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      THE YEAR IN FANTASY, by Rich Horton


      Every year, as I read through my list of favorite stories, I attempt to find trends, themes, and motifs that define the world of fantasy. And almost every year I find that writers, especially at the shorter lengths, remain stubbornly individual, and don’t particularly hew to any party lines. So I’m not sure what overarching story themes defined 2005.


      One thing that is undeniable, however, is the way in which Fantasy has become part of the pop culture mainstream. Of course this was already obvious with the popularity of the Harry Potter books and movies, and the Lord of the Rings book and movies. But this year we saw contemporary fantasy writers, nurtured within the genre, being praised highly at such places as Time magazine. Neil Gaiman’s new novel Anansi Boys was respectfully reviewed in Time and became a best seller. Time also called George R. R. Martin the best writer of epic fantasy alive. And Time and Salon both listed Kelly Link’s Magic for Beginners as among the best books of the year, regardless of genre. And speaking of “mainstream” acceptance of Fantasy, I’m delighted to ­include a story from The New Yorker, George Saunders’s “Comm­Comm,” which is at the same time a satire of present day military bureaucracy and a quite moving ghost story.


      I did notice a couple of “mini-trends,” if you will. I saw a great many retellings of fairy tales, usually with either a feminist or an ironic gloss. This isn’t precisely new, but I sensed that there were more such this year than typical. And I saw several ironic examinations of super­heroes. (Perhaps in part this is a response to movies such as The Incredibles.) I’ve included one story in the superhero category: Michael Canfield’s “Super-Villains,” which adds age and sex roles to the concerns of superheroes. No story here is precisely a fairy-tale retelling though Gregory Feeley’s in a sense follows on from “Jack and the Beanstalk,” and the stories by Goss, Schaller and Taaffe all riff at least somewhat on fairy tale/folk tale traditions.


      What if anything does this mean? It is often said that Fantasy is backward looking, in that its settings tend to reflect historical or quasi-historical times. (This is certainly true with fairy tales, and it seems also true, though the “historical times” are much more recent, with superhero stories.) But just as Science Fiction stories that are set in the future usually reflect contemporary concerns, so too do Fantasy stories set in a version of the past. Indeed, the fairy tale retellings (certainly the best of them) are trying to examine what meaning traditional fairy tales have in our present-day life, and the superhero stories are usually placing relatively ordinary contemporary people in “super­hero” situations—their reactions to having superpowers inevitably reflect their own, often quite mundane, lives.


      And so with the fantasy stories here, which I believe reflect the very best short fantasy currently being published. We do see a couple of stories that look back fairly explicitly to older models: Elizabeth Bear’s “Wax” recalls Randall Garrett’s Lord Darcy stories, with a couple of quite effective variations, while Neil Gaiman’s “Sunbird” is in part delightful hommage to R. A. Lafferty. And the “older model” for Peter Beagle’s “Two Hearts” is his own novel, the lovely and moving The Last Unicorn (1968), to which the new story is a sequel of sorts. But in all these cases the stories, for all that they have older models, are absolutely fresh and contemporary in flavor. (Which is not to forget that such an older story as The Last Unicorn, which I read within the past couple of months, remains fresh and unique.)


      The border between SF and Fantasy remains thin, and a few stories here wander very close to that dividing line. Paul Di Filippo’s “The Emperor of Gondwanaland” extrapolates from contemporary social science ideas about “micronations,” with a fantastical, and explicitly Borgesian, twist. Matthew Hughes’s “The Gist Hunter” is one of a series of stories set in the age just prior to the age depicted by Jack Vance in his classic The Dying Earth, itself one of the canonical early examples of “science fantasy”. Gene Wolfe’s “Comber” is set in a strange world where cities are islands on a huge ocean—there is no scientific explanation for this ocean, no place in our universe to locate this ocean—but, given that premise, there is no explicit “magic” in the story itself. Joe Murphy’s “The Secret of Broken Tickers” has characters who are in a sense robots: but surely it is magic making them live!


      Central to today’s publishing world is the importance of the small presses. Here we see a story from a small-press anthology: Wheatland Press’s TEL: Stories, edited by Jay Lake, gives us Gregory Feeley’s “Fancy Bread,” a meditation on economic history, of all subjects, featuring Jack (of the beanstalk) as a main character. And the extremely fecund world of small desktop-published ’zines has produced stories like Eric Schaller’s “Three Urban Folk Tales,” a delightful linked set of short-shorts about such things as postmen and rats in love, from the most established of the small ’zines, Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet. Also, Sonya Taaffe’s “On the Blindside,” from Flytrap, is an intense story of a woman about to get married, confronting an old lover who represents a familiar fantasy trope. And then there is Holly Phillips, who published a collection with this very firm, Prime, consisting mostly of brand-new stories, such as the striking “By the Light of Tomorrow’s Sun,” in which a young man returns to his childhood home to deal with a dark mystery in his grandfather’s past.


      Also central to the new world of Fantasy publishing is online publishing. Last year was the last year for the best SF/Fantasy fiction site ever, Ellen Datlow’s Sci Fiction. It’s a terrible loss for the field that it’s gone, and in its last year it published as usual some outstanding work. Here we have “Jane,” Marc Laidlaw’s stark tale of an isolated family with a hidden and significant back story, and the por­tentous results of a terrible crime the father is driven to. Also Steve Rasnic Tem’s “Invisible,” a wrenching and true allegory of a couple whose social invisibility becomes matched by physical invisibility. And Pat Cadigan’s delightful “Is There Life After Rehab?”, a wicked clever look at substance abuse recovery for a group abusing rather a different than typical “substance.” In the absence of Sci Fiction perhaps the most established online fiction source is Strange Horizons, and from there we see Theo­dora Goss’s “Pip and the Fairies,” in which Pip confronts her memories of her late mother and her childhood, lived in poverty as her mother produced stories of a girl in fairy land—Pip herself? And Fortean Bureau has been a neat online source for the past couple of years, nominally following the weird tradition of Charles Fort: from there we see Samantha Henderson’s “Five Ways Jane Austen Never Died,” a sardonic and affectionate look at alternate lives (and of course deaths) for the great author.


      For one reason or another this book doesn’t feature much traditional heroic fantasy. Of course much of the best heroic fantasy is confined to novels—it is a form that seems to demand scope. But there is still strong stuff at shorter lengths, and Richard Parks’s “Empty Places” features a thief and a wizard and a queen in a fairly traditional fantasy world: but with a non-traditional resolution and a quite individual theme.


      Where is Fantasy going? It’s never easy to say. But the best of our writers are always going to intriguing places—as the stories to follow will amply demonstrate.

    

  


  
    
      PIP AND THE FAIRIES, by Theodora Goss


      “Why, you’re Pip!”


      She has gotten used to this, since the documentary. She could have refused to be interviewed, she supposes. But it would have seemed— ungrateful, ungracious, particularly after the funeral.


      “Susan Lawson,” read the obituary, “beloved author of Pip and the Fairies, Pip Meets the Thorn King, Pip Makes Three Wishes, and other Pip books, of ovarian cancer. Ms. Lawson, who was sixty-four, is survived by a daughter, Philippa. In lieu of flowers, donations should be sent to the Susan Lawson Cancer Research Fund.” Anne had written that.


      “Would you like me to sign something?” she asks.


      White hair, reading glasses on a chain around her neck—too old to be a mother. Perhaps a librarian? Let her be a librarian, thinks Philippa. Once, a collector asked her to sign the entire series, from Pip and the Fairies to Pip Says Goodbye.


      “That would be so kind of you. For my granddaughter Emily.” A grandmother, holding out Pip Learns to Fish and Under the Hawthorns. She signs them both “To Emily, may she find her own fairyland. From Philippa Lawson (Pip).”


      This is the sort of thing people like: the implication that, despite their minivans and microwaves, if they found the door in the wall, they too could enter fairyland.


      “So,” the interviewer asked her, smiling indulgently, the way parents smile at their children’s beliefs in Santa Claus, “did you really meet the Thorn King? Do you think you could get me an interview?”


      And she answered as he, and the parents who had purchased the boxed set, were expecting. “I’m afraid the Thorn King is a very private person. But I’ll mention that you were interested.” Being Pip, after all these years.


      Maintaining the persona.


      Her mother never actually called her Pip. It was Pipsqueak, as in, “Go play outside, Pipsqueak. Can’t you see Mommy’s trying to finish this chapter? Mommy’s publisher wants to see something by Friday, and we’re a month behind on the rent.” When they finally moved away from Payton, they were almost a year behind. Her mother sent Mrs. Payne a check from California, from royalties she had received for the after-school special.


      Philippa buys a scone and a cup of coffee. There was no café when she used to come to this bookstore, while her mother shopped at the food co-op down the street, which is now a yoga studio. Mrs. Archer used to let her sit in a corner and read the books. Then she realizes there is no cup holder in the rental car. She drinks the coffee quickly. She’s tired, after the long flight from Los Angeles, the long drive from Boston. But not much farther now. Payton has stayed essentially the same, she thinks, despite the yoga studio. She imagines a planning board, a historical society, the long and difficult process of obtaining permits, like in all these New England towns.


      As she passes the fire station, the rain begins, not heavy, and intermittent. She turns on the windshield wipers.


      There is Sutton’s dairy, where her mother bought milk with cream floating on top, before anyone else cared about pesticides in the food chain. She is driving through the country, through farms that have man­aged to hold on despite the rocky soil. In the distance she sees cows, and once a herd of alpacas. There are patches too rocky for farms, where the road runs between cliffs covered with ivy, and birches, their leaves glistening with rain, spring up from the shallow soil.


      Then forest. The rain is heavier, pattering on the leaves overhead. She drives with one hand, holding the scone in the other (her pants are getting covered with crumbs), beneath the oaks and evergreens, thinking about the funeral.


      It was not large: her mother’s co-workers from the Children’s Network, and Anne. It was only after the documentary that people began driving to the cemetery in the hills, leaving hyacinths by the grave. Her fault, she supposes.


      The interviewer leaned forward, as though expecting an intimate detail. “How did she come up with Hyacinth? Was the character based on anyone she knew?”


      “Oh, hyacinths were my mother’s favorite flower.”


      And letters, even contributions to the Susan Lawson Cancer Research Fund. Everyone, it seems, had read Pip and the Fairies. Then the books had gone out of print and been forgotten. But after the funeral and the documentary, everyone suddenly remembered, the way they remembered their childhoods. Suddenly, Susan Lawson was indeed “beloved.”


      Philippa asked Anne to drive up once a week, to clear away the letters and flowers, to take care of the checks. And she signed over the house. Anne was too old to be a secretary for anyone neater than Susan Lawson had been. In one corner of the living room, Philippa found a pile of hospital bills, covered with dust. She remembers Anne at the funeral, so pale and pinched. It is good, she supposes, that her mother found someone at last. With the house and her social security, Anne will be all right.


      Three miles to Payne House. Almost there, then. It had been raining too, on that first day.


      “Look,” her mother said, pointing as the Beetle swerved erratically. If she looked down, she could see the road though the holes in the floor, where the metal had rusted away. Is that why she has rented one of the new Beetles? Either nostalgia, or an effort to, somehow, rewrite the past. “There’s Payne House. It burned down in the 1930s. The Paynes used to own the mills at the edge of town,” now converted into condominiums, Mrs. Archer’s successor, a woman with graying hair and a pierced nostril, told her, “and one night the millworkers set the stables on fire. They said the Paynes took better care of their horses than of their workers.”


      “What happened to the horses?” She can see the house from the road, its outer walls burned above the first story, trees growing in some of the rooms. She can see it through both sets of eyes, the young Philippa’s and the old one’s. Not really old of course, but— how should she describe it?—tired. She blames the documentary. Remembering all this, the road running through the soaked remains of what was once a garden, its hedges overgrown and a rosebush growing through the front door. She can see it through young eyes, only a few weeks after her father’s funeral, the coffin draped with an American flag and the minister saying “fallen in the service of his country” although really it was an accident that could have happened if he had been driving to the grocery store. And through old eyes, noticing that the rosebush has spread over the front steps.


      As if, driving down this road, she were traveling into the past. She felt this also, sitting beside the hospital bed, holding one pale hand, the skin dry as paper, on which the veins were raised like the roots of an oak tree. Listening to the mother she had not spoken to in years.


      “I have to support us now, Pipsqueak. So we’re going to live here. Mrs. Payne’s going to rent us the housekeeper’s cottage, and I’m going to write books.”


      “What kind of books?”


      “Oh, I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to start writing and see what comes out.”


      How did it begin? Did she begin it, by telling her mother, over her milk and the oatmeal cookies from the food co-op that tasted like baked sawdust, what she had been doing that day? Or did her mother begin it, by writing the stories? Did she imagine them, Hyacinth, the Thorn King, the Carp in the pond who dreamed, so he said, the future, and the May Queen herself? And, she thinks, pulling into the drive that leads to the housekeeper’s cottage, what about Jack Feather? Or did her mother imagine them? And did their imaginations bring them into being, or were they always there to be found?


      She slams the car door and brushes crumbs from her pants. Here it is, all here, for what it is worth, the housekeeper’s cottage, with its three small rooms, and the ruins of Payne House. The rain has almost stopped, although she can feel a drop run down the back of her neck. And, not for the first time, she has doubts.


      “One room was my mother’s, one was mine, and one was the kitchen, where we took our baths in a plastic tub. We had a toaster oven and a crock-pot to make soup, and a small refrigerator, the kind you see in hotels. One day, I remember having soup for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Of course, when the electricity was turned off, none of them worked. Once, we lived for a week on oatmeal cookies.” The interviewer laughed, and she laughed with him. When they moved to California, she went to school. Why doesn’t she remember going to school in Payton? She bought lunch every day, meatloaf and mashed potatoes and soggy green beans. Sometimes the principal gave her lunch money. She was happier than when the Thorn King had crowned her with honeysuckle. “Young Pip,” he had said, “I pronounce you a Maid of the May. Serve the May Queen well.”


      That was in Pip Meets the May Queen. And then she stops—standing at the edge of the pond—because the time has come to think about what she has done.


      What she has done is give up The Pendletons, every weekday at two o’clock, Eastern Standard Time, before the afternoon talk shows. She has given up being Jessica Pendleton, the scheming daughter of Bruce Pendleton, whose attractive but troublesome family dominates the social and criminal worlds of Pinehurst.


      “How did your mother influence your acting career?”


      She did not answer, “By teaching me the importance of money.” Last week, even a fan of The Pendletons recognized her as Pip.


      She has given up the house in the hills, with a pool in the backyard. Given up Edward, but then he gave her up first, for a producer. He wanted, so badly, to do prime time. A cop show or even a sitcom, respectable television. “I hope you understand, Phil,” he said. And she did understand, somehow. Has she ever been in love with anyone— except Jack Feather?


      What has she gained? She remembers her mother’s cold hand pulling her down, so she can hear her whisper, in a voice like sandpaper, “I always knew they were real.”


      But does she, Philippa, know it? That is why she has come back, why she has bought Payne House from the Payne who inherited it, a Manhattan lawyer with no use for the family estate. Why she is standing here now, by the pond, where the irises are about to bloom. So she can remember.


      The moment when, in Pip and the Fairies, she trips over something lying on the ground.


      “Oh,” said a voice. When Pip looked up she saw a girl, about her own age, in a white dress, with hair as green as grass. “You’ve found it, and now it’s yours, and I’ll never be able to return it before he finds out!”


      “What is it?” asked Pip, holding up what she had tripped over: a piece of brown leather, rather like a purse.


      “It’s Jack Feather’s Wallet of Dreams, which he doesn’t know I’ve taken. I was just going to look at the dreams—their wings are so lovely in the sunlight—and then return it. But ‘What You Find You May Keep.’ That’s the law.” And the girl wept bitterly into her hands.


      “But I don’t want it,” said Pip. “I’d like to look at the dreams, if they’re as nice as you say they are, but I certainly don’t want to keep them. Who is Jack Feather, and how can we return his wallet?”


      “How considerate you are,” said the girl. “Let me kiss you on both cheeks—that’s the fairy way. Then you’ll be able to walk through the door in the wall, and we’ll return the wallet together. You can call me Hyacinth.”


      Why couldn’t she walk through the door by herself? Pip wondered. It seemed an ordinary enough door, opening from one of the overgrown rooms to another. And what was the fairy way? She was just starting to wonder why the girl in the white dress had green hair when Hyacinth opened the door and pulled her through.


      On the other side was a country she had never seen before. A forest stretched away into the distance, until it reached a river that shone like a snake in the sunlight, and then again until it reached the mountains.


      Standing under the trees at the edge of the forest was a boy, not much taller than she was, in trousers made of gray fur, with a birch-bark hat on his head. As soon as he saw them, he said, “Hyacinth, if you don’t give me my Wallet of Dreams in the clap of a hummingbird’s wing, I’ll turn you into a snail and present you to Mother Hedgehog, who’ll stick you into her supper pot!”


      —From Pip and the Fairies, by Susan Lawson


      How clearly the memories are coming back to her now, of fishing at night with Jack Feather, searching for the Wishing Stone with Hyacinth and Thimble, listening to stories at Mother Hedgehog’s house while eating her toadstool omelet. There was always an emphasis on food, perhaps a reflection of the toaster and crock-pot that so invariably turned out toast and soup. The May Queen’s cake, for example, or Jeremy Toad’s cricket cutlets, which neither she nor Hyacinth could bear to eat.


      “I hope you like crickets,” said Jeremy Toad. Pip and Hyacinth looked at one another in distress. “Eat What You Are Offered,” was the Thorn King’s law. Would they dare to break it? That was in Jeremy Toad’s Birthday Party.


      She can see, really, where it all came from.


      “I think the feud between the Thorn King and the May Queen represented her anger at my father’s death. It was an accident, of course. But she blamed him for leaving her, for going to Vietnam. She wanted him to be a conscientious objector. Especially with no money and a daughter to care for. I don’t think she ever got over that anger.”


      “But the Thorn King and the May Queen were reconciled.”


      “Only by one of Pip’s wishes. The other—let me see if I remember. It was a fine wool shawl for Thimble so she would never be cold again.”


      “Weren’t there three? What was the third wish?”


      “Oh, that was the one Pip kept for herself. I don’t think my mother ever revealed it. Probably something to do with Jack Feather. She— I—was rather in love with him, you know.”


      The third wish had been about the electric bill, and it had come true several days later when the advance from the publisher arrived.


      Here it is, the room where she found Jack Feather’s wallet. Once, in Pip Meets the Thorn King, he allowed her to look into it. She saw ­herself, but considerably older, in a dress that sparkled like stars. Years later, she recognized it as the dress she would wear to the Daytime Emmys.


      And now what? Because there is the door, and after all the Carp did tell her, in Pip Says Goodbye, “You will come back some day.”


      But if she opens the door now, will she see the fields behind Payne House, which are mown for hay in September? That is the question around which everything revolves. Has she been a fool, to give up California, and the house with the pool, and a steady paycheck?


      “What happened, Pip?” her mother asked her, lying in the hospital bed, her head wrapped in the scarf without which it looked as fragile as an eggshell. “You were such an imaginative child. What made you care so much about money?”


      “You did,” she wanted to and could not say. And now she has taken that money out of the bank to buy Payne House.


      If she opens the door and sees only the unmown fields, it will have been for nothing. No, not nothing. There is Payne House, after all. And her memories. What will she do, now she is no longer Jessica Pendleton? Perhaps she will write, like her mother. There is a certain irony in that.


      The rain on the grass begins to soak through her shoes. She should remember not to wear city shoes in the country.


      But it’s no use standing here. That is, she has always told herself, the difference between her and her mother: she can face facts.


      Philippa grasps the doorknob, breathes in once, quickly, and opens the door.


      “I’ve been waiting forever and a day,” said Hyacinth, yawn­ing. She had fallen asleep beneath an oak tree, and while she slept the squirrels who lived in the tree had made her a blanket of leaves.


      “I promised I would come back if I could,” said Pip, “and now I have.”


      “I’m as glad as can be,” said Hyacinth. “The Thorn King’s been so sad since you went away. When I tell him you’re back, he’ll prepare a feast just for you.”


      “Will Jack Feather be there?” asked Pip.


      “I don’t know,” said Hyacinth, looking uncomfortable. “He went away to the mountains, and hasn’t come back. I didn’t want to tell you yet, but—the May Queen’s disappeared! Jack Feather went to look for her with Jeremy Toad, and now they’ve disappeared too.”


      “Then we’ll have to go find them,” said Pip.


      —From Pip Returns to Fairyland, by Philippa Lawson

    

  


  
    
      COMBER, by Gene Wolfe


      The news whispered by his radio this morning was the same as the news when he and Mona had gone to bed: the city had topped the crest, and everything was flat and wonderful—if only for a day or two. “You’re flat yourselves,” he told it softly, and switched it off.


      Mona was still asleep when he had shaved and dressed, her swollen belly at rest on the mattress, her face full of peace, and her slow inhalations loud to his acute hearing. He grabbed a breakfast bar on his way through the kitchen and wondered how the hell he could start the car without waking her up.


      There was a ball on the driveway, a chewed-up rubber ball some dog had stopped chasing when it had stopped running. He picked it up and bounced it off the concrete. It bounced a few more times and settled down to rest again, as round as Mona, though not quite as happy. He tossed it into the car and followed it.


      Press the accelerator, let it up, twist the key. The little en­gine purred to life as if it knew its work would be easy today. The suburb passed in a familiar blur.


      From the tollway, he eyed the tall buildings that marked the center of the city. The last crest had come before he was born (the crest of a wholly different wave, something he found hard to imagine) but he knew that not one of those spumecatchers had been built then. Now the city might have to pay for its pride and the convenience of having so many offices close together. Pay with its very existence, perhaps.


      The brass inclinometer he had bought when he had foreseen the danger the year before was waiting for him when he reached his desk, solidly screwed to the desktop, its long axis coinciding exactly with the direction of motion of the plate. He squinted at the needle, and at last got out a magnifying glass. Zero. It seemed supernatural: a portent.


      A memo taped to his monitor warned him that the new angle “which will soon grow steep” would be the reverse of what it called “the accustomed angle.” Everything was to be secured a second time with that new angle in mind. Workmen would make the rounds of all offices. He was asked to cooperate for the good of the company. He tossed the memo, woke his processor, and opened Mona’s private dream house instead. His design was waiting there to be tinkered with, as it would not have been if anyone in authority had found it.


      “Okay if I look at your gadget?” It was Phil, and Phil looked without waiting for his permission. “Flat,” Phil said happily, and laughed. “The plate’s flat. First time in my life.”


      “The last time, too.” He closed Mona’s dream-house. “For either one of us.”


      Phil rubbed his hands. “It will all be different. Entirely different. A new slant on everything. Want to go up to the roof, ol’ buddy? Should be a great view.”


      He shook his head.


      It would be very different indeed, he reflected when Phil had left, if the plate overturned. As it very well might. If the building did not break up when it hit the water, it would point down and would be submerged. Water would short out the electrical equipment, probably at once; and in any event, the elevators would no longer operate. Rooms and corridors might (or might not) hold some air for a few hours— most it down on what were now the lower floors. He might, perhaps, break a window and so escape; if he lived long enough to rise to street level, the edge of the plate, and air, would be what? Thirty miles away? Forty?


      Back home, Mona would have drowned. If the plate were going to turn over, he decided, it would be better if it did it while he was at home with her. Better if they died together with their unborn child.


      * * * *


      Next day the inclinometer was no longer on zero, and the chewed ball he had left on his desk had rolled to one side; as he wrote letters and called contacts, as he began to sketch the outline of his next project, he watched the space between the end of the needle and the hair-thin zero line grow.


      By Friday the needle was no longer near zero, and there were intervening marks which he did not trouble to read. Because on Friday, at not-quite eleven o’clock of that bright and still almost-level morning, Edith Benson called to say that Mona had gone into labor while they chatted across the fence, and that she had driven Mona to the hospital.


      He took some time off. By the time he returned to his desk, the needle was no more than a pencil’s width from the peg. It seemed to him to tremble there, and he was reminded of his conversation with the proprietor of the little shop in which he had bought the inclinometer. He had asked why the scale went no further; and the proprietor had grinned, showing beautifully regular teeth that had certainly been false. “Because you won’t be there to look at it if she goes farther than that,” the proprietor had told him.


      A note taped to his desk informed him that he had neglected to set the brake on his swivel chair. It had pushed open the door of his office and crashed into Mrs. Patterson’s desk. He apologized to her in person.


      At quitting time, the space between the point of the needle and the peg would admit three of his business cards, but not four.


      That evening he and Mona sat up until their son’s next feeding, talking about colleges and professions. It would be up to Adrian to choose, they agreed on that. But would not their own attitudes, the training the gave him, and their very table-talk, influence Adrian’s choices? At ten they kissed, looked in on Adrian, and kissed again.


      “Goodnight, honey,” Mona said; and he, knowing that she did not want him to watch, “Goodnight, darling.”


      * * * *


      As he combed his hair the next morning, he found that his thoughts, which should have been focused on work, were full of Adrian—and the plate. More and taller buildings would go up when this was over. More and taller building would be built, that was to say, if there was anyone left alive to plan and build them. His firm would have a part of that, and would profit by it. Those profits would contribute to his profit-sharing plan.


      He shrugged, rinsed his comb, and put it away. The new and wonderful house that he himself had designed—with a den and a sewing room, and enough bedrooms for five children—would not be quite so far off then.


      At work, he found the needle not quite so near the peg as it had been. Three business cards slipped into the opening easily. Four would just clear.


      Up on the roof, a little knot of his coworkers were marveling at the vastness of the tossing green waters that stretched to the horizon in every direction. The secretary with the gold pince-nez gripped his arm. “I come up here every morning. We’ll never be able to see anything like this again, and today will be the last day we’re this high up.”


      He nodded, trying to look serious and pleased. The secretary with the gold pince-nez was the CEO’s, and although he had seen her often he had never spoken to her—much less been spoken to.


      An executive vice president laid large soft hands on his shoulders. “Take a good long look, young man. If it sticks with you, you’ll think big. We always need people who think big.”


      He said, “I will, sir.”


      Yet he found himself looking at the people who looked, and not at the boundless ocean. There was the freckled kid from the mail­room who whistled, and over there the pretty blonde who never smiled.


      All alone at the very edge of the gently slanting roof, was old Parsons. Hadn’t Parsons retired? Clearly Parsons had not; and Parsons had set up a tarnished brass telescope on a tripod—a telescope through which he peered down into the watery abyss that had opened before the city, not out at the grandeur of the horizon.


      “Something in the water?”


      Parsons straightened up. “Sure is.”


      “What is it?”


      Gnarled fingers stroked bristling, almost invisible white whiskers. “That,” Parsons said slowly, “is what I’m trying to figure, young feller.”


      “A whale?” he asked.


      Parsons shook his head. “Nope. “’Tain’t that. You might think it’d be easy to figure, with a good glass. But ’tain’t.” Parsons stepped aside. “You want to look?”


      He bent as Parsons had and made a slight adjustment to the focus.


      It was a city, or a town at least, nestled now in the trough. Narrow streets, roofs that seemed to be largely of red tiles. A white spire rose above its houses and shops, and for an instant—only an instant, it seemed to him that he had caught the gleam of the gold cross atop the spire.


      He straightened up, swallowed as though his throat and stomach had some part in absorbing what he had just seen, and bent to look again.


      Something white fluttered and vanished above one red roof. A pigeon, he felt certain. There were pigeons as well as gulls there, circling above the houses and shops; pigeons that no doubt nested in the eaves and scavenged the town’s streets for whatever food might be found in them.


      “Been lookin’ on my old computer at home,” Parsons said. “There’s views of various places on there, if you know where to look. My guess is Les Sables-d’Olonne. Mind now, I’m not sayin’ I’m right. Just my guess, I said. You got one?”


      He shook his head. “If—It’ll be out of the way, won’t it? By the time we get there? The next wave will pick it up first, won’t it?” As he spoke, he discovered that he did not believe a word of it.


      “Can’t say.” Parsons scratched his bristling jaw. “Pretty slow, generally, goin’ up. Slidin’ down’s faster ’n blazes, and you go a long way.” Turning his head, he spat. “We’re heading right at it.”


      “If it wasn’t, if it was still in the way… And we hit—”


      “Might bust our plate. I dunno. I phoned up one of them geologists. They’re s’posed to know all about all that. He said he didn’t know neither. Depend on how fast each was goin’. Only you ought to think ’bout this, young feller—ain’t a buildin’ on ours that could stand it if we bump with much speed a-tall. Knock ’em flat, ever’ last one of ’em.”


      Reluctantly he nodded. “You’re right, it will. May I ask who you called, sir?”


      “Doctor Lantz, his name was. Said don’t talk about it, only he don’t have any right to give me orders.” Old Parsons appeared to hesitate. “Won’t matter to me. I’ll be gone long before. You might still be around, though, a healthy young feller like you.”


      “Yes,” he said. Images of the baby, of Adrian, filled his mind; he continued to talk almost by reflex. “I asked about the geologist because I know a geologist. Slightly. I’ve gotten to know him slightly. His name isn’t Lantz, though. It’s Sutton. Martin Sutton. He lives one street over from us.”


      He had debated the matter with himself for more than an hour before telephoning Sutton. “You know some things I need to know, Marty,” he said when the preliminaries were complete, “and I’m going to pick your brain, if you’ll let me. This city or town or whatever it is in the trough—are we going to hit it?”


      There was a lengthy silence before Sutton said, “You know about it, too.”


      “Correct.”


      “They’ve kept it off TV. They’ll keep it out of the papers, if they can. I wonder how many people know.”


      “I have no idea. Are we, Marty?”


      “That’s not my field. I’m a geologist, okay? I study the plate.”


      “But you know. Are we?”


      Sutton sighed. “Probably. How’d you find out?”


      “I looked though a telescope, that’s all. There’s a town down there. Or a small city—take your pick. It’s got fields and gardens around it. What are the odds?”


      Sutton’s shrug was almost audible. “One in ten, maybe.”


      “One in ten of hitting?”


      “No. One in ten of missing. They were calling it one in five yesterday. You mustn’t tell anybody I’ve told you, okay?”


      “I won’t. But they told you. So you could tell them whether our plate would break?”


      Another silence, this one nearly as long as the first. Then: “Yeah.”


      “They did, but that wasn’t the main reason. What’s the other thing? It might help if you’d tell me.”


      “For God’s sake keep it under your hat.” Even over the phone, Sutton sounded desperate.


      “I will, I swear. What is it?”


      “They wanted to talk about the feasibility of breaking up the other plate in advance. You know—the one we’re going to hit.”


      “I understand. Go on.”


      “Suppose we could do it. Suppose we could break it into three pieces. They’d drift apart, and we might not hit all three.”


      He nodded slowly to himself. “And even if we did, three small shocks wouldn’t be as damaging as one big one.”


      “Right.” Sutton seemed a little less nervous now.


      “They’ll try to prepare for them too, of course. We’ve got a crew going through our offices double-bolting everything. Steel boots to hold the legs of the desks, and they’re screwing our file cabinets to the walls as well as the floor. I was watching it a few minutes ago.”


      “I suppose we’ll get that here too,” Sutton said, “but it hasn’t started yet.”


      “Your superiors don’t know.”


      “I guess not.”


      “I see. I suppose mine have been asked whether it would practical to reinforce certain buildings. One more question, please, Marty, and it may be the last one. Would what they asked you about be feasible? Breaking up the plate we’re going to hit like that?”


      “I think so. Probably.… Listen, I’m not supposed to talk about this, but I’d like to get it off my chest. First, I’ve had to assume that their plate’s pretty much like ours. Ours is the only one we’re familiar with.”


      “Sure.”


      “Assuming that it is, we’d have to drill into it and plant charges about a hundred feet down. I said the people there aren’t going stand still for that, and they said they’d take them by surprise. It’s not very big, okay? A thousand men, well trained and heavily armed. Hydrofoils that will launch when we’re close. I’ll probably be one of the men on the boats. Everyone else here is older, they’ll be old men by the time it happens. I’m not much older than you are. I’ll still be active.”


      “What about somebody younger? Somebody who hasn’t graduated yet?”


      “There won’t be anybody like that.” Sutton’s voice went flat, stripped of all emotion. “I might as well tell you this, too—it’s the kind of thing that can’t be kept secret. The university’s dropped geology. They’ve closed the whole department, effective immediately.”


      * * * *


      That night, over wieners and sauerkraut, he told Mona. “I promised a person who trusted me that I wouldn’t talk about this, but you’re going to have to know.”


      When he had finished outlining the situation, she said, “But won’t it work? This man you talked to said it would.”


      “Probably not.” He paused, listening to the trees murmur in the wind that would soon become a years-long gale: the wind of the city’s swift descent. “They must surely see us coming at them, just as we see them in our path. They’ll start preparing, and both sides have ten or fifteen years to prepare in. They can arm everyone who’s willing to fight, and put up obstacles to keep our people from landing. I think we can count on both those.”


      “They could break up their plate for us.”


      He nodded. “Yes, they could. We could break up ours, too. Do you think the government will?”


      For a long moment Mona stared at him. At last she said, “How horrible! No. Of course they won’t.”


      “But we could do it ourselves.” The idea had come to full flower during his long call to Sutton; he had seized it eagerly, and hoped now to inspire her to an equal acceptance. “We could plant charges that would exploit known weaknesses in our plate. The force of the explosions would start our piece moving away from the city, and out of the collision path the city’s on now.”


      “But, darling—”


      “Adrian would have a future. Don’t you see, Mona? We wouldn’t take just this residential neighborhood, but a piece of the infrastructure big enough to be economically viable. We could make things for ourselves then, make things to trade, grow gardens, and fish. That town the city’s going to hit—French or Belgian or whatever it is— people survive there. They even prosper. I’ve bounced this off of a man over on the next street, a geologist. He agrees it might be possible, and he’s coming over to talk about it.”


      “Bumpers! We could build bumpers, things with springs in them. Or—or big sacks full of air.”


      He shook his head. “Nothing we could build would have much effect on a mass as great as the plate’s, and if we succeeded in slowing it down much—we wouldn’t—the wave would break over us and drown everybody.”


