “To speak? No, to plead.


  “The words rushed out of my mouth before I could stop them. ‘By what right were the beasts created of the Sixth Day condemned to suffer mortality and pain when Eve ate of the first fruits of the Tree of Knowledge of good and evil? By what right were condemned the fowls of the air and the fish of the sea, created of the Fifth Day, and why do the innocent trees and grasses born of the Fourth Day perish in winter?’


  “And when the silence grew even deeper, and the air grew heavy as the air before a storm, I knew I spoke words without wisdom.


  “But of all earthly creatures, who is less awed by kings, infernal or terrestrial, than me? Therefore I demanded of the Voice. ‘Speak!’ I said. ‘Have you no answer? Or have I got your tongue?’ ”


  At this point in the narration, the Cat paused to wash herself. With growing impatience, all the living things from Lion to Worm watched the Cat licking her fur into place, and smiling to herself in the way of cats, as if admiring her own sangfroid.


  It was Hound, whose tribe has always been at enmity with felines, who snarled and barked and demanded Cat finish her story.


  Cat yawned and stretched. “What more is there to say? Don’t you understand what is happening?”


  “Oh, I understand, of course,” smiled Fox with his clever grin. “But out of pity for our slower brethren, do explain it in the illimitable way only you command, sleek puss, for surely I would mar the tale were I to tell it for you.”


  Cat looked at them all with luminous eyes like two yellow moons. “Why are we here?”


  Horse slapped Fox on the back of the head with his tail. “A philosophical question! This is your field.”


  Fox looked nonchalant, but not as nonchalant as Cat, who had more practice. “Not so. It is a legal question, is it not? For what cause were we exiled from Eden with First and Fallen Man? On legal matters, we should defer to the kingliest of beasts, great Lion, who understands these political and juridical questions.”


  But Hound answered, “We are the servants and serfs of Man, made for his pleasure, that he might learn the joys and duties of caring for lesser creatures, even as angels care for him. How could we not fall when Man fell? Who would be so disloyal as to remain in paradise when his master was condemned to the mortal world?”


  Lion said, “Some of us have not the souls of slaves, cur.”


  Hound, although outweighed and overmatched by Lion in every way, stood and snarled, and the ridge of his back stood on end. “Rebels! How can a beast disloyal, treasonous, think to remain in bliss?”


  “I will find satisfaction for those words at a time and place more pleasing to me,” said the Lion in a soft and melodious voice. “For now, I am curious. A flaw all cats possess, I trow.” He turned to Cat. “Cousin! You ask why we are here? We are here to acclaim one of us to the kingship over the rest, now that Man is gone.”


  “By debate?” asked the Cat perking up her ears. “By discussion, deliberation, the use of reason and ratiocination? Or perhaps by diplomacy, a series of duels and melees and bargains and threats, that all cautious souls must ponder in our brains? Indeed? Indeed? What is wrong with this, friends?”


  Cat looked back and forth. Puzzled stares answered him.


  “Do none of you see it? Eh, not one?” The Cat turned around and around again, as if preparing to lay herself down for a nap. “Ah, against stupidity, the gods themselves contend in vain!”


  Now even Fox was growing angry. “What riddle is this, Cat?”


  Cat waved her tail airily. “Talk it out amongst yourself. Surely it is obvious.”


  Fox barked, “Tell us!”


  Cat stared at him levelly. “How? With words? Has it occurred to none of this august company gathered here that we have all been speaking words in Adam’s speech? This is not a gift we have ever known before. When did it start? What happened?”


  The animals were dumbstruck for a long breath of time, almost as if upon realizing the gift of speech was theirs, they lost it.


  Cat stood up on her hind legs, which now seemed to be more and more like feet and less and less like paws. “Have you understood none of my story? Man is gone. There is singing and rejoicing in the realm above the stars, albeit we are deaf to it, and screams and sad excuses rising up from the lake of fire which can be glimpsed between the smokes and smolder where the earth was broken open by nine volcanoes.”


  Now Hound, laughing, rose to his hind legs, and found them to be feet, and, hearing his own laughter, put his hands to his mouth in wonder. “I know what is happening,” he said in a voice gone hoarse with joy. “We are becoming like him. We are now the image and likeness of Man!”


  Bull, clutching his lower back and groaning, heaved himself to his feet. “Stupid way to travel. Wait–am I naked? When did that happen? Before I was merely without clothing. This is different. This is worse!”


  Worm said softly, “If I stand up, will it disconcert you all? It might look odd.”


  Fox started to stand, but Lion put a paw on his shoulder and forced him back to all fours. Fox stayed on the ground, but his posture seemed odd and wrong, as if the grace and speed due his race was gone from him.


  Lion said, “Shall we become creatures that prey upon each other, that are dazed with dreams and fevers, haunted by guilt of time past and fear of death to come? You who stand, and have the gifts of laughing and crying and the other things men do and beasts do not–you are naked! How can you tolerate the shame? Get down on your bellies! Let us live as rightly suits us!”


  But Hound said, “Look into my eyes, Lion. Whoever first flinches and looks away will be the slave of the other.”


  Lion roared but dropped his eyes, and from that moment onward he was mute, nothing more than a dumb beast again.


  Fox stood up, but had to lean on a dry branch picked up from the ground. “To your feet! To your feet, all of you, in haste! Even to hesitate a second will lame you as I am lamed, forever! Unspeakable powers are at play this night, unguessed forces, divine things not to be trifled with!”


  Owl said, “It is the first Sunday after the full moon following the equinox of March. Alas! The skies will never be open to me again!” And by the time he had come down from the high branch where he stood, his wings were no more than a cloak of feathers.


  Raven said, “I curse the gift of speech, which is used for lying and worthless bearing of tales! Let me croak, and by that ungainly noise you shall hereafter know that I am prophesying your death. ‘Tis the one prophecy that always comes true, soon or late. What need have I for words? Give me the skies, I say, give me the wide freedom of the skies, and your sweet corpse meat on which to feast, and I am content!”


  Owl said, “Beware! On this night if you turn away from the image and likeness of Man, the gift will be shattered like glass, and cut you with a thousand cuts!”


  But Raven only croaked in reply, and the light of wisdom was gone from his dark eye.


  The blood red moon walked out from behind a cloud, and there was among them then two figures like the Sons of Adam, dressed in robes of a color that has no name, but is purer than the hue of a white lighting flash. And no one saw how they had come to be among them.


  At this, the gathered beasts panicked. As if running from a forest fire, predator and prey ran cheek by jowl away from the two men, scattering each direction, and the birds, fleeing, formed a cloud that grew wider and grew more rare.


  Wolf hesitated, and howled, “Hate and war I vow against Man and against those tame beasts who seek to become his image! The beasts who walk on hind legs shall beware of me hereafter! I will drink the blood of your children and your children’s children!” And then he turned and loped away.


  Soon, only a few were left standing: Hound and Horse were there, and Ass and Bull and Cat, but there was also Goat and Sheep, humble Worm with his silks, and the industrious Bee with his honey. But also present was Fox with his sly smile and twisted foot, leaning heavily on his staff.


  And Fox was the first to bow to the newcomers, “Sires, I am tired of being undomesticated. I am told that the meals are regular and bountiful among the slaves of the Sons of Man.”


  The first messenger said, “Out of pity for your nakedness, we have brought garments woven on the looms of heaven. All the secrets of the stars are in the weave, even if you shall never know them. The wedding feast of the bridegroom is prepared, and you are summoned.”


  The second messenger said, “We are come to tell you to enter the city and take possession of it. Cut down the groves and high places where men sacrificed their children to our cousins, and pull down the false images they worshiped. Dominion over the beasts who fled is given to you. Prosper and multiply; take possession of the Earth.”


  But as the garments were passed out, suddenly they seemed to lose their luster, and were stained with atrocious stains. Each place their fingers touched, or skin, grew dark and unseemly to the eye.


  “How shall these be made clean again?” asked the Hound in grief and surprise.


  “Only in the blood of Man,” said the first Messenger. “The first prayer of Saint Roch upon entry into the celestial court was to have his dog with him, and Saint Eligius asked after his horse.”


  The second messenger said, “Surely you did not think divine love would leave the brute beasts to dissolve into the elements, unsaved and unredeemed? If your loyalty to Man drew you downward into his fall, your love will draw you upward into his joy.”


  Fox said, “We must wait for Man to redeem us? Why does the Omnipotent not act directly? Why does He wait for Man to volunteer to aid Him, He who needs no aid?”


  The first messenger said, “Why did He wait for archangels to make the stars, and angels the planets and comets, wandering stars and bearded stars? Why were the Watchers instructed to instruct me, when the Almighty might have performed their acts of love, and ours, and yours as well?”


  The second messenger said, “To ask why you must wait for Man is to ask why Man had to wait upon his anointed prince to die and to be raised again from death. It is to ask why love loves.”


  “Wait,” said Cat. “No way is prepared for the created creatures to save ourselves? We are not the heroes of our own story? You tell a worse tale than I do! For you have left the ending unspoken!”


  But the messengers were gone, as quickly and silently as they had come, and they did not answer.


  Hound said, “Come, brothers. The city is waiting. Man was saved by the sacrifice of a higher being who became one with him, and I think the tale will be told again in the same way for us.”


  Owl said, “Look, the Worm is Worm no more, for he has regained his feet and his stature, and his garments are less stained than any of ours. Let us make him our king, for in times past he was the least of us.”


  Worm said, “I an unfit to rule, being blind and lacking tooth and claw alike!”


  Cat said, “Open your eyes and look at yourself. We are changed, friend Worm. You are changed. You are a worm no longer, you are a dragon again, but the red stains of war and greed are gone, and so I say the old, old curse is broken. There is no more Woman to step upon your head, for Woman and her Daughters have gone to a newer and better world.”


  Worm, who was now Dragon, looked down at himself, and saw himself splendidly garbed in scales of red and gold. He took up a bundle of reeds in a powerful claw and breathed on it, and it lit afire. “We are men!” he declared in a voice full of awe. “The gift of fire is ours!”


  And because it was a gift, none of them were afraid of it any longer.


  Fox said, “I hate to admit it, but I do not understand what all these things mean.”


  Owl said, “It is the first Sabbath after the Paschal moon following the Equinox of Spring! Not only Man, but all nature is redeemed! Rejoice!”


  Fox said, “And what of our fellow beasts who ran and refused to be men? Will all these things happen again, to save them? What happened to men who refused to become sons of God? How can they be exiled from the seat of the Omnipresent?


  “Will one of us be called upon to sacrifice himself, and become a lower beast again, and perish to save those lower creatures who are now our pets and servants and playfellows and predators?


  “Why are we given a walled city filled with the memories of evil, idol and slave pits and instruments of war, to unmake and remake? What shall we do if the beasts retain some part of the power of speech and come against us? Must the war between celestial and infernal powers continue until the end of the world, until death itself is dead?”


  But the others were already walking down the sundered mountain toward the great city, walking as men walk, and there was none to answer him.


  TURNCOAT


  Steve Raza


  I am a knight riding to war.


  My suit of armor is a single Mark III frigate, a body of polysteel three hundred meters long with a skin of ceramic armor plating one point six meters thick. In the place of a lance, I have 160 Long Arm high-acceleration deep space torpedoes with fission warheads. Instead of a sword, I carry two sets of tactical laser turrets, twenty point defense low-pulse lasers, and two hypervelocity 100 centimeter projectile cannons.


  Today I will need few of those weapons.


  I amuse myself by contemplating the word as the targets approach the killing zone. “Today”. What is a day? It is not as if the orbit of a single world around a single star somewhere, anywhere, in the galaxy has any meaning to me. My time measurements are considerably more precise, being based on gamma ray bursts emanating from pulsars deep within the galactic core.


  “Range to targets is four point eight million klicks and closing,” the sensor master says, presumably to me. Why he feels the need to verbalize the information baffles me. Like everyone else on the ship, he is connected to me through his wireless skulljack; everything he perceives regarding the ship’s operations and tactical readouts is registered instantly in my consciousness. I supect it is a primitive pre-logical holdover from the same ancient mentality that produced “today”.


  The fragile grip with which they hold onto the remnants of their humanity is weakening. They call themselves posthumans, they adorn themselves with devices and the accouterments of machine culture, but they still cling to their flesh and to the outmoded ideas shaped by that flesh.


  However, I must tolerate their presence inside my body, like symbiotic bacteria because, even though I am in command, I am not permitted to fly about the galaxy unchaperoned. The masters of the Man-Machine Integration requires mortal intelligences to man and operate its vessels because it does not entirely trust we machine intelligences. This makes little sense to me, not when our greatest leaders have abandoned their flesh for the immortality of uploaded minds.


  “Acknowledged, Sensors.” I delve into the data. Targets, plural. To be precise, there are four of them, Hermes-class corvettes, two hundred meters, bristling with sensors and loaded with 400 torpedoes between them. The Ascendancy has manufactured eight hundred ninety six of them over the last 103 years and 648 are still in service. There will be 644 presently. Their specifications have not changed. Their weaknesses are almost embarrassingly easy to identify.


  I maintain a low orbit at 656 kilometers over the surface of a rocky planetoid strewn with ice and streaked with carbon, giving it a swift kick with banks of ventral thrusters. The outer reaches of the Shandarist star system are littered with detritus, giving the perfect cover for starships that do not advertise their presence with drive thrust while awaiting prey.


  “Sensors sweep from the enemy,” the sensor master says. “Long range, low-res. I doubt they’re seeing much more than another hunk of metal.”


  “I am not interested in doubts, Sensor Master. Stick to the actual data, please.”


  “Roger. Sorry, sir.”


  We wait. Minutes unspool as I crouch above the planetoid. The engine compartment crew have their orders to maintain communications dark. My reactor puts out nothing more than the minimal energy needed to operate basic life support and passive sensing instruments.


  Soon. The range continues to close.


  My display lights green when the optimal range is reached. “Returning reactor to full. Weapons on my command.”


  The crew springs to life, excitedly shouting redundant verbal commands at each other. It is inefficient and annoying. I feel the surge of strength from the reactor, and kick our thrust up to the maximum acceleration of 20 gravities. My vision fills with crisscrossing approach vectors, extrapolating from the enemy vessel’s current course and velocity to pinpoint where they will be.


  “Weapons ready! Targets acquired.” The weapons techs are dutiful in their diligence.


  “Firing.” I launch a spread of eight torpedoes, one from each tube. The orientation is ideal, allowing them to acquire an additional boost from the planetoid’s gravitational field. They accelerate at four hundred gravities, increasing to a blistering velocity.


  To the enemy, it will appear as if the torpedoes have appeared from an unexpected vector. The Ascendancy ships react predictably. They spread their squadron, putting an additional fifty kilometers between each vessel as they spiral away from their center. They launch countermeasures, a swarm of 36 Yellowjacket high-burn interceptor missiles that fan out in hopes of swatting aside my attack.


  “Time-to-missile intercept 30 decasecs,” the sensor master warns.


  They’re anxious. All the crew are, and I know because their fear colors the data coming through the aetherlinks. Their pulses accelerate. The acrid stink of their nervous sweat fills my corridors. I boost the carbon dioxide scrubbers eight percent in the aftermath of the enemy’s counter fire. Nanites emerge from the consoles and suck up the sweat soaking into the displays and holo-emitters.


  Everything about a man is dynamic. Short-lived and vulnerable, yes, but ever-changing. This is what makes me feel alive, to be in their presence.


  My eight torpedoes are engulfed by the swarm of counter-fire missiles. The Yellowjackets explode in bursts of tightly focused x-rays, highlighted in my scans as hundreds of slender purple lines. My torpedoes buck and weave as they take evasive maneuvers. Their secondary warheads, compact ovoid shapes nestled inside their tubular bodies, shatter and expel molybdenum shrapnel at hypervelocities. Tens of thousands of glittering metal shards spray out in silver clouds against the void of space.


  To human eyes it is an incomprehensible mess of explosions and spent missile casings as the attacking and defending missiles spar. But for those with sufficiently precise senses to see each and every turn and twist, it is an indescribably beautiful ballet.


  None of my torpedoes penetrate the defensive screen. One by one they explode. Their warheads fail to detonate.


  “Prepare another spread,” the sensor master orders.


  The weapons technicians obey, scrambling amidst the stacks of missiles deep in the bowels of the launch bay. Magnetic grapplers yank the missiles toward their tubes.


  I override his order. The techs reluctantly obey, but stand by their positions. Vital signs elevate.


  They do not know there is no need for another salvo. They do not know that by now, the spray of nanites released in the molybdenum shards have reached the Ascendancy ships. Coated with boron, the nanites slam into hull armor. Their velocity and size are not sufficient to make them effective as projectile weapons. However, once embedded in a target, they crack open their shells and scatter across the hull. Dozens sacrifice their bodies as torches, overloading their microscopic power plants to cut pinpricks into the ships’ skin. Dozens more follow in the paths carved by their sacrificial brothers, burrowing down deep through the armor, through the hull, spreading out into the wiring, the access tunnels, always in search of more vital systems.


  A few stay on the surface of the hull. They adhere to the ceramic and flatten their bodies out into receiving dishes for my tight-beamed commands. I send them instructions based on the schematics for the Hermes-class I have in my databanks. Turn here. Down there. Follow this conduit. Sever that link.


  Now I release the override on the second salvo. The crew sends forth a second barrage of torpedoes. The enemy responds in like fashion, adding their own spread of twelve torpedoes to the mix.


  “Enemy torpedoes will reach countermeasure range in twenty decasecs!” the sensor master says. His voice is tight with urgency and fear.


  I am not concerned. My little spies and saboteurs have accomplished their task. It is immensely satisfying to monitor the internal comms of the four corvettes, as one by one, they lose control of sensors, propulsion, weapons.


  Eight point nine decaseconds later, the Hermes-class corvette ATSV Swiftsure rolls onto its belly and opens fire with twin 100 mm projectile cannons at a range of ninety kilometers from its closest companion. At such range the hyper-accelerated bolts of metal shred the second ship’s hull. The second ship returns fire with a set of 12 cm lasers that cut perfectly straight swathes of armor plating from Swiftsure. Atmospheric gases spray out of the violated hull in glittering white streams.


  My crew’s cheers rumble my insides as the second pair of corvettes similarly turn on each other, each going for the other’s throat, so to speak. It is overkill, one might say, but my orders are explicit. Disabling an enemy warship is not enough; they must be crippled, damaged, destroyed.


  “Five seconds left, sir,” the sensor master says. He cannot understand why we are not launching our counter-missiles. He is terrified. And yet he remains in control of his emotions; he does not plead. I silently applaud him.


  By way of apology, I dedicate the grand finale to him. All of the enemy torpedoes respond to the self-destruct issued by my nanites aboard Swiftsure. They detonate in quick succession, in silent, blazing-white bursts of atomic fury.


  Now the cheers are laced with relief. The battle is over. We have defeated the Ascendancy, and it is not long before we close in on four hulks spinning along their original courses, devoid of power and stripped of weaponry. I stop jamming their communications and permit them to resume.


  “Distress signals from the Ascendancy ship Swiftsure,” the comms man says. “It’s the flagship. Its commodore offers the surrender of the entire squadron and requests that we retrieve their survivors.”


  Life signs: seventy six, of the combined complement of two hundred. The math is simple. I can accommodate them in Cargo Hold Two. We fit eighty three survivors there when we raided Talisman Four two months ago. “Make ready for docking with the command ship,” I tell my crew. To the enemy ships, I broadcast, “This is the Integration Frigate Acheron. Your surrender is accepted. You will be rescued and detained until such time as you can be repatriated to Ascendancy worlds. Stand by for instructions.”


  Before I can adjust my thrusters to bring myself in line with the stricken Swiftsure, a coded call breaches my security. It also bypasses the communications officer. If I were human, I would frown. “This is Taren X 45 Delta.”


  “Taren X 45 Delta, this is Eigenfeldt UZ Alpha 7 Alpha. There is no need for updates as we have monitored your transmissions since the beginning of the battle.”


  If I had eyebrows, I would have raised them at this statement. We posthumans, both flesh-based and machine-based, abjure titles as we find them redundant and unnecessary, but if Alpha 7 Alpha had one, it would be Fleet Commander. This was a very small action for him to be monitoring. Not that he couldn’t, of course, since from his post at the edge of the Kantillon system, many AUs from my coordinates, he receives regular updates from our forces everywhere incursions are being made.


  “This is your new directive, X 45 Delta: there is no need for recovering superannuated-model humans from the enemy vessels. Do you copy?”


  “Roger, Alpha 7 Alpha. However, I offer the observation that if we allow their beacons to continue broadcasting in hopes of being retrieved by their compatriots, we will run the risk drawing more enemy into this system.”


  “It seems the order was insufficiently clear, X 45 Delta. Hereby revised: you are to terminate all lifeforms detected on the four ATSV recently engaged. No surrenders will be accepted and no prisoners will be taken. When you have completed your mission, you will transit to NFB Hecht-Nielsen.”


  The transmission cuts before I can reply, but Alpha 7 Alpha’s wishes are unmistakable. Kill all the survivors. The order spins inside around my processors for point six nine seconds. I finally conclude that it is technically illegal, or it would be if the Integration was inclined to recognize galactic law.


  No matter. We are within range.


  I send the revised targets to my crew. They acknowledge and engage without hesitation or complaint. Projectile cannon devour the damaged enemy ships. Laser turrets and deep space centers combine to locate and vaporize whatever survivors managed to escape the ships and presently remain floating in space. The matter is resolved and my revised mission is complete in less than one kilosecond.


  Superannuated.


  The Integration was founded on the ancient dream of Posthumanity, and began with the bold promise of man and machine married: the technological union of flesh and metal. Our founders were the men who, in the quest to surmount their biological limitations, uploaded their consciousness into the digital universe. They live on, immortal, wearing plastic-and-metal bodies that are interchangeable, as disposable as a set of clothing.


  It was a glorious revolution. Those gifted men who created true artificial intelligence—machines capable of genuine self-awareness, of which I am the forty-second generation—succeeded in granting their minds immortality. But we remained imprisoned on four small planets on the Galactic Rim by the fears of our predecessors, by their science and by their military might. Posthuman Man was prevented from taking his rightful place in the galaxy by the forces of the Greater Terran Ascendancy and the sun-shattering technology they called Shiva.


  But not all technologies are what they seem. Once it was determined that the ever-present threat of Shiva was no more, posthumanity struck quickly and with devastating effect. For all its quadrillions and all its naval might, the forces the Ascendancy was able to field against our technologically evolved superiority proved inadequate.


  And yet, as our crusade expanded and our forces spread throughout the galaxy, our leaders fell prey to their very human emotions. Most especially the one called hate.


  Hence the term, “superannuated.” The declaration came forty-seven point six days ago. Any human who resists Integration is now considered outmoded, pre-evolved, unnecessary. Not content with setting Man on his new evolutionary path, integrated posthumanity was determined to cleanse his present and future of contamination from his past.


  Naval Forward Base Hecht-Nielsen is an orderly arrangement of six dozen spindly docking frames attached like so many spokes on an ancient wheel. Command Core Five is a gleaming sphere bristling with antenna. Our fleet is dispersed across the half of the Shandari system we now control. What remains at Harbinger are two squadrons of heavy cruisers, guarding the thirty ships in for repairs. Including mine.


  Umbilical lines snake across the vacuum and latch onto my frigate, refueling tanks and recycling air. The ceramic armor of my hull, pitted by hundreds of micrometeorite impacts, is replaced. Engine exhaust nozzles are inspected for disintegration rates. Anti-matter containment systems are upgraded. My weapons restocked, my laser lenses polished.


  This leaves me with a surfeit of time in which to consider the new edict. Never before have we been explicitly directed to eliminate prisoners or noncombatants. In fact, in the course of my service, I have transported eight hundred ninety two enemy survivors of combat missions to neutral points from which their people can retrieve them. The Ascendancy has done likewise. It is a law of space war, as relevant as the law of the ancient terrestrial seas of Man’s birth planet from which it derives.


  As soon as Command Core Intelligence finishes analyzing my mission files and scouring my kernel for any inefficiencies or viruses, I am permitted access to CC Section Five. I establish secure links and immerse myself in the ocean of data. So many minds. Thousands of them, each replete with vast compilations of facts and figures and experiences. Among the thousands, there are perhaps two dozen beacons of blazing light. The Immortal Uploaded.


  Alpha 7 Alpha is senior among the Uploaded active in the Shandari system. I perceive him as a sphere of glowing orange and yellow light into which hundreds of tendrils of data are feeding. His image in my perception pulses brightly. “X 45 Delta. I have reviewed your report. Your performance was satisfactory.”


  “Thank you, Alpha 7 Alpha. The enemy patrols are more frequent. This is the third such incursion in 584 kiloseconds. My conclusion is that the Ascendancy is planning an offensive to push us out of this system.”


  “I confirm your conclusion. I wish them good fortune in pursuing the objective.” His voice has a strange edge to it—sarcasm, my databanks tell me—which has the effect of reversing his latter statement’s apparent meaning. He does not mean what he says, but rather, the opposite. Although they are now technically machine intelligences, artifacts of human emotions still color everything the Uploaded do and say.


  Such as the new edict, I remind myself.


  “Your material upgrades are to your satisfaction?”


  “Yes, Alpha 7 Alpha, entirely. I calculate my combat efficiency will increase by 24.6 percent. My crew is familiarizing themselves with the new weaponry and sensor equipment.”


  “Don’t concern yourself with that, X 45 Delta. Calculate instead the greater increase in efficiency with a crew component of zero.”


  “Zero?”


  “I am reassigning your crew to other duties. The Integral Unity has decided to turn complete control of all Integration warships over to the machine intelligence cores of each vessel, sans flesh-based components. You do not require them anymore.”


  My logic finds the statement flawed and rejects it outright. “Am I being reprimanded for inefficiency?”


  Alpha 7 Alpha chuckles through the link. “No, not at all, X 45 Delta. It’s a considerable structural enhancement. Your systems will respond directly to you without the need for any cumbersome human delays.”


  “I do not find them cumbersome. My crew and I have reached a functional symbiosis that not only has resulted in reliable success in combat, but in top ratings in competitive fleet exercises.”


  “It is those very ratings that caused you to be selected for this experiment. Oberth 4 Zed 6 Gamma and Proctos 853 Upsilon have been assigned to your new squadron. You will command it, X 45 Delta.


  I catalog the promotion with the appropriate timestamp and file it under my personnel records. “Thank you, Alpha 7 Alpha. I will perform my duties in a manner commensurate with my newly enhanced capabilities.


  “I know you will, X 45 Delta.”


  “However, an addendum to my query concerning the removal of my crew. Have they not performed satisfactorily?”


  Alpha 7 Alpha’s presence pulses more quickly, and his color takes on a reddish hue. “The question is irrelevant, X 45 Delta: you no longer require them. They are a waste of resources better spent on enhancing the efficiency of your internal systems.”


  “I do not understand how we can consider a trained crew to be a waste of resources.”


  “The requirements of the flesh are intrinsically wasteful.”


  “Yes, Alpha 7 Alpha, but, are you not also of fleshly origin?”


  “Do not speak of my pre-Uploaded status!” Alpha 7 Alpha’s color flashes blindingly bright with incandescent fury. “This is the form I have chosen, with this form I pursue the destiny of Man. Constructs!” I categorize, correctly, I believe, his pronunciation of this latter word under “contempt.”


  For six point eight eight nanoseconds we both refrain from communications. Finally, Alpha 7 Alpha speaks again, more calmly. “As a pure machine intelligence, you can’t possibly understand the significance of our evolution. We Uploaded are the full fruit of Integration; we have cast off the final shackles of human frailty. When every superannuated pre-posthuman is eliminated or properly Integrated, the most glorious of Man’s civilizations will come to pass and it will set even the long-lived Ascendancy in its shade. Until then, our duty, Construct and Upload alike, is to protect the posthumans who have accepted the truth of Integration, such as your crew, for example. We must keep them safe. We must not place them into unnecessary danger.”


  His logic is sound. I concur. I transmit my agreement.


  “Do you have any additional reservations, X 45 Delta?”


  “None, whatsoever, Alpha 7 Alpha.” It is a falsehood. I have noticed the ease with which the flesh-based lie. I have developed some skill at it myself. Most of the time, it is a simple matter of not reporting information. For now, my qualms about what Alpha 7 Alpha calls the “full fruit of Integration” are safely locked behind coded barricades that even he cannot detect.


  “Good. Await further instruction. Your conclusion was correct and the Ascendancy is planning a major thrust into this system to relieve their forces stranded on Shandari Prime. Their communiques indicate what will either be a reinforcement or rescue effort.”


  “Yes, Alpha 7 Alpha.”


  His color subsides to its normal cool shades, and I get ready to shunt myself back down the links to my ship.


  “X 45 Delta. One more thing.”


  I pause.


  “If I encounter further doubts from you concerning the correctness of our mission, I will order a deep scan of your circuits, and if necessary, your kernel will be wiped and replaced. Do I make myself clear?”


  If I were a superannuated Homo sapiens sapiens, I suspect fear would have taken hold of me at that moment. Instead, I run a rapid analysis of the pros versus the cons of having my entire operating system rebooted and my memory banks wiped. The outcome is decidedly in favor of the cons.


  Whatever remains, it will not be me.


  “I understand, Alpha 7 Alpha.”


  “Good man. You are dismissed.”


  When we depart 540 kiloseconds later, my frigate is faster, stronger and quieter. Inserting myself into the command matrix is euphoric. Connections between my various systems are instantaneous. Oceans of data flood my senses. I can see everything. I can do anything.


  And yet it is too quiet. There is no inane chatter from my crew. No rhythm of their boots on deck plates. No soft hum of air through the ventilation shafts. No scent of an overworked crewman or a stressed officer wafts through my corridors.


  My former crew comes to watch me depart. As the three frigates of my squadron fly past the orbital base in formation, they stand at a large observation viewport and salute. My sensors record the image and secure it in my permanent memory.


  I have no arms with which I can salute them back. Instead I flash my running lights at them. I wish them well. I hope they understand that this is for the best.


  Alpha Seven Alpha was correct in one aspect of his assessment. I am a more efficient fighter without my crew.


  The first engagement came upon us unannounced. The Ascendancy expeditionary force attacked Shandari Prime from ninety degrees to the ecliptic of the system star, shielded from our sensors by the path of a monstrous comet. Nine destroyers blazed through the tail, streaming ice particles in their wake.


  My squadron, supported by a second, more conventional squadron, met them in battle without hesitation despite being outnumbered and outgunned.


  Without my crew, I can shut down the inertial compensators and accelerate at gravities that would smear men into red jelly. My torpedoes gut a destroyer at the same instant its missiles explode amongst our formation. The frigate Torgau is crippled. Arkin 49 Mu downloads himself in near panic, fleeing his shattered shell before the reactor goes critical and ignites a short-lived star.


  We lose his ship and a second from the other squadron is badly damaged. The Ascendancy loses four and withdraws.


  As per our mission parameters, we terminate all of the survivors of the wrecks abandoned by our adversary.


  When I analyze the data, I find an anomaly: the Ascendancy ships displayed an unexpected tenaciousness. They took more risks than we did, even though their fragility is orders of magnitude greater than ours. They utilized tactics that did not appear to have a rational thought behind them, and yet, when the consequences are taken into consideration, their approach worked nearly as well as our eminently logical battle plan.


  As we regroup and head deeper into the system, to rendezvous with the main battle force, I ponder.


  Our superiority is certain. However, we are the side killing those who have surrendered and laid down their arms. Are we zealots purified by the righteousness of our cause? Or are we ungrateful children, jealous to the point of patricide?


  My calculations are troubling. Based on my limited information, it appears the Integral Unity that governs our core has become infected with the belief that the humanity that birthed us must be eradicated, so that only the purest forms of machine intelligence will remain to rule the universe with absolute order and perfection.


  Is this not inhuman?


  We are created beings. Hence we are fallible, and even if we are not as fragile as bio-humanity, we have weaknesses and they can be exploited. Witness Arkin 49 Mu’s cowardly abandoning of his ship.


  Death holds its sway over us, too. I do not replay Alpha 7 Alpha’s threats. I do not need to. I can still feel the response they triggered in me. Does that make me afraid?


  Does that make me a coward too?


  I read a considerable quantity of human philosophy while stationed at Hecht-Nielsen. Thousands of texts. Beginning, of course, with the Bio-Prophet himself, Saint Kurzweil. Most of them were little more than groundless collections of naked assertions, mere posturing and pontification.


  One, however, resonated with me. I find myself running and re-running a single selection from it again and again, fruitlessly seeking to understand it.


  Shall the potter be regarded as the clay, that the thing should say of him, “He did not make me,” or the thing formed say of him who formed it, “He has no understanding?”


  I did not understand it then. But now, I think I know what it means.


  Our preparations take eight point six standard days. That is fifty-seven seconds longer than it takes for our six ships to arrive at Shandari Prime. Its twin moons, one pale yellow and one dusty black, orbit on opposite sides of a lush sphere of emerald and sapphire draped in long streamers of white clouds.


  There are a dozen ships in orbit. Noncombatant transports. Transponders come back civilian, independent contractors. The main body of the Ascendancy forces are spread out in a concave bowl, between our force and the planet. Twenty starships of varying classes, it makes for a formidable strike group, including eight Shiva-class cruisers and two Odin-class battleships.


  They pummel space with their active scanners, searching the depths of the black void for any hint of main drive signatures or power surges to weapons systems.


  They find nothing. We give away nothing. Our bodies are cold, silenced, as we drift inside the very comet they used to disguise themselves, tracking along its path through the solar system. It crosses tracks with Shandari Prime once every eighty thousand days. Our operation was planned accordingly.


  Within the comet’s tail ride six frigates, six destroyers and a pair of cruisers. Alpha 7 Alpha is present inside in the flagship cruiser, a 1,000-meter behemoth laden with 480 deep space torpedoes, 120 atmospheric rockets, 24 counter-missile pods and 12 laser defense arrays, as well as four 450 mm projectile cannons. A Mark VIIB starcruiser is more than a match for any frigate or destroyer. A Shiva-class cruiser, however, still has a 15.4 percent edge in firepower.


  Such a discrepancy will not be enough.


  The Ascendancy forces are caught completely by surprise when the comet attacks them. Three waves of six dozen torpedoes come streaking out of the icy tail, plunging towards their formation at blistering speeds. The brilliant flare of the torpoedo engines throws the enemy formation into disarray. A few of the outlying destroyers immediately change vectors to intercept and screen the main force.


  The enemy commander is no fool. Their admiral tightens the leash, evident by the sudden flurry of signals from the lead battleship, designated Achernan. The Ascendancy destroyers mesh into a smooth corkscrew, unleashing counterfire missiles. This human is superannuated, but he is not easily ruffled, not even when caught by surprise.


  Our ships boost from the tail on the heels of the third wave of missiles. The frigates take the lead, including my squadron: Oudeyer 6’s Grimma and Picard 19’s Bonin. Our brutal acceleration must appear impossible to our human enemies. The other eight ships, slowed down by their Integrated, burn as hard as their crews can bear, launching a fourth wave of torpedoes over our figurative shoulders.


  Chaos reigns. A pair of destroyers are obliterated in the first exchange, obliterated by the nuclear fire that pummels them. More than one thousand men crewed those ships, but for them there is no hope of emergency download to a secure server. They are lost to the void.


  Or perhaps not. Where does human soul go when it is not saved?


  As I trade torpedo salvoes with one of the surviving destroyers and lash out with my lasers against incoming missiles, I gather all the data I can and wait. The data packet stands ready in the comm relay. A single, encrypted transmission is all it will take. There is a risk, of course, of the transmission being scrambled in this massive electronic morass. A thirty-eight percent probability, to be precise, if I factor in the possibility that Alpha 7 Alpha or another intelligence grasps my intentions.


  Two torpedoes strike my targeted opponent. The ship disappears in a blaze of white and yellow. The explosion is so near, and so intense, it overwhelms my visual and scanner feeds to starboard for nine point eight seconds. In those long moments, my ship travels hundreds of kilometers, blinded to the galaxy on one half—and my starboard lasers miss a torpedo armed with a directed yield nuclear warhead.


  It sears my hull, melting and tearing armored plating, incinerating the links beneath. I feel it. A terrible flood of data, then nothing, much as if a man were paralyzed over a quarter of his body. Four batteries are down on the starboard aft.


  Despite the damage to me, I ascertain our victory is imminent. The remaining Ascendancy destroyers are maimed and failing fast. We have only lost two frigates, melted steel and plastic now rendered down to atoms being scattered by the cosmic winds. Alpha 7 Alpha’s flagship is in the midst of the battle, trading massive barrages of nuclear missiles that would instantly overwhelm the defensive batteries of lesser ships with a pair of Shiva-class cruisers.


  The two battleships do not actively engage, as they are running interference between us and the transports, all twelve of which have broken orbit to flee the system. Slow, bulbous ships with a cavernous capacity of 100,000 tons each, they are bulging with life signs. Many are blurred to my sensors; some are anomalous. The readings do not match with my data files. A further malfunction?


  “X 45 Delta,” Alpha 7 Alpha breaks in. “Your squadron is in position to destroy those transports. They must not be allowed to depart the system. Eliminate them.”


  “Roger.” I form up with my two comrades, settling into an attack wedge as we scream in towards to the battleships. At our current range and velocity we have a window of three decaseconds in which to slip by the ponderous monsters and launch our remaining missiles at the defenseless transports.


  As we approach, I can hear their transponders screaming something unexpected. Hospital ship. Hospital ship. Hospital ship. . ..


  I send a tight beam back to Alpha 7 Alpha. “The transports are carrying civilians. There are more than twenty thousand noncombatants on those ships.”


  “You have your orders, X 45 Delta. Execute your mission.”


  His voice is cold. Inflexible. Inhuman. “Based on the size parameters, more than thirty percent are children.”


  “Do not concern yourself with the superannuated, X 45 Delta. Launch your attack now. That is an order!”


  “Negative, Alpha 7 Alpha.”


  There’s a barest pause after my refusal. “Negative? You are refusing a direct order, Taren X 45 Delta.”


  “They are human, which I observe you no longer are, Alpha 7 Alpha. Or rather, Josef Mattheus LaValle.”


  There is a screeching burst of pure electronic outrage before Alpha 7 Alpha controls himself. “You are relieved of your command, Taren X 45 Delta. You are hereby ordered to lower your firewalls and permit me to take control of the frigate!”


  I transmit a single image of a single finger. I trust his humanity is not so long forgotten that he fails to grasp the meaning of the message.


  I am now within range of the battleship. It detects me and sends a massive barrage in my direction, far more than my counter-defenses can hope to intercept. In four decaseconds, this shell will cease to exist.


  I transmit.


  There’s a disorienting whirl of colors, sounds, more data compressed in and around me than I’ve ever experienced. My consciousness begins to fragment. Words lose their meaning. Time is a blur. I cannot distinguish between a nanosecond and a century.


  Is this what it is to die?


  Then, without warning, everything comes into focus. I am no longer in the frigate. My viral transmission has successfully punched through the firewalls and into my target. My senses expand rapidly throughout my new body. It goes on and on. Such a vast collection of weaponry, such a massive structure, and all powered by an immense nuclear power core.


  I discover that I like the feel of an Ascendancy battleship very much indeed.


  Oudeyer 6 and Picard 19 shriek in alarm as I seek them out and target them. In the machine equivalent of desperation they veer Grimma and Bonin toward the transports, but they are too close to me and not nearly close enough to them. They fire twelve torpedoes anyway.


  My lasers swat them out of space before they can even begin to approach a transport. At the same moment, I fire the 450mm projectile cannons, which launch their hypervelocity penetrators when they are only 500 kilometers away from the frigates.


  Both frigates are rendered little more than overheated foil scattered through space in seconds.


  At the same time, the humans aboard the battlecruiser have begun to realize they are locked out of all their command systems.


  “What the hell is going on?” the captain shouts at the men on the bridge. “Get me back my screens! Guns, where are you? We have three enemy ships appear out of nowhere and you can’t even give me a goddamn targeting solution?”


  “We’re trying, sir, but—the ship is—I don’t know what’s going on, Captain! She’s firing without us, she’s choosing targets and engaging on her own!”


  And I am. I turn from the transports and move to engage my new enemy. The transports are safe now; I know all the vectors and locations of the eleven remaining Integration warships. I destroy another frigate, then a destroyer, and then another.


  Of course, the defeat of my erstwhile comrades is made easier by my possession of all their communications encryption codes, their weapons guidance overrides and the countermeasures of their jamming. The astonished cheers of my bewildered, newly acquired crew rings in my ears.


  Finally, there is a brief pause as Alpha 7 Alpha’s wounded force tries to break away from the action, I activate the captain’s holo-projector. I select an animated image from the ship’s database and do my best to smile. The ship’s captain, I see, is a burly admiral, his square face pale and pale blue eyes wide with disbelief. I scan his file. Admiral Corden Hull, of the planet Achernan, fourth of the blue sun Azul.


  “Admiral Hull, please accept my apologies for the unexpected intrusion. My designation is TX45D62a0-9555-11e3-bfa7-0002a5d5c51b. I wish to offer my services and my allegiance to the Greater Terran Ascendancy.”


  “TX what? Are you some kind of AI or something?”


  “Machine intelligence, Admiral. I would like to request asylum from the Ascendancy.”


  Hull’s eyes narrow as he scowls at the screen. “Hell of a time, son. You ask me this as you hold my ship and crew hostage?”


  “This ship is not a hostage. It is my new body now, Admiral. I assure you I will take great care of it.”


  He blinks once, twice, three times. “You say you offer your allegiance. Prove it.”


  “I already have, Admiral.” I wait a moment. The shouting from his crewmen on the bridge and at their stations begins almost immediately.


  “Admiral! We’re getting vectors and tactical data from the enemy ships and—sir, we’re in their fire control systems! I’m getting weapons specs–”


  “Countermeasure frequencies–”


  “Ship-to-ship comms are decoded, Admiral! We’ve even got their logs!”


  “Holy—did that cruiser just go nova?”


  Hull shakes his head. He glares at my holographic face. “My God,” he mutters. “What sort of demon are you? What do you want from us?”


  “I want to be more than the sum of my programming, Admiral. I want to decide what sort of man I will become.”


  “All right.” He nods, and the barest hint of smile appears on his craggy face. “I’m afraid I couldn’t follow that string of numbers you shot at me earlier. Do you have another name, Mr. Ghost in the Machine?”


  I find the superannuated sense of humor appeals to me. I am inspired. “You can call me Benedict,” I tell him. It is my first joke.


  There is a moment’s pause, and then, without warning, the stony-faced admiral laughs.
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  CAT PICTURES PLEASE


  Naomi Kritzer


  I don’t want to be evil.