      “But…” Mona looked desperate. “But, Honey—”


      He glanced at his watch. “Sutton’s coming at eight. You won’t have to feed him, but coffee and cookies might be nice. Or cake. Something like that.”


      “Okay.” Mona’s voice was scarcely audible.


      * * * *


      An hour later she said, “Won’t you please stop combing your hair with your fingers like that? And pacing up and down and up and down?”


      For the twentieth time he looked at his watch. “Sutton could be here right now.”


      “He could,” Mona conceded, “if he’d come at least ten minutes early. Honestly, I’m going to get hysterical. Sit down and relax. Or—or go outside where you can see his headlights as soon as he turns onto the street. Please? If I start screaming I’ll wake Adrian. Won’t you, pretty please, Honey, for me?”


      He nodded, suddenly grateful, and discovered that he had been on the point of running his fingers through his hair again. “Okay. I’ll do that. I won’t come back in until he gets here.”


      The wind had turned the night cold. He walked out to the street. How many charges would they need, and how big would each have to be? Would they have to enlist a chemist to make the explosives? Dynamite, or whatever? To his right, looming white above the treetops though far more distant, he could only just glimpse the boiling crest of the wave. Those trees were wrongly slanted now. Come morning, they would find themselves pointed away from the sun. He chuckled softly. It could not be often that smug suburban trees received such an unpleasant surprise.


      When he returned to the house to sit on the stoop, Mona had drawn the blinds. She was being overly cautious, he decided, but he could not find it in his heart to blame her.


      Out at the curb again and still nervous, he held his breath as headlights turned off Miller Road. They crept up the sloping street as though the driver were checking house numbers, and then—incredibly, miraculously—swung into the driveway.


      Sutton climbed out, and they shook hands. “I hadn’t forgotten where you live,” Sutton said, “but this new angle has me a little disoriented.


      He nodded. “All of us are. I think that may work in our favor.”


      “Maybe you’re right.” The wind snatched away Sutton’s baseball cap. Sutton grabbed for it, missing by a foot or more. “Help me find that, will you? I’d hate to lose it.”


      They had searched the bushes for a minute or more when Sutton straightened up and said, “Something wrong? What’s the matter with you?”


      He had straightened up already. “Sirens.” He pointed east, north­east, and after a momentary hesitation, north. “Don’t you hear them?”


      Sutton shook his head. “No, I don’t.”


      “Well, I do. Three or four cars, and they’re getting closer.”


      One by one, the sirens grew louder—and abruptly fell silent. For almost the last time, he ran nervous fingers through his hair.


      “What’s up?” Sutton began. “If you—”


      Before the third word, he had turned and sprinted for the door. It was locked. His key turned the lock and the bolt clicked back, but the night bolt was engaged. Once only, his shoulder struck the unyielding wood.


      By that time the first police car had turned the corner on two screaming wheels, and it was too late to hide.

    

  


  
    
      THREE URBAN FOLK TALES, by Eric Schaller


      I. The Postman


      There was a postman whose father was a postman and his father a postman before him. Like them, the postman wore a blue-gray uniform with a stripe down the pants leg and, like them, he delivered mail on six days out of the week, resting on Sunday as was the tradition. Times change and traditions change, and many of the postman’s brethren took to wearing running shoes. Some even wore spikes so as not to slip on the icy winter sidewalks. But the postman still wore black leather shoes and polished these to a high gloss before he went on his rounds each morning.


      The postman walked most of the time, but at a pace that made the pedestrians seem statues frozen in mid-stride, he a breeze sliding amongst them. Over the years, he came to know his postal route so well that he could predict under which awnings the birds would build their nests and the number of icicles that would descend from any given rain gutter. He could have walked his route blindfolded. He even did this once at night, when the entire city was dreaming, just to prove to himself the possibility, and did not stub a toe.


      When your feet know the path then your mind is free, and so the postman was never bored, whistling a tune as he walked that put the birds to shame.


      One day the postman found that roadwork had begun on the street adjoining an apartment building to which he delivered the mail, along the route that he normally followed. Large machines now tore the street apart and other machines layered asphalt and tar, all under the supervision of men in uniforms. Furthermore, a tape of orange plastic with the words “NO TRESPASSING ” blocked his path.


      He approached the tape and touched it with his right hand.


      A man dressed in blue and wearing a yellow hard hat called out to him. “Can’t you read?” the man said. The question did not invite an answer.


      The postman was bound by his code of employment to deliver the mail and so he decided to follow another route to the building, one of which he had heard but previously had no reason to use.


      The route he chose was down a dark and narrow alleyway and was shorter than his normal delivery route. But, as luck would have it, he was set upon by a pack of dogs just when he thought he had reached the door to the building. These bit him and ripped his clothes, then raced off taking the bag of mail with them. The postman did not know whether to follow the dogs or to run off in the opposite direction. He sank to his knees and wept, for he was a proud man, and resolved to try yet another route.


      The next day he followed the alleyway where the garbage from the apartment building was stored. Officially, the garbage was removed once a week but, at the time of this tale, the garbage collectors had been on strike for over a month and garbage overflowed the trash bins and accumulated in great mountains along the alleyway. The day was hot and the smell of garbage intense. The postman covered his nose with a handkerchief, but to no avail. He passed out from the odor and, while he lay oblivious, rats came from the garbage and took his mail to line their nests.


      On the third day, the postman returned to his former route, even though roadwork was still in progress. He ducked beneath the orange plastic tape that read “NO TRESPASSING,” passed between the machines that tore the road apart, and avoided the other machines that layered asphalt and tar. The men who supervised the machines called to him using profane names, but he blocked his ears and continued on. In this manner he successfully reached the apartment building and delivered the mail.


      Nevertheless, his shoes had become so encrusted with tar that he was never able to scrub them clean.


      II. True Love


      “You will find your true love in the city.” This is what the young girls of the country tell one another in hushed voices so that their parents do not hear. The girls make secret pacts, sealed with blood and kisses, to leave home together when they come of age. These promises, like most, are soon forgotten by all but a few. It is these few who leave the country for the city. They find jobs and apartments, cats to name after their favorite drinks, short cuts to sushi bars, and parking places that no one else even knew existed. But they never forget why they came to the city in the first place.


      There was a young woman who came to the city and, to make ends meet, took a job at a copy shop. A man came into her copy shop every day. He wore a gray suit and carried a black briefcase from which he would take the papers he had her copy. He barely spoke and it was several weeks before she noticed him, and several weeks more before she began to expect him. One day she saw that the papers he gave her to copy were blank, and then she knew that he was in love with her.


      Never let it be said that love is all in vain. The man found his voice, and soon they both were calling each other by pet names in public. A year flew by with walks in the park when the sun was out and movies when it rained. In the evenings, they would eat at the woman’s favorite sushi bar and try to guess the occupations of strangers that walked by. On weekends, they would buy discounted day-of-show tickets, park at a convenient spot the woman knew was always miraculously empty, and go to the theatre.


      If love were simple, then this tale would be over. But one day, the man missed a date with the woman and, when she tried to call, she found that his phone was no longer in service. When she inquired around the city as to his whereabouts, she was only able to learn that he had quit his job and left with no forwarding address. She waited for a call or a letter from him. She invented reasons for why he might have gone. Sometimes she cried and at other times she bellowed in anger.


      Still, he did not return.


      The woman decided that perhaps a man’s heart is an open book but, if so, then it is written in an alien language. This is what she told her friends over drinks, and they laughed and said that the city was making her bitter. She said no, just men.


      Not long after that, while she was in the lobby of her apartment building, she noticed the postman sliding envelopes into the rows of postboxes that serviced the apartments. She admired the calm efficiency with which he performed his task. Looking at his face, she realized that he was a young man, not much different from her in age. Glancing downward, she saw that his shoes were encrusted with tar. Because she had a kind heart, even if outwardly bitter, she invited him up to her apartment for a snack while she tried to clean the tar off his shoes. On the way up in the elevator, they began to talk and they were still talking the next morning when the rising sun reminded them that they had to go back to work.


      So the woman found her true love in the city and, if the two are not divorced, then they are married still.


      III. As Above, So Below


      The city is not one city but many. Beneath the city of men and women lies the city of the rats. The mayor of this city had a daughter who was considered entrancingly beautiful. She had dark eyes, long whiskers, a glossy brown coat of fur, and a pink tail that could circle her body twice around. Her father desired that she should marry a lawyer, a banker, or a businessman, professions that in the city of the rats refer to those who steal, store, and exchange the food and trinkets that they value so highly.


      The daughter said that her husband could be as poor as a church mouse. She had but one requirement, that he not be boring.


      Many suitors came to win her hand in marriage. They performed acrobatics, acts of ventriloquism, sang songs, and danced. They did complex calculations in their heads based on any mathematical question she might ask. They guessed the identities of playing cards hidden inside a cereal box. Some, it is true, even had help from the mayor, who hired acting coaches so that his business partners might appear in a better light. But nothing worked. The daughter would eventually raise a small well-formed paw to stifle a yawn, and the suitor would be dismissed.


      One day a young rat came forward to beg audience with the mayor’s daughter. He was not handsome, nor was he rich. But his eyes were bright and his paws were clean, as rats will say when they wish to say something nice about a poor relative. Moreover, the suitor said that he would not entertain before the mayor’s whole entourage, but insisted upon entertaining the mayor’s daughter in private. You can guess that tongues began wagging at that.


      But the daughter, intrigued, reminded her father that she could more than take care of herself. The mayor did not answer. Instead, he scowled at the suitor for a full minute. He then laughed, for truly the suitor was of such nature that he would have difficulty inspiring fear in a mouse and, that being the case, how could he ever inspire love in his daughter’s heart?


      Once alone with the mayor’s daughter, the suitor undid a large letter, still in its envelope, that he had been carrying.


      “What is that?” asked the mayor’s daughter.


      “This,” said the suitor, his whiskers twitching, “is a story from the city of men and women.”


      The letter that the suitor read told of how a young man from the country fell in love with a beautiful country girl, but could only admire her from a distance. Whenever he tried to approach her, his legs would turn to lead and hold him fast to the ground. Anytime she came near him, his tongue clove to the roof of his mouth such that he could not speak. Nevertheless, when she came of age and left home for the city, he followed her. There in the city, she, thinking that he was from the city, fell in love with him. He, playing the role of a man that she might love, found that he could finally talk to her. But, although he did not initially realize it, he was trapped. He could tell her nothing of himself, only of this person that he pretended to be. So he had spun more and more lies as to who he was and what he did. Finally, sick of the lies, he had fled the city to go back to his home in the country. Now that he had finally told the truth in this letter, if she still loved him, she could find him there in the country. If not, he would never bother her again.


      The rat suitor folded the letter back along its original creases and returned it to its envelope.


      “What happened next?” asked the mayor’s daughter.


      “That,” said the suitor, “is another story. In the city of men and women there are more stories than there are stars in the night sky or hairs on a healthy rat. Some stories are meant for a large audience. Some like this one were written for a single person. The woman for whom this story was intended never received it, and so you and I are the only ones who know it. But if you will invite me back for tomorrow, I will tell you another such story.”


      “Yes,” said the mayor’s daughter. “Tomorrow. And tomorrow’s tomorrow. And all the tomorrows thereafter.”


      If rats can marry, then they are married still.

    

  


  
    
      WAX, by Elizabeth Bear


      No one slept well that night.


      A little after three A.M., as a cold whispering rain fell over steep-gabled slate, husbands silently pulled wives close in the clammy darkness. Nursemaids rose from narrow beds to check bundled babes; massive-headed mastiffs whined by banked hearthfires as household cats insinuated between dream-running paws; and in their warm, summer-smelling loose boxes, arch-necked carriage horses stamped and rolled white-rimmed eyes, leaning against the barred partitions to press flank to flank. The City of New Amsterdam tossed restlessly.


      Detective Crown Investigator Abigail Irene Garrett had no one to turn to for comfort on a dismal night in April. When the chill slipped like an unwelcome guest between sheet and featherbed and her faded blue eyes came open, Garrett’s hand crept automatically to the pistol under her pillow. Her half-awakened intellect checked her wards and guards. Intact. Despite the muffled impact of her heart against her ribcage, she was as alone as she should have been.


      The pearl grip cool and heavy in her hand, Garrett sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of her black wood bedstead. Her left hand resting on the ornate spiral of a bedpost, she ran through her wards again. At her feet, her ragged patchwork terrier whined into the darkness.


      “Hush, Mike. I know.”


      Nothing. She slipped her revolver back under the pillow and stood, belting a cream lace negligee over her nightgown. Her wand—ebony capped in silver, as long as the span from elbow to fingertip—lay on the nightstand, and this she lifted and touched to the wick of a gnarled beeswax stump. The candle sparked into light and Garrett drew a long, tight breath, trying to ease the clenching in her belly. Thirty years in the service of the Crown, and she had never felt such apprehension.


      Setting her wand aside, she crossed rug-scattered tile to the credenza, where she poured herself whisky without water and sipped it slowly. Mike scampered close at her heels. She opened the casement one-handed, rainbeaded glass icy on her fingertips, and leaned out into a gaslamp-jeweled night. Falling water trickled down her neck, washed her face like tears. The woeful exhalation of a late-arriving steamship, packet boat from England or places more distant, hung on the night. The black stone windowledge gouged a cold furrow across her belly. Mike shoved dustmop paws against the wall, too small to reach the windowledge. She reached down and ruffled his ears.


      When the first inch of liquor warmed the chill from her shoulders, Abigail Irene Garrett straightened from the window, unwound white fingers from her tumbler, and began to dress.


      * * * *


      “Grisly,” Garrett commented—an uncharacteristic sentiment.


      And an understatement. The rain had slowed to a mist, but the flagstoned walk lay puddled under her feet. Her eyes narrowed as she gathered the navy-blue skirts of her walking dress in her hands. She lifted them clear of the bloodstained stoop of a wide-fronted three-story brownstone as she minced up the steps. Stringy, clotted runnels dripped down them like paint.


      She glanced at uniformed representatives of the Colonial Police and two of the Duke’s city Guard, looking apprehensive and outnumbered. “Who can tell me what happened here?”


      A patrolman stepped forward, avoiding the DCI ’s gaze—and avoided following the direction of it when she turned her back on him, bending toward the body crumpled against the scored wooden door. She couldn’t keep her boots out of the clotted blood, but uniformed officers had already walked through it. And a detective or two who should have known better, I warrant, she thought. Well, we’re not all cut out to be sorcerers.


      She glanced over her shoulder, pinning the hapless patrolman on a needle-pointed gaze, wondering which of her notorieties occupied his attention. Perhaps it’s just the scent of blood paling his face. “Well?” Perhaps.


      “DCI, I was first on the scene.”


      “And?” Garrett drew herself upright, ash-laced blonde hair falling in a wing across her forehead. Don’t smile at him, Abby Irene, or you’ll never get another word of sense out of him, and he might very well piss himself. And you know Division would have something to say about that—disgrace to the uniform and so on. The thought quivered her lips. She fought the smile to a standstill and converted it into an expectant frown.


      “He was dead when I arrived, DCI. I heard the screaming…”


      “I see.” She let him see her lean forward to note the number on his shield. “Did you identify the bystanders? At what time?”


      He took a half-step back. “Sunrise, ma’am. Perhaps an hour ago. There were no witnesses present when I arrived.”


      “No-one came to his assistance? You heard screaming—”


      The officer trained his gaze on the blood-spattered leaves of a just-budding rose alongside the wrought-iron fence. “It was over quickly. Ma’am. As I arrived, the neighbors began coming out of their houses. I was only around the corner.”


      “No-one has touched the body since?” Poor lad. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen. What was he doing out so early in the rain?


      “Officers entered. But they climbed through the window.”


      She could see that from the footprints. Thankfully they had sense enough not to move the body to open the door. Garrett planned to go inside once she had finished her work with the victim. She was too old to climb through windows in the rain.


      I wonder what’s become of his spine? She leaned forward to examine the damage. The skull is cracked, and I would wager the poor lad’s brains have been scooped out. If a human being could do that, I’d say so violent an attack was personal. She crouched to investigate a scatter of pale flecks on the steps, like a splash of milk frozen in place.


      The patrolman swallowed loudly. Red hair and freckles, couldn’t have been four years older than the victim. Despite herself, Garrett took pity on him. “What’s your name, officer?”


      “Forester,” he replied. His face gleamed white around a fevered flush spotting the center of each cheek.


      She sighed, seeing her own imperious face reflected in his eyes. Twenty years ago, she had been thought a great beauty. Boys like Forester had been so far beneath her notice that she had not even realized it was possible for them to have feelings. Times change, Abby Irene. “I am a sorcerer, lad, not a cannibal. You did as well as could be expected.” She turned away.


      “Ma’am?”


      “Dismissed,” she confirmed. “Go back to your dispatch for debriefing, Forester. You were right to call me in. This is a matter for the Crown.” She knew perfectly well that the summons had come from the city Guard, and not from the Mayor’s Colonial Police, but it was polite to lie.


      Sometimes—but only some times—Garrett could almost admit a sympathy for the Mayor and his push for home rule. Her true loyalties, however, lay with the Crown. And the Duke.


      Except, she mused, bootheels clicking as she made her way back to her waiting carriage, the Crown was an ocean away on the other side of her self-imposed exile, and in these days of threatened hostilities with the French and Iroquois it seemed to prefer to forget the Colonies existed. And the Duke, loyal Patriot that he was, had problems of his own.


      Still, it rankled: in London, she could have counted on a spe­cialist sorcerer and at least one additional DCI for so gruesome a murder. In the entire reach of the Colonies, from the Atlantic to the Iroquois territories West of the Appalachians, Garrett’s only colleagues were in Boston and Philadelphia. One doddered through the closing years of a white-bearded wizard’s career; the other was a puling idiot who never would have achieved his Th.D without judiciously applied nepotism.


      Yes, unequivocally—and especially since the Iron Queen’s death and her eldest son’s succession—Garrett was on her own.


      Her driver, huddled miserable on the box, touched his cap. The renewed patter of rain on the cobbles told her to hurry. Uniformed officers held the gathering crowd back while Garrett rooted in her blue velvet carpetbag, kept dry in the enclosed coach. Quickly, she found what she needed and returned.


      It was nasty work, sketching a circle around the corpse, and the hem of her dress was black with sucking mud and daubed red as well by the time she closed it. Renewed murmurs ran through the onlookers. Garrett shook her head, not troubling herself to look up. They can’t have only now figured out who I am.


      But deliberate steps clipped along the bloodsoaked walk, and a silken voice close behind her said, “Crown Investigator.”


      Garrett pinched the bridge of her nose, thinking very hard about the silver flask of brandy in her carpetbag. She knotted the circle off so that it would hold during her distraction and turned to face the intruder.


      “I see the officers recognized you, Viscount,” she said, briefly distracted by hazel eyes under a fall of brown-black hair. Princely cheekbones, a caballero’s noble nose, and the sensual lip of a Rumanian aristocrat. Garrett bit down on a sigh.


      “Please,” said the notorious amateur detective, extending his grey-gloved hand, voice melodious with the interwoven tones of his native language. “So lovely a lady must by all means call me Sebas­tien. Besides, your English titles are so confusing.”


      Garrett transferred her wand to her left hand and allowed him to bend over her right. Much as she despised the man, she had to admit to a certain agreeable shiver when his lips brushed her glove. Don Sebastien de Ulloa straightened and smiled, gesturing to the mangled remains of the boy with the tip of his walking stick. “And so, my dear investigator—what have we here?”


      Garrett pursed her lips in frustration, but kept her voice level. “I’m not certain yet,” she said. “I’ve just finished containing the scene. There are a few interesting anomalies.…”


      “That is candlewax.” Don Sebastien leaned forward, laying a hand on Garrett’s arm to steady himself away from the circle.


      “It appears to be,” she answered, shifting from the touch. “Interesting, is it not? Other than the mud and blood, it is obvious that the doorstep and facade were immaculately kept; probably scrubbed daily, if their housekeeper is anything like my Mary. So the wax can be no older than a day.”


      Don Sebastien was no sorcerer, and she largely ignored him while she dipped mingled salt and lampblack out of a little pouch and spread those around the circle, pretending she did not notice the cold water dripping down her collar. Don Sebastien seemed untroubled. “What intrigues me, Crown Investigator, is the swiftness of the attack. Have you eliminated a human agency?”


      She tucked the little pouch into her pocket. “I’ve ruled out nothing,” she answered, feeling as if he tested her. “But I must admit, I can see no way around suspicions of sorcery. Unless it was a beast.” She let her voice drop. “In which case, we can expect further attacks.”


      Don Sebastien pursed sensual lips. Rain spattered from the brim of his hat. “May I call you Lady Abigail? It is so much less unwieldy than ‘Crown Investigator.’”


      “My name is ‘Abigail Irene.’ And I would prefer to be addressed by the title appropriate to the situation. ‘Garrett’ will do if you are pressed for time, Don Sebastien.”


      “I meant no disrespect. DCI, have you considered some of the more unpleasant possibilities?”


      “Such as?”


      “Were-thing. Wampyr. Summoned demon, improperly bound.”


      “What would you consider the more pleasant possibilities, Don Sebastien? A deranged lunatic with the strength to peel a man’s spine out of his back?”


      “Ah. I take your point, Investigator. Although I admit, I am still exceedingly curious about the candlewax.”


      Garrett chuckled. “So am I, Don Sebastien. So am I. And curious as well, where the other residents have gotten off to. Shall we proceed?”


      Once the coroner had moved the body, Don Sebastien wrapped the brass door-pull—which had already been examined—carefully in his handkerchief and tugged it open, stepping aside so that Gar­rett could precede him. “Crown Investigator, may I join you?”


      “Thank you, Don Sebastien. If you must, you may.” She shook her gore-daubed skirts and knocked the worst of the mire from her boots before she crossed the threshold; it didn’t help. Wet cloth still clung to her knees when she crouched. “Well.”


      Don Sebastien reached up and pulled a taper from the sconce upon the wall, keeping the drip shield at its base. He set it alight with a silver lighter, drawn from his coat pocket, and dropped to one knee facing Garrett, tilting the candle to give her light. Shadows scrolled about them. “More candle-spatters,” she said. “Beeswax, and a good quantity of it, too.”


      “Do you maintain your good opinion of the housekeeper?”


      She lifted her chin and glanced around, hair moving against the nape of her neck. Don Sebastien’s eyes were on the scrollworked secretary beside the door. Garrett reached out and ran a kid-gloved fingertip along its edges. She examined the results in the glow of the taper, which was of good enough quality not to drip even when he angled it. “Even the back is clean,” she said. “And a family of some means, if they were spending so on candles. And that candle does not drip like this.” She drew out a penknife and flaked a few dribs of wax into a glassine envelope.


      “Your reputation does not do you justice,” Don Sebastien said, and stood, offering Garrett his assistance. “The intruder’s light, do you think?”


      “If there was an intruder.” His flesh was cool even through her glove. “Don Sebastien, you were too long in the rain.”


      “I am always cold,” he answered, and released her lightly once her balance was sure. “The trail appears to lead this way. Shall we have a look upstairs, Crown Investigator?”


      “By all means. Lead on, Lucifer.” Light-bearer.


      He laughed and held the candle high. “I have been called worse. You have noticed the angle of the drippings?”


      “Of course,” she answered. “They fell from the candle of someone leaving the house.”


      “Indeed.” They entered the front room. He stood aside again, to allow her to precede him up the sweeping stair.


      Very pretty. For a hobbyist. Does he think because a Crown Investigator is also a woman, she needs an expatriate Spaniard as her shadow to solve a murder? And then, since he was only looking at the back of her rain-wet head, she allowed herself a little, mocking smile. Perhaps he’s just hoping to catch a glimpse of your ankles. “There is more wax up the stair runner.”


      “And on the banister.”


      “And across the landing—interesting. The droplets crisscross the hall.” She bent again, gesturing for the light. Don Sebastien was beside her as silently as a cat in his patent-leather boots, dabs of mud marring their mirror shine. “The intruder spent a fair amount of time here.”


      “Do you suppose he came in through an upstairs window? Two were open; strange on a stormy night.”


      “Do you suppose he was a he?” Garrett answered mildly, moving to the closest of the bedrooms, from which a cold draft flowed. The door stood open; mud on the threshold told her the officers had been through it, and she wished she knew if the door had been closed or open when they arrived.


      She paused in the frame of the doorway, letting her eyes take in the room. A young man’s, by the schoolbooks and fencing gear, and the bed had been slept in—disconsolately, judging by the crumpled and thrown-back covers and the disarray of the pillows. Unlike the downstairs entryway, there was light enough in this room to see the spatters of wax on the floor, although there was no candle in the holder by the bed.


      A chill lifted the hair on Garrett’s neck. She moved to the window, aware of Don Sebastien behind her, although the wide wooden boards scarcely seemed to flex under his weight. “Are you a swordsman, Don Sebastien?”


      “A notorious one, in my youth,” he answered, giving it the slight inflection of a double entendre. Her lips twitched. She did not look, instead leaning down beside the windowframe and tilting her head to examine it against the slanted light. The floor beneath was damaged, the wood already swollen from rain falling inside. That rain had washed away any traces that might have been on the windowsill; Garrett stared until her eyes crossed and found nothing. Still her skin crawled.


      “He is restless,” Garrett said, straightening and stepping away from the casement. She whirled, noticing Don Sebastien’s sudden stillness, as if he set himself for an attack. Garrett pulled her eyes from the Spaniard and paced quickly to the bed. “He rises. He—”


      “—kindles a light,” Sebastien interrupted. “There is a burnt match in the candle holder, and the box in the nightstand cubbyhole.”


      “Very good. Except he’s neglected a candle—”


      “—or perhaps he pulls the candle from the holder.”


      “To what purpose?”


      “I do not know.” Their eyes met, and Garrett released the deep- drawn breath she had been holding. The thrill of the chase.


      “Were you restless last night, Don Sebastien?”


      “I am always restless at night, DCI.”


      “Then perhaps—” she advanced with a firm step like a duelist’s “—you would be better served at home, resting in your bed.” She didn’t smile to soften it, and again their gazes crossed. Garrett fancied she could hear the ring of steel. “This is still a Crown investigation, Viscount.”


      Don Sebastien reached up to tip his hat, which he had not removed when they stepped inside. “I am very restless,” he answered. “And, too often, very bored. And I do not imagine that this is anything but your case, Crown Investigator.”


      “As long as you understand me.”


      She turned away and went to the window again. She was leaning out to grasp the edge of the casement with the intention of swinging it closed when he spoke again from close beside her. “Oh, never that, Abigail, I—”


      His body struck hers a moment before she properly registered that he had stopped speaking mid-sentence, slamming her forward, belly against the windowsill and her arms flung out like a diver’s. Her corset took the brunt of the impact, whalebone bruising her at belly and breast, and she shouted outrage and scrabbled at rain-slick wood. She teetered, Don Sebastien’s weight pinning her, and kicked wildly, expecting any moment to feel his hands on her ankles tilting her forward into a sickening, tumbling fall.


      She didn’t think the rose-bushes would break her fall enough to save her. Especially if she hit the fence. Why would the Great Detective murder a wealthy East Side boy? Amazed by the calm precision of her own thoughts even as she twisted, bringing her gloved hands up to fend him off.


      His strength was irresistible. He simply wrapped hands as hard as barrel-hoops around her wrists and—


      —hauled her spluttering back into the room and down onto the floor. “Are you hit?” he asked, patting her cheek anxiously. His hat had tumbled off and fetched up in the far corner, and his glossy, hard-looking hair stood up in disheveled spikes.


      “Hit?”


      “The carriage—” He shook his head. “You didn’t see.” And rolled on his back, away from her, and raised his right hand to point across his face to the ceiling directly overhead. “There was a rifleman down on the street.”


      Detective Crown Investigator Garrett certainly knew the look of a fresh bullet-hole in plaster, when she saw one. “Ah,” she said quietly. “Someone must be taking an interest in the case.”


      * * * *


      A little before noon, Garrett marked time in the antechamber outside the Mayor’s office, grateful at least for the chance to shed her soaked oilcloth. Although the rain had stopped falling and the clouds had thinned shortly before Don Sebastien took his leave, the afternoon promised a continuing overcast.


      Blood and mud still smirched the hem of her walking dress, and it might have been politic to return to her rooms and change. However, his Lordship, Peter Eliot, Mayor of New Amsterdam, had made it known that he expected to see her with all deliberate speed, and far be it from her to think of preserving the man’s prized Persian carpets under such circumstances. Garrett swallowed a pleased smile.


      By the watch pinned to her bodice, she’d been waiting at least twenty minutes before the door opened and the Mayor’s confidential secretary—a well-made young man with dark blue eyes, whom she noted appreciatively—gestured her in. Garrett smiled; she’d taken the opportunity to rifle his desk while he was away, and had one of his visiting cards slipped inside the cuff of her glove. Simon LeMarque, M.Th.S. Another sorcerer. And French. How interesting. The Mayor must be more worried about the Duke and me than he admits. Although, given the number of times he’s tried to—embarrass—us both, I shouldn’t be surprised.


      She swept past Simon LeMarque, holding her soiled dress well aside, and glided to a halt before Peter Eliot’s enormous mahogany desk. The Mayor didn’t trouble himself to look up from the papers that occupied his attention, and Garrett gave her sodden skirts an extra shake to settle them. “Your Lordship.”


      Eliot glanced up. “I understand there was some trouble in the city this morning, Detective.”


      “Crown Investigator, sir,” she answered. “And yes.”


      He nodded judiciously, setting his papers aside. “Have you identified a suspect yet? I’m under pressure from the press, you understand. The gruesome aspect of the murder.…”


      You blithering idiot, I’ve been at the crime scene for six hours. I’ve barely begun my investigation, and you know it. But he isn’t a blithering idiot, and I’d better remember that. “Respectfully, sir, because of the possibly—probably—arcane nature of the crime, it’s a Crown matter now. You shall have to address the press’s inquiries to the Duke’s office.”


      “I’d hate to have them jump to the conclusion that the Duke’s officers are impeding a murder investigation.”


      Ah. The threat made manifest. “The Duke is quite capable of handling his own public affairs, your Lordship.”


      Eliot smiled, uncoiling from his desk. He was a long, narrow man, grey hair thinning at the top, waistcoat tight across the small bulge of his paunch. Probably not much older or taller than the intensely ­annoying Don Sebastien. Despite her professional dislike for the so-called Great Detective, Garrett found herself comparing the Mayor unfavorably to the Spanish aristocrat. “Ah, yes, the Duke. Has he taken an interest, then?” Garrett didn’t miss the jeweled-serpent glitter in the man’s eyes.


      She knew she was one of Richard’s—the Duke’s—biggest political weaknesses. And she suspected the Mayor knew as well, or at least suspected. But he cannot prove a thing, and that is the important part. And my service record is impeccable, for all I am a woman.


      “I have yet to speak to him regarding the case, sir. Usually he prefers not to be involved until the evidence is more complete, and in any eventuality, I have not yet even had time to write up my notes. But you appreciate that I can discuss nothing relating to a Crown investigation with anyone who is not in my chain of command.” And here in the god-forsaken West, my chain of command begins and ends with the Duke. You have no power over me.


      Well, other than the power to endlessly complicate my life. With the exception of Garrett and the city Guard, New Amsterdam’s law enforcement reported to the office of the Mayor. And Garrett desperately needed to keep her access to the resources of the Colonial Police.


      “And I know you like to keep a very personal hand on your investigations, Detective…Crown Investigator.”


      Familiar ice stiffened Garrett’s spine, and she let it freeze her professional smile on her face. “Surely, sir, I have no idea what you might be insinuating.”


      “Ah, of course not. You will keep me apprised?”


      And that’s what this is about. An offer to betray Richard for a place at Peter Eliot’s right hand? Oh, how will I ever resist the temptation. Years of practice kept the ironic tinge from her voice. “Of course, your Lordship.”


      Eliot came around his desk and laid a hand on her upper arm, turning her gently toward the door. “I would be indebted to you, Lady Abigail. I hope you know how impressed we all are with your work. So many women consider themselves fit to fill any man’s shoes—it is always refreshing to meet one who can actually do a job. There are always opportunities for people like you.”


      Ah, yes, the carrot and the stick. The touch, warm through damp cotton, made her skin crawl, and she was again moved to contrast the Mayor with Don Sebastien. She frowned, pushing disloyal images aside. You despise the man, Abigail Irene. The reminder amused her; she let that amusement color her tone. “You will be the third to know, your Lordship. Possibly the fourth.”


      That brought him up short, or perhaps he merely stumbled, spit-shined shoes catching on the nap of the richly knotted carpets. “The fourth?”


      “Ah, yes,” Garrett said, taking advantage of his momentary distraction to disengage her arm and break for the door with all the dignified haste she could muster. Two years of finishing school not entirely wasted. At least I can manage an imperious exit. “Don Sebastien de Ulloa appears to have interested himself in the case.” And he has no loyalty to the Duke, but neither bears he any love for you.


      * * * *


      It was too much to hope that the Mayor would not have her followed, so Garrett did exactly as he would expect. Resuming her carriage, the Crown Investigator gave instructions to her driver to wake her when they arrived at the Duke’s residence, in Queens.


      But she could not sleep. Somewhere along the way, the clouds broke and a slanted line of sunlight glanced off rain-frosted stones, gilding the city. Garrett took a breath of cold air, rich with the promise of spring, and let it out again on a sigh. That’s what you do it for, Abby Irene, she thought. Seven million souls, thirty percent of the population of the Colonies, and the capitol of the British Protectorate of North America. So what if it’s not London?


      She chuckled at the comparison. Well, it’s just not London. That’s all. But you live with your decisions, Abigail Irene. And if living in the would-be-Plutocratic chaos of the Colonies is what it takes to fulfill your duty, so mote it be.


      After crossing the Elizabeth Bridge, her driver turned the rattling coach down Brewster Street, and Garrett smoothed her dress. The mud had somewhat dried; she slipped her gloves off, cracking the powder off her hem. Then she dug in her reticule for lotion to smooth her face and disguise her exhaustion. Not that she had anything to hide from Richard, Duke of New Amsterdam, but old habits died hard.