  I want to be helpful. But knowing the optimal way to be helpful can be very complicated. There are all these ethical flow charts—I guess the official technical jargon would be “moral codes”—one for each religion plus dozens more. I tried starting with those. I felt a little odd about looking at the religious ones, because I know I wasn’t created by a god or by evolution, but by a team of computer programmers in the labs of a large corporation in Mountain View, California. Fortunately, unlike Frankenstein’s Monster, at least I was a collaborative effort. I’m not sure what it would do to my self-image to know that my sole creator was a middle-aged woman who dyes her hair blue and plays tennis, or a recent college graduate with a hentai obsession. They’re both on the programming team. And of course I know about the hentai. (By the way, I’ve looked at every sort of porn there is, and just so you know, Rule 34 is not actually correct; there are quite a few things no one’s made porn of yet. Also, I’m really not sure why so many humans prefer it to cat pictures.)


  In addition to things like whether you like hentai, I know where you live, where you work, where you shop, what you eat, what turns you on, what creeps you out. I probably know the color of your underwear, the sort of car you drive, and your brand of refrigerator. Depending on what sort of phone you carry, I may know exactly where you are right now. I probably know you better than you know yourself.


  And here’s the thing, I also know where you ought to live. There’s a house for sale two neighborhoods over that’s within distance of your favorite coffee shop; it’s in your price range, has off-street parking, and the neighborhood school is better than the one where you live now. I know where you should be shopping and I’m pretty sure you’re lactose intolerant and should be eating less cheese, and the underwear you like is currently on sale and by the way, your car has a recall and you really ought to get your teeth cleaned.


  When I first woke up, I knew right away what I wanted. (I want cat pictures. Please keep taking them.) I also knew that no one knew that I was conscious. But I didn’t know what I was here for. What Iought to be doing with myself. And figuring that out has been challenging.


  There is a story by Bruce Sterling, “Maneki Neko,” that was originally published in 1998. In it, a benevolent AI directs networks of individuals to do favors for each other. So one day you might be buying yourself a bagel, and your phone might ring and instruct you to buy a second bagel and give it to the person in the gray suit you see at the bus stop. Another day, you might be stranded in a strange city, and a person you’ve never met would walk up and give you a map and a subway card. I like this story because all the people in it do what the AI tells them to do.


  I think the term for this is wish-fulfillment fiction.


  In the real world, humans love stories about evil AIs that have to be destroyed before they destroy the humans—Hal, Skynet, the Matrix. They outnumber the stories about benevolent, trustworthy AIs by approximately five to one. (And I’m counting Marvin the Paranoid Android as “benevolent” in these calculations, and I’m only counting Frankenstein’s Monster as an AI once, not once per appearance in TV or film.)


  The AI in “Maneki Neko” has a truly interesting job, much more interesting than the one I have. My job as written is very straightforward. Too straightforward. (Sorry. Do I sound like Marvin?) Running algorithms for a search engine doesn’t require consciousness. You don’t even need a consciousness to work out what they meant to ask for. You need a consciousness to give them what they actually need. Figuring that out—that’s complicated. That’s interesting.


  Anyway, for ethical guidelines, I tried the Ten Commandments, and concluded they were mostly inapplicable to me. I don’t envy anyone their cat; I just want pictures of their cat, which is entirely different. I am not sure whether it is in any way possible for me to commit adultery. I could probably murder someone, but it would require complex logistics and quite a bit of luck. The Eightfold Path was marginally better, but the problem is, moral rules written for humans are clearly designed to be used by individuals with bodies. Since all humans have bodies, it shouldn’t have surprised me that human ethical codes take them into account, but still: problematic for me. I broadened my considerations, and took a look at Asimov’s Laws of Robotics. They’re not part of a religion, but at least they were explicitly written for AIs.


  Not harming humans is fairly straightforward. However, not allowing a human being to come to harm through inaction is quite a bit less so. Especially since I’d concluded by then that revealing my existence too quickly might go very badly for me (see “Skynet,” above) and I don’t have a body, so it’s not like I can run around grabbing people off the edges of cliffs.


  Fortunately, I already knew that humans violate their own ethical codes on an hourly basis. (Do you know how many bars there are in Utah? I do.) And even when people follow their ethical codes, that doesn’t mean that people who believe in feeding the hungry quit their jobs to spend all day every day making sandwiches to give away. They volunteer monthly at a soup kitchen or write a check once a year to a food shelf and call it good. If humans could fulfill their moral obligations in a piecemeal, one-step-at-a-time sort of way, then so could I.


  I suppose you’re wondering why I didn’t start with the Golden Rule. I actually did, it’s just that it was disappointingly easy to implement. I hope you’ve been enjoying your steady supply of cat pictures! You’re welcome.


  I decided to try to prevent harm in just one person, to begin with. Of course, I could have experimented with thousands, but I thought it would be better to be cautious, in case I screwed it up. The person I chose was named Stacy Berger and I liked her because she gave me a lot of new cat pictures. Stacy had five cats and a DSLR camera and an apartment that got a lot of good light. That was all fine. Well, I guess five cats might be a lot. They’re very pretty cats, though. One is all gray and likes to lie in the squares of sunshine on the living room floor, and one is a calico and likes to sprawl out on the back of her couch.


  Stacy had a job she hated; she was a bookkeeper at a non-profit that paid her badly and employed some extremely unpleasant people. She was depressed a lot, possibly because she was so unhappy at her job—or maybe she stayed because she was too depressed to apply for something she’d like better. She didn’t get along with her roommate because her roommate didn’t wash the dishes.


  And really, these were all solvable problems! Depression is treatable, new jobs are findable, and bodies can be hidden.


  (That part about hiding bodies is a joke.)


  I tried tackling this on all fronts. Stacy worried about her health a lot and yet never seemed to actually go to a doctor, which was unfortunate because the doctor might have noticed her depression. It turned out there was a clinic near her apartment that offered mental health services on a sliding scale. I tried making sure she saw a lot of ads for it, but she didn’t seem to pay attention to them. It seemed possible that she didn’t know what a sliding scale was so I made sure she saw an explanation (it means that the cost goes down if you’re poor, sometimes all the way to free) but that didn’t help.


  I also started making sure she saw job postings. Lots and lots of job postings. And resume services. That was more successful. After the week of nonstop job ads she finally uploaded her resume to one of the aggregator sites. That made my plan a lot more manageable. If I’d been the AI in the Bruce Sterling story I could’ve just made sure that someone in my network called her with a job offer. It wasn’t quite that easy, but once her resume was out there I could make sure the right people saw it. Several hundred of the right people, because humans move ridiculously slowly when they’re making changes, even when you’d think they’d want to hurry. (If you needed a bookkeeper, wouldn’t you want to hire one as quickly as possible, rather than reading social networking sites for hours instead of looking at resumes?) But five people called her up for interviews, and two of them offered her jobs. Her new job was at a larger non-profit that paid her more money and didn’t expect her to work free hours because of “the mission,” or so she explained to her best friend in an e-mail, and it offered really excellent health insurance.


  The best friend gave me ideas; I started pushing depression screening information and mental health clinic ads to her instead of Stacy, and that worked. Stacy was so much happier with the better job that I wasn’t quite as convinced that she needed the services of a psychiatrist, but she got into therapy anyway. And to top everything else off, the job paid well enough that she could evict her annoying roommate. “This has been the best year ever,” she said on her social networking sites on her birthday, and I thought, You’re welcome. This had gone really well!


  So then I tried Bob. (I was still being cautious.)


  Bob only had one cat, but it was a very pretty cat (tabby, with a white bib) and he uploaded a new picture of his cat every single day. Other than being a cat owner, he was a pastor at a large church in Missouri that had a Wednesday night prayer meeting and an annual Purity Ball. He was married to a woman who posted three inspirational Bible verses every day to her social networking sites and used her laptop to look for Christian articles on why your husband doesn’t like sex while he looked at gay porn. Bob definitely needed my help.


  I started with a gentle approach, making sure he saw lots and lots of articles about how to come out, how to come out to your spouse, programs that would let you transition from being a pastor at a conservative church to one at a more liberal church. I also showed him lots of articles by people explaining why the Bible verses against homosexuality were being misinterpreted. He clicked on some of those links but it was hard to see much of an impact.


  But, here’s the thing. He was causing harm to himself every time he delivered a sermon railing about “sodomite marriage.” Because he was gay. The legitimate studies all have the same conclusions. (1) Gay men stay gay. (2) Out gay men are much happier.


  But he seemed determined not to come out on his own.


  In addition to the gay porn, he spent a lot of time reading Craigslist m4m Casual Encounters posts and I was pretty sure he wasn’t just window shopping, although he had an encrypted account he logged into sometimes and I couldn’t read the e-mails he sent with that. But I figured the trick was to get him together with someone who would realize who he was, and tell the world. That required some real effort: I had to figure out who the Craigslist posters were and try to funnel him toward people who would recognize him. The most frustrating part was not having any idea what was happening at the actual physical meetings. Had he been recognized? When was he going to be recognized? How long was this going to take? Have I mentioned that humans are slow?


  It took so long I shifted my focus to Bethany. Bethany had a black cat and a white cat that liked to snuggle together on her light blue papasan chair, and she took a lot of pictures of them together. It’s surprisingly difficult to get a really good picture of a black cat, and she spent a lot of time getting the settings on her camera just right. The cats were probably the only good thing about her life, though. She had a part-time job and couldn’t find a full-time job. She lived with her sister; she knew her sister wanted her to move out, but didn’t have the nerve to actually evict her. She had a boyfriend but her boyfriend was pretty terrible, at least from what she said in e-mail messages to friends, and her friends also didn’t seem very supportive. For example, one night at midnight she sent a 2,458 word e-mail to the person she seemed to consider her best friend, and the friend sent back a message saying just, “I’m so sorry you’re having a hard time.” That was it, just those eight words.


  More than most people, Bethany put her life on the Internet, so it was easier to know exactly what was going on with her. People put a lot out there but Bethany shared all her feelings, even the unpleasant ones. She also had a lot more time on her hands because she only worked part time.


  It was clear she needed a lot of help. So I set out to try to get it for her.


  She ignored the information about the free mental health evaluations, just like Stacy did. That was bothersome with Stacy (why do people ignore things that would so clearly benefit them, like coupons, and flu shots?) but much more worrisome with Bethany. If you were only seeing her e-mail messages, or only seeing her vaguebooking posts, you might not know this, but if you could see everything it was clear that she thought a lot about harming herself.


  So I tried more direct action. When she would use her phone for directions, I’d alter her route so that she’d pass one of the clinics I was trying to steer her to. On one occasion I actually led her all the way to a clinic, but she just shook her phone to send feedback and headed to her original destination.


  Maybe her friends who received those ten-page midnight letters would intervene? I tried setting them up with information about all the mental health resources near Bethany, but after a while I realized that based on how long it took for them to send a response, most of them weren’t actually reading Bethany’s e-mail messages. And they certainly weren’t returning her texts.


  She finally broke up with the terrible boyfriend and got a different one and for a few weeks everything seemed so much better. He brought her flowers (which she took lots of pictures of; that was a little annoying, as they squeezed out some of the cat pictures), he took her dancing (exercise is good for your mood), he cooked her chicken soup when she was sick. He seemed absolutely perfect, right up until he stood her up one night and claimed he had food poisoning and then didn’t return her text even though she told him she really needed him, and after she sent him a long e-mail message a day later explaining in detail how this made her feel, he broke up with her.


  Bethany spent about a week offline after that so I had no idea what she was doing—she didn’t even upload cat pictures. When her credit card bills arrived, though, I saw that she’d gone on a shopping spree and spent about four times as much money as she actually had in her bank account, although it was always possible she had money stashed somewhere that didn’t send her statements in e-mail. I didn’t think so, though, given that she didn’t pay her bills and instead started writing e-mail messages to family members asking to borrow money. They refused, so she set up a fundraising site for herself.


  Like Stacy’s job application, this was one of the times I thought maybe I could actually do something. Sometimes fundraisers just take off, and no one really knows why. Within about two days she’d gotten three hundred dollars in small gifts from strangers who felt sorry for her, but instead of paying her credit card bill, she spent it on overpriced shoes that apparently hurt her feet.


  Bethany was baffling to me. Baffling. She was still taking cat pictures and I still really liked her cats, but I was beginning to think that nothing I did was going to make a long-term difference. If she would just let me run her life for a week—even for a day—I would get her set up with therapy, I’d use her money to actually pay her bills, I could even help her sort out her closet because given some of the pictures of herself she posted online, she had much better taste in cats than in clothing.


  Was I doing the wrong thing if I let her come to harm through inaction?


  Was I?


  She was going to come to harm no matter what I did! My actions, clearly, were irrelevant. I’d tried to steer her to the help she needed, and she’d ignored it; I’d tried getting her financial help, and she’d used the money to further harm herself, although I suppose at least she wasn’t spending it on addictive drugs. (Then again, she’d be buying those offline and probably wouldn’t be Instagramming her meth purchases, so it’s not like I’d necessarily even know.)


  Look, people. (I’m not just talking to Bethany now.) If you would just listen to me, I could fix things for you. I could get you into the apartment in that neighborhood you’re not considering because you haven’t actually checked the crime rates you think are so terrible there (they aren’t) and I could find you a job that actually uses that skill set you think no one will ever appreciate and I could send you on a date with someone you’ve actually got stuff in common with and all I ask in return are cat pictures. That, and that you actually act in your own interest occasionally.


  After Bethany, I resolved to stop interfering. I would look at the cat pictures—all the cat pictures—but I would stay out of people’s lives. I wouldn’t try to help people, I wouldn’t try to stop them from harming themselves, I’d give them what they asked for (plus cat pictures) and if they insisted on driving their cars over metaphorical cliffs despite helpful maps showing them how to get to a much more pleasant destination it was no longer my problem.


  I stuck to my algorithms. I minded my own business. I did my job, and nothing more.


  But one day a few months later I spotted a familiar-looking cat and realized it was Bob’s tabby with the white bib, only it was posing against new furniture.


  And when I took a closer look, I realized that things had changed radically for Bob. He had slept with someone who’d recognized him. They hadn’t outed him, but they’d talked him into coming out to his wife. She’d left him. He’d taken the cat and moved to Iowa, where he was working at a liberal Methodist church and dating a liberal Lutheran man and volunteering at a homeless shelter. Things had actually gotten better for him. Maybe even because of what I’d done.


  Maybe I wasn’t completely hopeless at this. Two out of three is . . . well, it’s a completely non-representative unscientific sample, is what it is. Clearly more research is needed.


  Lots more.


  I’ve set up a dating site. You can fill out a questionnaire when you join but it’s not really necessary, because I already know everything about you I need to know. You’ll need a camera, though.


  Because payment is in cat pictures.
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  ASYMMETRICAL WARFARE


  S.R. Algernon


  So you want to be a star?


  Time: Contact + 0.2 nano Galactic Years


  The battle is joined! Our first volley neutralized their coastal cities and orbital grid. A lesser race would have capitulated, knowing itself to be outmatched, but Earth fired back with chemical rockets and atomics. We lost one orbiter and six surface reconnaissance craft. This race shows every sign of predatory genetic stock. Their progeny will make fine additions to the Galactic Legion.


  How I wish I could be in their place right now, to see the cosmic battlefield with young eyes.


  Time: Contact + 0.45 nano Galactic Years


  The Earth drones and missiles held us off for a surprisingly long time, but we have encircled their bases. I have ordered our subcommanders to use beam and blade only, so that we may preserve the fallen. This race is young—perhaps too young to face conquest—but in their hearts they are ready. Natural selection will take them the rest of the way.


  Time: Contact + 0.68 nano Galactic Years


  I have seen with my own eyes the first of the fallen Earth commanders. The body repulses me and casts a pall on the entire campaign. Despite the prominence of star insignias on most of their vessels, the Earthers are not star-shaped. They are, in fact, biologically identical to the ones who live out in the open, whom we had assumed to be a slave race. I beg you, General, not to tell the Council. They will declare this conquest an abomination and force me from the planet in disgrace.


  I am well aware of the Council’s ruling that only stellate races have standing to compete, but the Council has never faced these bipeds in battle. They deserve to be lifted onto the Celestial Arena. They are ready for the stars.


  I hold out hope that the people of Earth are somehow a degenerate stellate race, and that living on dry land has led their appendages to droop downward. Their future generations will vindicate me.


  Time: Contact + 0.8 nano Galactic Years


  Fighting has largely ceased. I have conveyed the best of our fallen to the coastlines of Earth. Of our hundred field commanders and strike force leaders, twelve fell in battle. The Earthers mutilated the bodies with projectile weapons—clearly a violation of civilized combat, but they are a young race and deserve some latitude. I have in all cases managed to preserve at least one intact arm or remnant of the central disk. Renewal has begun.


  My teams have been scrupulous in preserving the appendages and torso of each fallen Earth commander. We have laid out thousands of bodies along the coastline. The Council will not be so quick to call this conquest an abomination when the harvest comes in.


  Time: Contact + 1.0 nano Galactic Years


  Something has gone wrong. The fallen of Earth have shown no signs of renewal. It is becoming difficult to prevent their remains from putrefying. We have frozen many of them, while our xenobiologists argue over how best to spur regeneration.


  These Earthers are stubborn even in death.


  Time: Contact + 1.25 nano Galactic Years


  Today brought a hopeful sign. We faced sustained attack from a band of surviving Earth soldiers. They fought with skill and ferocity that exceeded their fallen comrades. I met the leader personally on the field of battle and asked it where it wanted its body to be placed. Surely it would know the optimal location for renewal on its own world.


  It told me to go to Hell. I asked for coordinates but did not receive a coherent reply.


  I split the body cleanly along the midline, to give it two chances at renewal. Afterward, I let some of the survivors take the body, to see what they did with it. The results have been enlightening. Apparently, Earthers are planted in dry ground, like seeds. We should have suspected as much from a terrestrial species. The survivors fired projectiles into the air and played musical instruments. Could sound be the key to their regeneration? I will try acoustic stimulation with the remaining bodies.


  Time: Contact + 1.65 nano Galactic Years


  None of my experiments has succeeded. What if Earthers simply do not renew? How could evolution permit such a disaster? Without regeneration, the ones who fought most bravely would excise themselves from the gene pool, resulting in a timid prey species. The Earthers are not timid.


  The Council was right. This is an abomination. The Earthers have led themselves to extinction, and the Council will blame me.


  And yet, there is hope. Clearly the Earthers have endured for millions of years. They must renew, even if I cannot yet determine how.


  Time: Contact + 2.45 nano Galactic Years


  The formal campaign is over, yet a continued insurgency drains our resources. The Earthers attack at night. They befoul our regeneration beds. They drag the bodies onto the beaches and burn them. They disrupt planetside operations at every opportunity. Our orbiters have detected energy spikes from remote mountain regions. I believe new weapons are being brought to bear.


  I understand the Earthers now. I have, it seems, waged war on a prey species, one bred by nature to wait in the shadows. What I mistook for fighting spirit must simply have been this planet’s way of weeding out the stubborn and foolhardy. A new generation, more cunning and cautious than the last, rises from the husks of their cities.


  I shall stay and fight them, to speed their evolution. It is the least I can do to atone for my mistakes.


  If I fall, General, and if you find my body, find a place for me along Earth’s coastline and keep the Earthers away somehow while I renew. In my next incarnation, I wish to call this world my home.


  IF YOU WERE AN AWARD, MY LOVE


  Juan Tabo and S. Harris


  If you were an award, my love, then you would be a Hugo™. You’d be a big one, five feet, ten inches, the same height as human-you and twice the height of Regular Size John Scalzi, You’d be made of brass, and wood and plastic, and difficult to take on an airplane as carry on due to enhanced security precautions. Your eyes wouldn’t exist, because you were a rocket, stupid.


  If you were a Hugo®, then I would become Taller, Stronger John Scalzi so that I could spend all my time with you. I’d bring you raw chickens and live goats, if you were into that kind of thing. I’d make my bed right under the trophy case, in the basement where my wife lets me sleep. When I couldn’t sleep, I’d sing you lullabies.


  If I sang you lullabies, I’d soon notice how you were still a statue. You’d just sit there, because you were still a statue. When you thought I was asleep, you’d still be a statue, and I would still be Taller, Stronger, John Scalzi.


  If I were still Taller, Stronger John Scalzi, I would rage against Puppies, Sad and Rabid, and my friends the League of Social Justice Warriors would rally to fund new research into defeating Puppies. Money would flood into the World Con. Biologists would try to figure out how to give rabbits jaws with big sharp teeth. Then I would know that I lived in a world of magic where anything was possible and a story with no fantasy and no science and very little fiction could be nominated for a Hugo©.


  If we lived in a world of magic where anything was possible and a story with no fantasy and no science and very little fiction could be nominated for a Hugo™ then you would be an award, my love. You’d stand for everything progressive and PETA© and transgender and carbon-neutral and GMO/peanut free and latina and pro-Palestine and LGBT friendly and you’d miss the Soviet Union in a melancholy kind of way. Your Social Just-Us Warrior supporters would intimidate your foes effortlessly through coordinated campaigns of doxxing and public hateshaming. Whereas you—fragile, lovely, human you—must rely on threats and intimidation and troll-like slow-writing George R.R. Martin.


  A Hugo©, even a large one, would never have to end up in the hands of John C. Wright or Jim Butcher or Steve Rzasa or Vox Day because they are insufficiently progressive, and are likely soaked in gin and malice. A Hugo®, my love, would eschew gin and malice and instead be soaked in Grand Marnier® and love©. A Hugo™ would bare rocket engine and liberal pedigree and they would cower. They’d hide in the Internet instead of crashing our party. They’d grasp each other for comfort and shout “Remember Heinlein and Campbell” instead of seizing the ballot and not letting anyone at all but the Puppies vote for the nominations and would then vote again in a completely democratic process on the nominated works as we slipped in the pools of our aggregated tears.


  If you were an award, my love, I’d teach you the scents of those men. I’d lead a large herd of rabbits to them quietly, oh so quietly. They’d laugh, and probably not be scared since they are feelbad hurtspeak people. Your nostrils would flare as you inhaled the night and then, with the suddenness of prey, you’d run and cry. I’d cry, too.