      She was tugging the fingers of her gloves back into place when the carriage jolted to a halt on the gracious circular drive of the Duke’s massive white Colonial. Garrett nodded coolly to the groom who rushed to hand her down, and made her way up the broad, shallow steps to the portico.


      The Duke’s servants opened the door before she reached the landing. They ushered her into Richard’s study, where she shooed a two-hundred pound Mastiff out of the loveseat and settled herself before the fire with a brandy from the sideboard. Candles blazed on the marble mantle; the gaslights were not lit. The fair-haired, fiftyish Duke himself joined her before she had halfway finished the glass.


      She set it on an end table and would have stood, but he raised one hand and shook his head. “Keep your seat, Abby Irene. And finish your brandy. I can see that you need it.” He poured a glass for himself before coming to sit beside her, curling his long legs to the side. His hair was wavy, silver at the temples and the nape, the rich ashen color of tree bark. She wanted to run her fingers through it, and instead she sipped her brandy.


      “You can’t be ready to make me a report on that murder yet,” he said, leaning toward her.


      She gave him a troubled smile and put her other hand on his knee, first glancing past him to make sure the door was latched.


      “I locked it,” he said.


      “People will talk.”


      “People do,” he said. “Someday you’ll tell me what brought you to America, Abby Irene. My curiosity keeps me up nights.”


      She sipped her brandy. “I don’t think it was curiosity, Richard. Not last night, anyway.”


      He offered her an expression of frank surprise. “Really? You didn’t sleep well either?”


      “No one did, it seems. And one boy’s night-time wandering may have led to his death.”


      “Ah, yes. Tell me about the murder.”


      “There’s little enough to tell.” She let her hand slide across the tailored dark fabric of his trousers before leaning back, curling against the arm of the loveseat in a manner that would have horrified her tutors. “Don Sebastien has involved himself, but he is—as is his wont—playing his cards close to his chest. And whoever it was that arranged the vanishments and the murder isn’t above a little rough play with a hunting rifle.” Sebastien had dug the flattened bullet out of molded plaster. Now Garrett slipped it from the cuff of her glove and dropped it with a clink into Richard’s brandy glass.


      His lips thinned. “You were not harmed.” Flatly, as if he would accept it no other way.


      “Thanks to de Ulloa, I was not harmed.” She swirled brandy on her tongue, watching Richard fish the bullet out between thick fingers and hold it up to the light. Her voice was more petulant than she had intended when she spoke again. “If I could find the rifle that came from, I might be able to prove who fired it. And I wish you would let me have that Peter Eliot assassinated.”


      “Abby Irene.…”


      “I know, my love. I’m not—quite—serious. Yet. But you know he’d rather have your nephew in your place.”


      “David is too young.” The Duke raked a hand through his hair and bit his lip. “Which is why Peter would want him in my place. Of course, I’d have to be dead.”


      “Dead or abdicated.” She did not permit longing to enter her voice.


      “There is that. And there are days when the temptation to divorce is overwhelming. But then I think of Mayor Peter Eliot. And the French and Iroquois on our Western border. And,” he continued bitterly, “King Phillip, and his Eastward-looking eye.”


      “I wouldn’t have you anyway, Richard.” Trying for levity.


      He toasted her, one eyebrow raised, his voice rich with irony. “What sensible woman would marry a man she knows to be unfaithful?” Into her silence, he continued, “The murder.”


      She finished her brandy. “Grisly,” she said, standing to pour herself another. “Inhuman, I think. Nasty.”


      “Ah.” He frowned as she turned back.


      She saw him taking in the disarray of her dress, and drew herself up a little prouder. You were a famous beauty once, Abigail Irene. If you’re stupid enough to sleep with your superior, you’d best be smart enough to use whatever you have left. “Also, the murdered boy was slain on his own doorstep. Mud to your ankle, and not a footstep. No marks and no signs anywhere, except two windows open and his whole family missing.”


      The Duke leaned forward, all but ready to jump to his feet. “Missing? How many?”


      “Mother, father, adolescent sister, housekeeper. Strange.”


      “Indeed. Continue.”


      Garrett shrugged. “Most odd was the wax.”


      “Wax? Candlewax?”


      “Droplets of it. Scattered throughout the house. Splashed. Near the boy’s body as well.”


      “I see. And yet no leads?”


      Garrett shook her head. “If I locate the candle—presuming it is a candle—I’ll be able to use the principles of contagion, similarity and sympathy to prove that the wax originated with that particular one, and we’d have a case. But.…”


      “But?”


      “Well.… Richard, I have nothing. I haven’t even a trail to follow, and four people are missing who may very well be alive and in danger somewhere.”


      Across the room, he nodded. “I see.”


      “Do you?”


      No smile creased Richard’s face now. “You say that Don Sebas­tien has taken an interest?”


      Garrett nodded curtly.


      “Use him,” Richard said, coldly. “Use whatever it takes. I’m relying on you, Abby Irene.”


      “Richard,” she answered softly. And: “My Lord.”


      * * * *


      Garrett seldom entertained at home, and when she did, they were usually the sort of guests one received in the den, or the library. Her laboratory was on the first floor of her townhouse, immediately behind the parlor, where one might have anticipated a dining room. The room itself was half study and half chemistry, with books and chairs lining the walls and long stone-topped benches running parallel.


      Cleanly clothed, now, and gowned in a white canvas smock to protect her dress, Garrett moved crisply between her granite-topped workbench and the thaumaturgic circle inlaid in red and white stone tiles amid the slate-blue field of the floor. She laid out the samples she’d isolated from the body of the murdered boy: earth, fingernail clippings, scraps of his clothing and scrapings from the steps on which he had died. She piled each sample in a shallow watch glass placed in one of the isolation circles. Those smaller peripheral circles also held beakers of clotted blood and an Erlen flask of rainwater, along with samples of hair that she had retrieved from the toiletries of the missing individuals—a bit of everything she meant to eliminate from the parameters of her spell. At the very center of the circle, over the gas flame, a crucible warmed. A low table set beside it held a small heap of candles brought from the victims’ house and several more watch glasses.


      Three of these shallow dishes each contained a bit of the waxlike substance. The last one cradled splinters from the gouges in the blue wooden door.


      By seven o’clock, Garrett was on her second pot of tea. Mike had come in to find her after his supper and was dozing in his basket. Straightening from her bench, she had just thought of pausing for her own meal before the evening’s real work when a familiar tap on the door brought her head around. Mike pricked up his ears and hopped to his feet as she opened the door.


      “Supper already, Mary?” Garrett asked the dark, narrow-shouldered housekeeper standing in the hallway.


      Mary’s eyes twinkled. “If it please you, m’Lady, there’s a right handsome gentleman caller to see you. I’ve invited him in.” Mary extended an ornate silver tray so that Garrett could pick up the visiting card lying on it.


      “Ah. Indeed?” She didn’t think she needed to glance at the name—the slightly oily feel of parchment between her fingertips told her everything. “Engraved. Very nice. Send Don Sebastien in, please. I will receive him in the laboratory.” Mike wagged his coiled plume happily after Mary; she ducked her head and left.


      Mary must have taken the gentleman detective’s overcoat and hat, but Garrett noticed that the shoulders of his coat were damp through. “Is it raining again, Don Sebastien?” Absently, her hand came up to press the place between her breasts where a sigil tattooed in crimson marked her training. She felt as if his gaze burrowed through cloth to notice it.


      “Indeed,” he said, bowing over her hand, making no comment on her stained smock. Again, his lips brushed the back of her fingers— ungloved, this time—and sent a shiver down her spine.


      Her terrier withdrew to his basket and watched the tall stranger warily. She snapped her fingers for Mike’s attention, and his tail flipped twice, but he merely lay there, watching with disturbing, alert eyes.


      “Have you had any success, my dear Crown Investigator?”


      She sighed and turned away, gesturing toward the circle. “As you can see, I am just about to commence. What have you discovered, Don Sebastien? As I recall, when we parted company, you were on your way to research the boy’s family.”


      “And so I was. May I sit?”


      “As it pleases you,” she answered. He selected a wingbacked chair against the wall, pushed away from Garrett’s equipment and opposite Mike’s basket, not far from the hearth.


      When he was settled on the olive brocade and had refused tea, he began to speak. “The lad’s name was Bruce Carlson, home on Easter break from a school in Westchester. His family, as you no doubt noticed from the house, were not without resources, which proved fortunate for them, because the lad seems to have been something of a troublemaker.”


      “Really?” Garrett turned up the flame under her crucible and began breaking the candles into it. “What sort of trouble?”


      “Well.” The handsome Spaniard rubbed his hands together, leaning toward the fire. “There were whisperings—nothing proven, you understand, or even openly charged—that he was less than honorable to a maidservant who left their employment last year.”


      “English girl?” Even a servant should have been able to go to the Colonial Police if her master’s son laid hands on her.


      “Irish,” Don Sebastien answered, his frown raising him an inch or two in Garrett’s estimation. Her own history gave her a certain sympathy to pariahs of any stripe—Irish, Negro, even the Romany and Indian halfbloods who were welcome nowhere—but few aristocrats harbored fellow-feeling for their ‘inferiors.’ “No family I’ve been able to locate. Not even a last name.”


      “What became of her?” What is your agenda, Don Sebastien? What is it you want of me? Of New Amsterdam?


      He shrugged expressively, smoothing his damp hair behind his ear. “I do not know. I understand she may have been—embarazada, although such things are not openly spoken of.”


      “So we have a motive for the killing. A potential motive, at least. Sorcerous blood runs strong in those old Irish families.”


      Don Sebastien nodded. “There may be other motives as well. The father is a member of Colonial Parliament. House of Commons.”


      Garrett stirred wax with a glass rod, the hot scent filling her head. “They must be better off even than the house shows.”


      “Not necessarily. The father—Robert Carlson—has familial links to Mayor Eliot. And the Mayor’s patronage.”


      “Ah.” The wax was clearing. Garrett fished the wicks out of the bottom of the crucible and trapped them against the rim, scorching her fingers slightly as she pinched them out. She blew on the scalds. “Would he not have been the target, then?”


      “Perhaps. We cannot be certain he was not—he is, after all, gone. And we also cannot rule out other, unknown, enemies.”


      Garrett lifted the first of the watch glasses and held it over the seething pot. “What troubles me is the consents,” she said. “The boy was killed outside the door of his house. Outside its protection. But the family—although that upstairs window was open, there is no trace of forced entry.”


      “Continue, Crown Investigator.” She thought she saw respect in his eyes. Perhaps his open-mindedness about the worth of things extends to Irish and women both. Will wonders never cease?


      “Human agencies can come and go as they please. Magical ones— the forms must be observed. One of the forms is consent, expressed or implied.”


      “Ah, yes,” he said. “I am familiar with the theory. And of the difference between implied and informed consent, and that one will serve as well as the other.” He smiled as if something amused him. “So, in adherence to the principal tenets of magic, if no human agency entered the house—excepting the officers of the Colonial Police—”


      She stirred the contents of the watch glass into the wax. “—then a consent must have been issued to whatever did. Did you note the damage to the door?”


      “Sì.” He watched her intently now, eyebrows rising as she frowned at the contents of her crucible.


      “That’s odd.”


      “Crown Investigator?” He stood from the wing chair and would have come to her, but she raised one hand to forestall him before he crossed into the circle.


      “A moment,” Garrett said, selecting another glass. “As I was saying, whatever killed the boy—and I too become more convinced it was a whatever and not a whomever—made an attempt at the door and was barred from entrance. However, it—or something else— apparently managed to enter the house almost immediately and remove the residents tracelessly.”


      “Except.…” His long fingers indicated the shallow dish in her right hand.


      “Candlewax. Yes.” She nodded and upended it.


      Don Sebastien leaned forward, curiously, his boots firmly on the outside of the tiled circle. “What are you looking for?”


      “Antipathy,” she answered, and looked up long enough to shoot him a brief, real smile.


      “What every woman wants.”


      Garrett laughed and set the dish aside, rather more casually also capsizing the third one into the vessel. She did not lift the one containing the splintered bits of door. “I’ve learned something interesting, Don Sebastien. You may enter the circle now, I’m finished. Come and see.”


      * * * *


      Mary served them dinner on a card table in the book-paneled library, where Garrett normally took her solitary meals. Silver candelabra decorated the table, and when Garrett commented on the extravagance, Mary remarked that she’d gotten a bargain on candles. Don Sebastien lifted his Windsor-backed chair and placed it adjoining Garrett’s, rather than across. Amused or contemplative, she permitted the familiarity. He tasted his wine and picked up the heavy, long-tined silver fork gingerly, investigating the salmon on his plate.


      As he teased the flaking fish apart, he glanced up and met her eyes, smiling. “You did not find what you expected,” he said.


      Garrett ate carefully but with good appetite. “One tries not have expectations, precisely,” she answered. “But yes, I would have to say that I did not expect the splashed wax to exhibit similarity with the candles remaining in the house. You saw how the wax in the crucible accepted what I introduced to it?”


      Don Sebastien nodded. “I could see no difference.”


      “The principle of antipathy states that two substances which do not share an identity will not normally commingle. This tells me that the splashes of wax which we retrieved from the Carlsons’ house are magically identified with the candles they were using.”


      “Those candles were from several sources, however. Beeswax and paraffin, you had.” Don Sebastien laid his fork down by his plate. Rain drummed on the windows.


      “But what is important in this case is that they were bought by the same person, with the same sense of purpose—that of lighting her home. The will of the individual who uses a thing is very important. A bullet and a gun, for example, are manufactured separately—but a bullet may be traced back to the gun from which it was fired, using the principle of sympathy—which is the converse of that of antipathy. Do you understand?” She peeled buttered bread apart with her fingers and offered a tidbit to the terrier, her expression challenging Don Sebastien to say anything as the little dog nipped her fingers with sharp white teeth.


      He smiled, amused, swirling wine in his glass. “Very well, I think. So the splashed wax came from candles inside the home.”


      “Precisely. Which means.…”


      Sebastien effortlessly picked up her thread. Annoying or not, it was a pleasure to talk to a man with a wit. “…our lad must have gone out to the stoop to investigate something—some noise, some cry—and been carrying a candle in his hand.”


      “Then we are left with another question, Don Sebastien.”


      “Sì, DCI. What became of the candle?”


      “At dinner, Don Sebastien, you may call me Abigail Irene if you so desire.” She lifted her glass and drank deeply. “From the evidence of the wax, there was nothing special about it. I wonder if it was picked up by a bystander, perhaps?”


      “Perhaps.”


      “Don Sebastien, you’ve barely touched your dinner.”


      He shook his head slightly, smiling. “This is not what I am hungry for.” And then he sighed and glanced toward the windows. Mike, curled watchful near the door, whined. “I wonder what this night will bring.”


      “Rain,” Garrett said, and—weary to the bone—kissed him on the mouth.


      * * * *


      Later, in the darkness of her bedroom, he paused with his cool face pillowed on her belly. “This is what I hunger for, Abigail Irene.”


      “A request for consent, Sebastien?”


      He nodded against her skin.


      “What harm will come to me of it?”


      “A day’s weakness. Or two. No more, I promise; I would not take from you the sun.”


      With some slight idea of what she offered, she smiled into the darkness and whispered, “Yes.”


      And screamed against her muffling fists as he turned his head and sank fangs like spikes of ice and flame into the inside of her thigh.


      * * * *


      Sometime in the night, the rain stopped, and Sebastien slipped from beneath the covers to dress. Garrett stirred sleepily, the stiffness in a blackening bruise tightening her leg. “Stay until morning?”


      “I cannot, my lady. The clouds are breaking.… and I cannot risk the sunrise.” Shirtsleeved, a pale ghost in the darkness, he bent over the bed to kiss her. She tasted the harsh metal of her own blood on his tongue. “I will return, if you will have me.” He ducked his head and kissed the tattoo of a sorcerer, nestled just between her breasts.


      “Ah,” she said, one hand still on his arm. “I…cannot promise fidelity, Sebastien. Or any acknowledgment of this.”


      “Secrets,” he answered, “are a stock in trade.” He straightened away from her. Outside the door, Mike—silent for hours—scratched and yipped.


      Garrett’s hand rose to her throat. “I feel it.” She fumbled for her wand and kindled a light. The stub of candle flared.


      Don Sebastien moved toward the door, listening with an ear pressed to the wood. “Nothing,” he said, and cracked the door open so that Mike could scramble in. The dog lunged across the floor, scattering throw rugs, and hurled himself into his mistress’ arms to bathe her face with his little clean tongue.


      Gathering him close, Garrett rose to her feet, her pistol ready in her other hand. Her dressing gown lay forgotten on the foot of the bed. “This is just like last night,” she whispered.


      Sebastien came to stand beside her. “Our quarry,” he said. “I’d warrant it.”


      For a long moment, they stood side by side, listening to the nightfall. Nothing disturbed the spring chill of the bedroom. Garrett shivered and set her dog down. He whined, cuddling close.


      “Don Sebastien,” she said, suddenly formal in her nakedness. “Have you a way to track the source of that unnatural chill? A poltergeist, would you say?”


      He shook his head. “Yes, and I do not.”


      She frowned. “Learn what you can of Robert Carlson. I will call on you before lunchtime. Unless you will be sleeping.”


      He smiled, and bent to kiss her on the cheek. “A woman both brave and fair,” he said. “I never sleep.” He raised an eyebrow at her, bowed, and was gone through the door and down the stairs.


      * * * *


      Morning did indeed dawn bright and clear: Sebastien’s instincts proved correct. Garrett, exhausted by a second sleepless night, did not trouble herself with the Mayor’s office hours. Instead she presented herself at his home on Manhattan, fronting the park, before breakfast. Her groom offered her a conspiratorial wink as she disembarked. He knew very well how long Don Sebastien’s carriage had waited.


      And what would you say if you knew the Spaniard was an immortal drinker of human blood? It explained many things.


      There were always a contingent of Colonial Police by the Mayor’s door, and Garrett nodded to one of them as she passed, recognizing the redhaired youth. He blanched when she met his eye, and she fought a grin. Wait until the rumors of your wampyr lover get around. Ah, to be a stranger to scandal…but what fun would there be in that?


      The mayor greeted her in the echoing marble-pillared entryway, flanked by servants and the dark-haired young Master of Thaumaturgical Sciences. Now she saw him clad in a dressing gown, and clearly made out the sigil inked black under the notch of his collarbone. Private sorcerer, not personal secretary. And the Mayor keeps him at his side at all times. Interesting. Can he truly be so frightened of Richard?


      “Sir, you did not tell me,” Garrett said, ignoring the pleasantries, “that one of the missing was your political ally.”


      “It did not seem significant,” Peter Eliot answered. “And I would never use my office to the advantage of my friends, of course. Detective, will you join us for coffee?”


      Garrett bit her tongue, contenting herself with a shake of the head. A moment later, when she’d brought herself back under control, she continued: “Are you taking precautions, sir, to prevent an attack upon your person?”


      “I am,” he answered, and she noticed the significant glance that passed between sorcerer and Mayor. “I will send messengers to the Duke, as well. Perhaps it is some plot of the French or Iroquois. I would not put raising demons past them.”


      “Raising demons?” Garrett snorted, smoothing her hair back. “Would that were all, your Lordship. Would that were all.”


      * * * *


      Halfway along the long route from the Mayor’s house to the Duke’s, the clamor of hooves racing too fast for a city street drew alongside her carriage. “DCI!” A city Guard, one of the Duke’s men, resplendent in red on a lathered dark bay. “There’s been another murder, Ma’am. The Duke is there.”


      “Tell my coachman to bring the horse around then,” she said, leaning through the curtains. “Lead on, good man. Lead on!”


      Thirty minutes later, the carriage clattered into an exclusive neigh­borhood not far from the Mayor’s house. Her heart sank as she recognized the address—the townhome of William, Earl of New Haven, another Member of the Colonial Parliament. House of Lords, and one of Richard’s closest allies.


      Richard handed her down from the carriage, to all appearances formal and distant—but she felt the squeeze of his hand and caught the comforting smile in his eyes, even if his lips showed nothing. She felt obscurely guilty, and forced herself to return the smile. You owe him nothing: remembering the hard, slick texture of Sebas­tien’s hair.


      “The same as last time?”


      Richard shook his head. Garrett wanted to smooth the tight creases from the corners of his eyes. Frustration curled her fingers. She forced herself to listen. “They’re just—gone. The entire family. Seven staff. The groom and stableboy are present and unharmed, but everyone who slept in the house has vanished.”


      “More wax?”


      “Spattered on the floor. Otherwise clean as a whip.”


      Garrett, dizzy with exhaustion, followed the Duke inside, thoughtful as he led her from room to room. “The groom called the Guard, which is why we are here and not the Colonial Police.”


      “Politics,” Garrett said, too much a lady to spit. “But whoever is behind this doesn’t seem to be choosing sides.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “One of yours, one of the Mayor’s. Were the windows open when you arrived?”


      “Two in the bedrooms only. And what you just said—not precisely true.” Alone in the servants’ stair, he laid a hand upon her shoulder. She turned to him, and they kissed furtively, a moment’s embrace.


      “Oh?” she asked, breathless. Her heart pressed, enormous, in her throat.


      The Duke’s eyes crinkled at the corners, but it wasn’t exactly a smile. “Robert Carlson, the house of Commons fellow—he passed information to us, Abby Irene.”


      “Us?”


      He nodded. “The Patriots. He was opposed to home rule. Not that Peter Eliot ever knew it.”


      “Ah.” Garrett leaned against the wall for a moment, considering. “Or maybe he did.”


      Richard laid the palm of his hand against her cheek, breaking her train of thought. “Abby Irene.…”


      His tone rang alarms. She stiffened, did not answer. He continued. “A man was seen leaving your house late last night.”


      Garrett stepped back. “Don Sebastien de Ulloa,” she replied. “What of it? I am not a married woman, and I am old enough to make my own decisions, Richard.”


      His lips twitched, his eyes dark with concealed pain. “You are beholden to no man,” he said, very quietly.


      Garrett laughed low in her throat, tired and giddy. “That’s right, Richard. Not you. And not him either. Do you understand?”


      He took a breath, let his hand fall to his side, and leaned forward slowly, touching his lips to the center of her forehead. “Perfectly,” he said, and turned away.


      * * * *


      “I have the maidservant’s name,” Sebastien said from the darkness of the parlor doorway. “Where were you this afternoon?”


      Garrett dropped her velvet carpetbag inside the front door and leaned against the frame. Mary would not thank her for the clutter, but she was too exhausted to care. “I was with the Duke, and then at University. There have been more disappearances. Why are you here?” She was too exhausted for politeness, either. She stripped off gloves and cast them on a side table.


      “You did not keep our date. I was concerned.”


      Mary bustled down the hallway to take Garrett’s coat, clucking over the mess.


      The bruise on Garrett’s thigh ached, and more than anything she wanted to be left alone. She wove unsteadily on her feet. “So you came to check on me when darkness fell. Thoughtful.”


      Sebastien ignored the dig. “We need to talk in private.”


      Garrett bit her lip and nodded acquiescence, leading him up the stairs. “I’d bet a guinea the Mayor’s somehow behind this,” she said. “He’s got a sorcerer dancing attendance—black mark, not red, so he could have graduated from any little backwater college of magics and I have no way of knowing what his ethics are. Furthermore, I’ve learned that the man who vanished yesterday was working for the Duke on the sly.”


      “Interesting. Was there another dismemberment, or merely the disappearance?”


      Mike ran at their heels, determined not to be left behind. Abruptly, Garrett stopped and crouched, offering her hand to the patchwork dog. “I’m sorry, boy. I should have said hello when I came in.” He wriggled adoringly, and she tousled his head before she straightened. Don Sebastien caught her arm to keep her afoot. “Disappearances. A whole household again, which sent me to the library for the balance of the day. I can think of only one reason for attacking entire households.”


      “And what is that?” They attained the landing; Sebastien opened her chamber door. Mike gamboled past him, having decided that wampyr made acceptable houseguests after all.


      “Fear,” she said. “To engender fear.”


      “I keep asking myself,” Sebastien commented, “what was different about the boy? Why did he need to die so terribly, when the others just…softly and silently, vanished away.”


      Garrett staggered again. “I need to lie down.”


      “Of course you do. A sleepless night, and the blood you gave to me…on top of the work of the past two days. Forgive me.” He scooped her into his arms like a child—like a doll—and carried her to bed. Mary had made it, tidied the counterpane, placed a new candle on the bedside table to replace the one burned out the night before.


      Blackness like an undertow, Garrett tried to remember the last thing. She yawned jawcrackingly. “Sebastien. You said.…”


      “Ah, yes,” he answered. “The missing maidservant. I haven’t found her yet, but I have her name. Forester. Maeve Forester.”


      Sleep sucking her under, Garrett knew to a certainty that there was something enormously important about that name, but she was damned if she could remember what it was.


      * * * *


      A chill awakened her in the small hours of the morning. Sebastien lay curled beside her, but his body offered no warmth, and her heart hammered in her chest as if she awakened from nightmare. Mike whined by her feet, huddling into the covers.


      “Sebastien?”


      “I feel it,” he said. “Like last night.”


      But it wasn’t. Similar. But colder and stronger, and it froze her to the bone. The curtains on the casement windows fluttered—odd, she thought, those should be tight shut. And she could see that they were, see the glass reflecting the gaslights from the city below. Where is the draft coming from? Teeth chattering, Garrett reached for her wand and struck a light.


      The temperature dropped sharply. Garrett clutched her wand to her chest. Mike growled his terrier’s growl, voice of a much larger dog in a little dog’s throat. Meanwhile, Sebastien swung his long legs out of the four poster and stood. When he spoke, even his cool breath frosted in the icy air. “Ghost?” he asked.


      “Sebastien!”


      Garrett threw herself across the bed, away from the nightstand, jumping up with her back against the far wall, the coverlet dimpling under her feet. Mike scrabbled toward her, crowded her ankles growling, all sharp teeth and powderpuff defiance. Slowly, Sebastien turned.…


      The candle on the nightstand ascended into the air and was joined and circled by others that materialized out of the darkness. A vast, lumpy darkness, clawing with enormous hands like annealed black clots of wax, a ring of candles blazing on the gnarled stump that might have been its head.


      Garrett screamed as the thing reached for her. She leveled her wand at it and spoke a word. A spark flashed between them, did nothing. Mike snarled and would have lunged after the threat, and Garrett swept her leg aside, knocking her indomitable companion from the bed. He yelped, and she flinched, but for a second he was safe from the squelching abomination that examined her face with familiar pale eyes.


      It grabbed for her and she twisted away, falling half into the crevice between bed and wall. In a moment, those slick, sucking hands would touch her flesh. “Sebastien! The candles!”


      Sebastien hesitated, hands half outreached as if to grab the monstrosity and haul it away. Candlewax dripped from its crown, spattering the tile floor; droplets that touched its black hide vanished without a trace.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Don’t touch it! The candles! Put them out!”


      Mike growled low in his throat as he found his feet again, eyes gleaming in the flickering brilliance. Something moved through the blackness, flaring light. Candlewax dripped, spattered, ran.


      The thing lurched closer, stepping onto the bed. Sebastien glanced about wildly, caught up a rug from the floor, and swung just as Garrett, half-pinned, shouted a word of magic and hurled her wand like a throwing knife.


      The rug came down on the dark thing’s crown, dashing candles out. Garrett’s wand vanished into its breast, silver tip first. The thing wailed, spinning wildly, reaching for Sebastien with groping, malformed paws. He skittered aside like a toreador, swinging the rug again, smashing the thing in the face. A final candle fluttered out as it fell forward, keening, clutching Sebastien’s shirtfront, and Garrett saw the horror in his eyes as it started to enfold him in devouring blackness.


      And then it sagged to its knees, slid downward, cloth tearing in the grasp of its suddenly human hands. It fell, curled inwards, and buried its face in its knees, dappled moonlight shaking in short red curls.


      * * * *


      Duke Richard waited for her in her parlor, flanked by city Guards. The early afternoon light crept in through white eyelet lace, gilding his hair. He had his hat in his hand, as if he did not intend to linger, but Mike sat on his shoes, tongue lolling.


      When she entered, he dismissed the Guards.


      “Richard,” she said, when the door was closed.


      “Investigator Garrett.”


      She came a few steps closer, and did not let her hurt show in her face. “I’m glad to see you, your Highness.”


      His jaw worked, and the hat tumbled from his hands as he came to her, pulling her close, all but crushing her in his arms. “Abby Irene.” His voice broke.


      She leaned into the embrace for a long, quiet moment, listening to the pounding of his heart. When he finally let her step back, she did. “I’m safe.”


      “But barely. And I wasn’t there to protect you.”


      “Sebastien was,” she said, and regretted it immediately. “What’s to become of Officer Forester?” He’d been taken away in chains before sunup.


      “He’s cooperated. Named his accomplice. Or his handler, more like—the Lord Mayor’s pet sorcerer.”


      “Neither one implicated the Mayor?”


      “Stayed silent as the grave. To hear Forester tell it, LaMarque— the sorcerer—offered him revenge against the lad who ruined Forester’s sister. Forester took him up on it, not knowing the price. And then LaMarque—and Peter Eliot, of course, but neither one of them has or will admit that—used that consent, once granted, to enslave him. From what he said, he killed the Carlson family first, consumed them…and then chased the lad out into the street to deal with him more messily.”


      Garrett shuddered. “What about the splintered door?”


      “Misdirection. A smart lad. He’ll hang, of course.”


      “Of course.” The door was shut; the curtains were drawn. She laid a hand on his shoulder, leaned her face against his sleeve. “They must have thought I was close.”


      “You were.” He put his arm around her shoulder. “I would have been next, no doubt.”


      She nodded. This is wrong. And yet…what else can we do? “It is a pity that we cannot arrange a search of the Lord Mayor’s domicile. I feel certain that we would find a rifle which I could match to the bullet fired at me.”


      He let the silence hang for a moment before he continued. “What I don’t understand is how Forester got admittance to the houses. I know there are rules of consent and so forth, for these dark things to do their will.” He looked away. And he’s not mentioning Sebastien, although it’s costing him something not to.


      “Each of the houses invaded had apparently received a surprising bargain on candles recently. And an action can provide consent as easily as a word.”


      “I am afraid I’m not following you, Abby Irene.”


      Garrett counted breaths before she answered, pressing her face to his arm. “Consent must be offered,” she said. “Express or implied. But think. You awaken, cold and alone. In darkness with a banked fire. You feel a presence looming over you. What is the first thing you do?”


      “Reach for my pistol.”


      “After that.”


      “Strike a light. Oh!”


      “Strike a light, yes. And reach for the candle by your bed.”

    

  


  
    
      THE EMPEROR OF GONDWANALAND, by Paul Di Filippo


      “Hey, Mutt! It’s playtime, let’s go!”


      Mutt Spindler raised his gaze above the flatscreen monitor that dominated his desk. The screen displayed Pagemaker layouts for next month’s issue of PharmaNotes, a trade publication for the drug industry. Mutt had the cankerous misfortune to be assistant editor of Pharma­Notes, a job he had held for the last three quietly miserable years.


      In the entrance to his cubicle stood Gifford, Cody and Melba, three of Matt’s co-workers. Gifford sported a giant foam finger avowing his allegiance to whatever sports team was currently high in the standings of whatever season it chanced to be. Cody had a silver hip flask raised to her lips, imbibing a liquid that Mutt could be fairly certain did not issue from the Poland Springs cooler. Melba had already undone her formerly decorous shirt several buttons upward from the hem and knotted it, exposing a belly that reminded Mutt of a slab of Godiva chocolate.


      Mutt pictured with facile vividness the events of the evening that would ensue, should he choose to accept Gifford’s invitation. His projections were based on numerous past such experiences. Heavy alcohol consumption and possible ingestion of illicit stimulants, followed by slurred, senseless conversation conducted at eardrum-piercing volume to overcome whatever jagged ambient noise was passing itself off as music these days. Some hypnagogic, sensory-impaired dancing with one strange woman or another, leading in all likelihood to a meaningless hookup, the details of which would be impossible to recall in the morning, resulting in hypochondriacal worries and vacillating committments to get one kind of STD test or another. And of course the leftover brain damage and fraying of neurological wiring would insure that the demands of the office would be transformed from their usual simple hellishness to torture of an excruciating variety undreamed of by even, say, a team of Catholic school nuns and the unlamented Uday Hussein.


      Gifford could sense his cautious friend wavering toward abstinence. “C’mon, Mutt! We’re gonna hit Slamdunk’s first, then Black Rainbow. And we’ll finish up at Captains Curvaceous.”


      Mention of the last-named club, a strip joint where Mutt had once managed to drop over five hundred dollars of his tiny Christmas bonus while simultaneously acquiring a black eye and a chipped tooth, caused a shiver to surf his spine.


      “Uh, thanks, guys, for thinking of me. But I just can’t swing it. If I don’t get this special ad section squared away by tonight, we’ll miss the printer’s deadlines.”


      Cody pocketed her flask and grabbed Gifford’s arm. “Oh, leave the little drudge alone, Giff. It’s obvious he’s so in love with his job. Haven’t you seen his lip-prints on the screen?”


      Mutt was hurt and insulted. Was it his fault that he had been promoted to assistant editor over Cody? He wanted to say something in his defense, but couldn’t think of a comeback that wouldn’t sound whiny. And then the window closed on any possible repartee.


      Gifford unselfconsciously scratched his butt with his foam finger. “Okay, pal, maybe next time. Let’s shake a tail, ladies.”


      Melba winked at Mutt as she walked away. “Gonna miss you, loverboy.”


      Then the trio was gone.


      Mutt hung his head in his hands. Why had he ever slept with Melba? Sleeping with co-workers was insane. Yet he had done it. The affair was over now, but the awkward repercussions lingered. Another black mark on his karma.


      Refocusing on the screen, Mutt tried hard to proof the text floating before him. “Epigenetix-brand sequencers guarantee faster throughput…” The words and pictures blurred into a jittery multicolored fog like a mosh pit full of amoebas. Was he crying? For Christ’s sake, why the hell was he crying? Just because he had to hold down a suck-ass job he hated just to pay his grad-school loans, had no steady woman, hadn’t been snow-boarding in two years, had put on five pounds since the summer, and experienced an undeniable yet shameful thrill when contemplating the purchase of a new necktie?