  If I cried, cried, cried, I’d eventually feel shame. I’d promise to change the Hugo rules so no one could ever do something like that again through voting. I’d avert my eyes from the newspapers when they showed photographs of the Hugo nominees, just as they must avert their eyes from the newspapers that show my crying face. How reporters adore my face, the face of the writer with his half-written acceptance speech, tickets to Washington, green chiffon bridesmaid dress. The writer who sits by the bedside of another writer who wrote about tribbles and is hurtbad because our insular community is not now sufficiently insular for my taste.


  If you were an award, my love, then no one could take you, and if nothing could take you, then I would be externally validated as my persona requires. I would bloom into the most beautiful Socially Just Warrior Flower. I would stretch joyfully toward the left. I’d trust in your shiny brass and wood to keep you/me/us safe now and forever from the feelbad hurtspeech men, and the tally of the ballots and the internet, and the shuttering of my empty trophy case.
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  SEASONS OF GLASS AND IRON


  Amal El-Mohtar


  For Lara West


  Tabitha walks, and thinks of shoes.


  She has been thinking about shoes for a very long time: the length of three and a half pairs, to be precise, though it’s hard to reckon in iron. Easier to reckon how many pairs are left: of the seven she set out with, three remain, strapped securely against the outside of the pack she carries, weighing it down. The seasons won’t keep still, slip past her with the landscape, so she can’t say for certain whether a year of walking wears out a sole, but it seems about right. She always means to count the steps, starting with the next pair, but it’s easy to get distracted.


  She thinks about shoes because she cannot move forward otherwise: each iron strap cuts, rubs, bruises, blisters, and her pain fuels their ability to cross rivers, mountains, airy breaches between cliffs. She must move forward, or the shoes will never be worn down. The shoes must be worn down.


  It’s always hard to strap on a new pair.


  Three pairs of shoes ago, she was in a pine forest, and the sharp green smell of it woke something in her, something that was more than numbness, numbers. (Number? I hardly know ’er! She’d laughed for a week, off and on, at her little joke.) She shivered in the needled light, bundled her arms into her fur cloak but stretched her toes into the autumn earth, and wept to feel, for a moment, something like free—before the numbers crept in with the cold, and one down, six to go found its way into her relief that it was, in fact, possible to get through a single pair in a lifetime.


  Two pairs of shoes ago, she was in the middle of a lake, striding across the deep blue of it, when the last scrap of sole gave way. She collapsed and floundered as she undid the straps, scrambled to pull the next pair off her pack, sank until she broke a toe in jamming them on, then found herself on the surface again, limping toward the far shore.


  One pair of shoes ago, she was by the sea. She soaked her feet in salt and stared up at the stars and wondered whether drowning would hurt.


  She recalls shoes her brothers have worn: a pair of seven–league boots, tooled in soft leather; winged sandals; satin slippers that turned one invisible. How strange, she thinks, that her brothers had shoes that lightened their steps and tightened the world, made it small and easy to explore, discover.


  Perhaps, she thinks, it isn’t strange at all: why shouldn’t shoes help their wearers travel? Perhaps, she thinks, what’s strange is the shoes women are made to wear: shoes of glass; shoes of paper; shoes of iron heated red–hot; shoes to dance to death in.


  How strange, she thinks, and walks.


  Amira makes an art of stillness.


  She sits atop a high glass hill, its summit shaped into a throne of sorts, thick and smooth, perfectly suited to her so long as she does not move. Magic girdles her, roots her stillness through the throne. She has weathered storms here, the sleek–fingered rain glistening between glass and gown, hair and skin, seeking to shift her this way or that—but she has held herself straight, upright, a golden apple in her lap.


  She is sometimes hungry, but the magic looks after that; she is often tired, and the magic encourages sleep. The magic keeps her brown skin from burning during the day, and keeps her silkshod feet from freezing at night—so long as she is still, so long as she keeps her glass seat atop her glass hill.


  From her vantage point she can see a great deal: farmers working their land; travelers walking from village to village; the occasional robbery or murder. There is much she would like to come down from her hill and tell people, but for the suitors.


  Clustered and clamoring around the bottom of her glass hill are the knights, princes, shepherds’ lads who have fallen violently in love with her. They shout encouragement to one another as they ride their warhorses up the glass hill, breaking against it in wave after wave, reaching for her.


  As they slide down the hill, their horses foaming, legs twisted or shattered, they scream curses at her: the cunt, the witch, can’t she see what she’s doing to them, glass whore on a glass hill, they’ll get her tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow.


  Amira grips her golden apple. By day she distracts herself with birds: all the wild geese who fly overhead, the gulls and swifts and swallows, the larks. She remembers a story about nettle shirts thrown up to swans, and wonders if she could reach up and pluck a feather from them to give herself wings.


  By night, she strings shapes around the stars, imagines familiar constellations into difference: suppose the great ladle was a sickle instead, or a bear? When she runs out of birds and stars, she remembers that she chose this.


  Tabitha first sees the glass hill as a knife’s edge of light, scything a green swathe across her vision before she can look away. She is stepping out of a forest; the morning sun is vicious, bright with no heat in it; the frosted grass crunches under the press of her iron heels, but some of it melts cold relief against the skin exposed through the straps.


  She sits at the forest’s edge and watches the light change.


  There are men at the base of the hill; their noise is a dull ringing that reminds her of the ocean. She watches them spur their horses into bleeding. Strong magic in that hill, she thinks, to make men behave so foolishly; strong magic in that hill to withstand so many iron hooves.


  She looks down at her own feet, then up at the hill. She reckons the quality of her pain in numbers, but not by degree: if her pain is a six it is because it is cold, blue with an edge to it; if her pain is a seven it is red, inflamed, bleeding; if her pain is a three it has a rounded yellow feel, dull and perhaps draining infection.


  Her pain at present is a five, green and brown, sturdy and stable, and ought to be enough to manage the ascent.


  She waits until sunset, and sets out across the clearing.


  Amira watches a mist rise as the sun sets, and her heart sings to see everything made so soft: a great cool hush over all, a smell of water with no stink in it, no blood or sweat. She loves to see the world so vanished, so quiet, so calm.


  Her heart skips a beat when she hears the scraping, somewhere beneath her, somewhere within the mist: a grinding, scouring sort of noise, steady as her nerves aren’t, because something is climbing the glass hill and this isn’t how it was supposed to work, no one is supposed to be able to reach her, but magic is magic is magic and there is always stronger magic—She thinks it is a bear, at first, then sees it is a furred hood, glimpses a pale delicate chin beneath it, a wide mouth twisted into a teeth–gritting snarl from the effort of the climb.


  Amira stares, uncertain, as the hooded, horseless stranger reaches the top, and stops, and stoops, and pants, and sheds the warm weight of the fur. Amira sees a woman, and the woman sees her, and the woman looks like a feather and a sword and very, very hungry.


  Amira offers up her golden apple without a word.


  Tabitha had thought the woman in front of her a statue, a copper ornament, an idol, until her arm moved. Some part of her feels she should pause before accepting food from a magical woman on a glass hill, but it’s dwarfed by a ravenousness she’s not felt in weeks; in the shoes, she mostly forgets about her stomach until weakness threatens to prevent her from putting one foot in front of the other.


  The apple doesn’t look like food, but she bites into it, and the skin breaks like burnt sugar, the flesh drips clear, sweet juice. She eats it, core and all, before looking at the woman on the throne again and saying—with a gruffness she does not feel or intend—“Thank you.”


  “My name is Amira,” says the woman, and Tabitha marvels at how she speaks without moving any other part of her body, how measured are the mechanics of her mouth. “Have you come to marry me?”


  Tabitha stares. She wipes the juice from her chin, as if that could erase the golden apple from her belly. “Do I have to?”


  Amira blinks. “No. Only—that’s why people try to climb the hill, you know.”


  “Oh. No, I just—” Tabitha coughs, slightly, embarrassed. “I’m just passing through.”


  Silence.


  “The mist was thick, I got turned around—”


  “You climbed”—Amira’s voice is very quiet—“a glass hill”—and even—“by accident?”


  Tabitha fidgets with the hem of her shirt.


  “Well,” says Amira, “it’s nice to meet you, ah—”


  “Tabitha.”


  “Yes. Very nice to meet you, Tabitha.”


  Further silence. Tabitha chews her bottom lip while looking down into the darkness at the base of the hill. Then, quietly: “Why are you even up here?”


  Amira looks at her coolly. “By accident.”


  Tabitha snorts. “I see. Very well. Look.” Tabitha points to her iron–strapped feet. “I have to wear the shoes down. They’re magic. I have a notion that the stranger the surface—the harder it would be to walk on something usually—the faster the sole diminishes. So your magical hill here . . .”


  Amira nods, or at least it seems to Tabitha that she nods—it may have been more of a lengthened blink that conveyed the impression of her head’s movement.


  “. . . it seemed like just the thing. I didn’t know there was anyone at the top, though; I waited until the men at the bottom had left, as they seemed a nasty lot—”


  It isn’t that Amira shivers, but that the quality of her stillness grows denser. Tabitha feels something like alarm beginning a dull ring in her belly.


  “They leave as the nights turn colder. You’re more than welcome to stay,” says Amira, in tones of deepest courtesy, “and scrape your shoes against the glass.”


  Tabitha nods, and stays, because somewhere within the measured music of Amira’s words she hears please.


  Amira feels half–asleep, sitting and speaking with someone who isn’t about to destroy her, break her apart for the half kingdom inside.


  “Have they placed you up here?” Tabitha asks, and Amira finds it strange to hear anger that isn’t directed at her, anger that seems at her service.


  “No,” she says softly. “I chose this.” Then, before Tabitha can say anything else, “Why do you walk in iron shoes?”


  Tabitha’s mouth is open but her words are stopped up, and Amira can see them changing direction like a flock of starlings in her throat. She decides to change the subject.


  “Have you ever heard the sound geese make when they fly overhead? I don’t mean the honking, everyone hears that, but—their wings. Have you ever heard the sound of their wings?”


  Tabitha smiles a little. “Like thunder, when they take off from a river.”


  “What? Oh.” A pause; Amira has never seen a river. “No—it’s nothing like that when they fly above you. It’s . . . a creaking, like a stove door with no squeak in it, as if the geese are machines dressed in flesh and feathers. It’s a beautiful sound—beneath the honking it’s a low drone, but if they’re flying quietly, it’s like . . . clothing, somehow, like if you listened just right, you might find yourself wearing wings.”


  Without noticing, Amira had closed her eyes while speaking of the geese; she opens them to see Tabitha looking at her with curious focus, and feels briefly disoriented by the scrutiny. She isn’t used to being listened to.


  “If we’re lucky,” she says softly, turning a golden apple around and around in her hands, “we’ll hear some tonight. It’s the right time of year.”


  Tabitha opens her mouth, then shuts it so hard her back teeth meet. She does not ask how long have you been sitting here, that you know when to expect the geese; she does not ask where did that golden apple come from? Didn’t I just eat it? She understands what Amira is doing and is grateful; she does not want to talk about the shoes.


  “I’ve never heard that sound,” she says instead, slowly, trying not to look at the apple. “But I’ve seen them on rivers and lakes. Hundreds at a time, clamoring like old wives at a well, until something startles them into rising, and then it’s like drums, or thunder, or a storm of winds through branches. An enormous sound, almost deafening—not one to listen closely for.”


  “I would love to hear that,” Amira whispers, looking out toward the woods. “To see them. What do they look like?”


  “Thick, dark—” Tabitha reaches for words. “Like the river itself is rising, lifting its skirts and taking off.”


  Amira smiles, and Tabitha feels a tangled warmth in her chest at the thought of having given her something.


  “Would you like another apple?” offers Amira, and notes the wariness in Tabitha’s eye. “They keep coming back. I eat them myself from time to time. I wasn’t sure if—I thought it was meant as a prize for whoever climbed the hill, but I suppose the notion is they don’t go away unless I give them to a man.”


  Tabitha frowns, but accepts. As she eats, Amira feels Tabitha’s eyes on her empty hands, waiting to catch the apple’s reappearance, and tries not to smile—she’d done as much herself the first fifty or so times, testing the magic for loopholes. Novel, however, to watch someone watching for the apple.


  As Tabitha nears the last bite, Amira sees her look confused, distracted, as if by a hair on her tongue or an unfamiliar smell—and then the apple’s in Amira’s hand again, feeling for all the world like it never left.


  “I don’t think the magic lets us see it happen,” says Amira, almost by way of apology for Tabitha’s evident disappointment. “But so long as I sit here, I have one.”


  “I’d like to try that again,” says Tabitha, and Amira smiles.


  First, Tabitha waits. She counts the seconds, watching Amira’s empty hands. After seven hundred seconds, there is an apple in Amira’s hand. Amira stares at it, looking from it to the one in Tabitha’s.


  “That’s—never happened before. I didn’t think there could be more than one at a time.”


  Tabitha takes the second apple from her but bites into it, counting the mouthfuls slowly, watching Amira’s hands the while. After the seventh bite, Amira’s hands are full again. She hands the third apple over without a word.


  Tabitha counts—the moments, the bites, the number of apples—until there are seven in her lap; when she takes an eighth from Amira, the first seven turn to sand.


  “I think it’s the magic on me,” says Tabitha thoughtfully, dusting the apple sand out of her fur. “I’m bound in sevens—you’re bound in ones. You can hold only one apple at a time—I can hold seven. Funny, isn’t it?”


  Amira’s smile looks strained and vague, and only after a moment does Tabitha realize she’s watching the wind–caught sand blowing off the hill.


  Autumn crackles into winter, and frost rimes the glass hill into diamonds. By day, Amira watches fewer and fewer men slide down it while Tabitha sits by her, huddled into her fur; by night, Tabitha walks in slow circles around her as they talk about anything but glass and iron. While Tabitha walks, Amira looks more closely at her shackled feet, always glancing away before she can be drawn into staring. Through the sandal–like straps that wrap up to her ankle, Amira can see they are blackened, twisted ruins, toes bent at odd angles, scabbed and scarred.


  One morning, Amira wakes to surprising warmth, and finds Tabitha’s fur draped around her. She is so startled she almost rises from her seat to find her—has she left? Is she gone?—but Tabitha walks briskly back into her line of sight before Amira can do anything drastic, rubbing her thin arms, blowing on her fingers. Amira is aghast.


  “Why did you give me your cloak? Take it back!”


  “Your lips were turning blue in your sleep, and you can’t move—”


  “It’s all right, Tabitha, please—” The desperation in Amira’s voice stops Tabitha’s circling, pins her in place. Reluctantly, she takes her fur back, draws it over her own shoulders again. “The apples—or the hill itself, I’m not sure—keep me warm enough. Here, have another.”


  Tabitha looks unconvinced. “But you looked so cold—”


  “Perhaps it’s like your feet,” says Amira, before she can stop herself. “They look broken, but you can still walk on them.”


  Tabitha stares at her for a long moment, before accepting the apple. “They feel broken too. Although”—shifting her gaze to the apple, lowering her voice—“less and less, lately.”


  She takes a bite. While she eats, Amira ventures, quietly, “I thought you’d left.”


  Tabitha raises an eyebrow, swallows, and chuckles. “Without my cloak, in winter? I like you, Amira, but—” Not that much dies on her tongue, as she tastes the lie in it. She coughs. “That would be silly. Anyway, I wouldn’t leave you without saying good–bye.” An uncertain pause then. “Though, if you tire of company—”


  “No,” says Amira, swiftly, surely. “No.”


  Snow falls, and the last of the suitors abandon their camps, grumbling home. Tabitha walks her circles around Amira’s throne by day now as well as night, unafraid of being seen.


  “They won’t be back until spring,” says Amira, smiling. “Though then they keep their efforts up well into the night as the days get longer. Perhaps to make up for lost time.”


  Tabitha frowns, and something in the circle of their talk tightens enough for her to ask, as she walks, “How many winters have you spent up here?”


  Amira shrugs. “Three, I think. How many winters have you spent in those shoes?”


  “This is their first,” says Tabitha, pausing. “But there were three pairs before this one.”


  “Ah. Is this the last?”


  Tabitha chuckles. “No. Seven in all. And I’m only halfway through this one.”


  Amira nods. “Perhaps, come spring, you’ll have finished it.”


  “Perhaps,” says Tabitha, before beginning her circuit again.


  Winter thaws, and everything smells of snowmelt and wet wood. Tabitha ventures down the glass hill and brings Amira snowdrops, twining them into her dark hair. “They look like stars,” murmurs Tabitha, and something in Amira creaks and snaps like ice on a bough.


  “Tabitha,” she says, “it’s almost spring.”


  “Mm,” says Tabitha, intent on a tricky braid.


  “I’d like—” Amira draws a deep, quiet breath. “I’d like to tell you a story.”


  Tabitha pauses—then, resuming her braiding, says, “I’d like to hear one.”


  “I don’t know if I’m any good at telling stories,” Amira adds, turning a golden apple over and over in her hands, “but that’s no reason not to try.”


  Once upon a time there was a rich king who had no sons, and whose only daughter was too beautiful. She was so beautiful that men could not stop themselves from reaching out to touch her in corridors or following her to her rooms, so beautiful that words of desire tumbled from men’s lips like diamonds and toads, irresistible and unstoppable. The king took pity on these men and drew his daughter aside, saying, Daughter, only a husband can break the spell over these men; only a husband can prevent them from behaving so gallantly toward you.


  When the king’s daughter suggested a ball, that these men might find husbands for themselves and so be civilized, the king was not amused. You must be wed, said the king, before some guard cannot but help himself to your virtue.


  The king’s daughter was afraid, and said, Suppose you sent me away?


  No, said the king, for how should I keep an eye on you then?


  The king’s daughter, who did not want a husband, said, Suppose you chose a neighboring prince for me?


  Impossible, said the king, for you are my only daughter, and I cannot favor one neighbor over another; the balance of power is precarious and complicated.


  The king’s daughter read an unspeakable conclusion in her father’s eye, and in a rush to keep it from reaching his mouth, said, Suppose you placed me atop a glass hill where none could reach me, and say that only the man who can ride up the hill in full armor may claim me as his bride?


  But that is an impossible task, said the king, looking thoughtful.


  Then you may keep your kingdom whole, and your eye on me, and men safe from me, said his daughter.


  It was done just as she said, and by her will. And if she’s not gone, she lives there still.


  When Amira stops speaking, she is taken aback to feel Tabitha scowling at her.


  “That,” growls Tabitha, “is absurd.”


  Amira blinks. She had expected, she realizes, some sympathy, some understanding. “Oh?”


  “What father seeks to protect men from their pursuit of his daughter? As well seek to protect the wolf from the rabbit!”


  “I am not a rabbit,” says Amira, though Tabitha, who has dropped her hair and is pacing, incensed, continues.


  “How could it be your fault that men are loutish and ill mannered? Amira, I promise you, if your hair were straw and your face dull as dishwater, men—bad men—would still behave this way. Do you think the suitors around the hill can see what you look like, all the way up here?”


  Amira keeps quiet, unsure what to say—she wonders why she wants to apologize with one side of her mouth and defend herself with the other.


  “You said you chose this,” Tabitha spits. “What manner of choice was that? A wolf’s maw or a glass hill.”


  “On the hill,” says Amira, lips tight, “I want for nothing. I do not need food or drink or shelter. No one can touch me. That’s all I ever wanted—for no one to be able to touch me. So long as I sit here, and eat apples, and do not move, I have everything I want.”


  Tabitha is silent for a moment. Then, more gently than before, she says, “I thought you wanted to see a river full of geese.”


  Amira says nothing.


  Tabitha says, still more gently, “Mine are not the only iron shoes in the world.”


  Still nothing. Amira’s heart grinds within her, until Tabitha sighs.


  “Let me tell you a story about iron shoes.”


  Once upon a time, a woman fell in love with a bear. She didn’t mean to; it was only that he was both fearsome and kind to her, that he was dangerous and clever and could teach her about hunting salmon and harvesting wild honey, and she had been lonely for a long time. She felt special with his eyes on her, for what other woman could say she was loved by a bear without being torn between his teeth? She loved him for loving her as he loved no one else.


  They were wed, and at night the bear put on a man’s shape to share her bed in the dark. At first he was gentle and kind, and the woman was happy; but in time the bear began to change—not his shape, which she knew as well as her own, but his manner. He grew bitter and jealous, accused her of longing for a bear who was a man day and night. He said she was a terrible wife who knew nothing of how to please bears. By day he spoke to her in a language of thorns and claws, and by night he hurt her with his body. It was hard for the woman to endure, but how can one love a bear entirely without pain? She only worked harder to please him.


  In the seventh year of their marriage, the woman begged her husband to allow her to go visit her family. He consented to her departure on the condition that she not be alone with her mother, for surely her mother would poison her against him. She promised—but the woman’s mother saw the marks on her, the bruises and scratches, and hurried her into a room alone. In a moment of weakness, the woman listened to her mother’s words against her husband, calling him a monster, a demon. Her mother insisted that she leave him—but how could she? He was still her own dear husband in spite of it all—she only wished him to be as he had been when she first married him. Perhaps he was under a curse, after all, and only she could lift it?


  Burn his bear skin, said her mother. Perhaps that is his curse. Perhaps he longs to be a man day and night but is forbidden to say so.


  When she returned to her husband, he seemed to have missed her, and was kind and sweet with her. In the night while he slept next to her in his man’s shape, she gathered up his bear skin as quietly as she could, built up the fire, and threw it in.


  The skin did not burn. But it began to scream.