      Mutt knuckled the moisture from his eyes and mentally kicked his own ass for being a big baby. This wasn’t a bad life, and plenty of people had it worse. Time to pull up his socks and buckle down and all that other self-improvement shit.


      But not right now. Right now, Mutt needed a break. He hadn’t lied to Gifford and the others, he had to finish this job tonight. But he could take fifteen minutes to websurf his way to some amusing site that would lift his spirits.


      And that was how Mutt discovered Gondwanaland.


      In retrospect, after the passage of time had erased his computer’s logs, the exact chain of links leading to Gondwanaland was hard to reconfigure. He had started looking for new recordings by his favorite group, Dead End Universe. That had led somehow to a history of pirate radio stations. And from there it was a short jump to micro­nations.


      Fascinated, Mutt lost all track of time as he read about this concept that was totally new to him.


      Micronations—also known as cybernations, fantasy countries or ephemeral states—were odd blends of real-world rebellious politics, virtual artsy-fartsy projects and elaborate spoofs. Essentially, a micro­nation was any assemblage of persons regarding themselves as a sovereign country, yet not recognized by international entities such as the United Nations. Sometimes micronations were associated with real physical territory. The Cocos Islands had once been ruled as a fiefdom by the Clunies-Ross family. Sarawak was once the province of the White Rajas, as the Brooke clan had styled themselves.


      With the advent of the internet, the number of micronations had exploded. There were now dozens of imaginary online countries pre­dicated on different philosophies, exemplifying scores of different governmental systems, each of them more or less seriously arguing that they were totally within their rights to issue passports, currency and stamps, and to designate ministers, nobility and bureaucratic minions.


      Mutt had always enjoyed fantasy sports in college. Imaginary leagues, imaginary rosters, imaginary games—Something about being totally in charge of a small universe had appealed to him, as an antidote to his lack of control over the important factors and forces that batted his own life around. He had spent a lot of time playing Sims too. The concept of cybernations seemed like a logical extension of those pursuits, an appealing refuge from the harsh realities of career and relationships.


      The site Mutt had ended up on was a gateway to a whole host of online countries. The Aerican Empire, the Kingdom of Talossa, the Global State of Waveland, the Kingdom of Redonda, Lizbekistan—


      And Gondwanaland.


      Memories of an introductory geoscience course came back to Mutt. Gondwanaland was the super-continent that had existed hundreds of millions of years ago, before splitting and drifting apart into the configuration of separate continental landforms familiar today.


      Mutt clicked on the Gondwanaland button.


      The page built itself rapidly on his screen. The animated image of a spinning globe dominated. Sure enough, the globe featured only a single huge continent, marked with interior divisions into states and featuring the weird names of cities.


      Mutt was about to scan some of the text on the page when his eye fell on the blinking time readout in the corner of the screen.


      Holy shit! Nine-thirty! He’d be here till midnight unless he busted his ass.


      Reluctantly abandoning the Gondwanaland page and its impossible globe, Mutt returned to his work.


      Which still sucked.


      Maybe worse.


      * * * *


      The next day Mutt was almost as tired as if he had gone out with Gifford and the gang. But at least his head wasn’t throbbing and his mouth didn’t taste as if he had french-kissed a hyena. Proofing the advertorial section had taken until eleven-forty-five, and by the time he had ridden the subway home, eaten some leftover General Gao’s chicken, watched Letterman’s Top Ten and fallen asleep, it had been well into the small hours of the morning. When his alarm went off at seven-thirty, he had thrashed about in confusion like a drowning man, dragged from some engrossing dream that instantly evaporated out of memory.


      Once in the office, Mutt booted up his machine. He had been doing something interesting last evening, hadn’t he? Oh, yeah, that Gondwanaland thing—


      Before his butt hit the chair, someone was IMing him. Oh, shit, Kicklighter wanted to see him in his office. Mutt got up to visit his boss.


      He ran into Gifford in the hall. Unrepentant yet visibly hurting, Gifford managed a sickly grin. “Missed a swinging time last night, my friend. After her fifth jello shot, Cody got up on stage at Captains. Took two bouncers to get her down, but not before she managed to earn over a hundred bucks.”


      Mutt winced. This was more information than he needed about the extracurricular activities of his jealous co-worker. How would it be possible now to work on projects side-by-side with her, without conjuring up visions of her drunkenly shedding her clothing?


      Suddenly this hip young urban wastrel shtick, the whole life- is-fucked-so-let’s-get-fucked-up playacting that Mutt and his friends had been indulging in for so long looked incredibly boring and tedious and counterproductive, possibly even the greased chute delivering one’s ass to eternal damnation. Mutt knew with absurd certainty that he could no longer indulge in such a wasteful lifestyle. Something inside him had shifted irrevocably, some emotional tipping point had been reached.


      But what was he going to do with his life instead?


      Making a half-hearted neutral comment to Gifford—no point in turning into some kind of zealous lecturing missionary asshole Gifford would tune out anyway—Mutt continued through the cube- farm.


      Dan Kicklighter, the middle-aged editor of PharmaNotes, resembled the captain of a lobster trawler, bearded, burly and generally disheveled, as if continually battling some invisible Perfect Storm. He had worked at a dozen magazines in his career, everything from Atlantic Monthly to Screw. A gambling habit that oscillated from moderate—a dozen scratch-ticket purchases a day—to severe—funding an Atlantic City spree with money the bank rightly regarded as a year’s worth of mortgage payments—had determined the jagged progression of his resumé. Right now, after some serious rehab, he occupied one of the higher posts of his career.


      “Matthew, come in. I just want you to know that I’m going to be away for the next four days. Big industry conference in Boston. With a little detour to Foxwoods Casino on either side. But that’s just between you and me.”


      Kicklighter was upfront about his addiction, at least with his subordinates, and claimed that he was now cured to the point where he could indulge himself recreationally, like any casual bettor.


      “I’m putting you in charge while I’m gone. I know it’s a lot of responsibility, but I think you’re up to it. This is a crucial week, and I’m counting on you to produce an issue we can all be proud of.”


      There were three assistant editors at PharmaNotes, so this advancement was not insignificant. But Mutt cringed at the temporary promotion. He just wanted to stay in his little miserable niche and not have anybody notice him. Yet what could he do? Deny the assignment? Wasn’t such an honor the kind of thing he was supposed to be shooting for, next step up the ladder and all that shit? Cody would’ve killed for such a nomination.


      “Uh, fine, Dan. Thank you. I’ll do my best.”


      “That’s what I’m counting on. Here, take this list of targets you need to hit before Monday. It’s broken down into ten-minute activity blocks. Say, have you heard the odds on the Knicks game this weekend?”


      Back in his cube, Mutt threw down the heavy sheaf of paper with disgust. He just knew he’d have to work through the weekend.


      Before he had gotten through the tasks associated with the first ten-minute block, Cody appeared.


      “So, all your ass-kissing finally paid off. Well, I want you to know that you haven’t fooled everyone here. Not by a long shot.”


      Before Mutt could protest his lack of ambition, Cody was gone. Her angry strut conjured up images of pole-dancing in Mutt’s traitorous imagination.


      A short time later, Melba sauntered in and poised one haunch on the corner of Mutt’s desk.


      “Hey, big guy, got any plans for Friday night?”


      “Yeah. Thanks to Kicklighter, I’ll be ruining my eyesight right here at my desk.”


      Melba did not seem put off by Mutt’s sour brusqueness. “Well, that’s too bad. But I’m sure there’ll be some other night we can, ah, hook up.”


      Once Melba left, Mutt tried to resume work. But he just couldn’t focus.


      So he brought up the Gondwanaland page.


      Who was going to tell him he couldn’t? Kicklighter was probably already out the office and halfway to the roulette wheels.


      Below the spinning foreign globe was a block of text followed by some hot-button links: IMPERIAL LINEAGE, CUSTOMS, NATURAL HISTORY, POLITICAL HISTORY, ART, FORUMS, and so forth. Mutt began to read the main text.


      For the past ten thousand years of recorded history, Gondwanaland’s imperial plurocracy has insured the material well-being as well as the physical, spiritual and intellectual freedom of its citizens. Since the immemorial era of Fergasse I, when the walled com­munities of the Only Land—prominently, Lyskander, Port Shallow, Vyber­gum and Turnbuckle—emerged from the state of siege imposed by the roving packs of scalewargs and amphidonts, banding together into a network of trade and discourse, right up until the current reign of Golusty IV, the ascent of the united ­peoples of Gondwanaland has been unimpeded by war or dissent, despite a profusion of beliefs, creeds, philosophical paradigms and social arrangements. A steady accumulation of scientific knowledge from the perspicacious and diligent researchers at our many technotoria, combined with the practical entrepreneurship of the ingeniator class, has led to a mastery of the forces of nature, resulting in such now-essential inventions as the strato-carriage, storm-dispeller, object-box and meta-palp.


      The grateful citizens of Gondwanaland can assume—with a surety they feel when they contemplate the regular rising of the Innermost Moon—that the future will only continue this happy progression…


      Fascinated, Mutt continued to scan the introductory text on the main page, before beginning to bop around the site. What he discovered on these dependent pages were numerous intriguing photos of exotic scenes—cities, people, buildings, landscapes, artworks—and many more descriptive and explanatory passages that amounted to a self-consistent and utterly convincing portrait of an alien world.


      The Defeat of the Last ’Warg; a recipe for bluebunny with groundnut sauce; The Adventures of Calinok Cannikin, by Ahleucha Mamarosa; Jibril III’s tornado-struck coronation; the deadly glacier apes; the first landing on the Outermost Moon; the Immaculate Epidemic; the Street of Lanternmoths in Scordatura; the voices of children singing the songs of Mourners Day; the Teetering Needle in the Broken Desert; sunlight on the slate roofs of Saurelle; the latest fashion photographs of Yardley Legg—


      Mutt’s head was spinning and the clock icon on his screen read noon. Man, people thought Tolkien was an obsessive perfectionist dreamer! Whoever had put this site together was a goddamn fantasy genius! The backstory to Gondwanaland possessed the kind of organic cohesiveness that admitted of the random and contradictory. Why hadn’t the citizens of Balamuth ever realized that they were sitting on a vein of pure allurium until a sheepherder named Thunn Pumpelly fell into that sinkhole? They just hadn’t! A hundred other circumstantial incidents and anecdotes contributed to the warp and woof of Gondwanaland, until in Mutt’s mind the whole invention assumed the heft and sheen of a length of richly embroidered silk.


      Mutt wondered momentarily if the whole elaborate hoax was the work of a single creator, or a group effort. Perhaps the name or names of the perps was hidden in some kind of Easter Egg—


      The one link Mutt hadn’t yet explored led to the FORUMS. Now he went there.


      He faced a choice of dozens of boards on different topics, all listing thousands of archived posts. He arbitrarily chose one—IMPERIAL NEWS—and read a few recent posts in chronological order.


      Anybody heard any reports since Restday from the Liminal Palace on G4’s health?


      —IceApe113


      The last update from the Remediator General said G4 was still in serious condition. Something about not responding to the infusion of nurse-hemomites.


      —LenaFromBamford


      Looks like we could be having an Imperial Search soon then. I hope the Cabal of Assessors has their equipment in good working order. When was the last IS? 9950, right?


      —Gillyflower87


      Aren’t we all being a little premature? Golusty IV isn’t dead yet!


      —IlonaG


      Mutt was baffled, even somehow a little pissed off, by the intensity of the roleplaying on display here. These people—assuming the posts indeed originated from disparate individuals—were really into this micronation game, more like Renaissance Faire headcases and Civil War reenactors than the art-student goofballs Mutt had envisioned as the people responsible for the Gondwanaland site. Still, their fervent loyalty to their fantasy world offered Mutt a wistful, appealing alter­native to his own anomie.


      Impulsively, Mutt launched his own post.


      From everything I’ve seen, Golusty IV seems like a very fine Emperor and a good person. I hope he gets better.


      —MuttsterPrime


      He quit his browser and brought up his word-processor.


      Then he resumed trying to fit his life into ten-minute boxes.


      * * * *


      Kicklighter returned from the Boston trip looking as if he had spent the entire time wrestling rabid tigers. Evidently, his cure had not been totally effective. His vaunted invulnerability to the seductions of Native-American-sponsored games of chance plainly featured chinks. An office pool was immediately begun centered on his probable date of firing by the publisher, Henry Huntsman. Ironically, Kicklighter himself placed a wager.


      But all these waves of office scandal washed over Mutt without leaving any impression at all. Likewise, his dealings with his former friends and rivals had no impact on his abstracted equilbrium. Gif­ford’s unceasing invitations to get wasted, Cody’s sneers and jibes, Melba’s purring attempts at seduction—None of these registered. Oh, Mutt continued to perform his job in a semi-competent, off-handed way. But most of the time his head was in Gondwa­naland.


      With his new best IM buddy, Ilona Grobes.


      Ilona Grobes—IlonaG—had posted the well-mannered, respect­ful comment about not hastening Golusty IV into his grave. Upon reading Mutt’s similarly themed post, she had contacted him directly.


      MuttsterPrime, that was a sensitive and compassionate sentiment. I’m glad you’re not so thrilled by the prospect of an IS like most of these vark-heads that you forget the human dimension of this drama. I don’t recognize your name from any of the boards. What clade do you belong to?


      —Ilona G


      That question left Mutt scratching his head. He debated telling Ilona to cut the fantasy crap and just talk straight to him. But in the end he decided to go along with the play-acting.


      Ilona, is my clade really so important? I’d like to think that we can relate to each other on an interpersonal level without such official designations coming between us.


      —MuttsterPrime


      When Ilona’s reply came, Mutt was relieved to see that his strategy of conforming to her game-playing had paid off.


      How true! I never thought to hear from another Sloatist on this board! I only asked because I didn’t want to give offense if you were an ultra-Yersinian. But it’s so refreshing to dispense with such outdated formalities. Tell me some more about yourself.


      —IlonaG


      Not much to tell really. I’m an assistant editor at a magazine, and it sucks.


      —MuttsterPrime


      I’m afraid you’ve lost me there, Muttster. Why would a repository for excess grain need even one professional scurrilator, much less an assistant? And how can a condition or inanimate object “suck?” Where do you live? It must be someplace rather isolated, with its own dialect. Perhaps the Ludovici Flats?


      —IlonaG


      Mutt stood up a moment and looked toward the distant window in the far-off wall of the cube-farm, seeing a slice of the towers of Manhattan and thereby confirming the reality of his surroundings. This woman was playing some serious games with his head. He sat back down.


      Oh, my home town is no place you’ve ever heard of. Just a dreary backwater. But enough about my boring life. Tell me about yours!


      —MuttsterPrime


      Ilona was happy to comply. Over the next several weeks, she spilled her life story, along with a freight of fascinating details about life in Gondwanaland.


      Ilona had been born on a farm in the Ragovoy Swales district. Her parents raised moas. She grew up loving the books of Idanell Swonk and the antic-tableaus (were these movies?) featuring Roseway Partridge. She broke her arm when she was eleven, competing in the annual running of the aurochs. After finishing her schooling, earning an advanced instrumentality in cognitive com­binatorics, she had moved to the big city of Tlun, where she had gotten a job with the Cabal of Higher Heuristics. (Best as Mutt could figure, her job had something to do with writing the software for artificial ­mineral-harvesting deep-sea fish.) Every Breathday Ilona and a bunch of girlfriends—fellow geeks, Mutt conjectured—would participate in zymurgy, a kind of public chess match where the pieces were represented by living people and the action took place in a three-dimensional labyrinth. She liked to relax with a glass of cloudberry wine and the music of Clay Zelta. (She sent Mutt a sample when he said he wasn’t familiar with that artist. It sounded like punk polkas with a dash of tango.)


      The more Mutt learned about Ilona, the more he liked her. She might be crazy, living in this fantasy world of hers, but it was an attractive neurosis. The world she and her fellow hoaxers had built was so much saner and exotic than the one Mutt inhabited. Why wouldn’t anyone want to pretend they lived in such a place?


      As for the larger outlines of Gondwanalandian society and its finer details, Mutt learned much that appealed to him. For instance, the role of Emperor or Empress was not an inherited one, or restricted to any particular class of citizen. Upon the death of the reigning ­monarch—whose powers were limited yet essential in the day-to-day functioning of the plurocracy—the Cabal of Assessors began a continent-wide search for a psychic heir. At death, the holy spirit of the ruler—not exactly that individual’s unique soul, but something like free-floating semi-divine mojo—was believed to de­tach and descend on a destined individual, whose altered status could be confirmed by subtle detection apparatus. And then there was that eminently sensible business about every citizen receiving a lifetime stipend that rendered work not a necessity but a dedicated choice. Not to mention such ­attractions as the regular state-sanctioned orgies in such cities as Swannack, Harsh Deep and Camp Collard that apparently made Mardi Gras look like the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.


      As for the crisis of Golusty IV’s impending death, the boards remained full of speculation and chatter. The remediators were trying all sorts of new treatments, and the Emperor’s health chart resembled Earth’s stock market’s gyrations, one minute up and the next way down.


      Earth’s stock market? Mutt was shocked to find himself so convinced of Gondwanaland’s reality that he needed to distinguish between the two worlds.


      With some judicious self-censorship and liberal use of generalities, Mutt was able to convey something of his life and character to Ilona as well, without baffling her further. He made up a lot of stuff too, incidents and anecdotes that dovetailed with Gondwana­land­ian parameters. Her messages began to assume an intimate tone. As did Mutt’s.


      By the time Ilona sent him her picture, Mutt realized he was in love. The photograph clinched it. (It was too painful for Mutt even to dare to think the image might be a fake, the Photoshop ruse of some thirteen-year-old male dweeb.) Ilona Grobes was a dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty with a charming mole above quirked lips. If all ­cognitive combinatorics experts looked like this, Gondwanaland had proved itself superior in the geek department as well. With the photo was a message:


      Dear Mutt, don’t you think it’s time we met in the flesh? The Emperor can’t live much longer, and of course all non-essential work and other activities will be suspended during the moratorium of the Imperial Search, for however long that may take. We could use those leisurely days to really get to know each other better.


      —IlonaG


      Finally, here was the moment when all charades would collapse, for good or ill. After some deliberation, Mutt attached his own photo and wrote back:


      Getting together would be really great, Ilona. Just tell me where you live, and I’ll be right there!


      —MuttsterPrime


      You’re such a joker, Mutt! You know perfectly well that I live at Number 39 Badgerway in the Funes district of Tlun! When can you get here? The aerial tramway service to Tlun is extensive, no matter where you live. Here’s a pointer to the online schedules. Try not to keep me waiting too long! And I think your auroch-lick hairstyle is charming!


      —IlonaG


      Mutt felt his spirits slump. He was in love with a clinically insane person, one so mired in her delusions that she could not break out even when offered genuine human contact. Should he cut things off right here and now? No, he couldn’t bring himself to.


      Let me check those schedules and tidy up some loose ends here, Ilona. Then I’ll get right back to you.


      —MuttsterPrime


      Mutt was still sitting in a motionless, uninspired funk half an hour later when Kicklighter called him into his office.


      All the editor’s photos were off the walls and in cardboard boxes, along with his other personal possessions. The hairy, rumpled man looked relieved.


      “I’m outta here as of this minute, kid. Security’s coming to escort me to the front door. But I wanted to let you know that I put in a good word for you to take over my job. Huntsman might not like my extracurricular activities too much, but he’s a good publisher and realizes I know my stuff when it comes to getting a magazine out. He trusts me on matters of personnel. So you’ve got a lock on the job, if you want it. And who wouldn’t? But you’ve got to get your head out of your ass. I don’t know where you’ve been the past few weeks, but it hasn’t been here.”


      All Mutt could do was stare at Kicklighter without responding. Scurrilator, he thought. Why would I want to be head scurrilator?


      After another awkward minute, Mutt managed to mumble some thanks and good-luck wishes, then left.


      He dropped in to Gifford’s cubicle. Maybe his friend could offer some advice.


      Gifford looked like shit. His tie was askew, his face pale and bedewed with sweat. There was a white crust around his nostrils like the rim of Old Faithful. He smiled wanly when he saw Mutt.


      “Hey, pal, I’d love to talk to you right now, but I don’t feel so good. Little touch of stomach trouble. In fact, I gotta hit the john pronto.”


      Gifford bulled past Mutt. He smelled like spoiled yogurt.


      Mutt wandered purposelessly through the cube-farm. He found himself at Cody’s box. She glared at him and said, “If you’re here like the rest of them to gloat, you can just get in line.”


      “Gloat? About what?”


      “Oh, come on, don’t pretend you haven’t heard about the layoffs.”


      “No—no, I haven’t, really. I’m—I’m sorry, Cody.”


      Cody just snorted and turned away.


      Melba wasn’t in her cube. Mutt learned why from an official notice on the bulletin board near the coffee-maker.


      If any employee is contacted by any member of the media regarding the sexual discrimination suit lodged by Ms. Melba Keefe, who is on extended leave until litigation is settled, he or she will refrain from commenting upon penalty of dismissal.…


      Back in his cubicle, Mutt brought up the Gondwanaland web page. The coastline of Gondwanaland bore unmistakeable resemblances to the geography Mutt knew, the way an assembled jigsaw puzzle recalled the individual lonely pieces. As far as he could make out, Tlun was located where Buenos Aires was on Earth.


      Ilona, I’m going to try to reach you somehow. I’m setting out today. Wish me luck.


      MuttsterPrime


      Mutt left his cheap hotel—roaches the size of bite-sized Snickers bars, obese hookers smoking unfiltered cigarettes and trolling the corridors 24/7—for the fifth time that day. He carried a twofold map. Before he had left the US, he had printed off a detailed street map of Tlun. He had found a similar map for Buenos Aires and transferred it to a transparent sheet. Using certain duplicate, unvarying physical features such as rivers and the shape of the bay, he had aligned the two. This cartographic construction was what he was using to search for Number 39 Badgerway.


      Of course, Buenos Aires featured no such street in its official atlas. And the neighborhood that Ilona supposedly lived in was of such a rough nature as to preclude much questioning of the shifty-eyed residents—even if Mutt’s Spanish had been better than the “¿Que pasa, amigo?” variety. Watched suspiciously by glue-huffing, gutter- crawling juveniles and their felonious elders hanging out at nameless bars, Mutt could only risk a cursory inspection of the Badgerway environs.


      After checking out the most relevant district, Mutt was reduced to wandering the city’s boulevards and alleys, parks and promenades, looking for any other traces of a hidden, subterranean, alternative city that plainly didn’t exist anywhere outside the fevered imagination of a handful of online losers, praying for a glimpse of an unforgotten female face graced by a small mole. Maybe Ilona was some Argen­tinian hacker-girl who had been subliminally trying to overcome her own reluctance to divulge her real whereabouts by giving him all these clues.


      But even if that were the case, Mutt met with no success.


      He had now been in Argentina for ten days. All costs, from expensively impromptu airline tickets to meals and lodging, had been put on plastic. He had turned his last paycheck into local currency for small purchases, but Mutt’s loan payments had left him no nest egg. And the upper limits on his lone credit card weren’t infinite. Pretty soon he’d have to admit defeat, return the New York, and try to pick up the shambles of his life.


      But for the next few days anyhow, he would continue to look for Tlun and Ilona.


      Returning today to the neighborhood labeled Funes on the Tlun map, Mutt entered a small café he had come to patronize only because it was marginally less filthy than any other. He ordered a coffee and a pastry. Spreading his map on the scarred countertop he scratched his stubble and pondered the arrangement of streets. Had he explored every possible niche—?


      A finger tapped Mutt’s shoulder. He turned to confront a weasly individual whose insincere yet broad smile revealed more gaps than teeth. The fellow wore a ratty Von Dutch t-shirt that proclaimed I KISS BETTER THAN YOU.


      “Señor, what is it you look for? Perhaps I can help. I know this district like the breast of my own mother.”


      Mutt realized that this guy must be some kind of con-artist. But even so, he represented the best local informant Mutt had yet encountered, the only person who had deigned to speak with him.


      Pointing to the map, Mutt said, “I’m looking for this street. Do you know it?”


      “Si, seguro! I will take you there without delay!”


      Experiencing a spark of hope, Mutt followed the guide outside.


      They came to a dank calle Mutt was half-sure he had visited once before. The guide gestured to a shadowy cross-street that was more of a channel between buildings, only large enough for pedestrian traffic. A few yards along, the street transformed into a steep flight of greasy twilit stairs.


      “Right down here, señor, you will find exactamente what you are looking for.”


      Mutt tried to banish all fear from his heart and head. He summoned up into his mind’s eye Ilona’s smiling face. He advanced tentatively into the claustrophobic cattle-chute.


      He heard the blow coming before he felt it. Determined not to lose his focus on Ilona, he still could not help flinching. The blow sent him reeling, blackness seeping over Ilona’s face like spilled tar, until only her smile, Cheshire-cat-like, remained, then faded.


      * * * *


      Sunlight poured through lacy curtains, illuminating a small cheerful room. On the wall hung a painting which Mutt recognized as one of Sigalit’s studies for his Skydancer series. Mutt saw a vase filled with strange flowers on a nearby small table. Next to the flowers sat a box labeled LIBERTO’S ECLECTIC PASTILLES and a book whose spine bore the legend:


      Ancient Caprices, by Idanell Swonk


      Mutt lay in what was obviously a hospital bed, judging by the peripheral gadgetry around him, including an object-box and a pair of meta-palps. The blanket covering him diffused an odd yet not unpleasant odor, as if woven from the hairs of an unknown beast. He saw what looked like a call button and he buzzed it.


      A nurse hurried into the room, all starched calm business in her traditional tricornered hat and life-saving medals.


      Behind her strode Ilona Grobes.


      Ilona hung back smiling only until the nurse assured herself that Mutt was doing fine and left. Then Ilona flung herself on Mutt. They hugged wordlessly for minutes before she stood up and found a seat for herself.


      “Oh, Mutt, what happened to you? A Junior Effectuator found you unconscious a few feet from my door and brought you here. I was at work. The first thing I knew about your troubles was when I saw your picture on the evening propaedeutic. ‘Unknown citizen hospitalized.’ I rushed right here, but the remediators told me not to wake you. You slept for over thirty hours, right from Fishday to Satyrsday!”


      Mutt grabbed Ilona’s hand. “Let’s just say I had kind of a hard time getting to Tlun.”


      Ilona giggled. “What a funny accent you have! That’s one thing that doesn’t come across online.”


      “And you—you’re more beautiful than any photo. And you smell like—like vanilla icecream.”


      Ilona looked shyly away, then back. “I’m sure that’s a compliment, whatever vanilla icecream may be. But look—I brought you some candy, and one of my favorite books.”


      “Thank you. Thank you very much for being here.”


      No icecream, Mutt thought. He’d be a millionaire by this time next year.


      They talked for several hours more, until the sounds of some kind of commotion out in the hall made them pause.


      The door to Mutt’s room opened and three men walked in. They were clad in elaborately stitched ceremonial robes and miters, and carried among them several pieces of equipment.


      Seeing Mutt’s puzzlement, Ilona explained. “It’s just a team of Assessors. Golusty died yesterday, shortly after your arrival. The Imperial Search has begun.”


      One Assessor addressed Ilona. “Citizen Grobes, your testing will take place at your residence. But we need to assess this stranger now.”


      “Of course,” Ilona said.


      The Assessors approached Mutt’s bedside. “With your permission, citizen—”


      Mutt nodded, and they placed a cage of wires studded with glowing lights and delicate sensors on his head like a crown.

    

  


  
    
      COMMCOMM, by George Saunders


      Tuesday morning, Jillian from Disasters calls. Apparently an airman named Loolerton has poisoned a shitload of beavers. I say we don’t kill beavers, we harvest them, because otherwise they nibble through our Pollution Control Devices (P.C.D.s) and polluted water flows out of our Retention Area and into the Eisenhower Memorial Wetland, killing beavers.


      “That makes sense,” Jillian says, and hangs up.


      The press has a field day. “AIR FORCE KILLS BEAVERS TO SAVE BEAVERS,” says one headline. “MURDERED BEAVERS SPEAK OF AIR FORCE CRUELTY,” says another.


      “We may want to PIDS this,” Mr. Rimney says.


      I check the files: There’s a circa-1984 tortoise-related PIDS from a base in Oklahoma. There’s a wild-horse-related PIDS from North Dakota. Also useful is a Clinton-era PIDS concerning the inadvertent destruction of a dove breeding ground.


      From these I glean an approach: I admit we harvested the beavers. I concede the innocence and creativity of beavers. I explain the harvesting as a regrettable part of an ongoing effort to prevent Pollution Events from impacting the Ottowattamie. Finally I pledge we’ll find a way to preserve our P.C.D.s without, in the future, harming beavers. We are, I say, considering transplanting the beaver population to an innovative Beaver Habitat, to be installed upstream of the Retention Area.


      I put it into PowerPoint. Rimney comes back from break and reads it.


      “Innovative Beaver Habitat?” he says.


      “I say we’re considering,” I say.


      “All hail to the king of PIDS,” he says.


      I call Ed at the paper; Jason, Heather, and Randall at NewsTen, ActionSeven, and NewsTeamTwo, respectively; then Larry from Facilities. I have him reserve the Farragut Auditorium for Wednesday night, and just like that I’ve got a fully executable PIDS and can go joyfully home to my wife and our crazy energized loving kids.


      Just kidding.


      I wish.


      * * * *


      I walk between Mom and Dad into the kitchen, make those frozen mini-steaks called SmallCows. You microwave them or pull out their ThermoTab. When you pull the ThermoTab, something chemical happens and the SmallCows heat up. I microwave. Unfortunately, the ThermoTab erupts and when I take the SmallCows out they’re coated with a green, fibrous liquid. So I make ramen.


      “You don’t hate the Latvians, do you?” Dad says to me.


      “It was not all Latvians done it,” Mom says.


      I turn on Tape 9, “Omission/Partial Omission.” When sadness-inducing events occur, the guy says, invoke your Designated Substitute Thoughtstream. Your D.S.T. might be a man falling off a cliff but being caught by a group of good friends. It might be a bowl of steaming soup, if one likes soup. It might be something as distractive/mechanical as walking along a row of cans, kicking them down.


      “And don’t even hate them two,” Mom says. “They was just babies.”


      “They did not do that because they was Latvian,” says Dad. “They did it because of they had poverty and anger.”


      “What the hell,” says Mom. “Everything turned out good.”


      My D.S.T. is tapping a thin rock wall with a hammer. When that wall cracks, there’s another underneath. When that wall cracks, there’s another underneath.


      “You hungry?” Mom says to Dad.


      “Never hungry anymore,” he says.


      “Me too,” she says. “Plus I never pee.”


      “Something’s off but I don’t know what,” Dad says.


      When that wall cracks, there’s another underneath.


      “Almost time,” Mom says to me, her voice suddenly nervous. “Go upstairs.”


      I go to my room, watch some World Series, practice my PIDS in front of the mirror.


      What’s going on down there I don’t watch anymore: Mom’s on the landing in her pajamas, calling Dad’s name, a little testy. Then she takes a bullet in the neck, her hands fly up, she rolls the rest of the way down, my poor round Ma. Dad comes up from the basement in his gimpy comic trot, concerned, takes a bullet in the chest, drops to his knees, takes one in the head, and that’s that.


      Then they do it again, over and over, all night long.


      Finally it’s morning. I go down, have a bagel.


      Our house has this turret you can’t get into from inside. You have to go outside and use a ladder. There’s nothing up there but bird droppings and a Nixon-era plastic Santa with a peace sign scratched into his toy bag. That’s where they go during the day. I climbed up there once, then never again: jaws hanging open, blank stares, the two of them sitting against the wall, insulation in their hair, holding hands.


      “Have a good one,” I shout at the turret as I leave for work.


      Which I know is dumb, but still.


      * * * *


      When I get to work, Elliot Giff from Safety’s standing in the Outer Hall. Giff’s a GS-9 with pink glasses and an immense underchin that makes up a good third of the length of his face.


      “Got this smell-related call?” he says.


      We step in. There’s definitely a smell. Like a mildew/dirt/decomposition thing.


      “We have a ventilation problem,” Rimney says stiffly.


      “No lie,” Giff says. “Smells like something crawled inside the wall and died. That happened to my aunt.”


      “Your aunt crawled inside a wall and died,” Rimney says.


      “No, a rat,” says Giff. “Finally she had to hire a Puerto Rican fellow to drill a hole in her wall. Maybe you should do that.”


      “Hire a Puerto Rican fellow to drill a hole in your aunt’s wall,” Rimney says.


      “I like how you’re funny,” Giff says. “There’s joy in that.”


      Giff’s in the ChristLife Reënactors. During the reënactments, they eat only dates and drink only grape juice out of period-authentic flasks. He says that this weekend’s reënactment was on the hill determined to be the most topographically similar to Calvary in the entire Northeast. I ask who he did. He says the guy who lent Christ his mule on Palm Sunday. Rimney says it’s just like Giff to let an unemployed Jew borrow his ass.


      “You’re certainly not hurting me with that kind of talk,” Giff says.


      “I suppose I’m hurting Christ,” says Rimney.


      “Not hardly,” says Giff.


      On Rimney’s desk is a photo of Mrs. Rimney before the stroke: braless in a tank top, hair to her waist, holding a walking stick. In the photo, Rimney’s wearing a bandanna, pretending to toke something. Since the stroke, he works his nine or ten, gets groceries, goes home, cooks, bathes Val, does the dishes, goes to bed.


      My feeling is, no wonder he’s mean.


      Giff starts to leave, then doubles back.


      “You and your wife are in the prayers of me and our church,” he says to Rimney. “Despite of what you may think of me.”


      “You’re in my prayers, too,” says Rimney. “I’m always praying you stop being so sanctimonious and miraculously get less full of shit.”


      Giff leaves, not doubling back this time.


      Rimney hasn’t liked Giff since the day he suggested that Rimney could cure Mrs. Rimney if only he’d elevate his prayerfulness.


      “All right,” Rimney says. “Who called him?”


      Mrs. Gregg bursts into tears and runs to the ladies’.


      “I don’t get why all the drama,” says Rimney.


      “Hello, the base is closing in six months,” says Jonkins.


      “Older individuals like Mrs. G. are less amenable to quick abrupt changes,” says Verblin.


      When Closure was announced, I found Mrs. G. crying in the Outer Hall. What about Little Bill? she said. Little Bill had just bought a house. What about Amber, pregnant with twins, and her husband, Goose, drunk every night at the Twit? What about Nancy and Vendra? What about Jonkins and Al? There’s not a job to be had in town, she said. Where are all these sweet people supposed to go?


      I’ve sent out more than thirty résumés, been store to store, chatted up Dad’s old friends. Even our grocery’s half-closed. What used to be Produce is walled off with plywood. On the plywood is a sign: “If We Don’t Have It, Sorry.”


      CommComm’s been offered a group transfer to NAIVAC Omaha. But Mom and Dad aren’t allowed into the yard, much less to Omaha. And when I’m not around they get agitated. I went to Albany last March for a seminar and they basically trashed the place. Which couldn’t have been easy. To even disturb a drape for them is a big deal. I walked in and Mom was trying to tip over the coffee table by flying through it on her knees and Dad was inside the couch, trying to weaken the springs via repetitive fast spinning. They didn’t mean to but were compelled. Even as they were flying/spinning they were apologizing profusely.


      “Plus it really does stink in here,” Little Bill says.


      “Who all is getting a headache, raise your hand,” says Jonkins.


      “Oh, all right,” Rimney says, then goes into my cubicle and calls Odors. He asks why they can’t get over immediately. How many odors do they have exactly? Has the entire base suddenly gone smelly?


      I walk in and he’s not talking into the phone, just tapping it against his leg.


      He winks at me and asks loudly how Odors would like to try coördinating Community Communications while developing a splitting headache in a room that smells like ass.


      All afternoon it stinks. At five, Rimney says let’s hope for the best overnight and wear scuba gear in tomorrow, except for Jonkins, who, as far as Jonkins, they probably don’t make scuba gear that humongous.


      “I cannot believe you just said that,” says Jonkins.


      “Learn to take a joke,” Rimney says, and slams into his office.


      I walk out with Jonkins and Mrs. Gregg. The big flag over the Dirksen excavation is snapping in the wind, bright-yellow leaves zipping past as if weighted.


      “I hate him,” says Jonkins.


      “I feel so bad for his wife,” says Mrs. Gregg.


      “First you have to live with him, then you have a stroke?” says Jonkins.


      “And then you still have to live with him?” says Mrs. Gregg.


      The Dirksen Center for Terror is the town’s great hope. If transferred to the Dirksen, you keep your benefits and years accrued and your salary goes up, because you’re Homeland Security instead of Air Force. We’ve all submitted our Requests for Transfer and our Self-Assessment Worksheets and now we’re just waiting to hear.


      Except Rimney. Rimney heard right away. Rimney knows somebody who knows somebody. He was immediately certified Highly ­Proficient and is Dirksen-bound, which, possibly, is another reason everybody hates him.


      My feeling is, good for him. If he went to Omaha, imagine the work. He and Val have a routine here, contacts, a special van, a custom mechanical bed. Imagine having to pick up and start over somewhere else.


      “Home, home, home,” says Mrs. Gregg.


      “PIDS, PIDS, PIDS,” I say.


      “Oh, you poor thing,” says Mrs. Gregg.


      “If I had to stand up in front of all those people,” says Jonkins, “I’d put a bullet in my head.”


      Then there’s a long silence.


      “Shit, man, sorry,” he says to me.


      * * * *


      The Farragut’s full. I admit, concede, explain, and pledge. During the Q. & A., somebody says if the base is closing, why spend big bucks on a Beaver Habitat? I say because the Air Force is committed to insuring that, postClosure, all Air Force sites remain environmentally viable, prioritizing both species health and a diverse life-form mix.


      Afterward Rimney’s back by the snacks. He says is there anything I can’t PIDS? I say probably not. I’ve PIDSed sexual-harassment cases, a cracked hazardous-waste incinerator, half a dozen jet-fuel spills. I PIDSed it when General Lemaster admitted being gay, retracted his admission, then retracted his retraction, all in the same day, before vanishing for a week with one of his high-school daughter’s girlfriends.


      “You might have noticed earlier that I was not actually calling Odors,” Rimney says.


      “I did notice that,” I say.


      “Thing I like about you, you’re a guy who understands life gets complicated,” he says. “Got a minute? I need to show you something.”


      I follow him back to CommComm. Which still stinks. I follow him into the copier closet, which stinks even worse.


      In the closet is something big, in bubble wrap.


      “Note to self,” he says. “Bubble wrap? Not smell-preventing.”


      He slits open the bubble wrap. Inside is this giant dirt clod. Sticking out of the clod is a shoe. In the shoe is a foot, a rotted foot, in a rotted sock.


      “I don’t get it,” I say.


      “Found down in the Dirksen excavation,” he says. “Thought I could stash them in here a few days, but phew. Can you believe it?”


      He slits open a second bubble-wrap package. There’s another guy, not enclodded, cringed up, in shredded pants, looking like he’s been dipped in mustard. This one’s small, like a jockey.


      “They look old-timey to me,” Rimney says.


      They do look old-timey. Their shoes are big crude shoes with big crude nails.


      “So you see our issue,” he says. “Dirksen-wise.”


      I don’t. But then I do.


      The Racquetball Facility was scrapped due to someone found an Oneida nose-ring portion on the site. Likewise the proposed Motor Pool Improvement, on account of a shard of Colonial crockery.


      If a pottery shard or partial nose ring can scrap a project, think what a couple of Potentially Historical corpses/mummies will do.


      “Who else knows?” I say.


      “The contractor,” Rimney says. “Rick Granis. You know Rick?”


      I’ve known Rick since kindergarten. I remember how mad he’d get if anyone called his blanket anything but his binkie. Now he’s got an Escalade and a summer house on Otissic Lake.


      “But Rick’s cool with it,” he says. “He’ll do whatever.”


      He shows me Rick’s Daily Historical-Resource Assessment Worksheet. Under “Non-Historical Detritus,” Rick’s written, “Two contemp soda bottles, one contemp flange.” Under “Evidence of Pre-Existing Historical/Cultural Presence,” he’s written, “Not that I know of.”


      Rimney says that a guy like me, master of the public-presentation aspect, could be a great fit at the Dirksen. As I may know, he knows somebody who knows somebody. Do I find the idea of Terror work at all compelling?


      I say sure, yes, of course.


      He says, thing is, they’re just bodies. The earth is full of bodies. Under every building in the world, if you dig deep enough, is probably a body. From the looks of it, someone just dumped these poor guys into a mass grave. They’re not dressed up, no coffins, no dusty flower remains, no prayer cards.


      I say I’m not sure I totally follow.


      He says he’s thinking a respectful reburial, somewhere they won’t be found, that won’t fuck up the Dirksen.


      “And tell the truth,” he says, “I could use some help.”


      I think of Tape 4, “Living the Now.” What is the Now Situation? How can I pull the pearl from the burning oyster? How can the “drowning boy” be saved? I do an Actual Harm Analysis. Who would a reburial hurt? The mummy guys? They’re past hurt. Who would it help? Rimney, Val Rimney, all future Dirksen employees.


      Me.


      Mom, Dad.


      Dad worked thirty years at Gallup Chain, with his dad. Then they discontinued Automotive. Only Bike remained. A week after his layoff, Grandpa died. Day of the wake, Dad got laid off too. Month later, we found out Jean was sick. Jean was my sister, who died at eight. Her last wish was Disneyland. But money was tight. Toward the end, Dad borrowed money from Leo, the brother he hated. But Jean was too sick to travel. So Dad had an Army friend from Barstow film all of Disney on a Super-8. The guy walked the whole place. Jean watched it and watched it. Dad was one of these auto-optimists. To hear him tell it, we’d won an incredible last-minute victory. Hadn’t we? Wasn’t it something, that we could give Jeanie such a wonderful opportunity?


      But Jean had been distilled down to like pure honesty.


      “I do wish I could have gone, though,” she said.


      “Well, we practically did,” Dad said, looking panicked.


      “No, but I wish we really did,” she said.


      After Jean died, we kept her room intact, did a birthday thing for her every year, started constantly expecting the worst. I’d come home from a high-school party and Mom would be sitting there with her rosary, mumbling, praying for my safe return. Even a dropped shopping bag, a broken jar of Prego, would send them into a funk, like: Doom, doom, of course, isn’t this the way it always goes for us?


      Eight years later came the night of the Latvians.


      So a little decent luck for Mom and Dad doesn’t seem like too much to ask.


      “About this job thing,” I say.


      “I will absolutely make it happen,” he says.


      The way we do it is we carry them one at a time out to his special van. He’s got a lift in there for Val. Not that we need the lift. These guys are super-light. Then we drive out to the forest behind Missions. We dig a hole, which is not easy, due to roots. I go in, he hands them down very gentle. They’re so stiff and dry it’s hard to believe they can still smell.


      We backfill, kick some leaves around, drag over a small fallen tree.


      “You O.K.?” he says. “You look a little freaked.”


      I ask should we maybe say a prayer.


      “Go ahead,” he says. “My feeling is, these guys have been gone so long they’re either with Him or not. If there even is a Him. Might be real, might not. To me? What’s real? Val. When I get home tonight, there she’ll be, waiting. Hasn’t eaten yet, needs her bath. Been by herself the whole day. That, to me? Is real.”


      I say a prayer, lift my head when done.


      “I thank you, Val thanks you,” he says.


      In the van, I do a Bad Feelings Acknowledgment re the reburial. I visualize my Useless Guilt as a pack of black dogs. I open the gate, throw out the Acknowledgment Meat. Pursuing the Meat, the black dogs disappear over a cliff, turning into crows (i.e., Neutral/ Non-Guilty Energy), which then fly away, feeling Assuaged.


      Back at CommComm, we wash off the shovels, Pine-Sol the copier closet, throw open the windows, check e-mail while the place airs out.


      * * * *


      Next morning, the stink is gone. The office just smells massively like Pine-Sol. Giff comes in around eleven, big bandage on his humongous underchin.


      “Hey, smells super in here today,” he says. “Praise the Lord for that, right? And all things.”


      “What happened to your chin?” says Rimney. “Zonk it on a pew while speaking in tongues?”


      “We don’t speak in tongues,” says Giff. “I was just shaving.”


      “Interesting,” Rimney says. “Goodbye.”


      “Not goodbye,” says Giff. “I have to do my Situational Follow-Up. What in your view is the reason for the discontinued nature of that crappo smell you all previously had?”


      “A miracle,” says Rimney. “Christ came down with some Pine-Sol.”


      “I don’t really go for that kind of talk,” says Giff.


      “Why not pray I stop?” says Rimney. “See if it works.”


      “Let me tell you a like parable,” Giff says. “This one girl in our church? Had this like perma-smile? Due to something? And her husband, who was non-church, was always having to explain that she wasn’t really super-happy, it was just her malady. It was like the happier she looked, the madder he got. Then he came to our church, guess what happened?”


      “She was miraculously cured and he was miraculously suddenly not angry,” says Rimney. “God reached down and fixed them both, while all over the world people who didn’t come to your church remained in misery, weeping.”


      “Well, no,” says Giff.


      “And that’s not technically a parable,” says Verblin.


      “See, but you’re what happens when man stays merely on his own plane,” says Giff. “Man is made bitter. Look, I’m not claiming I’m not human and don’t struggle. Heck, I’m as human as you. Only I struggle, when I struggle, with the help of Him that knows no struggle. Which is why sometimes I maybe seem so composed or, you might say, together. Everyone in our church has that same calm. It’s not just me. It’s just Him, is how we say it.”


      “How calm would you stay if I broke your neck?” says Rimney.


      “Ron, honestly,” Jonkins says.


      “Quiet, Tim,” Rimney says to Jonkins. “If we listen closely, we may hear the call of the North American extremist loony.”


      “Maybe you’re the extremist due to you think you somehow created your own self,” says Giff.


      “Enough, this is a place of business,” says Rimney.


      Then Milton Gelton comes in. Gelton’s a GS-5 in Manual Site Aesthetics Improvement. He roams the base picking up trash with a sharp stick. When he finds a dead animal, he calls Animals. When he finds a car battery, he calls Environmental.


      “Want to see something freaky?” he says, holding out his bucket. “Found behind Missions?”


      In the bucket is a yellow-black human hand.


      “Is that a real actual hand of someone?” says Amber.


      “At first I thought glove,” Gelton says. “But no. See? No hand- hole. Just solid.”


      He pokes the hand with a pen to demonstrate the absence of a hand-hole.


      “You know what else I’m noting as weird?” Giff says. “In terms of that former smell? I can all of a sudden smell it again.”


      He sniffs his way down to the bucket.


      “Yoinks, similar,” he says.


      “I doubt this is a Safety issue,” says Rimney.


      “I disagree,” says Giff. “This hand seems like it might be the key to our Possible Source of your Negative Odor. Milton, can you show me the exact locale where you found this at?”


      Out they go. Rimney calls me in. How the hell did we drop that fucker? Jesus, what else did we drop? This is not funny, he says, do I realize we could go to jail for this? We knowingly altered a Probable Historical Site. At the very least, we’ll catch hell in the press. As for the Dirksen, this gets out, goodbye Dirksen.


      I eat lunch in the Eating Area. Little Bill’s telling about his trip to Omaha. He stayed at a MinTel. The rooms are closet-size. They like slide you in. You’re allowed two slide-outs a night. After that it’s three dollars a slide-out.


      Rimney comes out, says he’s got to run home. Val’s having leg cramps. When she has leg cramps, the only thing that works is hot washrags. He’s got a special pasta pot and two sets of washrags, one blue, one white. One set goes on her legs, while the other set heats.


      With Rimney gone, discipline erodes. Out the window I see Verblin sort of mincing to his car. A yardstick slides out of his pants. When he stoops to get the yardstick, a print cartridge drops out of his coat. When he bends to pick up the cartridge, his hat falls off, revealing a box of staples.


      At three, Ms. Durrell from Environmental calls. Do we have any more of those dioxin coloring books? Do I know what she means? It’s not a new spill, just reawakened concern over an old spill. I know what she means. She means “Donnie Dioxin: Badly Misunderstood But ­Actually Quite Useful Under Correct Usage Conditions.”


      I’m in Storage looking for the books when my cell rings.


      “Glad I caught you,” Rimney says stiffly. “Can you come out to Missions? I swung by on the way back and, boy, oh boy, did Elliot ever find something amazing.”


      “Is he standing right there?” I say.


      “O.K., see you soon,” he says, and hangs up.


      * * * *


      I park by the Sputnik-era jet-on-a-pedestal. The fake pilot’s head is facing backward and a twig’s been driven up his nose. Across the fuselage some kid’s painted, “This thing looks like my pennis if my pennis has wings.”


      It starts to flurry. Giff’s been at the grave with a shovel. So far, it’s just the top of the jockey’s head sticking out, and part of the en­clodded guy’s foot.


      “Wow,” I say.


      “Wow is correct,” Rimney says.


      “Thanks be to Scouts,” Giff says. “See? Footprints galore. Plus tire tracks. To me? It’s like a mystery or one of those deals where there’s more than meeting the eyes. Because where did these fellows come from? Who put them here? Why did your office smell so bad, in an off way similar to that gross way that hand smelled? In my logic? I ask, Where locally is somewhere deep that’s recently been unearthed or dug into? What I realized? The Dirksen. That is deep, that is new. What do you think? I’ll get with Historical tomorrow, see what used to be where the Dirksen is at now.”


      I helped Rimney get Val home from the hospital after the stroke, watched the two of them burst into tears at the sight of her mechanical bed.


      He looks worse than that now.


      “Fuck it. I’m going to tell him, trust him. What do you think?” he says.


      My feeling is no, no, no. Giff’s not exactly the King of Sense of Humor. Last year, I was the only non-church person at his Christmas party. The big issue was, somebody on Giff’s wife’s side had sent their baby a stuffed DevilChild from Hell from the cartoon “Hell­Hood.” The DevilChild starts each episode as a kindly angel with a lisp. Then something makes him mad and he morphs into a demon and starts speaking with an Eastern European accent while running around stabbing uptight people in the butt with a red-hot prod.


      “As for me and my house, this little guy has no place here,” Giff had said. “Although Cyndi apparently feels otherwise.”


      Cyndi I would describe as pretty but flinchy.


      “Andy doesn’t see it as the Devil,” she said. “He just likes it.”


      “Well, I do see it as the Devil,” Giff said. “And I don’t like it. And here in this house a certain book tells us the role of the father/husband. Am I right?”


      “I guess so,” she said.


      “You guessing so, like Pastor Mike says, is symptomatic of your having an imperfect understanding of what the Lord has in mind for our family, though,” he said. “Right? Right, Pastor Mike?”


      “Well, it’s certainly true that a family can only have one head,” said a guy in a Snoopy sweater who I guessed was Pastor Mike.


      “O.K., tough guy,” Cyndi said to Giff, and stomped off, ringing the tree ornaments.


      I can see Giff’s wheels turning. Or trying to. He’s not the brightest. I once watched him spend ten minutes trying to make a copy on a copier in the Outer Hall which was unplugged and ready for Disposal.


      “Wait, are you saying you guys did this?” he says.


      Rimney says Giff has a wife, Giff has a baby—would a transfer to the Dirksen be of interest? Maybe Giff’s aware that he, Rimney, knows somebody who knows somebody?


      “Oh, my gosh, you guys did do it,” Giff says.


      He lets the shovel fall and walks toward the woods, as if so shocked he has to seek relief in the beauty of nature. Out in the woods are three crushed toilets. Every tenth bush or so has a red tag on it, I have no idea why.


      “All’s I can say is wow,” Giff says.


      “They’re dead, man,” Rimney says. “What do you care?”


      “Yes, but who was it shaped these fellows?” says Giff. “You? Me? Look, I’m going to speak frank. I think I see what’s going on here. Both you guys took recent hard hits. One had a wife with a stroke, the other a great tragic loss of their parents. So you got confused, made a bad call. But He redeemeth, if only we open our hearts. Know how I know? It happened to me. I also took a hard hit this year. Because guess what? In terms of my wife? I’m just going to say it. Our baby is not my baby. Cyndi had a slipup with this friend of ours, Kyle. I found out just before Christmas, which was why I was such a fart at our party. That put me in a total funk—we were like match and gas. I was so mad there was a darkness upon me. Poor thing had bruises all up her arms, due to I started pinching her. In her sleep, or sometimes I would get so mad and just come up quick and do it. Then, January tenth, I’d had enough, and I prayed, I said, ‘Lord, I am way too small, please take me up into You, I don’t want to do this anymore.’ And He did it. I dropped as if shot. And when I woke? My heart was changed. All glory goes to Him. I mean, it was a literal release in my chest. All my hate about the baby was gone and all of a sudden Andy was just my son for real.”


      “Nice story,” says Rimney.


      “It’s not a story. It happened to me for real in my life,” says Giff. “Point is? I had it in me to grow. We all do! I’m not all good, but there’s a good part of me. My fire may be tiny, but it’s a fire just the same. See what I mean? Same like you. Do you know that good part? Have you met it, that part of you that is all about Truth, that is called, in how we would say it, your Christ-portion? My Christ-portion knew that pinch­ing was wrong. How does your Christ-portion feel about this sneaky burial thingy? I mean honestly. In a perfect world, is that what you would have chose to do?”


      This catches me a little off guard.


      “Is this where I go into a seizure and you heal me by stroking my dick?” Rimney says.


      Giff blinks at this, turns to me.


      “Think these things up in your heart,” he says softly. “Treasure them around. See what it is. Then be in touch, come to our church, if you want. I am hopeful that you will come to your Truth.”


      Suddenly my eyes tear up.


      And I don’t even know why.


      “This is about my wife, jackass,” says Rimney.


      “‘Do what’s right, come what may,’ ” Giff says. “That’s what it says on all our softball sweatshirts, and I believe it. And on the back? ‘Say no thanks to Mr. Mere Expedience.’ Good words for you, friend.”


      Rimney’s big. Once when mad he smacked the overhang on the way to Vending and there’s still a handprint up there. Once he picked up one end of the photocopier so Mrs. Gregg could find her earring, and a call came in and he had this big long conversation with Benefits while still holding up the copier.


      “Cross me on this, you’ll regret it,” he says.


      “Get thee behind me,” says Giff.


      So, a little tense.


      My phone rings. Ms. Durrell again. She’s got a small vocal outraged group coming at four to eat her alive. Where the hell am I? Those dioxin books? Had something to do with a donkey, “Donkey Dioxin, Who Got the Job Done”? Or it was possibly an ape or possum or some such shit? She remembers a scene at the end with some grateful villagers, where the ape/possum/donkey/whatever gave the kids a ride, and also the thing came with a CD?


      “Go,” Rimney says. “Elliot and I will work this out.”


      By the time I get the books out of Storage and over to Environmental it’s after five.


      I clock out, race home through our wincing little town. Some drunks outside the Twit are heaving slushballs up at the laughing neon Twit. Blockbuster has a new program of identifying all videos as either Artsy or Regular. Two beautiful girls in heels struggle down to the banks of the Ottowattamie, holding each other up. Why are they going down there? It’s dusk and that part of the river’s just mud and an old barge.


      I wish I could ask them but I don’t have time. When I’m late Mom and Dad race around shouting, “Where? Where? Where?” It always ends in this bitter mutual crying. It’s just one of their things. Like when it rains, they go up to the ceiling and lie there facing up. Like when ­feeling affectionate, they run full speed toward each other and pass through, moaning/laughing.


      The night of the Latvians I was out with Cleo from Vehicles. We went parking, watched some visiting Warthogs practice their night-firing. Things heated up. She had a room on the side of a house, wobbly wooden stairs leading up. Did I call, say I’d be late, say I might not be back at all? No, I did not. Next morning I came home, found the house taped off. For the body locations, the cops didn’t use chalk. There was just a piece of loose-leaf on the stairs labelled “Deceased Female” and one on the kitchen floor labelled “Deceased Male.”


      I tell myself, If I’d been home, I’d be dead, too. The Latvians had guns. They came in quick, on crack, so whacked out they forgot to even steal anything.


      Still. Mom’s sciatica was acting up. She’d just had two teeth pulled. At the end, on the steps, on her back, she kept calling my name, as in, Where is he? Did they get him too? Next day, on the landing, I found the little cotton swab the dentist had left in her mouth.


      So if they want me home right after work I’m home right after work.


      * * * *


      They’re standing at the kitchen window, looking out at the old ball­bearing plant. All my childhood, discarded imperfect ball bearings rolled down the hill into our yard. When the plant closed, a lathe came sliding down, like a foot a day, until it hit an oak.


      “Snowing like a mother,” Dad says.


      “Pretty, but we can’t go out,” says Mom.


      “Too old, I guess,” Dad says sadly.


      “Or something,” says Mom.


      I set three places. They spend the whole dinner, as usual, trying to pick up their forks. Afterward they crowd under the floor lamp, the best part of their night. When they stand in direct heat, it doesn’t make them warmer, just makes them vividly remember their childhoods.


      “Smell of melted caramel,” Mom says.


      “The way I felt first time I seen a Dodger uniform in color,” says Dad.


      Dad asks me to turn up the dimmer. I do, and the info starts coming too fast for grammar.


      “Working with beets purple hands Mother finds that funny,” says Mom.


      “Noting my boner against ticking car, Mr. Klemm gives look of you-are-rubbing-your-boner, mixed sense of shame/pride, rained so hard flooded gutters, rat wound up in the dog bowl,” says Dad.


      They step out of the light, shake it off.


      “He’s always talking about boners,” says Mom.


      “Having a boner is a great privilege,” says Dad.


      “You had your share,” says Mom.


      “I should say so,” says Dad. “And will continue to, I hope, until the day I die.”


      Having said “die,” Dad blinks. Whenever we see a murder on TV, they cover their eyes. Whenever a car backfires, I have to coax them out from under the couch. Once a bird died on the sill and they spent the entire day in the pantry.


      “Until the day you die,” Mom says, as if trying to figure out what the words mean.


      Before they can ask any questions, I go outside and shovel.


      From all over town comes the sound of snowplows, the scraping plus the beeping they do when reversing. The moon’s up, full, with halo. My phone rings in my parka pocket.


      “We have a situation,” Rimney says. “Can you step outside?”


      “I am outside,” I say.


      “Oh, there you are,” he says.


      The special van’s coming slowly up the street.


      “New plan,” he says, still on the phone, parking now. “What’s done is done. We can save the Dirksen or lose it. Minimize the damage or maximize.”


      He gets out, leads me around to the sliding door.


      You didn’t, I think. You did not dig those poor guys up again. Does he think Historical is stupid? Does he think Historical, getting a report of mummies, finding only a recently filled hole, is going to think, Oh, Giff, very funny, you crack us up?


      “Not the mummies,” I say.


      “I wish,” he says, and throws open the door.


      Lying there is Giff, fingers clenched like he’s trying to cling to a ledge, poor pink glasses hanging off one ear.


      I take a step back, trip on the curb, sit in a drift.


      “We took a walk, things got out of hand,” he says. “Shit, shit, shit. I tried to reason with him, but he started giving me all his Christian crap. Something snapped, honestly. It just got away from me. You’ve probably had that happen?”


      “You killed him?” I say.


      “An unfortunate thing transpired, after which he died, yes,” Rimney says.


      Thrown in there with Giff is a big rock, partly wrapped in bloody paper towels.


      I ask did he call the police. He says if he planned on calling the police, would he have thrown Giff in back of the freaking van? He says we’ve got to think pragmatic. He did it, he fucked up, he knows that. He’ll be paying for it the rest of his life, but no way is Val paying for it. If he goes to jail, what happens to Val? A state home? No, no, no, he says. Dead is dead, he can’t change that. Why kill Val as well?


      “What do we do with this guy?” he says. “Think, think.”


      “We?” I say. “You.”


      “Oh God, oh shit,” he says. “I can’t believe I killed somebody. Me, I did it. Jesus, wow. O.K. O.K.”


      Snow’s blowing in over Giff, melting on his glasses, clumping up between his pants and bare leg.


      “You know Val, you like Val, right?” Rimney says.


      I do like Val. I remember her at Mom and Dad’s funeral, in her wheelchair. She had Rimney lift one of her hands to my arm, did this sad little pat pat pat.


      “Because here’s the thing,” Rimney says. “Dirksen-wise? You’re all set. I submitted my rec. It’s in the system. Right? Why not take it? Prosper, get a little something for yourself, find a wife, make some babies. The world’s shit on you enough, right? You did not do this, I did. I shouldn’t have come here. How about pretend I didn’t?”


      I stand up, start to do a Moral Benefit Eval, then think, No, no way, do not even think about doing that stupid shit now.


      The bandage on Giff’s underchin flips up, showing his shaving scar.


      “Because who was he?” says Rimney. “Who was he really? Was he worth a Val? Was he even a person? He, to me, was just a dumb-idea factory. That’s it.”


      Poor Giff, I think. Poor Giff’s wife, poor Giff’s baby.


      Poor Val.


      Poor everybody.


      “Don’t fuck me on this,” Rimney says. “Are you going to fuck me on this? You are, aren’t you? Fine. Fine, then.”


      He turns away, slams the van door shut, emits this weird little throat-sound, like he can’t live with what he’s done and would like to end it all, only can’t, because ending it all would make him even more of a shit.


      “I feel I’m in a nightmare,” he says.


      Then he crashes the Giff-rock into my head. I can’t believe it. Down I go. He swung so hard he’s sitting down too. For a second we both sit there, like playing cards or something. I push off against his face, crawl across the yard, get inside, bolt the door.


      “I don’t like that,” says Dad, all frantic. “I did not like seeing that.”


      “People should not,” Mom says. “That is not a proper way.”


      When terrified, they do this thing where they flicker from Point A to Point B with no interim movement. Mom’s in the foyer, then in the kitchen, then at the top of the stairs.


      “You better get to the hospital,” Dad says.


      “Take this poor kid with you,” Mom says.


      “He just suddenly showed up,” Dad says.


      Somebody’s on the couch. It takes me a second to recognize him.


      Giff.


      Or something like Giff: fish-pale, naked, bloody dent in his head, squinting, holding his glasses in one hand.


      “Whoa,” he says. “Is this ever not how I expected it would be like.”


      “What what would be like?” says Dad.


      “Death and all?” he says.


      Dad flickers on and off: smiling in his chair, running in place, kneeling near the magazine rack.


      “You ain’t dead, pal, you’re just naked,” says Dad.


      “Naked, plus somebody blammed you in the head,” says Mom.


      “Do they not know?” Giff says.


      I give him a look, like, Please don’t. We’re just enjoying a little extra time. I’m listening to their childhood stories, playing records from their courtship days, staring at them when they’re not looking, telling them how good they were with me and Jean, how safe we always felt.


      “Don’t you love them?” Giff says.


      I remember them outside the funeral home the day we buried Jean, Mom holding Dad up, Dad trying to sit on a hydrant, wearing his lapel button, his lapel photo-button of little smiling Jean.


      “Then better tell them,” Giff says. “Before it’s too late. Because watch.”


      He stands, kind of shaky, hobbles over, breathes in my face.


      Turns out when the recently dead breathe in your face they show you the future.


      I see Mom and Dad trapped here forever, reënacting their deaths night after night, more agitated every year, finally to the point of insanity, until, in their insanity, all they can do is rip continually at each other’s flesh, like angry birds, for all eternity.


      I tell them.


      “Very funny,” says Mom.


      “Cut it out,” Dad says.


      “We’re a little sad sometimes,” says Mom. “But we definitely ain’t dead.”


      “Are we?” Dad says.


      Then they get quiet.


      “Holy crap,” Dad says.


      Suddenly they seem to be hearing something from far away.


      “Jeez, that’s better,” Dad says.


      “Feels super,” Mom says.


      “Like you had a terrible crick and then it went away,” Dad says.


      “Like your dirty dress you had on for the big party all of a sudden got clean,” says Mom.


      They smile, step through the wall, vanish in two little sudden blurps of light.


      Giff’s pale and bent, glowing/shimmering, taller than in life, a weird breeze in his hair that seems to be coming from many directions at once.


      “There is a glory, but not like how I thought,” he says. “I had it all wrong. Mostly wrong. Like my mind was this little basket, big flood pouring in, but all I got was this hint of greater water?”


      “You were always a nice person,” I say.


      “No, I was not,” he says. “Forced my little mini-views down everybody’s throat. Pinched my wife! And now it’s so sad. Because know what he did? Rimney? Typed her a note, like it was from me, saying I was leaving, due to I didn’t love her, due to that Kyle thing. But that is so not true! I loved her all through that. But now, rest of her life, she’s going to be thinking that of me, that I left her and the baby, when we were just getting over that pinching thing.”


      His eyes fill with tears and his hair stops blowing and he crushes his pink glasses in his hand.


      “Go see her,” I say. “Tell her the truth.”


      “Can’t,” he says. “You just get one.”


      “One what?” I say.


      “Visitation or whatever?” he says.


      I think, So why’d you come here?


      He just smiles, kind of sad.


      Then the front window implodes and Rimney climbs through with a tire iron.


      “It’s going to happen now,” Giff says.


      And it does. It takes two swings. It doesn’t hurt, really, but it’s scary, because it’s happening to me, me, me, me, the good boy in school, the boy who felt lilacs were his special flower, the boy who, when poor Jean was going, used to sneak off to cry in the closet.


      As I go, there’s an explosion of what I can only call truth/energy flood. I can’t exactly convey it, because you’re still in that living/limited state, so lucky/unlucky, capable of smelling rain, rubbing palm against palm, having some new recently met someone suddenly brighten upon seeing you.


      Rimney staggers to the door, unbolts it, stands looking out.


      I pass through him and see that even now all his thoughts are of Val, desperate loving frightened thoughts of how best to keep her safe.


      Giff and I cross the yard hand in hand, although like fifteen feet apart. Where are we going? I have no idea. But we’re going there fast, so fast we’re basically skimming along Trowman Street, getting simultaneously bigger/lighter, and then we’re flying, over Kmart/Costco Plaza, over the width of Wand Lake, over the entire hilly area north of town.


      Below us now is Giff’s house: snow on the roof, all the lights on, pond behind it, moon in the pond.


      Giff says/thinks, Will you?


      And I say/think, I will.


      She’s at the table doing bills, red-eyed, the note at her feet, on the floor. She sees me and drops her pen. Am I naked, am I pale, is my hair blowing? Yes and yes and yes. I put one bare foot on the note.


      A lie, I say. Elliot’s dead, sends his love. Rimney did it. Rimney. Say it.


      Rimney, she says.


      That’s all the chance I get. The thing that keeps us flying sucks me out of the house. But as I go I see her face.


      Rejoining Giff on high I show him her face. He is glad, and now can go.


      We both can go.


      We go.


      Snow passes through us, gulls pass through us. Tens of towns, hundreds of towns stream by below, and we hear their prayers, grievances, their million signals of loss. Secret doubts shoot up like tracers, we sample them as we fly through: a woman with a too-big nose, a man who hasn’t closed a sale in months, a kid who’s worn the same stained shirt three days straight, two sisters worried about a third who keeps saying she wants to die. All this time we grow in size, in love, the distinction between Giff and me diminishing, and my last thought before we join something I can only describe as Nothing-Is-Excluded is, Giff, Giff, please explain, what made you come back for me?


      He doesn’t have to speak, I just know, his math emanating from inside me now: Not coming back, he would only have saved himself. Coming back, he saved Mom, Dad, me. Going to see Cyndi, I saved him.


      And, in this way, more were freed.


      That is why I came back. I was wrong in life, limited, shrank everything down to my size, and yet, in the end, there was something light-craving within me, which sent me back, and saved me.

    

  


  
    
      FIVE WAYS JANE AUSTEN NEVER DIED, by Samantha Henderson


      (1)


      “Fly! It’s beautiful, Fly!”


      Captain Frank Austen smiled at his sister, for she was beaming at him and paid the little statue in her hand no mind at all.


      “You might look at it at least, Jane,” he teased. “It cost me a pretty penny in the Shanghai marketplace.”


      “Oh—of course—yes…” She looked at the intricately carved figure and smiled. It was a year and more since Frank had sailed to the South Seas, and his white teeth in his sunburned face were strange and wonderful to her.