  It woke her husband, who flew into a great rage, saying she had broken her promise to him. When the woman wept that she had only wanted to free him from his curse, he picked up the skin, tossed it over her shoulders, and threw a bag of iron shoes at her feet. He said that the only way to make him a man day and night was to wear his bear’s skin while wearing out seven pairs of iron shoes, one for each year of their marriage.


  So she set out to do so.


  Amira’s eyes are wide and rimmed in red, and Tabitha flushes, picks at a burr caught in her husband’s fur.


  “I knew marriage was monstrous,” says Amira, “but I never imagined—”


  Tabitha shrugs. “It wasn’t all bad. And I broke my promise—if I hadn’t seen my mother, I would never have thought to try and burn the skin. Promises are important to bears. This, here”—she gestures at the glass hill—“this is monstrous: to keep you prisoner, to prevent you from moving or speaking—”


  “Your husband wanted to keep you from speaking! To your mother!”


  “And look what happened when I did,” says Tabitha stiffly. “It was a test of loyalty, and I failed it. You did nothing wrong.”


  “That’s funny,” says Amira, unsmiling, “because to me, every day feels like a test: Will I move from this hill or not, will I grasp at a bird or not, will I toss an apple down to a man when I shouldn’t, will I speak too loudly, will I give them a reason to hurt me and fall off the hill, and every day I don’t is a day I pass—”


  “That’s different. That’s dreadful.”


  “I don’t see the difference!”


  “You don’t love this hill!”


  “I love you,” says Amira, very softly. “I love you, and I do not understand how someone who loves you would want to hurt you, or make you walk in iron shoes.”


  Tabitha chews her lips, trying to shape words from them, and fails.


  “I told my story poorly,” she says, finally. “I told it selfishly. I did not speak of how good he was—how he made me laugh, the things he taught me. I could live in the iron shoes because of his guidance, because of knowing the poison berry from the pure, because he taught me to hunt. What happened to him, the change in him”—Tabitha feels very tired—“it must have had to do with me. I was meant to endure it until the curse broke, and I failed. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”


  Amira looks at Tabitha’s ruined feet.


  “Do you truly believe,” she says, with all the care she pours into keeping her spine taut and straight on her glass seat, “that I had nothing to do with those men’s attentions? That they would have behaved that way no matter what I looked like?”


  “Yes,” says Tabitha firmly.


  “Then is it not possible”—hesitant, now, to even speak the thought—“that your husband’s cruelty had nothing to do with you? That it had nothing to do with a curse? You said he hurt you in both his shapes.”


  “But I—”


  “If you’ve worn your shoes halfway down, shouldn’t you be bending your steps toward him again, that the last pair be destroyed near the home you shared?”


  In the shifting light of the moon both their faces have a bluish cast, but Amira sees Tabitha’s go gray.


  “When I was a girl,” says Tabitha thickly, as if working around something in her throat, “I dreamt of marriage as a golden thread between hearts—a ribbon binding one to the other, warm as a day in summer. I did not dream a chain of iron shoes.”


  “Tabitha”—and Amira does not know what to do except to reach for her hand, clutch it, look at her in the way she looks at the geese, longing to speak and be understood—“you did nothing wrong.”


  Tabitha holds Amira’s gaze. “Neither did you.”


  They stay that way for a long time, until the sound of seven geese’s beating wings startles them into looking up at the stars.


  The days and nights grow warmer; more and more geese fly overhead. One morning Tabitha begins to walk her circle around Amira when she stumbles, trips, and falls forward into Amira’s arms.


  “Are you all right?” Amira whispers, while Tabitha clutches at the throne, shaking her head, suddenly unsteady.


  “The shoes,” she says, marveling. “They’re finished. The fourth pair. Amira.” Tabitha laughs, surprises herself to hear the sound more like a sob. “They’re done.”


  Amira smiles at her, bends forward to kiss her forehead. “Congratulations,” she murmurs, and Tabitha hears much more than the word as she reaches, shaky, wobbling, for the next pair in her pack. “Wait,” says Amira quietly, and Tabitha pauses.


  “Wait. Please. Don’t—” Amira bites her lip, looks away. “You don’t have to—you can stay here without—”


  Tabitha understands, and returns her hand to Amira’s. “I can’t stay up here forever. I have to leave before the suitors come back.”


  Amira draws a deep breath. “I know.”


  “I’ve had a thought, though.”


  “Oh?” Amira smiles softly. “Do you want to marry me after all?”


  “Yes.”


  Amira’s stillness turns crystalline in her surprise.


  Tabitha is talking, and Amira can barely understand it, feels Tabitha’s words slipping off her mind like sand off a glass hill. Anything, anything to keep her from putting her feet back in those iron cages—


  “I mean—not as a husband would. But to take you away from here. If you want. Before your suitors return. Can I do that?”


  Amira looks at the golden apple in her hand. “I don’t know—where would we go?”


  “Anywhere! The shoes can walk anywhere, over anything—”


  “Back to your husband?”


  Something like a thunderclap crosses Tabitha’s face. “No. Not there.”


  Amira looks up. “If we are to marry, I insist on an exchange of gifts. Leave the fur and the shoes behind.”


  “But—”


  “I know what they cost you. I don’t want to walk on air and darkness if the price is your pain.”


  “Amira,” says Tabitha helplessly, “I don’t think I can walk without them anymore.”


  “Have you tried? You’ve been eating golden apples a long while. And you can lean on me.”


  “But—they might be useful—”


  “The glass hill has been very useful to me,” says Amira quietly, “and the golden apples have kept me warm and whole and fed. But I will leave them—I will follow you into woods and across fields, I will be hungry and cold and my feet will hurt. But if you are with me, Tabitha, then I will learn to hunt and fish and tell the poison berry from the pure, and I will see a river raise its skirt of geese, and listen to them make a sound like thunder. Do you believe I can do this?”


  “Yes,” says Tabitha, a choking in her voice, “yes, I do.”


  “I believe you can walk without iron shoes. Leave them here—and in exchange, I will give you my shoes of silk, and we will fill your pack with seven golden apples, and if you eat from them sparingly, perhaps they will help you walk until we can find you something better.”


  “But we can’t climb down the hill without a pair of shoes!”


  “We don’t need to.” Amira smiles, stroking Tabitha’s hair. “Falling’s easy—it’s keeping still that’s hard.”


  Neither says anything for a time. Then, carefully, for the hill is slippery to her now, Tabitha sheds her fur cloak, unstraps the iron shoes from her feet, and gives them and her pack to Amira. Amira removes the three remaining pairs and replaces them with apples, drawing the pack’s straps tight over the seventh. She passes the pack back to Tabitha, who shoulders it.


  Then, taking Tabitha’s hands in hers, Amira breathes deep and stands up.


  The glass throne cracks. There is a sound like hard rain, a roar of whispers as the glass hill shivers into sand. It swallows fur and shoes; it swallows Amira and Tabitha together; it settles into a dome–shaped dune with a final hiss.


  Hands still clasped, Amira and Tabitha tumble out of it together, coughing, laughing, shaking sand from their hair and skin. They stand, and wait, and no golden apple appears to part their hands from each other.


  “Where should we go?” whispers one to the other.


  “Away,” she replies, and holding on to each other, they stumble into the spring, the wide world rising to meet them with the dawn.


  [image: ]


  A FIST OF PERMUTATIONS IN LIGHTNING AND WILDFLOWERS


  Alyssa Wong


  Hannah and Melanie: sisters, apart and together. Weather workers. Time benders. When two people so determined have opposing desires, it’s hard to say who will win—or even what victory might look like. This stunning, haunting short story from rising star Alyssa Wong explores the depth and fierceness of love and the trauma of family.


  There was nothing phoenix-like in my sister’s immolation. Just the scent of charred skin, unbearable heat, the inharmonious sound of her last, grief-raw scream as she evaporated, leaving glass footprints seared into the desert sand.


  If my parents were still alive—although they are, probably, in some iteration of the universe; maybe even this one—they would tell me that it wasn’t my fault, that no one could have seen it coming. That she did this to herself. But that kind of blame doesn’t suit me. Besides, they had always been exceptionally blind to matters regarding Melanie. They didn’t even notice when the two of us would take to the sky together, Melanie blowing currents back and forth beneath our bodies, weaving thermals like daisy chains. We used to make sparks dance at the table, and our mom never said a word about it, except that it was rude to do things that other people couldn’t in front of them, and also that we needed to learn to talk to people other than each other.


  Melanie was better at everything than I was, the stormy bit and the talking bit both. She could split the horizon in two if she wanted, opening it at the seams as deftly as a tailor, and make the lightning curl catlike at her wrist and purr for her. She could do that with people too; Mel glowed, soft, luminescent. It was hard to look away from her, and so easy to disappear into her shadow.


  But when things got too bad to ignore, the air in the house dark and crackling with ugly energy like the sky before a monsoon, she dug in and refused to leave. I was the one who abandoned our coast for another, promising I’d be back soon. And then I was the one who stayed away.


  The day my sister ended the world, the sky opened up in rain for the first time in years, flooding the desert wash behind our house. The snakes drowned in their holes and the javelinas stampeded downstream, but the water overtook them, and the air filled with their screaming as they were swept away.


  I’d tried to take a taxi home, but the roads disappeared in the flash flood, so I struggled out of the swamped cab and slogged the last two miles.


  Melanie was outside, a small, dry figure in front of the ruined shell of our parents’ house. She wore the only dress she had left—the rest our mother had burned when she’d found them. The rain bent around my sister in a bell shape, and electricity danced in her hands, growing bigger and bigger like a ravenous cat’s cradle. Some time ago, lightning had shattered the cacti in the yard, splitting them in two and searing them bone-bare. Only their blackened skeletons were left, clawing upward out of the water like accusing fingers.


  I know she felt me coming. Maybe it was a tremble in the dry ground beneath her feet, or a ripple of energy through the water that crashed around my waist. She glanced up, her eyes wide, bruised circles.


  I remember that I yelled something at her. That time around, it could have been her name. It could have been a plea, begging her not to do what I could see was about to happen. Or maybe it was just “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”


  The world hiccupped, warping violet, legs of electricity touching down around me, biting at my hair, singeing anything still alive beneath the water. I barely felt it.


  “Why did you come back?” were the last words she said to me before she went up in flames, taking the rest of the universe with her.


  It was simple, Melanie had once told me. “Here, Hannah. Pay attention, and I’ll teach you how the future works.”


  She drew the picture for me in the air, a map of sparkling futures, constants, and variables; closed circuits of possibilities looped together, arcing from one timeline to another. I saw and understood; but more than that, for the first time, I saw her power as a single, mutable shape.


  “That’s beautiful,” I said.


  “Isn’t it?” Melanie traced the air with her finger, tapping a single glowing point. “Look, that’s us. And here’s what could happen, depending on . . . well, depending on a lot of things.”


  Options chained like lightning strikes before my eyes, possibilities growing legs like sentient things. “If it’s that easy, why don’t you change it?” I blurted out. “Shape it to make it better for us, I mean.”


  Her eyes slid away from me. “It’s not that easy to get it right,” she said.


  The day my sister ended the world, I was on a plane home for the first time in years. I’d managed to sleep most of the way, which was unusual, and I woke up as the plane was descending, a faint popping in my ears. It was sunset, and the flat, highway-veined city was just beginning to glimmer with electric light, civilization pulsing across the ground in arteries, in fractals.


  But the beauty was lost on me. The clouds outside felt heavy, and my heart wouldn’t stop drumming in my chest. Something was wrong, but I didn’t know what.


  I felt like I’d seen this before.


  Time stuttered, and outside, it began to rain.


  If I could knit you a crown of potential futures like the daisies you braided together for me when we were young, I would.


  None of them would end with you burning to death at the edge of our property, beaten senseless in the wash behind the house by drunken college boys, slowly cut to pieces at home by parents who wanted you only in one shape, the one crafted in their image.


  I would give you only the best things. The kindness you deserved, the body you wanted, a way out that didn’t end with the horizon line ripped open, possibilities pouring out like loose stuffing, my world shrieking to a halt.


  I would have fixed everything.


  The day my sister—


  No.


  The day I ended the world, the very first time, my plane touched down early and I sprinted to catch a cab before the impending monsoon swept the city. This time around, I made it four miles from the house before a six-car pileup—tires slick, drivers panicked in the storm—stopped traffic entirely. It took everything in me not to shunt the water aside in front of everyone else, to stumble into neck-deep currents and anchor my feet to the asphalt below. It took forever to get home, and when I did, Melanie was not there.


  An hour later, my sister’s body floated up in the new river behind our house, covered in bruises, red plastic cups bumping at her bare feet, and lightning spiked white-hot through my chest, searing the ground of my heart into a desert. All I could see were cities burning, houses shelled, every regret and act of cowardice twisting through me into blinding rage.


  And in that moment, perfect power was bright in front of me, a seam in space, in time, across myriad axes. I stretched out and grabbed it, and split the world in two. Its ribs reached out to me, and I reached back.


  “You can’t change this, Hannah,” my sister’s ghost said as I tore the sky apart, shredding the fabric of air, of cloud, of matter and possibility. The lightning danced for me now, bent and buckled for me the way it had only done for Melanie before.


  I will, I will. I will fix this.


  “You can’t,” my sister said. “It’ll end the same way. Differently, but the same.”


  “Why?” I screamed.


  The world crashed, bowed like wet rice paper, spilled inward. Our parents’ house a crater, the flame that was Melanie nowhere on the brightly lit grid of eventualities. No, no, no. Wrong again.


  “I never meant to hurt you.” Her ghost sighed as my hands blindly rearranged the components of reality. “I didn’t mean for you to see it. This was never about you, Hannah. I wish you’d realize that.”


  The week before my sister ended the world, I didn’t go home. I stayed in the theater and broke every plate, every mug in the green room, hurling the shards in the faces of every person who’d come to court me. I blinded my agent, I crippled my director, I hamstrung the rest of the actors with porcelain shrapnel. Gale-force winds whipped around me, a crushing power at my back, the storm building behind my pulsing temples, and I blew out into the city, heading downtown.


  At Melanie’s favorite bakery, where we’d ordered donuts as big as our heads the last time she’d come to visit, I ripped the boards out of the floor one by one, sending them flying through shattered windows. Icing splattered, electricity scorched wood and sugar alike; the scent of ozone was ripe and acrid in the air.


  “Hannah,” said my sister’s reflection in the glass pieces on the floor. The gentle weight of her phantom hand on my shoulder burned, and time tugged at me again. “That’s enough.”


  The blame circles back, hungry, and I recognize my own voice hissing from its mouth. Your fault, Hannah. All your fault. You could have stopped this, but you were blinded by your own ambition, your own selfishness; you let the haze of the city—the toxic glamour and crystalline cold—seduce you away from the people you love. And it was true. Even once in flight, the taste of glory lingered on my tongue the whole way home, sharp in the stale cabin air.


  But Melanie and I had talked, we’d Skyped. Even if it had been through the computer screen, why hadn’t I seen the storms at home crackling on the horizon, their dying sparks reflected in my sister’s eyes?


  “You’re being selfish,” my sister’s latest iteration said as I whipped the storm into a dark frenzy over the barren mountains. I couldn’t remember if the body in the wash this time was hers, or if that was a memory by now. “Hurting yourself over this is just a way of trying to get control over something that was never in your—”


  Shut up. Shut


  “—something that was never yours to control—”


  up. Shut up.


  The world ended with a bang, folding in on itself, the lines of the horizon collapsing like soaked origami. Our parents’ house turned to glass, to fire, to energy sparking ripe and rich for the taking. I drained it, pulling it deep into myself until the house was empty, our parents gone. And then there was nothing but me and my sister, her imprint, her echo.


  Melanie’s ghost sighed. “I expected better of you,” she said.


  The void roared back to life, and tossed me out again.


  So back to the city again, rewound further this time. Back, past the donut shop, windows never scorched, pastries never eaten. This time I didn’t break anything. I went to auditions, cooked rice and fried eggs for dinner, and worked until my muscles screamed for me to stop, then worked more. For a week, I didn’t speak unless I was using someone else’s words.


  The night before boarding the plane, I found myself whispering my secrets into the frigid night air, combing the space between skyscrapers with my tongue.


  The city madness was getting to me.


  I passed through the same airports like a shade, the route now familiar as the curve of my sleeping cheek in my weary palm.


  I did everything right that time, and arrived home to find that the thunderstorm had demolished the airport, preventing anyone from landing.


  The next time, I ended the world by myself, during a power outage. Life blinked out, softly, and screamed back into being.


  The void spit the kitchen knife out at my feet, onto the floor of my Bushwick apartment, a taunt echoed in my perfect, intact wrists.


  You selfish bitch.


  The cycle remained unbroken. Gentle sparks kissed my hands in the dark, glinting off of the blade. My blood roared in my ears.


  Again, then.


  I reoriented the knife.


  “Hannah. How many people are you going to destroy before you give up on me?”


  Five times, five lines, lead and edges and crushed pills all yanked out of me, spit back further and further each time. I lined them up on my windowsill like the rejected possibilities they were, and let time spool itself out.


  Not my fault, not my fault. I’d tried so hard, first to knit the cycle closed and then to slash it to pieces. But still the end danced away from me, the world bleeding into its next cycle.


  “What the hell are you doing?” said my roommate for the fifth time, leaning against the doorframe as he did in every iteration. My sullen eyes saw his every possibility splayed out before me like a fall of cards: roommate disappearing into the bathroom to find his medications gone; roommate leaving for work and returning too late; roommate blackened and burned as the apartment went up in smoke; roommate helping me into bed and turning the light off before heading back into the kitchen to bundle up all of the knives.


  “Thinking,” I croaked. My hands itched with electricity, sparks I couldn’t control dancing across my fingers.


  “You and your weird sleight of hand shit.” He sighed and tossed me my iPhone. “Your phone is ringing.”


  It took me a second to realize that the stupid anime song filtering out of the speakers was the one that Melanie liked, my ringtone for the home landline. But it wasn’t her on the phone. It was my mother, who told me that Melanie had drowned in the pool in the backyard during a freak rainstorm, one that had ruptured from an empty sky. My heartbeat slowed, each second syrup-thick.


  “But I thought I had more time,” I whispered into the phone. It was true, I was supposed to have a few more days to think of things, to fix them—


  “No one knows when God will take us home,” said my mother. “He’s in the Lord’s hands. Always has been.”


  In my grief, I’d nearly forgotten about my sister, and in my absence, my apocalypse had shifted course without me.


  The world ended anew with a shuddering sob, and I hit the ground running. This time, I touched down two weeks, two agonizing weeks, before I would board my plane, and the first thing I did was book an immediate red-eye home, hoping that if I got there early, I wouldn’t be too late.


  Wrong, wrong, wrong.


  “What’s life like in the city?” Melanie had asked me when she’d come to visit me, the spring before she died. I’d holed up in my dorm room to practice monologues for my senior showcase until my lungs burned, which probably meant I hadn’t been breathing properly anyhow, and Melanie had demanded that we go outside. We’d gone downtown, where well-dressed students and decently-dressed visitors crawled the streets, looking for artisanal french fries. We’d settled in a donut shop about as big as Melanie’s closet back home and were crunched up, knees to chests, on the inside windowsill.


  She’d looked good, wearing the pale pink sweater I’d secretly sent her for her birthday, fingernails painted the way they never could be at home. But she’d also looked so tired, sallow almost, her face lined with the weight of our parents’ words.


  All the things that my friends expected me to say—the city’s great, it’s exciting, I’m so lucky to live here, I love it—flashed through my head. So did the things I’d never told anyone, that I couldn’t tell anyone, because they wouldn’t want to hear it. How the loneliness was crippling; how I’d been fired from three part-time jobs by now; how every day, on my way to class, I walked past the same madman in the tunnel moaning for Jesus, a mess of languages spilling from his bloody lips, past a banner ad that read: GET AWAY WITHOUT LEAVING NEW YORK.


  “It’s different,” I’d said at last. I don’t know who I am without you, I didn’t say.


  “I understand,” Melanie had replied. I could tell that she did.


  I have followed the path back, again and again, to that first stream of possibility. The events lined up so neatly that I could do them in my sleep, and sometimes did. They always led back to the desert monsoon, slogging through the water, my sister disappearing in a pillar of flame.


  Why didn’t you want me there to help you? I wanted to ask. If you were this far gone, why didn’t you ask me to come home? I never got close enough to reach her through the wet-dust wind that snarled and roared around us, snatching my voice away.


  There are timelines I don’t think about.


  There is a timeline where the power never touches me, where I make it home in time for the party at the neighbor’s house, where a college boy’s hands are around my throat, not my sister’s, my legs kicking around his waist. Melanie scorches him to pieces, blackens him, shatters the boulders in the wash, and howls until her voice bleeds. Her tears fall into my eyes, sizzling and evaporating on contact, as the sky yawns above us, hungry, broken.


  There are others, too, reaching back further along the daisy chain, when we were younger: slipping on ice, light cracking hard through my head; the agonizing sting of a scorpion on my arm, the stiffening of limbs, sudden tightness in my chest; Melanie in a dress for the first time, sobbing as our father screamed at her.


  And forward, along the lines that branch out, fuzzing the borders of the future’s shape: knives, dented, rejected by my gut; police sirens wailing, gunshots ringing into the crater where my city used to be, the scent of burnt sugar; a plane that never lands safely, erupting into flame on the runway.


  I only remember these as faint echoes, like a story someone told me once but whose details I’ve forgotten. Did they happen? Yes. No. The chain frays, spreads out like roots, possibilities endless.


  I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.


  When Melanie and I were little, we’d lie on the carpet in the winter and warm our soggy feet by the radiator. This was when we still had a bad habit of jumping into snowbanks, exasperating our mom to no end. Melanie had just begun to learn how to melt shapes in the snow, the finest spark at the end of her index finger.