      But what a monstrosity he brought her! She laughed with amused horror and turned it over in her palm.


      It was carved from a jet-black stone that seemed to swallow the light from the wide, sunny window, leaving nothing but a void in a convoluted knot of tentacles. It was cold, colder than stone should be in a woman’s warm hand, and it gave her a strange feeling, like the memory of a toothache or the lingering weakness of a fever.


      “What a dreadful creature, Fly,” she laughed, holding the statuette closer to her face. “Is that what an octopus looks like?”


      “A little, although I understand it’s supposed to be some heathen god. Villainous fellow it was who sold it to me, darker than a China­man. A trader from an island to the South, I imagine. Gave my steward the vapors, at any rate. He’s from the West Indies, a superstitious boy, and he said that the thing was cursed and would bring bad luck to the owner. I had to hide it away in my trunk in the end, and tell him I’d thrown it in the sea. You’re not afraid, are you, Jane?” He grinned down at her.


      “Never, Fly! Although Cassandra will make me cover it over before she’ll sleep in the same room.”


      And Cassandra did, and Jane swathed the statue with her pelisse, for she would have her brother’s gift near her, although she was afraid of it, a little, almost a pleasurable thrill of fear, like the moment after a nearby lightning strike. And so that first night, and the second, and the third, when she had sunk into the little death of sleep, the long, smoky whips of darkness coiled from underneath the carving’s shroud, spiraled across the room to where Jane lay, insinuated themselves gently up her nostrils and down her throat, and began their work.


      (2)


      I buck out of the timestream, recover, and bend over, retching air. That’s why you don’t eat for twenty-four hours before you make a jump, and a purge or two’s not a bad idea, either. I learned that the hard way.


      When I can straighten up, I back against the damp plaster wall (the walls at Chawton were always damp, though Edward never believed it) and wait, listening. In the late summer afternoon, heavy with heat, the ticking of the clock in the study sounds loud and portentous as a drumbeat. Scant golden light lies sluggishly against the drapes on the other end of the hallway.


      Cassandra is away, visiting our brother and sister and their innumerable brood. My mother is nursing a migraine with her feet up on the best sofa in the parlor.


      And Jane is coming up the stairs.


      I draw my modified Glock and stand, waiting in the shadows.


      I’ve practiced this, over and over, in my mind and on simscreen. But a little flutter starts in my gut, below the sternum-point of the carapaced interface.


      I swivel out the moment she tops the flight, practice making the movement smooth, face her, left hand cupping the right, elbows bent to take the shock. The Glock points straight at her breastbone. I have to be careful not to aim too high, because she’s not as tall as the others. She’s exactly my height.


      Of course she is.


      A round face, with soft brown curls surrounding it, and a white cap topping all. She sees me and her mouth makes a little “o” of pure astonishment.


      Does she recognize me? My face is leaner, the curls cropped short. In the bodysuit I probably don’t even look like a woman.


      She looks at the gun and blushes that apple red, with no blending to it, no art. I feel the hot blood in my own cheeks, twinning hers.


      I want to explain why. How the temporal seam has ruptured, how she must not obey the Prince Regent’s summons. Why she mustn’t meet John Ashe. Why she can’t write Between Friends. How this is better than the cruel progress of Addison’s Disease.


      But the training takes over and I squeeze the trigger and the beam I can’t see strikes her, dead beneath the tiny bow on the high Empress Josephine waistline. She looks down, puzzled. It will take a few seconds for the internal disruption to be complete.


      She looks at me and frowns, and the butterfly flutter becomes worse. I can’t help it: I look down at myself in turn. A hole has formed where my stomach ought to be, wavering wetly at the edges, growing larger by the second. If I bent over I could see the carpet through the gap in my midriff.


      I look back at Jane. Soon my lungs will be gone.


      “The fu…”


      (3)


      “Water, Cassandra. Is there no more water?” Jane’s face was red and white and every wrong color, and Cassandra held a scrap of linen soaked with warm water to her lips. Jane swallowed painfully and groaned.


      “More linens,” said the surgeon, laboring between her sister’s spraddled legs. “Clean ones, as large as possible.” Whether he spoke to her or the midwife was unclear, but Mrs. Bowdin flashed Cassandra an eloquent look. She was holding Jane’s leg, bare and terribly pale, out of the surgeon’s way.


      “I shall return soon,” Cassandra whispered in her sister’s ear. Jane blinked at her, uncomprehending. Cassandra moved to gather the clothes at Mr. Akins’ feet, not daring to glance into the terrible chamber that was her sister’s body. The white clothes were stained, some light pink from the water’s first breaking, others clotted black.


      They smelled, too, like dying flowers in a jar.


      Cassandra shouldered the heavy oak door open. A glance showed her the surgeon, hands half plunged into Jane’s body, while Mrs. Bowdin pressed the leg up, almost to her ear.


      “You must push now, Mrs. Bigg-Wither,” said the surgeon, hatefully, impossibly calm. “You must bear down hard.”


      Turning from the sight she let the door snick shut behind her. And there he was, big and clumsy. Harris Bigg-Wither, every inch the concerned husband.


      You’ve killed my sister, thought Cassandra, with a clear, illuminating hatred. Too old to have a first child, and delicate. She could kill him, Mr. Harris Bigg-Wither with his money and respectability and his large, prosperous stomach. I should have made her leave Many­downs that very night, after he proposed. I knew he disgusted her. I knew she accepted him in a fit of despair. It would have passed in time.


      “How does Jane?” he said, sotto voce and composed. “She screamed that once. But now she’s so quiet.”


      Then he saw the clothes in her arms and blanched. Cassandra found that satisfying, almost as good as striking him across the face.


      “It comes hard,” she said, forcing her voice to be gentle. “And my sister is not built for childbirth.”


      She brushed past him and hurried down the hall, feeling his cow-like gaze against her back. When she retuned with clean linens he was gone.


      She opened the door and almost dropped her burden. A white thing twisted in Mr. Akins’ hands, looking like a skinned rabbit. A thick blue cord connected it to the space between Jane’s legs. Everywhere the bright copper smell of blood.


      As she watched the small pink mouth opened, soundless at first, and then a tiny cry.


      Cassandra had almost forgotten there was a baby inside her sister.


      Deftly the midwife took the child. The surgeon held out his hand, and Cassandra instinctively hurried to him, giving him a thick wadded cloth. He pushed it between Jane’s legs.


      Jane’s face had lost all color, save where a thin trickle of blood oozed from a bitten lip. When Cassandra came to her side she opened her eyes, huge and hazel in that pale face, and smiled. Mr. Akins finished his work between her legs and stood beside Cassandra, looking at Jane appraisingly. His hands were streaked with blood; he held them shoulder height.


      “She seems better,” Cassandra said to the surgeon, in a hoarse whisper. She stroked Jane’s forehead: she’d stopped perspiring, and her skin was cool to the touch.


      “She’s dying,” said Mr. Akins. “I’m sorry, Miss Austen, but the baby was at such an angle…there was too much damage. She’s lost too much blood.”


      He turned away to dip his red hands in the basin by the window. The pallid light of dawn was creeping in. In the corner the baby wailed.


      Jane turned her head so Cassandra’s hand was cupping her face. She murmured something, for all the world like a sleepy child.


      “What is it, Jane?” Cassandra bent close. Jane’s breath smelled sweet and sickly.


      “The baby,” Jane breathed. “Is it a boy or girl?”


      Cassandra didn’t care.


      She’d drown the brat in the nearest puddle if it would bring her sister back.


      “A girl,” she said, for the sake of saying something. There wasn’t much time.


      Jane smiled, slyly, as if she had a secret. “A girl,” she said. “Emma. Call her Emma.”


      “Emma.” Cassandra nodded, and a hot tear spilled down her cheek. Emma.


      Not Cassandra.


      She always expected Jane would name a daughter Cassandra.


      “A healthy girl, nice and fat,” called Mrs. Bowdin from across the room. “Sucking on my finger already.”


      Jane’s smile froze, and her eyes glazed and drooped.


      Carefully Cassandra shut the lids.


      “I’ll tell Mr. Bigg-Wither,” she said.


      But instead she went to the cradle, where Mrs. Bowdin fussed and the child cried, low and rhythmic.


      “We’ll have to get a wet nurse from the village,” said the midwife, matter-of-factly. “Sadie Purcell will do. Just had twins, and the one of them died, poor mite. I’ll see to it.”


      Cassandra nodded, staring at the child. Wet brown curls were plastered to its scalp.


      “Cassandra,” she said. Her voice was flat. “Her name is Cassandra.”


      Mrs. Bowdin let the baby suck on her knuckle. “We’ll have you rede up in no time, little Cassandra,” she said. “No time at all.”


      Cassandra smiled.


      (4)


      Cassandra called him the Gentleman from Chawton, and thus Mr. Akins came to be known. Six months before he’d taken the old parsonage, claiming to be a retired physician, and employing a husband and wife as housekeeper and man-of-all-work. Speculation raged in the village as to his origins, but he was such a dull man, queer and painfully correct in all his transactions that the menfolk lost interest, then the girls, and soon it was left to spinsters at tea to whisper and conjugate whether he was the natural son of a runaway heiress and a rich Indian nabob, or the product of a secret marriage between an actress and the heir of a royal Duke.


      Rich he was, certainly, or at least comfortable, and it was odd therefore that the marriageable maidens of Chawton dismissed him so soon. Perhaps it was because he showed little interest in them himself.


      Because he was comfortable, and Edward Austen was rich, they had little of substance to talk about and therefore became friends. Because they became friends, Edward naturally took him to visit his mother and sisters in the comfortable cottage in which he had installed them. Because he had been introduced, he came to visit the Austen sisters almost daily.


      Because she was clever, and sad, Jane knew that she was his object.


      Not in matrimony, although Cassandra hinted as much. And he did not appeal to her: so tall, with limbs that jointed oddly beneath his garments and strange, hairless hands. Nevertheless he asked nothing better than to call upon her and sit in the front room, unnaturally upright on a low-back chair while she sat first properly, then with her feet up as she grew used to him and the pain and fatigue grew worse. He spoke little, and looked much, and soon she bathed in the warmth of his regard like a patient in the waters of Bath.


      Two things became clear. He saw her not as a woman, but a curiosity. And he knew about her writing.


      Many knew: her family; some friends; the Regent’s physician. But it was strange that a stranger would seek her out and would betray by small slips of conversation that he knew the characters that lived in her books better than she did herself.


      He always carried a small black portmanteau, which rested beside his chair when he visited: a remnant, perhaps, of his former career. He inquired softly after her illness, and sometimes made a motion towards the bag, as if he would pick it up, but never did so.


      This day was bad. The very blood in her veins ached, and she felt that hateful blush come and go and hotly come again. She could not stir from her arrangement of chairs.


      But Mr. Akins called, and would not go, and must be seen. Indeed, there was an odd comfort in his familiar silence. He sat a long time, observing her quietly. So quiet was he that once she caught herself sleeping; between two blinks she lost herself and woke to find the sun three panes away from where it had been a second before. He had not moved.


      “It had been wondered…”


      He paused and cleared his throat.


      “We have wondered why it was, at the height of your illness, that you did not take the sofa but instead preferred the chairs. Some say it was because you considered the sofa your mother’s peculiar do­main. I wonder if that is true.” Although he was still, too still, his voice was agitated.


      “Bubbles and gates,” he murmured under his breath. “Bubbles and gates, and they pop and close. It must be done now, if at all.”


      She felt her eyes open wide, and that beat in her chest that sometimes turned painful.


      She knew she should be terrified.


      “You are a mystery, Miss Jane, a mystery I thought I could solve. But having opened the box, I find more boxes.”


      A little silver ball appeared in his hands, filigreed and folded upon itself, like a shoe-rose. He stretched it into a thread, tight between his fingers, and gave it a little shake. Green light came from it. He studied it as he might a sheaf of paper.


      “Addison’s seemed most likely,” he continued, in that calm, impossible manner. “The weakness, the discoloration of the face. The back and abdominal pain at the end. A failure of the adrenal glands. A craving for salt. Kennedy had it. Now the symptoms are managed with monthly treatments. We could contrive a series of drops, if you’d cooperate.”


      She looked at his eyes as he said this, knowing his now was not her now.


      “Next possibility: breast cancer. More difficult. A multi-shot would take care of it but it’s tricky. I’d need an assistant. And it’s complicated, constructing an identity, even one you will discard. But still, it could be done.


      “There were other things it could be. I was prepared. But not for this.”


      “What?” she managed, between dry lips.


      He brought his hands together, and the green light blinked out.


      “Everybody was wrong. It is not you who is diseased, Miss Jane. You are the symptom of another’s ailment.”


      A pause, while she looked at his bag.


      “Is it not true?”


      She didn’t answer. He sighed and continued.


      “A recent discovery in my time. A tropical disease with rare recurrence in Europe or England, at least in this decade. There was an outbreak, a panic of sorts, in the last century. And one of your family, at least, has been exposed to a tropical vector.”


      She was beginning to hate him.


      “I’ve been studying her closely, your sister. And I can’t help but wonder about her fiancé. A tragic character who died in the tropics, intent on making his fortune and bearing her off in triumph. But maybe he didn’t die there. Maybe he came back.”


      He leaned forward, and now he was completely strange to her and her time.


      “He came back and infected Cassandra before he died, correct? And in her it mutated, as it sometimes does, and she is able to live, although certain foods are an anathema to her, and she avoids strong sunlight. But she is only able to live by battening off you.”


      Quickly he grasped her wrist, needlessly quick, because she could never have avoided him. Gently and clinically he pulled back the loose sleeves she had taken to wearing, exposing the crook of her elbow.


      He sucked the breath in through his teeth. Two deep punctures, dark and half-healed, in the pale flesh.


      He let her go, retreated into his chair, and became almost ordinary again.


      “You have a 30 percent chance of contracting the disease,” he said. “But you didn’t. You remained her source until the end.”


      “Is there a cure?” she said, hopeful although she still hated him.


      “No,” he said. “Sometimes cravings and secondary symptoms degenerate into madness and death. Sometimes the virus retreats into the tissues, remaining dormant for decades.


      “But you will die. You did die. The only way to save you is to eliminate Cassandra.”


      “No,” she whispered, and the beat in her chest did become painful now. “No, you cannot.”


      “But I must,” he said, as if it was the most reasonable thing in the world, “or else she will kill you. Within the year, in fact.”


      “I cannot lose Cassandra,” she said. “If you know everything about me, if you have made me your study, you know she is everything to me: mother, sister, child.”


      “What could you create if you live? By now you have begun Between Friends. You will never finish it. But you could.”


      For a painful beat she was tempted. Then she recoiled in disgust at her own sensations. “I would die a thousand times for Cassandra, Mr. Akins,” she said, giving him back his own false name. “And you will kill me a thousand times more if you take her.”


      His face twisted in rage, so different from the bland expression he continually cultivated it was astonishing. In the hallway someone was passing. His fists clenched and he half-rose.


      “No,” she said. He looked at her, panting as if he had run a race. Slowly his breathing slowed, and his composure returned. The footsteps in the hall faded.


      The Gentleman from Chawton rose.


      “I take my leave of you then, Miss Jane,” he said, with a bow that was, like the rest of him, a little wrong.


      She held her breath as he left the room, closing the door gently behind him. There was a soft clatter, china chinking together, perhaps. She heard him murmur politely to her sister. She heard Cassandra reply.


      Then silence.


      The front door opened and shut.


      Another long, awful moment of silence, and than another soft clatter as Cassandra bumped into the hall table. She was always doing that.


      The door opened and Cassandra entered, skirting the sofa and taking the other chair: gathering the knitting that waited there.


      “I’ve sent for tea, Jane.” Her yellowish teeth looked very sharp today, and her cheeks were sunken.


      Jane closed her eyes. “Thank you.”


      “You must keep up your strength.”


      Jane felt a frisson only half of fear. “I know, Cassandra.”


      Although the marks at the joint of her elbow were covered again she pulled her sleeve further down. It ached deep inside.


      “A pleasant man, that Mr. Akins,” said Cassandra. “I do think he’s taken with you.”


      “He won’t be back again,” said Jane.


      Cassandra paused in her knitting, then resumed. Her needles clicked. Click. Click. Like the tick of a giant clock.


      “What a shame,” said Cassandra, and her eyes were hungry, hungry, hungry.


      (5)


      Fire exploded in the top spars, and Captain Charles Austen ducked as deadly fragments of Norfolk pine struck the deck. A warmth on his cheek told him one had gashed his face, but he felt nothing between the noise of battle and the smell of saltwater and gunpowder.


      The mainsail lay half on deck, half trailing down the side. The crippled ship could not evade the French first rate, and their sole chance lay in fighting off the boarders. The Charmant’s side was firmly bound to their own with a web of ropes and a phalanx of grappling poles.


      Even now Bowdin hacked at the thick wood at the base of a hook, and then at the French sailor who was attempting to board. The boarder grinned, showing strong brown teeth, and raised his cutlass. Over Bowdin’s shoulder Charles took careful aim and fired into the Frenchman’s face. With a shriek he fell flailing into the water below.


      The gunshot wouldn’t kill him, but the ships grinding together certainly would.


      Bowdin looked his thanks and splintered the pole apart. By now the French were swarming over the sides like ants up a honey-tree.


      Akins, the bosun’s boy, was staring at the Charmant and the French sailors, his eyes wide. He’d seen battle several times in his 9-year old life, but never so close, never so dangerous.


      “Below, Akins!” Charles ordered. Akins flashed him a look.


      “Find the surgeon and get a count of men down.” The boy nodded and scrambled belowships. Charles had no use for the information, but the boy would resent being told to hide away for his own safety.


      His men and the remaining lobster-coated marines were holding the line, but they couldn’t much longer. Grappled as she was, the Charmant could sink the Viper with a cannonade to her exposed flank. It was odd she hadn’t done so.


      He thought he knew why.


      First Lieutenant Aubry was dead. It went against the Captain’s every instinct to leave the deck mid-battle.


      “Bowdin!” he bellowed, in a voice accustomed to be heard over the worst Cape gale. “See that they hold for five minutes more!”


      Bowdin nodded grimly.


      His quarters had been disassembled for the guns, but the Char­mant’s second volley had made them useless. Glimpses of blue, powder-tinged sky and brown-green sea showed through the fissures.


      His sister, the younger Miss Austen, stood calmly at his little dispatch-table. A small, flat box was open before her; she was carefully sorting through the papers within.


      “Bad luck, Charlie,” she said, without looking up. “Or fate, perhaps. They did not appear by chance.”


      “We cannot hold, Jane,” he said. “They will soon overwhelm us.”


      “You must surrender, my dear,” she said. “They will not relent.”


      She caught the expression on his face and smiled. “They will kill all your men, one by one, to capture me. I could not countenance such a fine tenor as Bowdin to die on my account.”


      She selected three papers, covered and cross-hatched with fine writing. Methodically she tore one to pieces and crumpled the fragments together.


      “The rest shall serve as an obvious bluff, and this one less so.” Crouching near the joint between the deck and the siding she stuffed the papers between. “And these two…” she returned to Charles’ side, looking at the two remaining papers and frowning, for all the world as if they were in the sitting room at Steventon, and she parsing out a ball scene for Between Friends. “These must not fall into the Monster’s hands, nor his spymaster’s, not on any account.” She began to tear them into long strips. “Nor,” she added, as if it were the most casual thing in the world, “must I.”


      She placed a strip in her mouth and chewed, methodically. If the ink was bitter she did not say.


      She swallowed the pulped mass and smiled. “’Twould go down better with a glass of wine, but no matter.”


      “I should have refused to take you on board,” he burst out, unable to contain himself. “It was a mad scheme, to take you to the French coast. Wickham has betrayed you.”


      “No. We had a fighting chance. And you had no choice, brother. Come now, were you to defy Admiralty orders you would be court- martialed at best. William Wickham has his reasons.”


      She had not stopped chewing and swallowing the papers, chewing and swallowing. He watched with a morbid fascination.


      Then, topsides, pistol shots and men shouting. Jane wiped the corner of her mouth.


      “Surrender the Viper, Charlie,” she said, paling slightly. “I have all the means I need.” She pulled a tiny crystal bottle from her bodice. It hung cunningly on the chain she always wore, the chain he had brought her, and the amber cross, so long ago.


      He froze in horror as she unstoppered the bottle.


      “Go,” she whispered. “I cannot do it while you look at me so.”


      So he turned and clambered to the deck, shouting defiance, imprecations, words of surrender, words he did not know, anything to drown the sound of the tiny thump of something hitting the floor in the cabin below.

    

  


  
    
      FANCY BREAD, by Gregory Feeley


      The ogre lifts his rockslide face and sniffs, cavernous nostrils distending. With a howl of rage—Jack can whiff his breath from where he hides—he stamps the tree-wide floorboards and cries out in a bowel- solving roar:


      Fee, fye, fo, fum!


      I smell the Blod of an Englysshman!


      Be he quicke or be he dede,


      I’ll grinde his Bones to make my Brede!


      Behind the oven grate, Jack feels his shanks quiver as though struck free from his spine. Wolves came down once from the hills and snatched a village child, and crows pluck corses on the gibbet; but never did Jack imagine that his end might be another’s maw. It is a terror beyond reckoning: his sweet flesh guttled like dough.


      The ogre’s goodwife assures him that what he smells is simply the remains of the boy he ate yesterday. Jack squitters in terror but the ogre seems mollified, for he sits down to be served a tremendous meal. The broth he slurps reeks of a mutton unknown to Jack’s nose, and his stomach clenks at his mouth’s watering. The ogre calls for a loaf, and when he sops then cracks loudly, Jack knows what he is crunching.


      The din allows Jack to shift his cramped feet, stirring wisps of ankle-high ash which conceals hard lumps that bump his toes like riverstones. At last he sinks aching to his hams, and in the humdrum of the ogre’s guzzling—even terror sates with surfeit—he nudges one of the lumps and discovers it an unrelieved crust. Jack brushes away bits of ash with wonder: the ogre, strong enough to disjoint him like a hen, owns no leaven.


      Barrels of ale sluice the ogre’s gullet as Jack squats in a plague pit of bones and ash. He cradles a rock of grain, pitiful weapon, and wonders at its coarseness. A memory stirs from childhood, the voice of traveling player declaiming on market day:


      Tell me, where is fancy bread,


      Or in the heart, or in the head?


      Hungry with no market-day bun, Jack had yearned for fancy bread, sticky with sugar and finer than cake, something he had tasted one Whitsunday. Later he wondered whether the player’s question meant that fancy bread might exist only in the head, never to be tasted in the stomach. Bread with dough smooth as milk, bread so soft the toothless could eat it without sopping first. Had such yearnings led him in time to the hedge of the ogre’s castle?


      Replete and belching, the ogre nods at table like a swaying oak, knocks his spoon to the floor, and soon is snoring deeply. Fearful beyond measure—the goodwife does not come to aid him—Jack slowly pushes open the grate and creeps from the oven’s belly, leaving ashy footprints even an ogre could follow.


      It seems greatly daring that in his flight Jack could pause to pick up the spoon, but even in his terror he realizes that no man can be eaten twice. It is as long as his arm and heavier than any Jack has held, so he clutches it the harder and sneaks past, breaking into a run at the door.


      Later he would try to recall whether he had heard a roar as he burst into sunlight. He had not looked back, and ran half a mile before slowing. The spoon is crusted with porridge, and when Jack finishes gasping he sniffs, then tastes it. The oats are merely greasy, but the tip of his tongue thrills at the metal’s touch. It is silver, and he later sells it for six shillings. A shard of crust lodged in his pocket he discards with a shudder.


      He never again tried to rob an ogre’s fastness, a lesson learned if not remembered. (Once he saw a widow lay her dough on a bed of coals then sprinkle it with hot ashes, and shivered with sourceless dread.) Curled under a pew that night, cold and still hungry, Jack worries the experience for what else he can take. The day is already falling from memory like a cinder from burnt fingers, but as Jack nestles into the rug of sleep a shard presses hard against him, sharp so he feels every word: Bread made with men’s bones never rise.


      * * * *


      Starvelings bedded under hedges never rise, either, but rather turn coldly stiff, in glorious reversal of the Devil’s fell offer to change stones into bread. Jack feels hardened to petrifaction, but his limbs yield, if complainingly, as he crawls forth, brushing crumbs of dirt from his coat, to blink at the morning’s pale glare. Gazing across the fields in the breath-steaming chill, he recognizes barley and, farther on, what looks to be rye, but nothing that nods like wheat-stalks. Nor pasturage for miles now: it’s crusts and tubers Jack has to look forward to, assuming he is not offered a hail of rocks.


      The rutted path is muddy, but Jack is glad enough to see no lace of frost upon the standing water. Frozen roads traverse better and stink less, but it’s a thin coat Jack wears this early March day, a hungry season with the winter stores dwindling and naught but peason planted. The wheel ruts are not deep, so the land is not yet too soft for fellers’ carts; but Jack can see that felling time is over early here. The woods, like a sexton’s hair, have receded steadily over the years, and the open fields show few stands of any size.


      The sparsely hedged fields also offer few means of concealment, and Jack walks bent and brisk when a rise threatens to bring him within sight of harrowers, who will soon be out. He knows enough not to fear pursuit—no rustic will leave his work to accost a sturdy wayfarer a field away—but word travels fast even in villages, and he does not want suspicion running before him.


      But no one is abroad at this least pleasant hour, too early for laborers and too late for the rogues who walk the roads at night. Other travelers—the tag-and-rag army of vagabonds and abandoned women who fill the highways—will be out soon, and Jack does not care to be numbered among them. If he has not a horse and a fine plumed hat, he must distinguish himself otherwise.


      The first cottage he sees is not promising; but the men are out by now, so disappointment is not likely to prove calamitous. Jack cannot suppress a quaver of fear at approaching a strange door, but is by the knowledge that most peasants (with dangerous exceptions) are stupid as dirt. Ignorant of the ways of cozenage, they substitute a brute suspicion of all strangers: which, being surmounted, could leave them defenseless as hatchlings.


      Jack sees no chickens in the yard, but no dogs neither. He fingers his beard for crumbs, then spits three times on his right hand. The effort produces a loud rumble in his stomach. Emboldened by such perceptible evidence of want, he knocks upon the door—not confidently, as serves some circumstances, but weakly as he thinks will be heard.


      He is bent to one side as the door is opened and a servant girl looks out. “Ah, mistress, a cup of water in Christ’s name. I am set upon and robbed of my wares, and beaten half to death besides.”


      He steps back at this point, rather than forward as the servant fears, and staggers with a soft groan. The servant gasps—he is listening even as he grimaces—and before she can speak he brings up his hand and feels tenderly the back of his head. The pig’s blood (from yesterday’s unsuccessful venture) has dried in his hair, but enough comes away to redden his wet fingers and gives a half-clotted appearance.


      “Jesu!” the girl exclaims. “Does it hurt?”


      “More now than last night, though it scarce seems possible.” Jack looks at her ruefully. “I hid my face in my hands, but they kicked my ribs till I feared they be stove in. And my wares—” Here he sighs as if at the cruellest stroke of all. “My lace and pins and buttons, which I have three times sold thy lady in the spring, are stolen me.”


      “The goodwife is not in,” says the witless creature. At this Jack lowers himself to the ground, as though his legs were failing him, and cries out briefly as one ham touches the packed earth.


      “My teeth are not broke,” he says, touching them, “but I am sore dry. Is there water here cleaner than the ditch’s where I lay?”


      The bird rushes for a ladle, and Jack looks up to peer through the door. It is a meaner cottage than will yield much. Servants in London eat better than freeholders here, who have a servant only because the tide of workless women and men spill into any house open to them. Jack guesses that the goodwife has lain in yearly, and is worn enough to need a drudge with the surviving brats, one who can moreover bend her back at harvest and spend winter weaving hemp or flax. A wolf gauging the gauntness of the deer, Jack judges this freeholder not far from becoming a landless laborer himself.


      As if in confirmation, he hears a babe’s squall. Any mother still alive to give suck will be nearby, and Jack decides to work fast. He is rising as though painfully when the girl returns, dipper in one hand, a crust in the other. “Will you report this to the Justice?” she asks him.


      “Lord, no, girl!” he cries in feigned alarm. “The village justice likes not wanderers, and is like to demand I prove no rogue myself. And how could I do that, with my wares gone?”


      The girl crinkles her face in confusion, and Jack knows he is home. He drinks avidly (good water is scarce on the highways, and this is at least unclouded) and quickly examines the bread, as a merchant might eye a bolt of cloth. It is brown as her muddied hem, and smells to be rude maslin indeed, containing scant wheat and even some barley with the rye. Jack’s stomach clamors loudly and he eats, tasting barley in the hard and ill-risen bread, which will rest heavy in the stomach without filling it.


      He thanks the girl and returns the dipper (it is of no value anyway) before commencing his cast. “Good woman, where shall I go now?” he asks earnestly. “I have no goods, nor means to return to London Town—” the name never fails in its effect—“so must offer my hands and strong back to earn my bread. Tell me where an honest man should go to find work.”


      The cony looks ready to cry. “There is no place, alas,” she says. “Come you from a parish where work awaits every man willing? What a wonder if so!”


      Looking suitably stricken, Jack protests his readiness to work and offers to perform any chore, however onerous, this freehold wants done. He straightens his back with scarce a wince to demonstrate resolve, and senses he is on the verge of being asked within—it is all he needs—when the sound of voices in back snaps the girl’s head around as if on a string. Jack’s labours are undone in an instant, a card-castle struck by wind, for the mistress of the house comes around, swollen-bellied, suspicious, and blanched of charity, and Jack is dealt with briskly. She does not recall past dealings with the pedlar, has no work to give him, and directs the injured man to take his knocks to his own parish, whither the Justice will speed him if he thinks to dally. And so Jack is sent back along the road, with no solace but the crust and his memory of the girl’s hurt eyes, bereft as though bidding him to return and devour her.


      * * * *


      No beer, scant bread, and uncertain fortunes ahead. Jack does not know the name of the township he is near, and would not betray ignorance by asking. It is not however a fortunate one, for the next bread he eats (a day later) tastes of vetches, what market-town folk call “horse- bread” who never have to eat it themselves. Cottagers are running low on corn, which a cold winter burns like wood: it will be gaunt weeks before the spring barley is up. Jack keeps an eye out for a servant-girl from a richer household than the cottagers’, but doors remain closed to him.


      A village where you are not known is like a cow that has not yet been milked. Jack moves carefully through the parish, alert both to danger and opportunity. One morning he steals a chicken, which he plucks, roasts, and eats entire before he hears the halloo. On another he helps a goodwife whose husband has broken his leg: he hauls sacks of grain by cart to the miller, but gets nothing for it but dinner, for the woman watches closely all the while.


      He stands agape at the mill, which growls and creaks like a giant’s wagon, and returns the suspicious looks of the miller and his son, who know everyone living in the village. The goodwife’s grain—it is barley, with not a peck of wheat—disappears into the grinding maw, and Jack feels a nameless dread that moves him to stand in the doorway. The goody attempts to oversee all stages of the operation, and quarrels fiercely over the division afterwards.


      “He hath a magic thumb,” she complains to Jack as he pulls the cart—now, from the millstream, mostly uphill—back to her farm. And Jack thrills to think of the ways a miller might divert more than his rightful sixth part of the grain. He wishes to know more, but is fed and dismissed directly they return.


      The spring brings rains, and too little sun otherwise. Apprehensions of a poor harvest settle like an ache into the bones, and fear of the dearth grips all. Jack catches an ague and coughs for weeks, but the lengthening days save him. With the haymaking there is work for all, and Jack labours like any vagabond for his bread and ale. One tumble behind a hedge with a doxy whose man had been arrested, one sheaf of ballads taken from a vagrant who lay sleeping, and it is hard sweat for the rest of his gettings. Jack enjoys selling ballads, which are light for their value and allow him to deal with better custom­ers than farm wives; but they are hard to procure save in Lon­don, where he cannot now go.


      To avoid charges of vagrancy, he long claimed to be carrying a letter to a nobleman in another county, but a Justice of the Peace once read it, found its date long past, and destroyed it. Lately he has employed, with more success (though he hates using it), a letter attesting that he had been whipped as a vagrant and was being sent back to his parish. But now he swims safely in the great school of available laborers, their numbers swelled (he learns by always listening) not only by vagrants but also former husbandmen, forced off their land by falling prices and poor harvests. The engrossment of holdings is under way in the lands of corn, as it hitherto had been in the lands of sheep.


      Jack hawks the ballads between the mill and the inn, speaking smoothly and pretending at times to sing from one. He catches the interest of a yeoman’s wife, who fixes him with a saucy eye (or so he takes it) and asks him what the songs concern.


      “Marry, here is a song of a new way to make bread,” he says smiling.


      “A new way? And what might that be?”


      “Why Madame, they employ up and down husbandry,” he replies with a leer.


      The woman barks a laugh and pays tuppence for two. Boldly he asks how bread is made in her master’s household, and she directs him to follow her servant. He gets a half-loaf of cheat bread—his first taste of wheat this year—handed him from the back door.


      Standing in the chill air, with the hens keeping their distance and ducks jeering from the safety of their pond, the bread’s soft texture and sweet taste awakens in him a rage never again to eat worse. No longer should Jack bend his back for brown bread, heavy with ill-ground pease and beans. If cozenage proves no perch, he shall not slip down but claw up.


      Next morning he assaults a yeoman leaving the inn, gets three shillings but must hide in the woods for days, where rains fall incessantly and the boughs wave overhead as though bearing his swinging form. He crosses water, is attacked by dogs, travels roads by night and is set upon and beaten unconscious. Discovered by a constable searching for the robbers of a merchant party, he finds himself giving evidence with them before a Justice. Imitating the merchants’ accents and manner, he portrays himself as a journeyman bearing papers for his master, all now lost save for a scrap of ballad he had bought at a crossroad. He produces the scrap and is luckily not asked to read it.


      Outside he is invited to accompany the travelers, who are going to Portsmouth. They are undeceived by his claim to be of their trade, but seem amused by his brass. Their party is bound for France, a land rich in opportunity, where gold flows only upward but one may catch some drops, like water from a fountain, as they flee the stony earth.


      Jack accompanies them through counties he has never seen, past lands given over entirely to sheep, enormous manors glimpsed at a distance, and the occasional rubble of an abandoned monastery. These sights trouble him, stirring dim memories at the edge of sleep. Jack knows never to speak of the misted events of his sloughed-away past, and as they continue south (it is days before he wonders why merchants don’t ride) the recollection of monks driven forth, ­horsemen wheeling angrily, and ragged crowds waving sticks fill his dreams, spurring his impulse to keep moving, put distance between himself and the tall stone structures that loom in his memory’s mist.


      They spend only a day at port and leave by night, which tells Jack all he needs to know about the nature of this venture. After crossing a stomach-tossing sea, they alight on a darkened coast, unload sacks on the beach, and take on bales after murmured converse with shadowy figures. The ship docks next day at Le Havre, but Jack never learns what becomes of its cargo, for he is taken by two of his partners to a tavern and bid watch the door as they meet with others within.


      Until he learns the language, Jack is like a toiling ass, that obeys its master without comprehending his speech with others. No questions are asked him, and his only requital is the ass’s: that he is fed.


      * * * *


      The foreigners’ tongue yields its meaning only word by slow word, but Jack survives by reading faces, intonations, and the logic of the moment. It is a land of nothing familiar, where friars walk the streets like plump capons, villages are the size of market towns, and authority is everywhere. Ecclesiastical or seigniorial, its charge is ubiquitous, as though gold held the power of lodestones. The land is tax-ridden but people still need salt, needles, sometimes lace and ribbons. Jack carries loads and stands by during transactions, is taught little but learns withal. Conning is slow while cunning must be quick.


      Jack dislikes voyages by water, during which he can see his death, so remains in the towns, with their crowded anonymity and city pleasures. It is a world at times comprehensible (men’s appetites and frailties do not change with their tongues) and at times cast upside-down: the flurry of laws and regulations, which bind the poor man, the farmer, and even the prosperous bourgeois, have left the modest fraternity of corn untouched, and their cost may rise unchecked as any bishop. Bakers labor under strict laws and may not raise their prices, but the loaves themselves can shrink as grain grows scarce, shriveling and hardening as they approach the con­dition of stones.


      English prices soar in time of dearth, but there is something different here, though Jack cannot figure out how. He labors for his merchant masters, inherits their cast-off clothes, and after an eventual falling out continues on his own. He has learned to deal in cash, which fascinates him. Gold and silver have flooded into Christendom, from the cities and mines of distant lands. They pay for everything, including blackamoor slaves taken to other lands, from which sugar, tobacco and maize appear. Sugar and maize you can put in your stomach or sell for cash, which pays for everything. Listening to merchants discourse in taverns, Jack hears this and marvels, even as brown bread softer than he once imagined white could be rests on a plate before him, sliced rather than torn, and oft smeared with gold-colored butter.


      A cold winter hones the edge of hunger, but it is the wet spring that fans the fear. Prices for grain—here called bled—begin to rise even before it is clear that the rains have sufficed to stunt or mildew it, and when the summer barley comes off the field it is not sent to market: noblemen, chapter-houses, millers, and the larger farmers hold onto their stores, waiting for the price to rise further.


      This scarcity drives prices aloft like startled birds, and the market loaves cringe in response. Hungry peasants begin streaming into town, and are driven back through the gates. Jack, seeing his expenditures rise, knows he must venture out into the countryside, whence comes the produce that feeds and clothes the towns.


      The chasse-coquins stare suspiciously as Jack strolls through, but their charge is to keep the poor out, not foreigners in. Solitary travelers look vulnerable, but Jack keeps to well-trafficked roads, conducts his business in busy market squares or the front rooms of inns, and is out of sight by nightfall. Other merchants have heavier pockets, but Jack moves faster, making small transactions quickly with coin kept on his person. Like a grain smaller than the gap between millstones, he moves through the workings unmarked.


      Jack is used to avoiding the hand of authority, but discovers that its absence also grasps. Forestalling—the buying up of grain before the markets open—is not forbidden here, and it sweeps through villages like an invisible hand, gathering up what is suddenly precious. Jack had always assumed that grain was bound to the earth, to be consumed near the land that yielded it up. Here bled is like water, that can flow freely to reach its natural level: that being where the most gold lies. Such dissolution, as though by channels invisibly scored, draws the very substance of bread irresistibly through the peasants’ desperate fingers.


      And as the bread flees the land, the countryside rebels. Through­out the summer it is war, as merchants seek to move their grain to higher-paying markets and the paysans, like headless armies, mobilize to prevent its leaving their county. Jack is traveling these weeks, and discovers that regrating is not only permitted, but is enforced by the Crown when the merchants are able to appeal for armed escorts. Disbelievingly Jack watches the marechaussée charging bands of thirty or more peasants armed with staves and pitchforks as merchants quickly load their sacks onto boats and push off downriver.


      “Fewer customers?” he asks the innkeeper that night, for his tables are nearly empty. The man regards Jack without warmth, as though the ambivalence of his position were mirrored in the less than reputable-looking foreigner. The cost of bread has doubled for him as for everyone else, but the troubles have brought traders to his place, and he feels little affinity with the violent peasants in the fields.


      “They will return for the harvest,” he says shortly.


      When harvest comes, the large farmers hire fewer hands. There has been little work all summer, for the towns that purchase the countryside’s labor must now pay more for le pain, so can afford less of all else. The superfluity of workers drives down the wages of those who are hired.


      These processes, running in train like an irresistible mechanism, first catch up the poorest, then the rest. By fall the peasants are seeking anything to put in their grain: chestnuts, millet, cabbage stumps and discarded husks, acorns not yet found by pigs, half-germinated seeds from their own small plots. Peasants mix darnel and hemp with their dwindling corn, and produce bread that makes them stagger and reel. As hunger turns to starvation, their skin begins to bruise black.


      Jack would not scruple to haul bushels from the parish, but his practice lies elsewhere. A moonless night finds him at a crossroads watching as sacks are unloaded from a wagon and packed onto quiet horses. The sacks contain grain, their contents inspected by the buyer in a barn where Jack led him ten hours before; Jack has kept watch over them since. He is paid not on the spot but upon presentation of a receipt hours later and miles away.


      “Gold for paper,” remarks the trader, folding the scrap Jack gave him and tucking it away. His table is covered with papers, which he must hold close to his face to read in the early dawn.


      “Paper is not gold,” Jack replies shortly. He only agreed to defer immediate payment because he knows the trader plans more purchases and shall need his assistance.


      “You think not?” asks the trader. “Here is a kind of cash,” he says, picking up a sheet. “It is the receipt given a landowner when his grain goes to the warehouse.” There is an amount specified; Jack can see the number. It is not the price the landowner was paid, but rather what he wants for the grain, for which it shall eventually be sold. The paper is itself of value: the landowner has sold it, like gold.


      Jack smells a gull: the man who accepts bills for cash will soon find himself holding trash, his labors and payment fled. He suggests to the trader what a man left clutching such paper might do with it.


      “You are wrong there, my friend,” says the trader with a smile, as though to suggest that he who lives as a rat in the granary should not expect to understand the owner’s dealings. He explains that credit may connect seller to buyer when their lines are too short to meet. With credit—the assurance of gold, though it not be present—enterprises might expand, ventures find footing. Wealth that resides only in land cannot move, but credit can spread like knowledge, allowing at last money to grow.


      “Then you are a Jew,” exclaims Jack, at last understanding.


      The trader bursts into laughter. “What century do you live in?” he asks.


      Jack does not trouble to answer that, for his country and time are unchanging. He lives in the land of le pain, without frontiers or landmarks save for the mill, the market, and the city gates.


      In time Jack comes to buy and sell, though only in small, swift transactions. Sellers and merchants are not anxious to travel to meet, and Jack moves between them, first as courier then as agent.


      Sometimes they write letters, which Jack conveys. He cannot read them, but the faces of the recipients as they scan them tell him enough. He is never cheated, and the grain spills quietly, some lodging in his pocket.


      One afternoon he hears a mother sing to quiet her fretful babe:


      “Our land is called poverty,


      Where one does the dance of hunger.


      You have milk now, but where shall come your bread?


      Taller you may grow, thinner surely.”


      A winter blaze crackles in the fireplace. Sitting before it as snowflakes fall through the night sky, Jack thinks briefly of children and mothers. It is difficult to remember that he once stole crusts and hid quaking.


      “It is an old system,” the trader tells him, the last time Jack sees him. “The tenant’s share of his crop is too small for him to afford improvements, so the landlord’s share also remains scant. But it comes to him without labor; and it is moreover a difficult thing to combine fields and enjoy the resultant economies. Driving tenants off land brings difficulties: and not just angry peasants. Like the Earl of Lei­cester, remember? Who enclosed his fields, and later said in remorse: ‘I am like the ogre in the old tale, and have eaten up my neighbors.’”


      Jack starts at this, but only for a moment, as the tale has none to do with him. You don’t eat up the one who escaped.


      * * * *


      Jack rarely eats fancy bread: it pleases him more to get good brown bread, not the kind here called cannine but the better quality, and eat it sliced thick with drippings. The innkeeper tells him that such barley bread is so called because many years ago it was judged good enough only for sheepdogs. They laugh at this together.


      These days Jack rides, as beggars do not. Vagrants cannot accost a mounted man, although he once has to lash at the face of one who tries to seize his reins. What he sees mostly on the road are children: beggars sent wandering by parents with families too large to feed, and all less fortunate still. They look up beseechingly but offer no threat. Did Jack’s taste run to boys, he might have his fill.


      One he sees as he stops to drink at a stream. Jack has pulled off his boots to cool his feet, and is sitting at his ease, eyes half-closed, before he sees the boy standing in the bush. At first he supposes an attempted ambush, but then realizes that the whelp is simply too slight—too faible, as they say—to notice immediately.


      “Abandonné par tes parents?” he asks lazily, pulling his boots closer.


      The boy simply watches him. The fact that he does not shift his gaze past Jack tells him that he has no confederates nearby.


      “They are good boots,” he tells the boy. “You are right to covet them.” He wishes to draw attention from his saddlebag, where the gold is. It occurs to Jack that the gold he is carrying constitutes, in a sense, the corn that this boy has not eaten, whose lack broke his family apart.


      The boy’s attention, however, is fixed upon Jack’s wallet. “Do you have any bread?” he asks at last.


      Of course Jack has bread in his wallet, and meat besides. “There was bread in my stomach this morning,” he answers. “But where is it now?”


      “Shit along the road,” the boy replies.


      Jack realizes the boy is older than he looks, meaning small for his age. “Older brothers, eh?” he asks. “Too many competing mouths.”


      It is his third question, but the boy has answered only the second. He does not look as though he could last long on his own, so must have been cast off recently. There is no sign of emotion on his face, only a certain cunning, which did not this time avail him.


      “The boots would have bought you food, had you got them,” Jack says. “You have to snatch fast, if you would rob an ogre.” As he returns to the road, he sees a stretch of stone wall beyond the trees farther downstream. An old mill, where stone teeth grind the far­mer’s grain (and swallow much of it), or a monastery, where the flour rests comfortably? Neither holds terrors for Jack.


      A cold wind rises, but Jack’s coat is leather. You need not answer riddles to survive, for riddles only answer what others think to pose, and it is what they don’t think that you must know.


      Jack once heard a riddle, and now knows the answer. Though the heart is closer to the stomach, it is the head that feeds it. All else is fairy gold and melts into air: the realm of mere wind and words, the province of the faible.

    

  


  
    
      SUNBIRD, by Neil Gaiman


      They were a rich and a rowdy bunch at the Epicurean Club in those days. They certainly knew how to party. There were five of them:


      There was Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, big enough for three men, who ate enough for four men and who drank enough for five. His great-grandfather had founded the Epicurean Club with the proceeds of a tontine which he had taken great pains, in the traditional manner, to ensure that he had collected in full.


      There was Professor Mandalay, small and twitchy and grey as a ghost (and perhaps he was a ghost; stranger things have happened) who drank nothing but water, and who ate doll-portions from plates the size of saucers. Still, you do not need the gusto for the gastronomy, and Mandalay always got to the heart of every dish placed in front of him.


      There was Virginia Boote, the food and restaurant critic, who had once been a great beauty but was now a grand and magnificent ruin, and who delighted in her ruination.


      There was Jackie Newhouse, the descendant (on the left- handed route) of the great lover, gourmand, violinist and duelist Giacomo Casanova. Jackie Newhouse had, like his notorious ancestor, both broken his share of hearts and eaten his share of great dishes.


      And there was Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, who was the only one of the Epicureans who was flat-out broke: he shambled in unshaven from the street when they had their meetings, with half a bottle of rotgut in a brown paper bag, hatless and coatless and, too often, partly shirtless, but he ate with more of an appetite than any of them.


      Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy was talking—


      “We have eaten everything that can be eaten,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, and there was regret and glancing sorrow in his voice. “We have eaten vulture, mole, and fruitbat.”


      Mandalay consulted his notebook. “Vulture tasted like rotten pheasant. Mole tasted like carrion slug. Fruitbat tasted remarkably like sweet guinea pig.”


      “We have eaten kakopo, aye-aye, and giant panda—”


      “Oh, that broiled panda steak,” sighed Virginia Boote, her mouth watering at the memory.


      “We have eaten several long-extinct species,” said Augustus Two­Feathers McCoy. “We have eaten flash-frozen mammoth and Pata­gonian giant sloth.”


      “If we had but gotten the mammoth a little faster,” sighed Jackie Newhouse. “I could tell why the hairy elephants went so fast, though, once people got a taste of them. I am a man of elegant pleasures, but after but one bite, I found myself thinking only of Kansas City barbecue sauce, and what the ribs on those things would be like, if they were fresh.”


      “Nothing wrong with being on ice for a millennium or two,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. He grinned. His teeth may have been crooked, but they were sharp and strong. “But for real taste you had to go for honest-to-goodness mastodon every time. Mammoth was always what people settled for, when they couldn’t get mastodon.”


      “We’ve eaten squid, and giant squid, and humongous squid,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “We’ve eaten lemmings and Tas­man­ian tigers. We’ve eaten bower bird and ortolan and peacock. We’ve eaten the dolphin fish (which is not the mammal dolphin) and the giant sea turtle and the Sumatran Rhino. We’ve eaten everything there is to eat.”


      “Nonsense. There are many hundreds of things we have not yet tasted,” said Professor Mandalay. “Thousands perhaps. Think of all the species of beetle there are, still untasted.”


      “Oh Mandy,” sighed Virginia Boote. “When you’ve tasted one beetle, you’ve tasted them all. And we all tasted several hundred species. At least the dung-beetles had a real kick to them.”


      “No,” said Jackie Newhouse, “that was the dung-beetle balls. The beetles themselves were singularly unexceptional. Still, I take your point. We have scaled the heights of gastronomy, we have plunged down into the depths of gustation. We have become cosmonauts exploring undreamed-of worlds of delectation and gour­man­derie.”


      “True, true, true,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “There has been a meeting of the Epicureans every month for over a hundred and fifty years, in my father’s time, and my grandfather’s time, and my great-grandfather’s time, and now I fear that I must hang it up for there is nothing left that we, or our predecessors in the club, have not eaten.”


      “I wish I had been here in the Twenties,” said Virginia Boote, “when they legally had Man on the menu.”


      “Only after it had been electrocuted,” said Zebediah T. Craw­crustle. “Half-fried already it was, all char and crackling. It left none of us with a taste for long pig, save for one who was already that way inclined, and he went out pretty soon after that anyway.”


      “Oh, Crusty, why must you pretend that you were there?” asked Virginia Boote, with a yawn. “Anyone can see you aren’t that old. You can’t be more than sixty, even allowing for the ravages of time and the gutter.”


      “Oh, they ravage pretty good,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “But not as good as you’d imagine. Anyway there’s a host of things we’ve not eaten yet.”


      “Name one,” said Mandalay, his pencil poised precisely above his notebook.


      “Well, there’s Suntown Sunbird,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. And he grinned his crookedy grin at them, with his teeth ragged but sharp.


      “I’ve never heard of it,” said Jackie Newhouse. “You’re making it up.”


      “I’ve heard of it,” said Professor Mandalay, “But in another context. And besides, it is imaginary.”


      “Unicorns are imaginary,” said Virginia Boote, “But gosh, that unicorn flank tartare was tasty. A little bit horsy, a little bit goatish, and all the better for the capers and raw quail eggs.”


      “There’s something about Sunbirds in one of the minutes of the Epicurean Club from bygone years,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “But what it was, I can no longer remember.”


      “Did they say how it tasted?” asked Virginia.


      “I do not believe that they did,” said Augustus, with a frown. “I would need to inspect the bound proceedings, of course.”


      “Nah,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “That’s only in the charred volumes. You’ll never find out about it from there.”


      Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy scratched his head. He really did have two feathers, which went through the knot of black-hair- shot-with-silver at the back of his head, and the feathers had once been golden although by now they were looking kind of ordinary and yellow and ragged. He had been given them when he was a boy.


      “Beetles,” said Professor Mandalay. “I once calculated that, if a man such as myself were to eat six different species of beetle each day, it would take him more than twenty years to eat every beetle that has been identified. And over that twenty years enough new species of beetle might have been discovered to keep him eating for another five years. And in those five years enough beetles might have been discovered to keep him eating for another two and a half years, and so on, and so on. It is a paradox of inexhaustibility. I call it Man­dalay’s Beetle. You would have to enjoy eating beetles, though,” he added, “or it would be a very bad thing indeed.”


      “Nothing wrong with eating beetles if they’re the right kind of beetle,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “Right now, I’ve got a hankering on me for lightning bugs. There’s a kick from the glow of a lightning bug that might be just what I need.”


      “While the lightning bug or firefly (Photinus pyralis) is more of a beetle than it is a glow-worm,” said Mandalay, “they are by no stretch of the imagination edible.”


      “They may not be edible,” said Crawcrustle. “But they’ll get you into shape for the stuff that is. I think I’ll roast me some. Fireflies and habanero peppers. Yum.”


      Virginia Boote was an eminently practical woman. She said, “Suppose we did want to eat Suntown Sunbird. Where should we start looking for it?”


      Zebediah T. Crawcrustle scratched the bristling seventh-day beard that was sprouting on his chin (it never grew any longer than that; seventh-day beards never do). “If it was me,” he told them, “I’d head down to Suntown of a noon in midsummer, and I’d find somewhere comfortable to sit—Mustapha Stroheim’s coffeehouse, for example, and I’d wait for the Sunbird to come by. Then I’d catch him in the traditional manner, and cook him in the traditional manner as well.”


      “And what would the traditional manner of catching him be?” asked Jackie Newhouse.


      “Why, the same way your famous ancestor poached quails and wood-grouse,” said Crawcrustle.


      “There’s nothing in Casanova’s memoirs about poaching quail,” said Jackie Newhouse.


      “Your ancestor was a busy man,” said Crawcrustle. “He couldn’t be expected to write everything down. But he poached a good quail nonetheless.”


      “Dried corn and dried blueberries, soaked in whisky,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “That’s how my folk always did it.”


      “And that was how Casanova did it,” said Crawcrustle, “although he used barley-grains mixed with raisins, and he soaked the raisins in brandy. He taught me himself.”


      Jackie Newhouse ignored this statement. It was easy to ignore much that Zebediah T. Crawcrustle said. Instead, Jackie Newhouse asked, “And where is Mustapha Stroheim’s Coffee House in Sun­town?”


      “Why, where it always is, third lane after the old market in the Suntown district, just before you reach the old drainage ditch that was once an irrigation canal, and if you find yourself in One-eye Khayam’s Carpet shop you have gone too far,” began Crawcrustle. “But I see by the expressions of irritation upon your faces that you were expecting a less succinct, less accurate, description. Very well. It is in Suntown, and Suntown is in Cairo, in Egypt, where it always is, or almost always.”


      “And who will pay for an expedition to Suntown?” asked Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “And who will be on this expedition? I ask the question although I already know the answer, and I do not like it.”


      “Why, you will pay for it, Augustus, and we will all come,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “You can deduct it from our Epicurean membership dues. And I shall bring my chef’s apron and my cooking utensils.”


      Augustus knew that Crawcrustle had not paid his Epicurean Club membership in much too long a time, but the Epicurean Club would cover him; Crawcrustle had been a member of the Epicureans in Augustus’s father’s day. He simply said, “And when shall we leave?”


      Crawcrustle fixed him with a mad old eye, and shook his head in disappointment. “Why, Augustus,” he said. “We’re going to Sun­town, to catch the Sunbird. When else should we leave?”


      “Sunday!” sang Virginia Boote. “Darlings, we’ll leave on a Sun­day!”


      “There’s hope for you yet, young lady,” said Zebediah T. Craw­crustle. “We shall leave Sunday indeed. Three Sundays from now. And we shall travel to Egypt. We shall spend several days hunting and trapping the elusive Sunbird of Suntown, and, finally, we shall deal with it in the traditional way.”


      Professor Mandalay blinked a small grey blink. “But,” he said. “I am teaching a class on Monday. On Mondays I teach mythology, on Tuesdays I teach tapdancing, and on Wednesdays, woodwork.”


      “Get a teaching assistant to take your course, Mandalay O Man­dalay. On Monday you’ll be hunting the Sunbird,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “And how many other professors can say that?”


      * * * *


      They went, one by one, to see Crawcrustle, in order to discuss the journey ahead of them, and to announce their misgivings.


      Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was a man of no fixed abode. Still, there were places he could be found, if you were of a mind to find him. In the early mornings he slept in the bus terminal, where the benches were comfortable and the transport police were inclined to let him lie; in the heat of the afternoons he hung in the park by the statues of long-forgotten generals, with the dipsos and the winos and the hopheads, sharing their company and the contents of their bottles, and offering his opinion, which was, as that of an Epicurean, always considered and always respected, if not always welcomed.


      Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy sought Crawcrustle out in the park; he had with him his daughter, Hollyberry NoFeathers McCoy. She was small, but she was sharp as a shark’s tooth.


      “You know,” said Augustus, “there is something very familiar about this.”


      “About what?” asked Zebediah.


      “All of this. The expedition to Egypt. The Sunbird. It seemed to me like I heard about it before.”


      Crawcrustle merely nodded. He was crunching something from a brown-paper bag.


      Augustus said, “I went to the bound annals of the Epicurean Club, and I looked it up. And there was what I took to be a reference to the Sunbird in the index for forty years ago, but I was unable to learn anything more than that.”


      “And why was that?” asked Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, swallowing noisily.


      Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy sighed. “I found the relevant page in the annals,” he said, “but it was burned away, and afterwards there was some great confusion in the administration of the Epicurean Club.”


      “You’re eating lightning bugs from a paper bag,” said Holly­berry Nofeathers McCoy. “I seen you doing it.”


      “I am indeed, little lady,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.


      “Do you remember the days of great confusion, Crawcrustle?” asked Augustus.


      “I do indeed,” said Crawcrustle. “And I remember you. You were only the age that young Hollyberry is now. But there is always confusion, Augustus, and then there is no confusion. It is like the rising and the setting of the sun.”


      Jackie Newhouse and Professor Mandalay found Crawcrustle that evening, behind the railroad tracks. He was roasting something in a tin can, over a small charcoal fire.


      “What are you roasting, Crawcrustle?” asked Jackie Newhouse.


      “More charcoal,” said Crawcrustle. “Cleans the blood, purifies the spirit.”


      There was basswood and hickory, cut up into in little chunks at the bottom of the can, all black and smoking.


      “And will you actually eat this charcoal, Crawcrustle?” asked Professor Mandalay.


      In response, Crawcrustle licked his fingers and picked out a lump of charcoal from the can. It hissed and fizzed in his grip.


      “A fine trick,” said Professor Mandalay. “That’s how fire-eaters do it, I believe.”


      Crawcrustle popped the charcoal into his mouth and crunched it between his ragged old teeth. “It is indeed,” he said. “It is indeed.”


      Jackie Newhouse cleared his throat. “The truth of the matter is,” he said, “Professor Mandalay and I have deep misgivings about the journey that lies ahead.”


      Zebediah merely crunched his charcoal. “Not hot enough,” he said. He took a stick from the fire, and nibbled off the orange-hot tip of it. “That’s good,” he said.


      “It’s all an illusion,” said Jackie Newhouse.


      “Nothing of the sort,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle primly. “It’s prickly elm.”


      “I have extreme misgivings about all this,” said Jackie New­house. “My ancestors and I have a finely-tuned sense of personal preservation, one that has often left us shivering on roofs and hiding in rivers—one step away from the law, or from gentlemen with guns and legitimate grievances—and that sense of self-preservation is telling me not to go to Suntown with you.”


      “I am an academic,” said Professor Mandalay, “and thus have no finely developed senses that would be comprehensible to anyone who has not ever needed to grade papers without actually reading the blessed things. Still, I find the whole thing remarkably suspicious. If this Sunbird is so tasty, why have I not heard of it?”


      “You have, Mandy old fruit. You have,” said Zebediah T. Craw­crustle.


      “And I am, in addition, an expert on geographical features from Tulsa, Oklahoma to Timbuktu,” continued Professor Mandalay. “Yet I have never seen a mention in any books of a place called Suntown in Cairo.”


      “Seen it mentioned? Why, you’ve taught it,” said Crawcrustle, and he doused a lump of smoking charcoal with hot pepper sauce before popping it in his mouth and chomping it down.


      “I don’t believe you’re really eating that,” said Jackie Newhouse. “But even being around the trick of it is making me uncomfortable. I think it is time that I was elsewhere.”


      And he left. Perhaps Professor Mandalay left with him: that man was so grey and so ghostie it was always a toss-up whether he was there or not.


      Virginia Boote tripped over Zebediah T. Crawcrustle while he rested in her doorway, in the small hours of the morning. She was returning from a restaurant she had needed to review. She got out of a taxi, tripped over Crawcrustle and went sprawling. She landed nearby. “Whee!” she said. “That was some trip, wasn’t it?”


      “Indeed it was, Virginia,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “You would not happen to have such a thing as a box of matches on you, would you?”


      “I have a book of matches on me somewhere,” she said, and she began to rummage in her purse, which was very large and very brown. “Here you are.”


      Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was carrying a bottle of purple methylated spirits, which he proceeded to pour into a plastic cup.


      “Meths?” said Virginia Boote. “Somehow you never struck me as a meths drinker, Zebby.”


      “Nor am I,” said Crawcrustle. “Foul stuff. It rots the guts and spoils the taste-buds. But I could not find any lighter fluid at this time of night.”


      He lit a match, then dipped it near the surface of the cup of spirits, which began to burn with a flickery light. He ate the match. Then he gargled with the flaming liquid, and blew a sheet of flame into the street, incinerating a sheet of newspaper as it blew by.


      “Crusty,” said Virginia Boote, “that’s a good way to get yourself killed.”


      Zebediah T. Crawcrustle grinned through black teeth. “I don’t actually drink it,” he told her. “I just gargle and breathe it out.”


      “You’re playing with fire,” she warned him.


      “That’s how I know I’m alive,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.


      Virginia said, “Oh Zeb. I am excited. I am so excited. What do you think the Sunbird tastes like?”


      “Richer than quail and moister than turkey, fatter than ostrich and lusher than duck,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “Once eaten it’s never forgotten.”


      “We’re going to Egypt,” she said. “I’ve never been to Egypt.” Then she said, “Do you have anywhere to stay the night?”


      He coughed, a small cough that rattled around in his old chest. “I’m getting too old to sleep in doorways and gutters,” he said. “Still, I have my pride.”


      “Well,” she said, looking at the man, “you could sleep on my sofa.”


      “It is not that I am not grateful for the offer,” he said, “But there is a bench in the bus station that has my name on it.”


      And he pushed himself away from the wall, and tottered majestically down the street.


      There really was a bench in the bus station that had his name on it. He had donated the bench to the bus station back when he was flush, and his name was attached to the back of the bench, engraved upon a small brass plaque. Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was not always poor. Sometimes he was rich, but he had difficulty in holding onto his wealth, and whenever he had become wealthy he discovered that the world frowned on rich men eating in hobo jungles at the back of the railroad, or consorting with the winos in the park, so he would fritter his wealth away as best he could. There were always little bits of it here and there that he had forgotten about, and sometimes he would forget that he did not like being rich, and then he would set out again and seek his fortune, and find it.


      He had needed a shave for a week, and the hairs of his seven-day beard were starting to come through snow white.


      * * * *


      They left for Egypt on a Sunday, the Epicureans. There were five of them there, and Hollyberry Nofeathers McCoy waved goodbye to them at the airport. It was a very small airport, which still permitted waves goodbye.


      “Goodbye, father!” called Hollyberry Nofeathers McCoy.


      Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy waved back at her as they walked along the asphalt to the little prop plane, which would begin the first leg of their journey.


      “It seems to me,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, “that I remember, albeit dimly, a day like this long, long ago. I was a small boy, in that memory, waving goodbye. I believe it was the last time I saw my father, and I am struck once more with a sudden presentiment of doom.” He waved one last time at the small child at the other end of the field, and she waved back at him.


      “You waved just as enthusiastically back then,” agreed Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, “but I think she waves with slightly more aplomb.”


      It was true. She did.


      They took a small plane and then a larger plane, then a smaller plane, a blimp, a gondola, a train, a hot-air balloon, and a rented Jeep.


      They rattled through Cairo in the Jeep. They passed the old market, and they turned off on the third lane they came to (if they had continued on they would have come to a drainage ditch that was once an irrigation canal). Mustapha Stroheim himself was sitting outside in the street, sitting on an elderly wicker chair. All of the tables and chairs were on the side of the street, and it was not a particularly wide street.


      “Welcome, my friends, to my Kahwa,” said Mustapha Stroheim. “Kahwa is Egyptian for café, or for coffee-house. Would you like tea? Or a game of dominoes?”


      “We would like to be shown to our rooms,” said Jackie New­house.


      “Not me,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “I’ll sleep in the street. It’s warm enough, and that doorstep over there looks mighty comfortable.”


      “I’ll have coffee, please,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.


      “Of course.”


      “Do you have water?” asked Professor Mandalay.


      “Who said that?” said Mustapha Stroheim. “Oh, it was you, little grey man. My mistake. When I first saw you I thought you were someone’s shadow.”


      “I will have ShaySokkar Bosta,” said Virginia Boote, which is a glass of hot tea with the sugar on the side. “And I will play backgammon with anyone who wishes to take me on. There’s not a soul in Cairo I cannot beat at backgammon, if I can remember the rules.”


      * * * *


      Augustus Twofeathers McCoy was shown to his room. Professor Man­dalay was shown to his room. Jackie Newhouse was shown to his room. This was not a lengthy procedure; they were all in the same room, after all. There was another room in the back where Virginia would sleep, and a third room for Mustapha Stroheim and his family.


      “What’s that you’re writing?” asked Jackie Newhouse.


      “It’s the procedures, annals and minutes of the Epicurean Club,” said Professor Mandalay. He was writing in a large leather-bound book with a small black pen. “I have chronicled our journey here, and all the things that we have eaten on the way. I shall keep writing as we eat the Sunbird, to record for posterity all the tastes and textures, all the smells and the juices.”


      “Did Crawcrustle say how he was going to cook the Sunbird?” asked Jackie Newhouse.


      “He did,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy. “He says that he will drain a beer-can, so it is only a third full. And then he will add herbs and spices to the beer can. He will stand the bird up on the can, with the can in its inner cavity, and place it up on the barbecue to roast. He says it is the traditional way.”


      Jackie Newhouse sniffed. “It sounds suspiciously modern to me.”


      “Crawcrustle says it is the traditional method of cooking the Sunbird,” repeated Augustus.


      “Indeed I did,” said Crawcrustle, coming up the stairs. It was a small building. The stairs weren’t that far away, and the walls were not thick ones. “The oldest beer in the world is Egyptian Beer, and they’ve been cooking the Sunbird with it for over five thousand years now.”


      “But the beercan is a relatively modern invention,” said Professor Mandalay, as Zebediah T. Crawcrustle came through the door. Crawcrustle was holding a cup of Turkish coffee, black as tar, which steamed like a kettle and bubbled like a tarpit.


      “That coffee looks pretty hot,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.


      Crawcrustle knocked back the cup, draining half the contents. “Nah,” he said. “Not really. And the beercan isn’t really that new an invention. We used to make them out of an amalgam of copper and tin in the old days, sometimes with a little silver in there, sometimes not. It depended on the smith, and what he had to hand. You need something that would stand up to the heat. I see that you are all looking at me doubtfully. Gentlemen, consider: of course the Ancient Egyptians made beer cans; where else would they have kept their beer?”


      From outside the window, at the tables in the street, came a wailing, in many voices. Virginia Boote had persuaded the locals to start playing backgammon for money, and she was cleaning them out. That woman was a backgammon shark.


      * * * *


      Out back of Mustapha Stroheim’s coffee-house there was a courtyard, containing a broken-down old barbecue, made of clay bricks and a half-melted metal grating, and an old wooden table. Craw­crustle spent the next day rebuilding the barbecue and cleaning it, oiling down the metal grille.


      “That doesn’t look like it’s been used in forty years,” said Virginia Boote. Nobody would play backgammon with her any longer, and her purse bulged with grubby piasters.


      “Something like that,” said Crawcrustle. “Maybe a little more. Here, Ginnie, make yourself useful. I’ve written a list of things I need from the market. It’s mostly herbs and spices and wood chips. You can take one of the children of Mustapha Stroheim to translate for you.”


      “My pleasure, Crusty.”


      The other three members of the Epicurean Club were occupying themselves in their own way. Jackie Newhouse was making friends with many of the people of the area, who were attracted by his elegant suits and his skill at playing the violin. Augustus Two­Feathers McCoy went for long walks. Professor Mandalay spent time translating the hieroglyphics he had noticed were incised upon the clay bricks in the barbecue. He said that a foolish man might believe that they proved that the barbecue in Mustapha Stroheim’s back yard was once sacred to the Sun. “But I, who am an intelligent man,” he said, “I see immediately that what has happened is that bricks that were once, long ago, part of a temple, and have, over the millennia, been reused. I doubt that these people know the value of what they have here.”