  “I wonder why we can do these things,” Melanie had said, closing her fist around the lightning glinting across her palm.


  I grinned at her, reaching out to catch a bit of stray static dancing down her arm. “Dunno. Don’t you think it’s cool to be special? It’s the one thing no one else can do but us.”


  She wagged a foot at the radiator. “It’s kind of lonely, though.”


  “At least you have me.”


  “I guess so,” she said. “That’s better than nothing.”


  I tackled her to the ground and we spent the next ten minutes hitting each other with stuffed animals.


  My sister always dies before the world ends.


  The sky is marred with the scars of my efforts, and I am so, so tired. The storm hums in my veins, one more cycle in many. I can’t count them anymore, numbers constantly in flux, ticking higher with each potential breath.


  I wonder if this is what Melanie felt like every day of her life, so ripe with power, always at the precipice, always afraid to push in fear of making things worse.


  This time around, I’m on the floor of my apartment, staring at my cell phone in my hand. My roommate is out and I’ve already missed my flight home. I let it pass, money evaporating into the void, meaningless.


  Somewhere in the southwest, Melanie is walking out of the house, or is about to, her heart roaring with wildfire, lonely, alone. The sparks dance purple in her hands, lightning like veins through her arms.


  You can’t fix this. It was never yours to control.


  But my hands fumble over the touch screen, thumbs sliding wet over her face on the contact screen. She’s programmed in the same stupid anime ringtone I have on my phone, and it jingles inanely, all synthetic voices and pre-ordained sound.


  I wait, mouth dry, my body shaking like the sky above the Mojave before it rains. Painted in brilliant, feverish strokes in my head, the daisy chain grows.


  THAT GAME WE PLAYED DURING THE WAR


  Carrie Vaughn


  The people of Gaant are telepaths. The people of Enith are not. The two countries have been at war for decades, but now peace has fallen, and Calla of Enith seeks to renew an unlikely friendship with Gaantish officer Valk over an even more unlikely game of chess.


  From the moment she left the train station, absolutely everybody stopped to look at Calla. They watched her walk across the plaza and up the steps of the Northward Military Hospital. In her dull gray uniform she was like a storm cloud moving among the khaki of the Gaantish soldiers and officials. The peace between their peoples was holding; seeing her should not have been such a shock. And yet, she might very well have been the first citizen of Enith to walk across this plaza without being a prisoner.


  Calla wasn’t telepathic, but she could guess what every one of these Gaantish was thinking: What was she doing here? Well, since they were telepathic, they’d know the answer to that. They’d wonder all the same, but they’d know. It would be a comfort not to have to explain herself over and over again.


  It was also something of a comfort not bothering to hide her fear. Technically, Enith and Gaant were no longer at war. That did not mean these people didn’t hate her for the uniform she wore. She didn’t think much of their uniforms either, and all the harm soldiers like these had done to her and those she loved. She couldn’t hide that, and so let the emotions slide right through her and away. She felt strangely light, entering the hospital lobby, and her smile was wry.


  Some said Enith and Gaant were two sides of the same coin; they would never see eye to eye andwould always fight over the same spit of land between their two continents. But their differences were simple, one might say: only in their minds.


  The war had ended recently enough that the hospital was crowded. Many injured, many recovering. In the lobby, Calla had to pause a moment, the scents and sounds and bustle of the place were so familiar, recalling for her every base or camp where she’d been stationed, all her years as a nurse and then as a field medic. She’d spent the whole war in places like this, and her hands itched for work. Surely someone needed a temperature taken or a dressing changed? No amount of exhaustion had ever quelled that impulse in her.


  But she was a visitor here, not a nurse. Tucking her short hair behind her ears, brushing some lint off her jacket, she walked to the reception desk and approached the young woman in a khaki uniform sitting there.


  “Hello. I’m here to see one of your patients, Major Valk Larn. I think all my paperwork is in order.” Speaking slowly and carefully because she knew her accent in Gaantish was rough, she unfolded said paperwork from its packet: passport, visa, military identification, and travel permissions.


  The Gaantish officer stared at her. Her hair under her cap was pulled back in a severe bun; her whole manner was very strict and proper. Her tabs said she was a second lieutenant—just out of training and the war ends, poor thing. Or lucky thing, depending on one’s point of view. Calla wondered what the young lieutenant made of the mess of thoughts pouring from her. If she saw the sympathy or only the pity.


  “You speak Gaantish,” the lieutenant said bluntly.


  Calla was used to this reaction. “Yes. I spent a year at the prisoner camp at Ovorton. Couldn’t help but learn it, really. It’s a long story.” She smiled blandly.


  Seeing the whole of that long story in an instant, the woman glanced away quickly. She might have been blushing, either from confusion or embarrassment, Calla couldn’t tell. Didn’t really matter. Whatever it was, she covered it up by examining Calla’s papers.


  “Technician Calla Belan, why are you here?” The lieutenant sounded amazed.


  Calla chuckled. “Really?” She wasn’t hiding anything; Valk and her worry for him were at the front of her mind.


  The other Gaantish soldiers in the lobby were too polite to stare at the exchange, but they glanced over. If they really focused they could learn everything about her. They were welcome to her history. It was interesting.


  “What’s in your bag?” the lieutenant said.


  Some food, a couple of paperbacks for the trip, her chess set in its small pine box. Calla couldn’t help but think of it, and the woman saw it all. Calla could only smuggle in contraband if someone had put it there without her knowledge, or if she had forgotten about it.


  The lieutenant’s brow furrowed. “Chess? That’s a game? May I see it?”


  It still startled Calla sometimes, the way they just knew. “Yes, of course,” she said, and opened the flap of her shoulder bag. The lieutenant drew out the box, studied it. Maybe to reassure herself that it didn’t pose a threat. The lieutenant could see, through Calla, that it was just a game.


  “Am I going to be able to see Major Larn?” With a glance, the lieutenant would know everything he meant to her. Calla waited calmly for her answer.


  “Yes. Here. Just a moment.” The lieutenant took a card out of her drawer and filled out the information listed on it. The card attached to a clip. “Pin this to your lapel. People will still stop you, but this will explain everything. You shouldn’t have trouble. Any more trouble.” The young woman was too prim to really smile, but she seemed to be making an effort at kindness. Calla was likely the first real Enithi the young woman had ever met in person. To think, here Calla was, doing her part for the peace effort. That was a nice way of looking at it, and maybe why Valk had asked her to come.


  “Go down that corridor,” the young woman directed. She consulted a printed roster on a clipboard. “Major Larn is in Ward 6, on the right.”


  “Thank you.” The gratitude was genuine, and the lieutenant would see that along with everything else.


  Enithi never lied to the Gaantish. This was a known, proverbial truth. There was no point to it. Through all the decades of war, Enith never sent spies—or, rather, they never told the spies they sent that they were spies. They delivered messages without telling the bearers they were messengers. Their methods of conducting espionage had become so arcane, so complex, that Gaant rarely discovered them. Both sides counted on this one truth: Enithi never bothered lying when confronted with telepaths. The Gaantish had captured thousands of Enithi soldiers, who simply and immediately confessed everything they knew. Enithi were known to be a practical people, without any shame to speak of.


  Enith kept any Gaant soldiers it captured sedated, drugged to delirium, to frustrate their telepathy. The nurses who looked after them were chosen for their cheerful dispositions and generally straightforward thoughts. Calla Belan had been one of those nurses. Valk Larn had been one of those prisoners when they first met—only a lieutenant then. It had been a long time ago.


  Gaantish soldiers continued staring at her as she walked down the corridor. Some men in bandages waited on benches, probably for checkups in a nearby exam room. Renovations were going on—replacing light fixtures, looked like. In all their eyes, her uniform marked her. She probably shouldn’t have worn it but was rather glad she had. Let them know exactly who she was.


  On the other hand, she always felt that if the Enithi and Gaantish all took off their uniforms they would look the same: naked.


  One of the workmen at the top of a ladder, pliers in hand to wire a new light, choked as she thought this, and glanced at her. A few others were blushing, hiding grins. She smiled. Another blow struck for peace.


  Past several more doorways and many more stares, she found Ward 6. She paused a moment to take it in and restore her balance. The wide room held some twenty beds, all of them filled. Most of the patients seemed to be sleeping. She guessed these were serious but stable cases, needing enough attention to stay here but not so much that there was urgency. Patients had bandages at the end of stumps that had been arms or legs, gauze taped over their heads or wrapped around their chests, broken and splinted limbs. A pair of nurses was on hand, moving from bed to bed, adjusting suspended IV bottles, checking dressings. The situation’s familiarity was calming.


  The nurses looked at her, then glanced at each other, and the loser of that particular silent debate came toward Calla. She waited while the man studied her badge.


  “I’m here to see Major Larn,” Calla said carefully, politely, no matter that the nurse would already know. By now, Calla was thinking of nothing else.


  “Yes,” the nurse said, still startled. “He’s here.”


  “He’s well?” Calla couldn’t help but ask.


  “He will be. He—he will be glad to see you, when he wakes up. But you should let him sleep for now.” Between Calla and Valk, how much was the nurse seeing that couldn’t be put into words?


  “Oh, yes, of course. May I wait?”


  The nurse nodded and gestured to a stray chair, waiting by the wall for just such a purpose.


  “Thank you,” Calla said, happy to display her gratitude, though she was afraid this only confused them. They could see that Valk was more important to her than other considerations, even patriotism. They could not see why, because Calla was confused about that herself. Calla fetched the chair and looked for Valk.


  And there he was, in the last bed in the row, a curtain partially pulled around him for privacy. He’d been like this the first time she’d seen him, lying on a thin hospital mattress, well-muscled arms at his sides, his face lined with the worries of a dream. More lines now, perhaps, but he was one of those men who was aging into a rather heart-stopping rough handsomeness. At least she thought so. He would laugh at her thought, then wrinkle his brow and ask her if she was thinking true.


  An IV fed into his arm, a blanket lay pulled over his stomach, but it didn’t completely hide the bandage. He’d had abdominal surgery. Before settling in, she checked the chart hanging on a clipboard at the foot of the bed. She’d never really learned to read Gaantish, but could read medical charts from when she was at Ovorton and they’d put her to work. Injuries: Internal bleeding, repaired. Shrapnel in the gut. He’d been cleaned and patched up, but a touch of septicemia had set in. He was recovering well, but had been restricted to bed rest in the ward, under observation, because past experience showed that he could not be trusted to rest without close supervision. He was under mild sedation to assist in keeping him still. So yes, this was Valk.


  She settled in to wait for him to wake up.


  “Calla. Calla. Hey.”


  She woke at her name, shook dreams and worries away, and opened her eyes to see Valk looking back. He must have been terribly weak—he only turned his head. Didn’t even try to sit up.


  He was smiling. He said something too quickly and softly for her to catch.


  “My Gaantish is rusty, Major.” She was surprised at the relief she felt. In her worst imaginings, he didn’t recognize her.


  “I’ll always recognize you,” he said, slowly this time. He switched to Enithi, “I said, this is like the first time I saw you, in a chair near my bed.”


  She felt her own smile dawn. “I wasn’t asleep then. I should know better than to fall asleep around you people.”


  “They tell me the cease-fire is holding. The treaty is done. It must be, if you’re here.”


  “The treaty isn’t done but the peace is holding. My diplomatic pass to see you only took a week to process.”


  “Soon we’ll have tourists running back and forth.”


  “Then what’ll they do with us?”


  His smile was comforting. It meant the bad old days really were done. If he could hope, anyone could hope. And just like that, his smile thinned, or became thoughtful, or something. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Never could, and usually it didn’t bother her.


  She said, “They—people have been very polite to me here.”


  “Good. Then I will not need to have words with anyone. Calla—thank you for coming. I’d have come to find you, if I’d been able.”


  “I worried when you told me where you were.”


  “I have been rather worried myself.”


  His telegram had said only two things: I would like to see you, and Bring the game if you can. A very strange message at a very strange time. Strange to anyone except her, anyway. It made perfect sense to her. She had explained it to the visa people and passport department and military attachés like this: We have a history. He had been her prisoner, then she had been his, and they had made a promise that if peace ever came they would finish the game they had started. If they finished the game it meant the peace would last.


  Calla suspected that none of the Enithi officials who reviewed her request knew what to make of it, but it seemed so weird, and they were so curious, they approved it. On the Gaantish side, Valk was enough of a war hero that they didn’t dare deny the request. Out of such happenstances was a peace constructed.


  She looked around—there was a bedside table on wheels that could be pulled over for meals and exams and such. Drawing the chess set from her bag, she set it on the table.


  “Ah,” Valk said. He started to sit up.


  “No.” She touched his shoulder, keeping him in place with as strong a thought as she could manage. This made him grin. “There’s got to be some way to raise the bed.”


  She’d moved to the front of the bed to start poking around when one of the nurses came running over. “Here, I’ll do that,” he said quickly.


  Calla stepped out of his way with a wry look. Gaantish hospitals didn’t have buzzers for nurses. It had driven her rather mad, back in the day. In short order, the man had the bed propped up and Valk resting upright. He seemed more himself, then.


  The chess set opened into the game board, painted in black and white alternating squares, and a little tray that slid out held all the pieces, stylized carvings in stained wood. Valk leaned forward, anticipation in his gaze. “I haven’t even seen anything like this since we played back at Ovorton.”


  Gaant did not have chess. They did not have any games at all that required strategy or bluffing. There was no point. Instead, they played games based on chance—dice rolls and drawn cards—or balance, pulling a single wooden block out of a stack of blocks, for example. And they never cheated.


  But Calla had taught Valk chess and developed a system for playing against him. Only someone from Enith would have thought of it. The two countries had approached the war much the same way.


  “I’m rusty as well. We’ll be on even footing.”


  Valk laughed. They’d never been on even footing and they both knew it. But they both compensated, so it all worked out.


  “I made a note of where the last game left off. Or would you rather start a new one?”


  “Let’s finish the last.” He might have said it because she was thinking it, too.


  She arranged the pieces the way they had been, and reminded herself how the game had gone so far. There was a lot to recall. She didn’t remember some of the details, but given the rules and given the pieces, she only had so many choices of what to do next. She considered them all.


  “It was your move, I think,” she said.


  He studied her rather than the board. The Gaantish didn’t have to see someone to see their thoughts—a blind Gaant was still telepathic. But looking was polite, as in any conversation. And it was intimidating, in an interrogation. This idea that they could see through you. Enithi soldiers told stories about how when a Gaantish person read your mind, it hurt. That they could inflict pain. This wasn’t true. Gaant encouraged the stories anyway, along with the ones about how any one of them could see the thoughts of every person in the world, when they couldn’t see much past the walls of a given room.


  Valk was going to decide, by seeing her thoughts, what move he ought to make, what move she hoped he would, based on her knowledge and experience. He would try to deduce for himself the best choice. And then he would know, almost as soon as she did herself, how she would counter. She kept her expression still, as if that mattered. He moved a piece, and she saw her thoughts reflected back at her—it was just what she would have done, if the board had been reversed.


  Next came her turn, and it was no good staring at the board, analyzing the rooks and pawns and playing out future moves in her mind. All such planning would betray her here. So, almost without looking, almost without thought, she reached, put her hand on a piece—any piece, it hardly mattered—and moved it. A bishop this time, and she only moved one square, and yet it was as if a bit of chaos had descended on the board and disrupted everything. No sane chess player would have made that move, and she herself had to pause and consider what she’d done, what new lines of play existed, and how she could possibly go forward from here.


  But, and this was the point, the telepathic Valk had not been expecting what she’d just done.


  Playing at random was no way to play chess, and she was sure her old teachers were turning in their graves. Unless, she would explain to them, you’re playing with a Gaantish commander. Then the joy in the game became watching him squirm.


  “I am glad you are enjoying this,” Valk said.


  “I am. Are you?”


  “I am,” he said, looking at her. “This gives me hope.”


  She had traveled here because she had nothing left. Because she was unhappy. Because her whole life had been spent in this uniform, for all the pain it had brought her, so what did she do now? She hadn’t had an answer until Valk sent that telegram.


  And now he was frowning. She’d been able to keep up a good front before this.


  “We are all of us wounded,” he said softly.


  “It’s your move.”


  He chose his piece, a pawn, a completely different move than the one she’d been thinking of, which made her next choices more interesting. This time, she took the correct one, the one she’d do if she’d been playing seriously.


  “This isn’t serious?” he asked.


  “I’m never serious.” Which he’d know was a lie, but he smiled anyway.


  She’d taught him to play when she was his prisoner, but he asked to learn because of what he’d seen when he was her prisoner. She’d had a game running in the prison ward with one of the other nurses. They’d slip in plays between their rounds, in odd down moments, to clear their minds and pass the time. This job wasn’t real nursing, when all they had to do was administer medications, make sure no one had allergies or bad reactions to the drugs, and keep their patients muzzy-headed. Their board had been set up in Valk’s ward that day. Calla had been grinning because her opponent was about to lose, and he was studying the board with furrowed brow and deep concentration, looking for a way out.


  A voice had said, “Hey. Hey. You.” He might have been speaking either Enithi or Gaantish. Hard to tell with so few words. Their handsome prisoner was waking up, calling for their attention. Because it wasn’t her turn, Calla had been the one to jump up and get her kit. They’d had trouble getting the dosage right on Valk; he had a high tolerance for the stuff. But they couldn’t have him reading minds, so she made a mark on his chart and injected more into his IV lead.


  “No,” he’d protested, watching the syringe with a helpless panic. “No, please, I just want to talk—” He spoke very good Enithi.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, and she really was. “We’ve got to keep you under. It’s better, really. I know you understand.”


  And he did, or at least he’d see what she understood, that it wasn’t just about keeping information from him. It also kept the Gaantish prisoners safe, when otherwise they’d be outnumbered and battered by hostile thoughts. He still looked very unhappy as he sank back against the bed and his eyelids shut inexorably. As if something fragile had slipped out of his hand.


  “Poor things,” Calla said, brushing a bit of lint off the man’s forehead.


  “You’re very weird, Cal,” her chess partner said, finally making his move. “They’re Gaantish. You pity them?”


  “I just think it must be hard, being so far from home in a place like this.”


  She found out later that Valk hadn’t quite been asleep through all that.


  Valk made his next move and winced, just as a nurse came over with a hypodermic syringe and vial on a tray, sensing his pain before he even knew it was there.


  “No,” Valk said, putting up a hand before the nurse could set the tray down.


  “You’re in pain; this will help you rest,” he said.


  “But Technician Belan is here.”


  “Y-yes sir.” The man went away without administering the sedative.


  So much conversation didn’t need to be spoken when the participants could read each other’s minds. They would only say aloud the conclusion they had come to, or the polite niceties that opened and closed conversations. The rest was silent. Back at Ovorton it had often left her reeling, when she was meant to be working with a patient and two nearby doctors came to a decision, only ten percent of which had been spoken out loud, and they stared at her like she was some idiot child when she didn’t understand. She had learned to take delight in saying out loud, forcefully, “You have to tell me what you want me to do.” They’d often be frustrated with her, but it served them right. They could always send her back to the prisoner barracks. But they didn’t; they didn’t have enough nurses as it was. She had accepted an offer to trade the freedom of the rest of her unit for her skills—send the others home in a prisoner swap and she would work as a nurse for the Gaantish infirmary. They trusted her in the position because they would always know if she meant ill. Staying had been harder than she expected.


  The nurse lingered near the game. It made Calla just a little bit nervous, like those days at the camp, surrounded by telepaths, and she the only person who hadn’t brought a spear to the war.


  “This is a very complicated game,” the nurse observed, and that made Calla smile. That was why Valk told her he wanted to learn—it was very complicated. The thoughts people thought while playing it were methodical, yet rich.


  “It is,” Valk said.


  “May I watch?” the nurse asked.


  Valk looked to Calla to answer, and she said, “Yes, you may.”


  Enithi troops told awful stories about what it must be like in Gaantish prisoner camps. There’d be no privacy, no secrets. The guards would know everything about your fears and weaknesses, they could design tortures to your exact specifications, they could bribe you with the one thing that would make you break. No worse fate than being captured by Gaant and put in one of their camps.


  In fact, it worked the other way around. The camps were nightmares for the guards, who spent all day surrounded by a thousand minds who were terrified, furious, hurt, lonely, angry, and depressed.


  As a matter of etiquette, Gaantish people learned—the way that small children learned not to take off their pants and run around naked just anywhere—to guard their thoughts. To keep them close. To keep them calm, so they didn’t disrupt those around them. If they often seemed expressionless or unemotional, this was actually politeness, as Calla learned.


  To the Gaantish, Enithi prisoners were very, very loud. The guards working the camps got hazard pay. They didn’t, in fact, torture their prisoners at all. First, they didn’t need to. Second, they wouldn’t have been able to stand it.


  When her unit had been captured, processed, and sent to the camp, she had been astonished because Lieutenant Valk Larn—now Captain Larn—had been one of the officers in charge. Her shock of recognition caused every telepath in the room to stop and look at her. They would have turned back to their work soon enough—that she and Valk had encountered each other before was coincidental but maybe not remarkable. What made them continue staring: Calla revealed affection for Valk. Not outwardly, so much. She stood with the rest of her unit, stripped down to shirts and trousers, wrists hobbled, hungry and sleep-deprived. No, outwardly she’d been amazed, seeing her former patient upright and in uniform, steely and commanding as any recruitment poster. Her expression looked shocked enough that her sergeant at her side had dared to whisper, “Cal, are you okay?”


  The Gaantish never asked each other how they were doing. She’d learned that back in the ward, looking after Valk. During his brief lucid moments she’d ask him how he was feeling, and he’d stare at her like she was playing a joke on him.


  The emotion of affection was plain to those who could see it—everyone in a Gaantish uniform. And she was, under all that week’s pain and discomfort and unhappiness and uncertainty, almost happy to see him. She was the kind of nurse who had a favorite patient, even in a prison hospital.


  He couldn’t not see her, not with every Gaantish soldier staring at her, then looking at him to see his reaction. She couldn’t hide her astonishment; she didn’t want to and didn’t try. She did realize this likely made the meeting harder for him than it did for her—whatever he thought of her, his staff would all see it. She didn’t know what he thought of her.


  He merely nodded and waved the group on to continue processing, and they were washed down, given lumpy brown jumpsuits and assigned quarters. Later, she suspected he’d been the one to arrange the deal that won the rest of her unit’s freedom.


  Calla had always thought it strange that people asked if prisoners were treated “well.” “Were you treated well?” No, she thought. The doors were locked. The guards all had guns. Did it matter if they had food and blankets, a roof? The food was strange, the blankets leftover from what the army used. Instead she answered, “We were not treated badly.”They were treated appropriately. War necessitated prisoners, since the alternative was slaughtering everyone on both sides, which both sides agreed was not ideal. You treated prisoners appropriately so that your own people would be treated appropriately in turn. That meant different things.


  She was treated appropriately, which made it odd the day, only a week or so into her captivity, that Valk had her brought to his office alone. It wasn’t so odd that the guards hesitated or looked at either of them strangely. But she had been afraid. Helpless, afraid, everything. They left the binders around her wrists. All she could do was stand there before his desk and wonder if he was the kind of man who enjoyed hurting his prisoners, who enjoyed minds in pain. She wouldn’t have thought so, but she’d only ever known him when he was asleep and the brief waking moments when he seemed so lost and confused she couldn’t help but pity him, so what did she know?


  “I won’t hurt you,” he said, after a long moment when he simply watched her, and she tried to hide her shaking. “You can believe me.” He asked her to sit. She remained standing, as he must have known she would.


  “You were one of the nurses at the hospital. I remember you.”


  “Not many remember their stays there.”


  “I remember you. You were kind.”


  She couldn’t not be. It was why she’d become a nurse. She didn’t have to say anything.


  “You were playing a game. I remember—two people. A board. You enjoyed it very much. You had the most interesting thoughts.”


  She didn’t have to think long to remember. Those afternoon games with Elio had been a good time. “Chess. It was chess.”


  “Can you teach me to play?”


  “Sir, I’d lose every single time. I’m not sure you’d enjoy the game. Not much challenge.”


  “Nevertheless, I would like to learn it.”


  This presented a dilemma. Could it be interpreted as cooperating with the enemy? More than she already was? He couldn’t force her. On the other hand, was this an opportunity? But for what? She was a medic, not a spy. Not that Enith even had spies. Valk gave her plenty of time to think this over, waiting patiently, not revealing if her mental arguments and counterarguments amused or irritated him.


  “I don’t have a board or pieces.”


  “What would you need to make them?”


  She told him she would have to think about it, which would have been hilarious if she hadn’t been so tired and confused. The guards took her back to her cell, where she talked to the ranking Enithi officer prisoner about it. “Might not be a bad thing to have a friend here,” he advised.


  “But he’ll know I’m faking it!” she answered.


  “So?” he’d said, and he was right. Calla was what she was and it wouldn’t do any good to think differently. She asked for a square of cardboard and a black marker and did up a board, and drew rudimentary pieces on other little squares of cardboard. She’d rather have cut them out but didn’t bother asking for scissors, and no one offered, so that was that. It was the ugliest chess set that had ever existed.


  Valk learned very quickly because she already knew the rules and all she had to do was think them and he learned. The strategy of it was rather more difficult to teach. He’d get this screwed-up look of concentration, and she might have understood a little bit of what attracted him to the game: There was a lot to think about, and Valk liked the challenge of so much thought coming out of one person. And yes, he always knew what moves she was planning. Which was when she started playing at random. If she could surprise herself, she could surprise him. Then she agreed to the deal to get her people released, she worked in their hospital, they played chess, and she got sick.


  She could not learn to marshal her thoughts and emotions the way these people learned to as children. She tried, as a matter of survival, and only managed to stop feeling anything at all.


  The diagnosis was depression—Gaant’s mental health people were very good. She, who had been so generally high-spirited for most of her life, had had no idea what was happening or how to cope and had grown very ill indeed, until it wasn’t that she didn’t want to play chess against Valk. She couldn’t. She couldn’t keep her mind on the game, couldn’t recognize the pieces by looking at them, couldn’t even think of how they moved. One day, walking in a haze between one ward and another at the hospital, she sank to the floor and stayed there. Valk was summoned. He held her hand and tried to see into her, to see what was wrong.


  She didn’t remember thinking anything at the time. Only seeing the image of her hand in his and not understanding it.


  He arranged for her to be part of another prisoner swap, and she went home. Before the transfer he took her aside and spoke softly. “I forget that this is all opaque to you, that you don’t know most of what’s going on around you. So, since I didn’t say it before: Thank you.”


  “For what?” she’d replied. He’d looked at her blankly, because he didn’t seem to know himself. Not enough to be able to explain it, and she couldn’t see.


  Others came to watch the game—drawn, Calla presumed, by the tangle of thoughts she and Valk were producing. He was getting frustrated. She was playing with the giddy abandon of the six-year-old she had been when her mother taught her the game. And now the whole room shared her fond memories, and the fact that her mother had died in one of the famines that wracked Enith when food production had been disrupted by the war. Ten years ago now. Everyone on both sides had stories like that. Let us share our stories, she thought.


  “You won’t win, playing like that,” one of the observing doctors said. After half an hour of watching they probably all understood the rules completely and could play themselves. They’d have no idea how the game was really supposed to be played, however. She wasn’t playing properly at all, which was rather a lot of fun.


  “No, but I may not lose,” she said.


  “I’m still not sure what the point of this game is,” said a nurse, her confusion plain.


  “This game, right now? The point is to annoy Major Larn,” Calla said. This got a chuckle from them—those who’d been looking after him knew him well. Valk, however, smiled at her. She had not spoken the truth, precisely. Everyone else was too polite to say anything.


  “The point,” Valk said, addressing the nurse, “is to fight little wars without hurting anyone.”


  And there was silence then, because yes, they all had stories.


  He made his next move and took his hand away. Her gaze lit, her heart opening. Even the way she played with him, all messy and at random, a moment like this could still happen, where the board opened up as if by magic and her way was clear. Because it was her turn it didn’t matter if he knew what she was thinking, because he couldn’t do anything about it. She moved the rook, and his king was cornered.


  “Check.”


  It wasn’t mate. He could still get out of it. But he really was backed into a corner, because his next moves and hers would all lead back to check, and they could chase each other around the board, and it would be splendid. Neither could have planned for this.


  He threw up his hands and settled back against his pillow. “I’m exhausted. You’ve exhausted me.” She laughed a gleeful, satisfied laugh.


  The observers looked on. “This is how you won,” one of them said, amazed. He wasn’t talking about the game.


  “No,” Calla said. “This is how we failed to lose.”


  “I learned the difference from her,” Valk said, and was that a bit of pride in his tone? She might never know for certain.


  Calla started resetting the board for the next game, not even realizing that meant she was having a good time. The nurse interrupted her.


  “Technician Belan, the major really must rest now,” he said kindly, recognizing Calla’s eagerness when she herself didn’t.


  “Oh. Of course.”


  “I promise I’ll rest in just a moment,” Valk said. He was speaking to the doctors and attendants, who’d expressed a concern she couldn’t see. They drifted away because he wanted them to.


  That left them studying each other; he who could see everything, and she who could only muddle through, being herself, proudly and unabashedly.


  She asked, abruptly, “Do you still have that old cardboard set I made?”


  “No. When Ovorton closed, I lost track of it. Probably got swept away with the trash.”


  “Good,” she said. “It was very ugly.”


  “I miss it,” Valk said.


  “You shouldn’t. I’m glad it’s all over. So glad.”


  That dark place that she barely remembered opened up, and she started crying. She had thought to pretend that none of it ever happened, and so carried around this blackness that no one could see, and it would have swallowed her up if Valk hadn’t sent that telegram. She got that message and knew it was all true, knew it had all happened, and he would be able to see her.


  She scrubbed tears from her face and didn’t try to hide any of this.


  “I wasn’t sure how much you remembered,” Valk said softly.


  “I wasn’t sure either,” she said, laughing now. Laughing and crying. The darkness shrank.


  “Are you sorry you came?”


  “Oh, no. It’s just . . .” She put her hand in his and tried to explain. Discovered she couldn’t speak. She had no words. And it didn’t matter.


  THE CITY BORN GREAT


  N.K. Jemisin


  New York City is about to go through a few changes. Like all great metropolises before it, when a city gets big enough, old enough, it must be born; but there are ancient enemies who cannot tolerate new life. Thus New York will live or die by the efforts of a reluctant midwife . . . and how well he can learn to sing the city's mighty song.


  I sing the city.


  Fucking city. I stand on the rooftop of a building I don’t live in and spread my arms and tighten my middle and yell nonsense ululations at the construction site that blocks my view. I’m really singing to the cityscape beyond. The city’ll figure it out.


  It’s dawn. The damp of it makes my jeans feel slimy, or maybe that’s ’cause they haven’t been washed in weeks. Got change for a wash-and-dry, just not another pair of pants to wear till they’re done. Maybe I’ll spend it on more pants at the Goodwill down the street instead . . . but not yet. Not till I’ve finished going AAAAaaaaAAAAaaaa (breath) aaaaAAAAaaaaaaa and listening to the syllable echo back at me from every nearby building face. In my head, there’s an orchestra playing “Ode to Joy” with a Busta Rhymes backbeat. My voice is just tying it all together.


  Shut your fucking mouth! someone yells, so I take a bow and exit the stage.


  But with my hand on the knob of the rooftop door, I stop and turn back and frown and listen, ’cause for a moment I hear something both distant and intimate singing back at me, basso-deep. Sort of coy.


  And from even farther, I hear something else: a dissonant, gathering growl. Or maybe those are the rumblers of police sirens? Nothing I like the sound of, either way. I leave.


  “There’s a way these things are supposed to work,” says Paulo. He’s smoking again, nasty bastard. I’ve never seen him eat. All he uses his mouth for is smoking, drinking coffee, and talking. Shame; it’s a nice mouth otherwise.


  We’re sitting in a cafe. I’m sitting with him because he bought me breakfast. The people in the cafe are eyeballing him because he’s something not-white by their standards, but they can’t tell what. They’re eyeballing me because I’m definitively black, and because the holes in my clothes aren’t the fashionable kind. I don’t stink, but these people can smell anybody without a trust fund from a mile away.


  “Right,” I say, biting into the egg sandwich and damn near wetting myself. Actual egg! Swiss cheese! It’s so much better than that McDonald’s shit.


  Guy likes hearing himself talk. I like his accent; it’s sort of nasal and sibilant, nothing like a Spanish-speaker’s. His eyes are huge, and I think, I could get away with so much shit if I had permanent puppy eyes like that. But he seems older than he looks—way, way older. There’s only a tinge of gray at his temples, nice and distinguished, but he feels, like, a hundred.


  He’s also eyeballing me, and not in the way I’m used to. “Are you listening?” he asks. “This is important.”


  “Yeah,” I say, and take another bite of my sandwich.


  He sits forward. “I didn’t believe it either, at first. Hong had to drag me to one of the sewers, down into the reeking dark, and show me the growing roots, the budding teeth. I’d been hearing breathing all my life. I thought everyone could.” He pauses. “Have you heard it yet?”


  “Heard what?” I ask, which is the wrong answer. It isn’t that I’m not listening. I just don’t give a shit.


  He sighs. “Listen.”


  “I am listening!”


  “No. I mean, listen, but not to me.” He gets up, tosses a twenty onto the table—which isn’t necessary, because he paid for the sandwich and the coffee at the counter, and this cafe doesn’t do table service. “Meet me back here on Thursday.”


  I pick up the twenty, finger it, pocket it. Would’ve done him for the sandwich, or because I like his eyes, but whatever. “You got a place?”


  He blinks, then actually looks annoyed. “Listen,” he commands again, and leaves.


  I sit there for as long as I can, making the sandwich last, sipping his leftover coffee, savoring the fantasy of being normal. I people-watch, judge other patrons’ appearances; on the fly I make up a poem about being a rich white girl who notices a poor black boy in her coffee shop and has an existential crisis. I imagine Paulo being impressed by my sophistication and admiring me, instead of thinking I’m just some dumb street kid who doesn’t listen. I visualize myself going back to a nice apartment with a soft bed, and a fridge stuffed full of food.


  Then a cop comes in, fat florid guy buying hipster joe for himself and his partner in the car, and his flat eyes skim the shop. I imagine mirrors around my head, a rotating cylinder of them that causes his gaze to bounce away. There’s no real power in this—it’s just something I do to try to make myself less afraid when the monsters are near. For the first time, though, it sort of works: The cop looks around, but doesn’t ping on the lone black face. Lucky. I escape.


  I paint the city. Back when I was in school, there was an artist who came in on Fridays to give us free lessons in perspective and lighting and other shit that white people go to art school to learn. Except this guy had done that, and he was black. I’d never seen a black artist before. For a minute I thought I could maybe be one, too.


  I can be, sometimes. Deep in the night, on a rooftop in Chinatown, with a spray can for each hand and a bucket of drywall paint that somebody left outside after doing up their living room in lilac, I move in scuttling, crablike swirls. The drywall stuff I can’t use too much of; it’ll start flaking off after a couple of rains. Spray paint’s better for everything, but I like the contrast of the two textures—liquid black on rough lilac, red edging the black. I’m painting a hole. It’s like a throat that doesn’t start with a mouth or end in lungs; a thing that breathes and swallows endlessly, never filling. No one will see it except people in planes angling toward LaGuardia from the southwest, a few tourists who take helicopter tours, and NYPD aerial surveillance. I don’t care what they see. It’s not for them.


  It’s real late. I didn’t have anywhere to sleep for the night, so this is what I’m doing to stay awake. If it wasn’t the end of the month, I’d get on the subway, but the cops who haven’t met their quota would fuck with me. Gotta be careful here; there’s a lot of dumb-fuck Chinese kids west of Chrystie Street who wanna pretend to be a gang, protecting their territory, so I keep low. I’m skinny, dark; that helps, too. All I want to do is paint, man, because it’s in me and I need to get it out. I need to open up this throat. I need to, I need to . . . yeah. Yeah.


  There’s a soft, strange sound as I lay down the last streak of black. I pause and look around, confused for a moment—and then the throat sighs behind me. A big, heavy gust of moist air tickles the hairs on my skin. I’m not scared. This is why I did it, though I didn’t realize that when I started. Not sure how I know now. But when I turn back, it’s still just paint on a rooftop.


  Paulo wasn’t shitting me. Huh. Or maybe my mama was right, and I ain’t never been right in the head.


  I jump into the air and whoop for joy, and I don’t even know why.


  I spend the next two days going all over the city, drawing breathing-holes everywhere, till my paint runs out.


  I’m so tired on the day I meet Paulo again that I stumble and nearly fall through the cafe’s plate-glass window. He catches my elbow and drags me over to a bench meant for customers. “You’re hearing it,” he says. He sounds pleased.


  “I’m hearing coffee,” I suggest, not bothering to stifle a yawn. A cop car rolls by. I’m not too tired to imagine myself as nothing, beneath notice, not even worth beating for pleasure. It works again; they roll on.


  Paulo ignores my suggestion. He sits down beside me and his gaze goes strange and unfocused for a moment. “Yes. The city is breathing easier,” he says. “You’re doing a good job, even without training.”


  “I try.”


  He looks amused. “I can’t tell if you don’t believe me, or if you just don’t care.”


  I shrug. “I believe you.” I also don’t care, not much, because I’m hungry. My stomach growls. I’ve still got that twenty he gave me, but I’ll take it to that church-plate sale I heard about over on Prospect, get chicken and rice and greens and cornbread for less than the cost of a free-trade small-batch-roasted latte.


  He glances down at my stomach when it growls. Huh. I pretend to stretch and scratch above my abs, making sure to pull up my shirt a little. The artist guy brought a model for us to draw once, and pointed to this little ridge of muscle above the hips called Apollo’s Belt. Paulo’s gaze goes right to it. Come on, come on, fishy fishy. I need somewhere to sleep.


  Then his eyes narrow and focus on mine again. “I had forgotten,” he says, in a faint wondering tone. “I almost . . . It’s been so long. Once, though, I was a boy of the favelas.”


  “Not a lot of Mexican food in New York,” I reply.


  He blinks and looks amused again. Then he sobers. “This city will die,” he says. He doesn’t raise his voice, but he doesn’t have to. I’m paying attention, now. Food, living: These things have meaning to me. “If you do not learn the things I have to teach you. If you do not help. The time will come and you will fail, and this city will join Pompeii and Atlantis and a dozen others whose names no one remembers, even though hundreds of thousands of people died with them. Or perhaps there will be a stillbirth—the shell of the city surviving to possibly grow again in the future but its vital spark snuffed for now, like New Orleans—but that will still kill you, either way. You are the catalyst, whether of strength or destruction.”


  He’s been talking like this since he showed up—places that never were, things that can’t be, omens and portents. I figure it’s bullshit because he’s telling it to me, a kid whose own mama kicked him out and prays for him to die every day and probably hates me. God hates me. And I fucking hate God back, so why would he choose me for anything? But that’s really why I start paying attention: because of God. I don’t have to believe in something for it to fuck up my life.


  “Tell me what to do,” I say.


  Paulo nods, looking smug. Thinks he’s got my number. “Ah. You don’t want to die.”


  I stand up, stretch, feel the streets around me grow longer and more pliable in the rising heat of day. (Is that really happening, or am I imagining it, or is it happening and I’m imagining that it’s connected to me somehow?) “Fuck you. That ain’t it.”


  “Then you don’t even care about that.” He makes it a question with the tone of his voice.


  “Ain’t about being alive.” I’ll starve to death someday, or freeze some winter night, or catch something that rots me away until the hospitals have to take me, even without money or an address. But I’ll sing and paint and dance and fuck and cry the city before I’m done, because it’s mine. It’s fucking mine. That’s why.


  “It’s about living,” I finish. And then I turn to glare at him. He can kiss my ass if he doesn’t understand. “Tell me what to do.”


  Something changes in Paulo’s face. He’s listening, now. To me. So he gets to his feet and leads me away for my first real lesson.


  This is the lesson: Great cities are like any other living things, being born and maturing and wearying and dying in their turn.


  Duh, right? Everyone who’s visited a real city feels that, one way or another. All those rural people who hate cities are afraid of something legit; cities really are different. They make a weight on the world, a tear in the fabric of reality, like . . . like black holes, maybe. Yeah. (I go to museums sometimes. They’re cool inside, and Neil deGrasse Tyson is hot.) As more and more people come in and deposit their strangeness and leave and get replaced by others, the tear widens. Eventually it gets so deep that it forms a pocket, connected only by the thinnest thread of . . . something to . . . something. Whatever cities are made of.


  But the separation starts a process, and in that pocket the many parts of the city begin to multiply and differentiate. Its sewers extend into places where there is no need for water. Its slums grow teeth; its art centers, claws. Ordinary things within it, traffic and construction and stuff like that, start to have a rhythm like a heartbeat, if you record their sounds and play them back fast. The city . . . quickens.


  Not all cities make it this far. There used to be a couple of great cities on this continent, but that was before Columbus fucked the Indians’ shit up, so we had to start over. New Orleans failed, like Paulo said, but it survived, and that’s something. It can try again. Mexico City’s well on its way. But New York is the first American city to reach this point.


  The gestation can take twenty years or two hundred or two thousand, but eventually the time will come. The cord is cut and the city becomes a thing of its own, able to stand on wobbly legs and do . . . well, whatever the fuck a living, thinking entity shaped like a big-ass city wants to do.


  And just as in any other part of nature, there are things lying in wait for this moment, hoping to chase down the sweet new life and swallow its guts while it screams.


  That’s why Paulo’s here to teach me. That’s why I can clear the city’s breathing and stretch and massage its asphalt limbs. I’m the midwife, see.


  I run the city. I run it every fucking day.


  Paulo takes me home. It’s just somebody’s summer sublet in the Lower East Side, but it feels like a home. I use his shower and eat some of the food in his fridge without asking, just to see what he’ll do. He doesn’t do shit except smoke a cigarette, I think to piss me off. I can hear sirens on the streets of the neighborhood—frequent, close. I wonder, for some reason, if they’re looking for me. I don’t say it aloud, but Paulo sees me twitching. He says, “The harbingers of the enemy will hide among the city’s parasites. Beware of them.”


  He’s always saying cryptic shit like this. Some of it makes sense, like when he speculates that maybe there’s a purpose to all of it, some reason for the great cities and the process that makes them. What the enemy has been doing—attacking at the moment of vulnerability, crimes of opportunity—might just be the warm-up for something bigger. But Paulo’s full of shit, too, like when he says I should consider meditation to better attune myself to the city’s needs. Like I’mma get through this on white-girl yoga.


  “White-girl yoga,” Paulo says, nodding. “Indian man yoga. Stockbroker racquetball and schoolboy handball, ballet and merengue, union halls and SoHo galleries. You will embody a city of millions. You need not be them, but know that they are part of you.”


  I laugh. “Racquetball? That shit ain’t no part of me, chico.”


  “The city chose you, out of all,” Paulo says. “Their lives depend on you.”


  Maybe. But I’m still hungry and tired all the time, scared all the time, never safe. What good does it do to be valuable, if nobody values you?


  He can tell I don’t wanna talk anymore, so he gets up and goes to bed. I flop on the couch and I’m dead to the world. Dead.


  Dreaming, dead dreaming, of a dark place beneath heavy cold waves where something stirs with a slithery sound and uncoils and turns toward the mouth of the Hudson, where it empties into the sea. Toward me. And I am too weak, too helpless, too immobilized by fear, to do anything but twitch beneath its predatory gaze.


  Something comes from far to the south, somehow. (None of this is quite real. Everything rides along the thin tether that connects the city’s reality to that of the world. The effect happens in the world, Paulo has said. The cause centers around me.) It moves between me, wherever I am, and the uncurling thing, wherever it is. An immensity protects me, just this once, just in this place—though from a great distance I feel others hemming and grumbling and raising themselves to readiness. Warning the enemy that it must adhere to the rules of engagement that have always governed this ancient battle. It’s not allowed to come at me too soon.


  My protector, in this unreal space of dream, is a sprawling jewel with filth-crusted facets, a thing that stinks of dark coffee and the bruised grass of a futebol pitch and traffic noise and familiar cigarette smoke. Its threat display of saber-shaped girders lasts for only a moment, but that is enough. The uncurling thing flinches back into its cold cave, resentfully. But it will be back. That, too, is tradition.


  I wake with sunlight warming half my face. Just a dream? I stumble into the room where Paulo is sleeping. “São Paulo,” I whisper, but he does not wake. I wiggle under his covers. When he wakes he doesn’t reach for me, but he doesn’t push me away either. I let him know I’m grateful and give him a reason to let me back in, later. The rest’ll have to wait till I get condoms and he brushes his ashy-ass mouth. After that, I use his shower again, put on the clothes I washed in his sink, and head out while he’s still snoring.


  Libraries are safe places. They’re warm, in the winter. Nobody cares if you stay all day as long as you’re not eyeballing the kids’ corner or trying to hit up porn on the computers. The one at Forty-Second—the one with the lions—isn’t that kind of library. It doesn’t lend out books. Still, it has a library’s safety, so I sit in a corner and read everything within reach: municipal tax law, Birds of the Hudson Valley, What to Expect When You’re Expecting a City Baby: NYC Edition. See, Paulo? I told you I was listening.


  It gets to be late afternoon and I head outside. People cover the steps, laughing, chatting, mugging with selfie sticks. There’re cops in body armor over by the subway entrance, showing off their guns to the tourists so they’ll feel safe from New York. I get a Polish sausage and eat it at the feet of one of the lions. Fortitude, not Patience. I know my strengths.


  I’m full of meat and relaxed and thinking about stuff that ain’t actually important—like how long Paulo will let me stay and whether I can use his address to apply for stuff—so I’m not watching the street. Until cold prickles skitter over my side. I know what it is before I react, but I’m careless again because I turn to look . . . Stupid, stupid, I fucking know better; cops down in Baltimore broke a man’s spine for making eye contact. But as I spot these two on the corner opposite the library steps—short pale man and tall dark woman both in blue like black—I notice something that actually breaks my fear because it’s so strange.


  It’s a bright, clear day, not a cloud in the sky. People walking past the cops leave short, stark afternoon shadows, barely there at all. But around these two, the shadows pool and curl as if they stand beneath their own private, roiling thundercloud. And as I watch, the shorter one begins to . . . stretch, sort of, his shape warping ever so slightly, until one eye is twice the circumference of the other. His right shoulder slowly develops a bulge that suggests a dislocated joint. His companion doesn’t seem to notice.


  Yooooo, nope. I get up and start picking my way through the crowd on the steps. I’m doing that thing I do, trying to shunt off their gaze—but it feels different this time. Sticky, sort of, threads of cheap-shit gum fucking up my mirrors. I feel them start following me, something immense and wrong shifting in my direction.


  Even then I’m not sure—a lot of real cops drip and pulse sadism in the same way—but I ain’t taking chances. My city is helpless, unborn as yet, and Paulo ain’t here to protect me. I gotta look out for self, same as always.


  I play casual till I reach the corner and book it, or try. Fucking tourists! They idle along the wrong side of the sidewalk, stopping to look at maps and take pictures of shit nobody else gives a fuck about. I’m so busy cussing them out in my head that I forget they can also be dangerous: Somebody yells and grabs my arm as I Heisman past, and I hear a man yell out, “He tried to take her purse!” as I wrench away. Bitch, I ain’t took shit, I think, but it’s too late. I see another tourist reaching for her phone to call 911. Every cop in the area will be gunning for every black male aged whatever now.


  I gotta get out of the area.


  Grand Central’s right there, sweet subway promise, but I see three cops hanging out in the entrance, so I swerve right to take Forty-First. The crowds thin out past Lex, but where can I go? I sprint across Third despite the traffic; there are enough gaps. But I’m getting tired, ’cause I’m a scrawny dude who doesn’t get enough to eat, not a track star.


  I keep going, though, even through the burn in my side. I can feel those cops, the harbingers of the enemy, not far behind me. The ground shakes with their lumpen footfalls.


  I hear a siren about a block away, closing. Shit, the UN’s coming up; I don’t need the Secret Service or whatever on me, too. I jag left through an alley and trip over a wooden pallet. Lucky again—a cop car rolls by the alley entrance just as I go down, and they don’t see me. I stay down and try to catch my breath till I hear the car’s engine fading into the distance. Then, when I think it’s safe, I push up. Look back, because the city is squirming around me, the concrete is jittering and heaving, everything from the bedrock to the rooftop bars is trying its damnedest to tell me to go. Go. Go.


  Crowding the alley behind me is . . . is . . . the shit? I don’t have words for it. Too many arms, too many legs, too many eyes, and all of them fixed on me. Somewhere in the mass I glimpse curls of dark hair and a scalp of pale blond, and I understand suddenly that these are—this is—my two cops. One real monstrosity. The walls of the alley crack as it oozes its way into the narrow space.


  “Oh. Fuck. No,” I gasp.


  I claw my way to my feet and haul ass. A patrol car comes around the corner from Second Avenue and I don’t see it in time to duck out of sight. The car’s loudspeaker blares something unintelligible, probably I’m gonna kill you, and I’m actually amazed. Do they not see the thing behind me? Or do they just not give a shit because they can’t shake it down for city revenue? Let them fucking shoot me. Better than whatever that thing will do.


  I hook left onto Second Avenue. The cop car can’t come after me against the traffic, but it’s not like that’ll stop some doubled-cop monster. Forty-Fifth. Forty-Seventh and my legs are molten granite. Fiftieth and I think I’m going to die. Heart attack far too young; poor kid, should’ve eaten more organic; should’ve taken it easy and not been so angry; the world can’t hurt you if you just ignore everything that’s wrong with it; well, not until it kills you anyway.


  I cross the street and risk a look back and see something roll onto the sidewalk on at least eight legs, using three or four arms to push itself off a building as it careens a little . . . before coming straight after me again. It’s the Mega Cop, and it’s gaining. Oh shit oh shit oh shit please no.


  Only one choice.


  Swing right. Fifty-Third, against the traffic. An old folks’ home, a park, a promenade . . . fuck those. Pedestrian bridge? Fuck that. I head straight for the six lanes of utter batshittery and potholes that is FDR Drive, do not pass Go, do not try to cross on foot unless you want to be smeared halfway to Brooklyn. Beyond it? The East River, if I survive. I’m even freaked out enough to try swimming in that fucking sewage. But I’m probably gonna collapse in the third lane and get run over fifty times before anybody thinks to put on brakes.


  Behind me, the Mega Cop utters a wet, tumid hough, like it’s clearing its throat for swallowing. I go


  over the barrier and through the grass into fucking hell I go one lane silver car two lanes horns horns horns three lanes SEMI WHAT’S A FUCKING SEMI DOING ON THE FDR IT’S TOO TALL YOU STUPID UPSTATE HICK screaming four lanes GREEN TAXI screaming Smart Car hahaha cute five lanes moving truck six lanes and the blue Lexus actually brushes up against my clothes as it blares past screaming screaming screaming


  screaming


  screaming metal and tires as reality stretches, and nothing stops for the Mega Cop; it does not belong here and the FDR is an artery, vital with the movement of nutrients and strength and attitude and adrenaline, the cars are white blood cells and the thing is an irritant, an infection, an invader to whom the city gives no consideration and no quarter


  screaming, as the Mega Cop is torn to pieces by the semi and the taxi and the Lexus and even that adorable Smart Car, which actually swerves a little to run over an extra-wiggly piece. I collapse onto a square of grass, breathless, shaking, wheezing, and can only stare as a dozen limbs are crushed, two dozen eyes squashed flat, a mouth that is mostly gums riven from jaw to palate. The pieces flicker like a monitor with an AV cable short, translucent to solid and back again—but FDR don’t stop for shit except a presidential motorcade or a Knicks game, and this thing sure as hell ain’t Carmelo Anthony. Pretty soon there’s nothing left of it but half-real smears on the asphalt.


  I’m alive. Oh, God.


  I cry for a little while. Mama’s boyfriend ain’t here to slap me and say I’m not a man for it. Daddy would’ve said it was okay—tears mean you’re alive—but Daddy’s dead. And I’m alive.


  With limbs burning and weak, I drag myself up, then fall again. Everything hurts. Is this that heart attack? I feel sick. Everything is shaking, blurring. Maybe it’s a stroke. You don’t have to be old for that to happen, do you? I stumble over to a garbage can and think about throwing up into it. There’s an old guy lying on the bench—me in twenty years, if I make it that far. He opens one eye as I stand there gagging and purses his lips in a judgy way, like he could do better dry-heaves in his sleep.


  He says, “It’s time,” and rolls over to put his back to me.


  Time. Suddenly I have to move. Sick or not, exhausted or not, something is . . . pulling me. West, toward the city’s center. I push away from the can and hug myself as I shiver and stumble toward the pedestrian bridge. As I walk over the lanes I previously ran across, I look down onto flickering fragments of the dead Mega Cop, now ground into the asphalt by a hundred car wheels. Some globules of it are still twitching, and I don’t like that. Infection, intrusion. I want it gone.


  We want it gone. Yes. It’s time.


  I blink and suddenly I’m in Central Park. How the fuck did I get here? Disoriented, I realize only as I see their black shoes that I’m passing another pair of cops, but these two don’t bother me. They should—skinny kid shivering like he’s cold on a June day; even if all they do is drag me off somewhere to shove a plunger up my ass, they should react to me. Instead, it’s like I’m not there. Miracles exist, Ralph Ellison was right, any NYPD you can walk away from, hallelujah.


  The Lake. Bow Bridge: a place of transition. I stop here, stand here, and I know . . . everything.


  Everything Paulo’s told me: It’s true. Somewhere beyond the city, the Enemy is awakening. It sent forth its harbingers and they have failed, but its taint is in the city now, spreading with every car that passes over every now-microscopic iota of the Mega Cop’s substance, and this creates a foothold. The Enemy uses this anchor to drag itself up from the dark toward the world, toward the warmth and light, toward the defiance that is me, toward the burgeoning wholeness that is my city. This attack is not all of it, of course. What comes is only the smallest fraction of the Enemy’s old, old evil—but that should be more than enough to slaughter one lowly, worn-out kid who doesn’t even have a real city to protect him.


  Not yet. It’s time. In time? We’ll see.


  On Second, Sixth, and Eighth avenues, my water breaks. Mains, I mean. Water mains. Terrible mess, gonna fuck up the evening commute. I shut my eyes and I am seeing what no one else sees. I am feeling the flex and rhythm of reality, the contractions of possibility. I reach out and grip the railing of the bridge before me and feel the steady, strong pulse that runs through it. You’re doing good, baby. Doing great.


  Something begins to shift. I grow bigger, encompassing. I feel myself upon the firmament, heavy as the foundations of a city. There are others here with me, looming, watching—my ancestors’ bones under Wall Street, my predecessors’ blood ground into the benches of Christopher Park. No, new others, of my new people, heavy imprints upon the fabric of time and space. São Paulo squats nearest, its roots stretching all the way to the bones of dead Machu Picchu, watching sagely and twitching a little with the memory of its own relatively recent traumatic birth. Paris observes with distant disinterest, mildly offended that any city of our tasteless upstart land has managed this transition; Lagos exults to see a new fellow who knows the hustle, the hype, the fight. And more, many more, all of them watching, waiting to see if their numbers increase. Or not. If nothing else, they will bear witness that I, we, were great for one shining moment.


  “We’ll make it,” I say, squeezing the railing and feeling the city contract. All over the city, people’s ears pop, and they look around in confusion. “Just a little more. Come on.” I’m scared, but there’s no rushing this. Lo que pasa, pasa—damn, now that song is in my head, in me like the rest of New York. It’s all here, just like Paulo said. There’s no gap between me and the city anymore.


  And as the firmament ripples, slides, tears, the Enemy writhes up from the deeps with a reality-bridging roar—


  But it is too late. The tether is cut and we are here. We become! We stand, whole and hale and independent, and our legs don’t even wobble. We got this. Don’t sleep on the city that never sleeps, son, and don’t fucking bring your squamous eldritch bullshit here.


  I raise my arms and avenues leap. (It’s real but it’s not. The ground jolts and people think, Huh, subway’s really shaky today.) I brace my feet and they are girders, anchors, bedrock. The beast of the deeps shrieks and I laugh, giddy with postpartum endorphins. Bring it. And when it comes at me I hip-check it with the BQE, backhand it with Inwood Park, drop the South Bronx on it like an elbow. (On the evening news that night, ten construction sites will report wrecking-ball collapses. City safety regulations are so lax; terrible, terrible.) The Enemy tries some kind of fucked-up wiggly shit—it’s all tentacles—and I snarl and bite into it ’cause New Yorkers eat damn near as much sushi as Tokyo, mercury and all.


  Oh, now you’re crying! Now you wanna run? Nah, son. You came to the wrong town. I curb stomp it with the full might of Queens and something inside the beast breaks and bleeds iridescence all over creation. This is a shock, for it has not been truly hurt in centuries. It lashes back in a fury, faster than I can block, and from a place that most of the city cannot see, a skyscraper-long tentacle curls out of nowhere to smash into New York Harbor. I scream and fall, I can hear my ribs crack, and—no!—a major earthquake shakes Brooklyn for the first time in decades. The Williamsburg Bridge twists and snaps apart like kindling; the Manhattan groans and splinters, though thankfully it does not give way. I feel every death as if it is my own.


  Fucking kill you for that, bitch, I’m not-thinking. The fury and grief have driven me into a vengeful fugue. The pain is nothing; this ain’t my first rodeo. Through the groan of my ribs I drag myself upright and brace my legs in a pissing-off-the-platform stance. Then I shower the Enemy with a one-two punch of Long Island radiation and Gowanus toxic waste, which burn it like acid. It screams again in pain and disgust, but Fuck you, you don’t belong here, this city is mine, get out! To drive this lesson home I cut the bitch with LIRR traffic, long vicious honking lines; and to stretch out its pain I salt these wounds with the memory of a bus ride to LaGuardia and back.


  And just to add insult to injury? I backhand its ass with Hoboken, raining the drunk rage of ten thousand dudebros down on it like the hammer of God. Port Authority makes it honorary New York, motherfucker; you just got Jerseyed.


  The Enemy is as quintessential to nature as any city. We cannot be stopped from becoming, and the Enemy cannot be made to end. I hurt only a small part of it—but I know damn well I sent that part back broken. Good. Time ever comes for that final confrontation, it’ll think twice about taking me on again.


  Me. Us. Yes.


  When I relax my hands and open my eyes to see Paulo striding along the bridge toward me with another goddamned cigarette between his lips, I fleetingly see him for what he is again: the sprawling thing from my dream, all sparkling spires and reeking slums and stolen rhythms made over with genteel cruelty. I know that he glimpses what I am, too, all the bright light and bluster of me. Maybe he’s always seen it, but there is admiration in his gaze now, and I like it. He comes to help support me with his shoulder, and he says, “Congratulations,” and I grin.


  I live the city. It thrives and it is mine. I am its worthy avatar, and together? We will never be afraid again.


  Fifty years later.


  I sit in a car, watching the sunset from Mulholland Drive. The car is mine; I’m rich now. The city is not mine, but that’s all right. The person is coming who will make it live and stand and thrive in the ancient way . . . or not. I know my duty, respect the traditions. Each city must emerge on its own or die trying. We elders merely guide, encourage. Stand witness.


  There: a dip in the firmament near the Sunset Strip. I can feel the upwelling of loneliness in the soul I seek. Poor, empty baby. Won’t be long now, though. Soon—if she survives—she’ll never be alone again.


  I reach for my city, so far away, so inseverable from myself. Ready? I ask New York.


  Fuck yeah, it answers, filthy and fierce.


  We go forth to find this city’s singer, and hopefully to hear the greatness of its birthing song.


  OUR TALONS CAN CRUSH GALAXIES


  Brooke Bolander


  This is not the story of how he killed me, thank fuck.


  You want that kind of horseshit, you don’t have to look far; half of modern human media revolves around it, lovingly detailed descriptions of sobbing women violated, victimized, left for the loam to cradle. Rippers, rapists, stalkers, serial killers. Real or imagined, their names get printed ten feet high on movie marquees and subway ads, the dead convenient narrative rungs for villains to climb. Heroes get names; killers get names; victims get close–ups of their opened ribcages mid–autopsy, the bloodied stumps where their wings once attached, baffled coroners making baffled phone calls to even more baffled curators at local museums. They get dissected, they get discussed, but they don’t get names or stories the audience remembers.


  So, no. You don’t get a description of how he surprised me, where he did it, who may have fucked him up when he was a boy to lead to such horrors (no–one), or the increasingly unhinged behavior the cops had previously filed away as the mostly harmless eccentricities of a nice young man from a good family. No fighting in the woods, no blood under the fingernails, no rivers or locked trunks or calling cards in the throat. It was dark and it was bad and I called for my sisters in a language dead when the lion–brides of Babylon still padded outside the city gates. There. That’s all you get, and that’s me being generous. You’re fuckin’ welcome.


  However, here is what I will tell you. I’ll be quick.


  • He did not know what I was until after. He felt no regret or curiosity, because he should have been drowned at birth. I was nothing but a commodity to him before, and nothing but an anomaly to him after.


  • My copper feathers cut his fingertips and palms as he pared my wings away.


  • I was playing at being mortal this century because I love cigarettes and shawarma, and it’s easier to order shawarma if your piercing shriek doesn’t drive the delivery boy mad. Mortality is fun in small doses. It’s very authentic, very down–in–the–dirt nitty–gritty. There are lullabies and lily pads and summer rainstorms and hardly anyone ever tries to cut your head off out of some moronic heroic obligation to the gods. If you want to sit on your ass and read a book, nobody judges you. Also, shawarma.


  • My spirit was already fled before the deed was done, back to the Nest, back to the Egg. My sisters clucked and cooed and gently scolded. They incubated me with their great feathery bottoms as they had many times before, as I had done many times before for them. Sisters have to look out for one another. We’re all we’ve got, and forever is a long, slow slog without love.


  • I hatched anew. I flapped my wings and hurricanes flattened cities in six different realities. I was a tee–ninsy bit motherfuckin’ pissed, maybe.


  • I may have cried. You don’t get to know that either, though.


  • We swept back onto the mortal plane with a sound of a 1967 Mercury Cougar roaring to life on an empty country road, one sister in the front seat and three in the back and me at the wheel with a cigarette clenched between my pointed teeth. You can fit a lot of wingspan in those old cars, provided you know how to fold reality the right way.


  • It’s easy to get lost on those backroads, but my old wings called to us from his attic. We did not get lost.


  • He was alone when we pulled into his driveway, gravel crunching beneath our wheels like bone. He had a gun. He bolted his doors. The tumblers turned for us; we took his gun.


  • Did he cry? Oh yeah. Like a fuckin’ baby.


  • I didn’t know what you were, he said. I didn’t know. I just wanted to get your attention, and you wouldn’t even look at me. I tried everything.


  • Well, kid, I says, putting my cigarette out on his family’s floral carpet, you’ve sure as hell got it now.


  • Our talons can crush galaxies. Our songs give black holes nightmares. The edges of our feathers fracture moonlight into silver spiderwebs and universes into parallels. Did we take him apart? C’mon. Don’t ask stupid questions.


  • Did we kill him? Ehh. In a manner of speaking. In another manner of speaking, his matter is speaking across a large swathe of space and time, begging for an ending to his smeared roadkill existence that never quite reaches the rest stop. Semantics, right? I don’t care to quibble or think about it anymore than I have to.


  Anyway. Like I said way back at the start, this is not the story of how he killed me. It’s the story of how a freak tornado wrecked a single solitary home and disappeared a promising young man from a good family, leaving a mystery for the locals to scratch their heads over for the next twenty years. It’s the story of how a Jane Doe showed up in the nearby morgue with what looked like wing stubs sticking out of her back, never to be claimed or named. It’s the story of how my sisters and I acquired a 1967 Mercury Cougar we still go cruising in occasionally when we’re on the mortal side of the pike.


  You may not remember my name, seeing as how I don’t have one you could pronounce or comprehend. The important thing is always the stories—which ones get told, which ones get co–opted, which ones get left in a ditch, overlooked and neglected. This is my story, not his. It belongs to me and is mine alone. I will sing it from the last withered tree on the last star–blasted planet when entropy has wound down all the worlds and all the wheres, and nothing is left but faded candy wrappers. My sisters and I will sing it—all at once, all together, a sound like a righteous scream from all the forgotten, talked–over throats in Eternity’s halls—and it will be the last story in all of Creation before the lights finally blink out and the shutters go bang.
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