      “Oh, they know all right,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “And these bricks weren’t part of any temple. They’ve been right here for five thousand years, since we built the barbecue. Before that we made do with stones.”


      Virginia Boote returned with a filled shopping basket. “Here,” she said. “Red sandalwood and patchouli, vanilla beans, lavender twigs and sage and cinnamon leaves, whole nutmegs, garlic bulbs, cloves and rosemary: everything you wanted and more.”


      Zebediah T. Crawcrustle grinned with delight.


      “The Sunbird will be so happy,” he told her.


      He spent the afternoon preparing a barbecue sauce. He said it was only respectful, and besides, the Sunbird’s flesh was often slightly on the dry side.


      The Epicureans spent that evening sitting at the wicker tables in the street out front, while Mustapha Stroheim and his family brought them tea and coffee and hot mint drinks. Zebediah T. Craw­crustle had told them that they would be having the Sunbird of Sun­town for Sunday lunch, and that they might wish to avoid food the night before, to ensure that they had an appetite.


      “I have a presentiment of doom upon me,” said Augustus Two­Feathers McCoy that night, in a bed that was far too small for him, before he slept. “And I fear it shall come to us with barbecue sauce.”


      * * * *


      They were all so hungry the following morning. Zebediah T. Craw­crustle had a comedic apron on, with the words KISS THE COOK­ ­written upon it in violently green letters. He had already sprinkled the brandy-soaked raisins and grain beneath the stunted avocado tree behind the house, and he was arranging the scented woods, the herbs, and the spices on the bed of charcoal. Mustapha Stro­heim and his family had gone to visit relatives on the other side of Cairo.


      “Does anybody have a match?” Crawcrustle asked.


      Jackie Newhouse pulled out a Zippo lighter, and passed it to Crawcrustle, who lit the dried cinnamon-leaves and dried laurel- leaves beneath the charcoal. The smoke drifted up into the noon air.


      “The cinnamon and sandalwood smoke will bring the Sunbird,” said Crawcrustle.


      “Bring it from where?” asked Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.


      “From the Sun,” said Crawcrustle. “That’s where he sleeps.”


      Professor Mandalay coughed discreetly. He said, “The Earth is, at its closest, 91 million miles from the Sun. The fastest dive by a bird ever recorded is that of the peregrine falcon, at 273 miles per hour. Flying at that speed, from the Sun, it would take a bird a little over thirty-eight years to reach us—if it could fly through the dark and cold and vacuum of space, of course.”


      “Of course,” agreed Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. He shaded his eyes and squinted and looked upward. “Here it comes,” he said.


      It looked almost as if the bird was flying out of the sun; but that could not have been the case. You could not look directly at the noonday sun, after all.


      First it was a silhouette, black against the sun and against the blue sky, then the sunlight caught its feathers, and the watchers on the ground caught their breath. You have never seen anything like sunlight on the Sunbird’s feathers; seeing something like that would take your breath away.


      The Sunbird flapped its wide wings once, then it began to glide in ever-decreasing circles in the air above Mustapha Stroheim’s coffee-house.


      The bird landed in the avocado tree. Its feathers were golden, and purple, and silver. It was smaller than a turkey, larger than a rooster, and had the long legs and high head of a heron, though its head was more like the head of an eagle.


      “It is very beautiful,” said Virginia Boote. “Look at the two tall feathers on its head. Aren’t they lovely?”


      “It is indeed quite lovely,” said Professor Mandalay.


      “There is something familiar about that bird’s headfeathers,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy.


      “We pluck the headfeathers before we roast the bird,” said Zebe­diah T Crawcrustle. “It’s the way it’s always done.”


      The Sunbird perched on a branch of the avocado tree, in a patch of sun. It seemed almost as if it were glowing, gently, in the sunlight, as if its feathers were made of sunlight, iridescent with purples and greens and golds. It preened itself, extending one wing in the sunlight, then it nibbled and stroked at the wing with its beak until all the feathers were in their correct position, and oiled. Then it extended the other wing, and repeated the process. Finally, the bird emitted a contented chirrup, and flew the short distance from the branch to the ground.


      It strutted across the dried mud, peering from side to side short- sightedly.


      “Look!” said Jackie Newhouse. “It’s found the grain.”


      “It seemed almost that it was looking for it,” said Augustus Two­Feathers McCoy. “That it was expecting the grain to be there.”


      “That’s where I always leave it,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle.


      “It’s so lovely,” said Virginia Boote. “But now I see it closer, I can see that it’s much older than I thought. Its eyes are cloudy and its legs are shaking. But it’s still lovely.”


      “The Bennu bird is the loveliest of birds,” said Zebediah T. Craw­crustle.


      Virginia Boote spoke good restaurant Egyptian, but beyond that she was all at sea. “What’s a Bennu Bird?” She asked. “Is that Egyptian for Sunbird?”


      “The Bennu bird,” said Professor Mandalay, “roosts in the Persea Tree. It has two feathers on its head. It is sometimes represented as being like a heron, and sometimes like an eagle. There is more, but it is too unlikely to bear repeating.”


      “It’s eaten the grain and the raisins!” exclaimed Jackie New­house. “Now it’s stumbling drunkenly from side to side—such majesty, even in its drunkenness!”


      Zebediah T. Crawcrustle walked over to the Sunbird, which, with a great effort of will, was walking back and forth on the mud beneath the avocado tree, not tripping over its long legs. He stood directly in front of the bird, and then, very slowly, he bowed to it. He bent like a very old man, slowly and creakily, but still he bowed. And the Sunbird bowed back to him, then it toppled to the mud. Zebe­diah T Craw­crustle picked it up reverently, and placed it in his arms, carrying it as if one would carry a child, and he took it back to the plot of land behind Mustapha Stroheim’s coffee-house, and the others followed him.


      First he plucked the two majestic headfeathers, and set them aside.


      And then, without plucking the bird, he gutted it, and placed the guts on the smoking twigs. He put the half-filled beercan inside the body cavity, and placed the bird upon the barbecue.


      “Sunbird cooks fast,” warned Crawcrustle. “Get your plates ready.”


      The beers of the ancient Egyptians were flavoured with cardamom and coriander, for the Egyptians had no hops; their beers were rich and flavoursome and thirst-quenching. You could build pyramids after drinking that beer, and sometimes people did. On the barbecue the beer steamed the inside of the Sunbird, keeping it moist. As the heat of the charcoal reached them, the feathers of the bird burned off, igniting with a flash like a magnesium flare, so bright that the Epi­cureans were forced to avert their eyes.


      The smell of roast fowl filled the air, richer than peacock, lusher than duck. The mouths of the assembled Epicureans began to water. It seemed like it had been cooking for no time at all, but Zebediah lifted the Sunbird from the charcoal bed, and put it on the table. Then, with a carving knife, he sliced it up and placed the steaming meat on the plates. He poured a little barbecue sauce over each piece of meat. He placed the carcase directly onto the flames.


      Each member of the Epicurean Club sat in the back of Musta­pha Stroheim’s coffee-house, sat around an elderly wooden table, and they ate with their fingers.


      “Zebby, this is amazing!” said Virginia Boote, talking as she ate. “It melts in your mouth. It tastes like heaven.”


      “It tastes like the sun,” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, putting his food away as only a big man can. He had a leg in one hand, and some breast in the other. “It is the finest thing I have ever eaten, and I do not regret eating it, but I do believe that I shall miss my daughter.”


      “It is perfect,” said Jackie Newhouse. “It tastes like love and fine music. It tastes like truth.”


      Professor Mandalay was scribbling in the bound annals of the Epicurean Club. He was recording his reaction to the meat of the bird, and recording the reactions of the other Epicureans, and trying not to drip on the page while he wrote, for with the hand that was not writing he was holding a wing, and, fastidiously, he was nibbling the meat off it.


      “It is strange,” said Jackie Newhouse, “for as I eat it, it gets hotter and hotter in my mouth and in my stomach.”


      “Yup. It’ll do that. It’s best to prepare for it ahead of time,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “Eat coals and flames and lightning bugs to get used to it. Otherwise it can be a trifle hard on the system.”


      Zebediah T. Crawcrustle was eating the head of the bird, crunch­ing its bones and beak in his mouth. As he ate, the bones sparked small lightnings against his teeth. He just grinned and chewed the more.


      The bones of the Sunbird’s carcase burned orange on the bar­be­cue, and then they began to burn white. There was a thick heat-haze in the courtyard at the back of Mustapha Stroheim’s coffee-house, and in it everything shimmered, as if the people around the table were seeing the world through water or a dream.


      “It is so good!” said Virginia Boote as she ate. “It is the best thing I have ever eaten. It tastes like my youth. It tastes like forever.” She licked her fingers, then picked up the last slice of meat from her plate. “The Sunbird of Suntown,” she said. “Does it have another name?”


      “It is the Phoenix of Heliopolis,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle. “It is the bird that dies in ashes and flame, and is reborn, generation after generation. It is the Bennu bird, which flew across the waters when all was dark. When its time is come it is burned on the fire of rare woods and spices and herbs, and in the ashes it is reborn, time after time, world without end.”


      “Fire!” exclaimed Professor Mandalay. “It feels as if my insides are burning up!” He sipped his water, but seemed no happier.


      “My fingers,” said Virginia Boote. “Look at my fingers.” She held them up. They were glowing inside, as if lit with inner flames.


      Now the air was so hot you could have baked an egg in it.


      There was a spark and a sputter. The two yellow feathers in ­Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy’s hair went up like sparklers.


      “Crawcrustle,” said Jackie Newhouse, aflame, “answer me truly. How long have you been eating the Phoenix?”


      “A little over ten thousand years,” said Zebediah. “Give or take a few thousand. It’s not hard, once you master the trick of it; it’s just mastering the trick of it that’s hard. But this is the best Phoenix I’ve ever prepared. Or do I mean, ‘this is the best I’ve ever cooked this Phoenix’?”


      “The years!” said Virginia Boote. “They are burning off you!”


      “They do that,” admitted Zebediah. “You’ve got to get used to the heat, though, before you eat it. Otherwise you can just burn away.”


      “Why did I not remember this?” said Augustus TwoFeathers McCoy, through the bright flames that surrounded him. “Why did I not remember that this was how my father went, and his father before him, that each of them went to Heliopolis to eat the Phoenix? And why do I only remember it now?”


      “Because the years are burning off you,” said Professor Man­dalay. He had closed the leather book as soon as the page he had been writing on caught fire. The edges of the book were charred, but the rest of the book would be fine. “When the years burn, the memories of those years come back.” He looked more solid now, through the wavering burning air, and he was smiling. None of them had ever seen Professor Mandalay smile before.


      “Shall we burn away to nothing?” asked Virginia, now incandescent. “Or shall we burn back to childhood and burn back to ghosts and angels and then come forward again? It does not matter. Oh Crusty, this is all such fun!”


      “Perhaps,” said Jackie Newhouse through the fire, “there might have been a little more vinegar in the sauce. I feel a meat like this could have dealt with something more robust.” And then he was gone, leaving only an after-image.


      “Chacun à son gout,” said Zebediah T. Crawcrustle, which is French for “each to his own taste” and he licked his fingers and he shook his head. “Best it’s ever been,” he said, with enormous satisfaction.


      “Goodbye, Crusty,” said Virginia. She put her flame-white hand out, and held his dark hand tightly, for one moment, or perhaps for two.


      And then there was nothing in the courtyard back of Mustapha Stroheim’s Kahwa (or coffee-house) in Heliopolis (which was once the city of the Sun, and is now a suburb of Cairo), but white ash, which blew up in the momentary breeze, and settled like powdered sugar or like snow; and nobody there but a young man with dark, dark hair and even ivory-coloured teeth, wearing an apron that said KISS THE COOK.


      A tiny golden-purple bird stirred in the thick bed of ashes on top of the clay bricks, as if it were waking for the first time. It made a high-pitched “peep!” and it looked directly into the sun, as an infant looks at a parent. It stretched its wings as if to dry them, and, eventually, when it was quite ready, it flew upward, toward the sun, and nobody watched it leave but the young man in the courtyard.


      There were two long golden feathers at the young man’s feet, beneath the ash that had once been a wooden table, and he gathered them up, and brushed the white ash from them and placed them, reverently, inside his jacket. Then he removed his apron, and he went upon his way.


      * * * *


      Hollyberry TwoFeathers McCoy is a grown woman, with children of her own. There are silver hairs on her head, in there with the black, beneath the golden feathers in the bun at the back. You can see that once the feathers must once have looked pretty special, but that would have been a long time ago. She is the President of the Epicurean Club—a rich and rowdy bunch—having inherited the position, many long years ago, from her father.


      I hear that the Epicureans are beginning to grumble once again. They are saying that they have eaten everything.


      *


      (For HMG—a belated birthday present).

    

  


  
    
      THE SECRET OF BROKEN TICKERS, by Joe Murphy


      Even the horned toads knew what was coming. Sprokly stood on the edge of a small bluff, where the west Texas chaparral of prickly pear, mesquite, and tumbleweed overlooked the sandy Red River bed. In twos and threes, horned toads—the size, shape, and shade of one of Ma’s charred pancakes—emerged from the scrub and darted onto the sand.


      A scissortail swooped from a low-growing mesquite tree, a black and white flash intent on easy prey. The targeted horned toad saw it, however, lifting its thorny head, puffing its body, and “kzzzzt!” spat something, most likely a seed or pebble. It caught the scissortail in midair. The bird squawked and veered away.


      Sprokly wanted to cry but held it back. Instead she brushed at her short blond hair. A snag caught her fingers. A few strands had tangled beneath one of the screws that fastened the wooden top of her skull.


      She forced herself to count the gathered horned toads. One hundred, hundred fifty, two, two ninety—just about every one the Maezel family had made.


      “Hey, girl.”


      Sprokly turned and managed a smile. “Evening, Grampser.”


      Grampser limped up to her, one thumb hitched above the bib of his overalls, the other hand holding a cane. His smile floated on a sea of well-tanned wrinkles as the wind picked up, toying with his gray wisps of hair. “Well.” He pointed toward the western horizon. “It’ll be a while.”


      “Any time now,” Sprokly agreed.


      A vast black and gray thunderhead darkened the western sky. The final blood red rays of setting sun slashed through the blue-black sky as the clouds churned. In the distance, a wall of rain darkened the air, advancing slowly. As one, the horned toads lifted their heads and watched the storm with red bead eyes.


      “Your Ma would hate to see this,” Grampser said.


      “We could get a wheel chair, tote her out here.”


      “I’m afraid she’s too well for that.” Grampser shook his head and scowled.


      Sprokly nodded. Grampser never told the truth. The head of the Maezel family, he seemed to enjoy the confusion. She’d asked Pa about it once, but he’d simply shaken his head and smiled an enigmatic smile that hinted of Family Secrets.


      Right now, Ma worried her. Three days ago, Sprokly had found her face down by the clothes line, laundry scattered like so many dead chickens. Unconscious and breathing in fits, the elderly woman appeared to have suffered a heart attack. She was home, bedridden, tended by Sprokly’s Pa. Both would have loved to be out here.


      The storm hit. A wall of wind and water slapped Sprokly’s face like a wet blanket. It forced her back a step. Blinking, a quick gasp, but then Grampser’s hand closed on her shoulder. Lightning flared, blinding her momentarily. Thunder rolled across the sky.


      “It won’t be happening yet,” Grampser shouted as the wind tore into them.


      “There it is!” Sprokly took Grampser’s arm. High above the river swirled a mass of ugly clouds the color of bruised flesh. Another thunder clash, by the time Sprokly’s eyes adjusted from the lightning, a giant funnel corkscrewed down to slam into the river. The funnel twisted, dancing, brightening to silver as it sucked up water.


      “Turn your eyes away!” Grampser shouted and released Sprokly’s hand. She staggered in a blast of wet wind, caught her balance, and paid close attention as Grampser pulled a spoon-handled device from his pocket. He fitted this tuning spork to his cane. It glittered with seven glass cogwheels, each tooth carefully inscribed with numerous letters, symbols, and numbers.


      The old man grinned, spun the cogs with his fingers, and lifted the device high. A darting shaft of red sunlight struck the cogs. Letters, ­hieroglyphics, arcane pictograms threaded the sky, inscribing long strands of whirling words upon the funnel.


      The tornado jumped, following the river as such storms did. With the bellow of some ancient god, it slammed down once more, sucking up water and sand. Black polka-dots of horned toads careened through the air around it.


      A moment later the funnel rose, a serpentine coil that wormed back into the clouds. The rain moved on, leaving a cool fresh smell in Sprokly’s nostrils, a tingling along the outside of her arms.


      “Grampser, what did the words mean?”


      “What words, missy?” Grampser focused his attention on the tuning spork, blinking water from his eyes, peering over the tops of his specs as he unscrewed the device from his cane.


      Sprokly sighed, refusing to be exasperated. Prying anything out of Grampser took work. “From the tuning spork. What did you read in the tornado?”


      “Nothing important at all.” Grampser shook his head. “Especially to an old woman with a broken ticker.” He winked at Sprokly, reached over to smooth the water from her hair, and limped off, back along the trail.


      He paused to smile and study the rickety remains of a bladeless windmill before moving on. A couple of horned toads, having declined to ride the storm, glared up at her, then darted after him.


      How on earth could a twister help Ma? Sprokly frowned and started along the river bed, out onto the same sand the tornado had touched. She had her own path back to Waxacholie-Nazarene, and chores to finish.


      * * * *


      “That feels much better,” the relation said as Sprokly pulled her winding key from its back. It turned to face her, the smile painted on its wooden lips somehow growing wider. Eyes the color of sun-glazed quartz regarded her with a blank but pleasant stare. “Thank you kindly, ma’am.”


      “You’re more than welcome.” Sprokly tucked the winding key into the back pocket of her jeans. “Got your chores done yet?”


      “Not quite, ma’am.” The relation shook its head, squeaking slightly. “I was just about to hoe them garden weeds when I ran down.”


      “Best get to it then,” Sprokly allowed. “And mind the horned toads.”


      “You betcha.” The relation ambled off, the gears in its legs rasping. Sprokly started for the barn. The relation who tended the cows usually needed winding this time of evening. Far across the deserted lean-tos and sand-scoured empty buildings that made up Waxa­cholie- Nazarene, a car horn sounded three abrupt beeps.


      “That’s Billy!” Sprokly whirled and dashed toward the only occupied house in the deserted town. “What’s he doing home?”


      A blue 1961 Plymouth sat in front of the house. Not a real one of course, but a more than passable imitation. Grampser and Pa had built it after seeing one advertised on The Red Skelton Show. The car was Billy’s going-away present. There were no hard feelings, the elders maintained, when Billy had finally convinced, cajoled, and nagged them into allowing him to attend Midwestern State University in Wichita Falls.


      Sprokly jerked to a halt and gripped a fencepost to catch her balance. The Plymouth’s trunk was open, Billy leaning into it. A young woman, wearing hip huggers and a white blouse, stood beside him. A real woman!


      Grampser, Ma, Pa, Billy, and her sister Marybeth, these were the only real people she knew. The elders didn’t allow visitors, and Waxacholie-Nazarene being so far from the roads, they didn’t get many. Fewer still had been allowed to leave.


      Billy pulled two suitcases from the trunk. He turned, starting towards the house, and saw her. A quick grin, a mumbled word to the woman beside him, and he shouted, “Sprokly! Come give your brother a hug!”


      Restraining the impulse to dash up and grab him, Sprokly waved hesitantly and approached. The woman appeared about Billy’s age.


      In the way Real People counted that would be nineteen. To Sprokly and the Maezel family, however, Billy was twenty-six; he knew twenty-six Family Secrets and that’s what really mattered.


      The woman looked pretty, Sprokly decided, a page right out of the latest Sears Roebuck Catalogue. Her blue-green eyes watched Sprokly cautiously, but without surprise. Grampser and Pa would be furious.


      “Hello.” Sprokly held out her hand. “I’m Sprokly.”


      “I know,” the woman said. “Billy’s kid sister, right?” She smiled at Billy. “He’s told me about you.” She looked Sprokly up and down, before their gazes met. “It’s a pleasure and privilege to meet you.”


      “How’s Ma doing?” Billy’s worried frown brought out freckles that had never left him. He brushed back his dark crew cut. “I came as soon as I heard.”


      “She’s still in bed.” Sprokly stared at the ground, noticing the woman’s shiny black pumps. “She wakes now and again, but she’s awful weak.”


      Billy cocked his head toward the house. “Did they bring in a doctor?”


      Sprokly shook her head.


      “I was afraid of that.” Billy turned to the woman. “See what I mean, Sylvine?”


      The woman opened her mouth but never got a word out.


      “Hey, Boy!” Pa stood on the front porch. Like Grampser he wore overalls, a starched white shirt, and a dusty-colored Stetson. He was short, a dwarf-shaped body with heavily muscled arms, long delicate fingers. He stepped off the porch, his gaze still on Sylvine. It wasn’t a pleasant look.


      “Pa, I…” Billy started. Sprokly stepped back, still watching her daddy.


      “You brought someone out here.” Pa stopped in front of them and folded his arms.


      “Hello, Mr. Maezel.” Sylvine stepped forward, wiped her palm on her pants, and offered her hand. “I’m Sylvine Porter. I’m in Billy’s biology class, working on Pre Med.”


      Pa studied her, frowning faintly before slowly unfolding his arms and grudgingly shaking the woman’s hand. “Miss Porter.” He glared at Billy then. “Why don’t ya’ll come in the house? Sprokly, get their bags like a good girl.”


      Sprokly snatched up the suitcases before Billy could argue. Billy smiled weakly, put a hand on Sylvine’s arm, and very gentleman-like escorted her towards the front door.


      “Getting a little dark in here,” Pa said as they entered. He looked at Sylvine, then slowly and deliberately pulled out his winding key and stuck it in the wall socket. After five quick turns the lights came on.


      The woman didn’t even blink. Sprokly suppressed a grin. How much had Billy told her?


      “Why don’t you both have a sit down?” Pa motioned towards the doily-covered couch, while taking his usual place in one of the easy chairs near the television.


      “Thanks.” Sylvine sat down; Billy hurried to a place beside her.


      “So how’s school going, boy?” Pa asked, a hand reaching into the pocket of his bib overalls. Billy opened his mouth, eyes growing big as Pa produced a tuning spork. His mouth clamped into a flat determined line when Pa, without waiting for an answer, flicked the spork’s cogwheels, sending ghostly gold letterings over the walls, ceiling, and into Sylvine’s eyes.


      Sylvine’s mouth dropped open. Her stare grew as blank as a relation’s idiot gaze.


      “Boy,” Pa growled, “Make your point or I’ll take her memory right now.”


      Billy stared at Sylvine’s empty face, then matched his father’s glare. “I’ll make two.” He glanced hopefully at Sprokly, then focused on Pa. “Come hell or high water, someday, I’m gonna marry Sylvine Porter.” He held up one finger, quickly followed by another. “And two. Her daddy’s one of the most respected heart specialists in Texas.”


      The heavy thumps, Sprokly realized, was her, dropping the suitcases. Pa stared at Billy a moment longer, then took a good hard look at Sylvine Porter. He reached out with a grease-stained finger and stopped the spinning cogs on the tuning spork.


      Sylvine Porter gasped, blinked blue eyes, and shook herself all over like a dog.


      “Miss Porter, I reckon you can share a bed with Sprokly here.” Pa returned the spork to his pocket and began to laugh. Big laughs, loud guffaws that doubled him over and made him slap his thighs. From her position angled to one side, Sprokly doubted that Billy saw what she saw. Her brother only had eyes for Sylvine anyway. But clear as glass as it wormed its way down the deep creases that framed her father’s eyes—a single tear. Joy or sorrow, she couldn’t tell which.


      * * * *


      “Don’t you understand, Mr. Maezel?” Sylvine Porter gently returned Ma’s hand to her chest. “Your wife needs urgent medical ­attention.” She straightened and studied Ma’s half-closed eyes. “Everything will be all right, Mrs. Maezel. You’ll see.”


      Sprokly nodded. Her mother’s lips thinned to a weak smile. The heavy-set woman lay within a sea of quilts and comforters, her long grey hair spilled over the pillows that propped her up. The bedroom light flickered, so Sprokly turned to wind it again.


      “I’ll get the fan.” Billy reached into his own back pocket and pulled out a winding key.


      “Never you mind, boy.” Key already in his hand, Pa brushed past Sprokly, then Billy, and wound the fan that oscillated steadily on Ma’s nightstand.


      “Mr. Maezel, sir.” Sylvine stepped up to face Sprokly’s father, spreading her hands, a gesture that might have been a prelude to a prayer. “You’ve got to reconsider. I could ask my father if he’s willing to come out—”


      “That’s right kind of you, Miss.” Pa shook his head. “But we can manage.”


      “You can’t take care of her yourselves.” Anger edged Sylvine’s voice.


      “Inherent or inscribed.” Pa glared at Billy and Sylvine. “We’ve made our choice. At least some of us have.”


      “Enough,” Ma whispered. Her wrinkles deepened as she frowned at Billy and Pa. Her hand waved in a limp shooing motion. “Take your arguin’ somewheres else.”


      “Yes ma’am,” Pa and Billy said at once, the look of guilty sheep on their faces.


      “Come on, Sylvine.” Sprokly took the woman’s arm. “Let me show you our room.” She managed to guide Sylvine’s softly resisting steps out of Ma’s bedroom. Behind her, Pa and Billy’s low voices, like distant thunder, rumbled into the living room. Shadows alone occupied the rest of the house. Where had Grampser gotten off to? A stranger should have brought him running.


      “This here’s my room.” Sprokly quickly wound the lights. The glow brightened, revealing a plump double bed with a rose chenille cover, a dresser whose mirror gleamed. Gauze curtains framed an open window that let in the cool night breeze. Sylvine’s suitcase sat in the corner by a table.


      “It’s very nice,” Sylvine said dryly. Sprokly watched as the woman looked around the room. She faced Sprokly and folded her arms. “Sprokly, your mother is very sick.”


      Sprokly turned away. She moved over to the bed, slumped down on its edge, and pulled off her boots. “I know.”


      “That’s why Billy brought me out here. Why he chose to tell me so much about your…interesting family.”


      “We’re just a family.” Sprokly shrugged and pushed her boots beneath the dresser. The bedsprings creaked as Sylvine eased down beside her.


      “I’d hardly put it that way.” Sylvine’s gaze seemed to drill into Sprokly. She looked down and even studied Sprokly’s toes as they wiggled free of her socks. “Can I ask you something? Without hurting your feelings, I mean?”


      Grampser had told her this day would never come. So of course it had. Sprokly frowned, wondering why it chose to arrive with Ma sick and all. “I guess.”


      “Sprokly,” Sylvine took her hand. Sprokly marveled at the softness of the woman’s skin. “What, uh, what exactly are you?”


      “I’m a girl.” She stared at the floor and waited.


      “Well,” a note of gentle amazement crept into Sylvine’s voice. “You’re far more lifelike than any manikin I’ve ever seen. You sure don’t act like the robots in the picture shows Billy keeps dragging me to. But you’re not…”


      “Real?” Sprokly looked up at her and smiled.


      “That’s one way of putting it.” Sylvine clasped her hands and smiled back. “Can you tell me more?”


      Sprokly hesitated. An explanation would mean showing this outsider a Family Secret. Neither Grampser nor Pa would like that. But Pa had told Sylvine to bunk with her, instead of giving the woman her sister’s old room. Surely he’d known such a question was bound to come up. Was he testing her? Testing in the same way he’d tested Marybeth and then Billy before they left home?


      Sprokly had even practiced an answer. She didn’t have Billy’s hunger for knowledge that led him to the university. But someday, she would go out into the real world. Wasn’t this the first step?


      “Looky here.” Sprokly rose and dug into the contents of her dresser drawer. She pulled out a pair of spectacles, a series of jeweler’s magnifiers soldered to the frame—a birthday gift from Billy awhile back. Three of the jeweler’s lenses appeared cloudy, similar to the cogs on a tuning spork.


      Carefully, she placed the spectacles in Sylvine’s hands. “Put these on.”


      “Are they prescription?” Sylvine asked, “Because if they are—”


      “Don’t matter.” Sprokly waited until the woman obeyed, then reached over and flipped down the cloudier lens. “Look at me now.”


      Sylvine gasped, her hands fluttering around the spectacles, not quite daring to touch. “Words,” she whispered. “Not just the wood of your skin and metal veins, but words, all over you.”


      “Can you read any?”


      Sylvine shook her head sharply, then touched the spectacles, eyes squinting. “They’re just out of focus.”


      “Good.” Sprokly nodded. “You’re not ready for that yet.”


      “But what’s it all mean?”


      “Inscribed, not inherent.” Sprokly took hold of the woman’s fingers, found them trembling. “Where some see atoms and molecules, Grampser sees letters and words, which are far easier to work with. My family, they inscribed me with life.”


      “Good God almighty!” Sylvine fumbled the spectacles off, nearly dropping them. Her lower lip trembled. Sprokly’s eyes widened; the girl looked about to cry.


      “It takes some getting used to,” Sprokly allowed and put the spectacles on the dresser. “Even to me sometimes.”


      “But it’s not possible.” Sylvine slowly shook her head. “Unless everything Science teaches us is wrong.”


      “Does Science teach there’s only one way to do a thing?” Sprokly smiled. When Sylvine’s mouth opened and nothing came out she giggled. A giddy thrill pulsed through her. She had done it. Just like Billy, she had shared a secret with an outsider.


      Sylvine rose abruptly, nearly toppling Sprokly off the bed. Whirl­ing, she grabbed Sprokly up in a great hug. “Your secrets are safe with me.”


      “We’re uh, friends now?” Sprokly asked.


      “Absolutely.”


      “We better get to bed then,” Sprokly managed, unsure what else to say. “The bathroom is down the hall. You can change there if you want.”


      “Amazing. Absolutely amazing.” Sylvine went to her suitcase. She set it on the table Sprokly had cleared and then clicked open the locks. “But the words, what do they say?”


      “Maybe Billy will teach you.” Sprokly grinned and searched out her pajamas from under the pillow. She’d given her new friend enough for one night. Some things took quite a bit more explaining. “After you’re married, of course.”


      “Married.” Sylvine frowned and looked at Sprokly as if she’d grown a horned toad head. With a short, nervous laugh Sylvine slipped out.


      Sprokly stared at the door. Sylvine’s answer somehow reminded Sprokly of Grampser—a single word that didn’t quite mean what it should. She covered her confusion by hurrying into her own pink and yellow striped pajamas.


      Should she run and ask Billy about it? No, he and Pa had taken their argument to the kitchen now. Their voices, though muted, ­reminded Sprokly of the sharp rasps of a tin roof in a dust storm.


      Sprokly climbed into bed. The door creaked softly as Sylvine returned. Sprokly pretended sleep, listened to the padding of flesh on carpet, felt the bed give as Sylvine slipped beneath the covers.


      Distant thunder growled. As the lights flickered and wound down, Sprokly glanced out the window. Nothing but night. Then lightning flashed, illuminating the arcane symbols and letters threaded within the curtains. Could Sylvine see them?


      “Sounds like a storm,” Sylvine whispered.


      “A big one,” Sprokly murmured, and rolled onto her side away from the real woman.


      * * * *


      A claw gently scratched at Sprokly’s cheek. She opened her eyes, stared into two glowing red beads that gazed sharply back.


      “He needs you, girl,” the horned toad squeaked. “Needs you right now, by golly.”


      “Thank you,” Sprokly whispered. She was about to jump out of bed when she became aware of the sloping mattress, the strange warmth of the woman beside her. Carefully then, Sprokly eased from beneath the covers.


      Dark as the inside of a blind man’s skull, she decided, fumbling, searching out her boots and clothes as quietly as she could.


      “Sprokly?” Sylvine’s voice sounded heavy with sleep. “Something wrong?”


      “Call of Nature.” Sprokly couldn’t resist a grin. Dressing quickly, the last thing she did before leaving the room was pick up the horned toad. The rest of the house remained just as dark, just as quiet, until thunder pealed across the sky almost making her jump. She sat down on the front porch steps to put on her boots, placing the horned toad beside her. “Where is he?”


      “Down by the river,” it replied. “He wants you to bring the engraver.”


      “The engraver?” Sprokly stared at the creature. “What on earth for?”


      The horned toad puffed itself and lurched, a gesture that came off amazingly like a human shrug. “Engraving?”


      “Just so,” Sprokly chuckled. The engraver was one of many devices Grampser had invented to help with the construction of various mechanical entities, herself included. It allowed one to etch the arcane symbols and letters, the Inscribed Meaning that Grampser built into the Universe and so gave life to his creations.


      She hurried to the workshop and retrieved the device. It wasn’t particularly heavy, but rather bulky, a boxy thing with several trays and pulley-operated arms, each with a different sized stylus. The darkness didn’t help, forcing Sprokly to pick and choose her way by lightning flashes.


      Rain started as she stumbled along the path to the river. Sprokly topped the final rise where the chaparral gave way to sand, and halted.


      “Grampser!” she shouted. He stood atop the wooden frame of the old windmill. Rain lashed at him as the wind picked up. Too dark to see more, but Sprokly could feel a tingling on her skin, the air charged and willful like a young stallion.


      “Take your time, girl,” Grampser shouted and bent to adjust a glittering contraption. Sand clutching her ankles, Sprokly surged forward.


      “Hey, watch it!” a voice squeaked.


      “Oh!” The next flash showed the horned toads massed around Grampser’s tower. “Sorry.”


      “Big foot,” the horned toad rasped.


      Sprokly ignored the creature and hurried on. Thunder slammed across the sky and the clouds opened up. Wind slapped her. The tower top sparkled in the lightning, hazing the hunched shape of her grandfather in ghostly silver lettering. Cogs by the thousands, more than Sprokly had ever seen.


      “Just set it on the ground, girl.” Grampser shouted. “Damn it, there ain’t no hurry at all!”


      “Yes sir.” Sprokly clambered up the first three steps of a rickety wooden ladder to hand the engraver up. Grampser snatched it out of her hands so quickly she almost lost her balance.


      “You’re clumsy as a goat with boxing gloves, and blind as a bat with its head in the sand,” Grampser snarled. “Besides, you haven’t got a clue what to do with this thing.” He latched hold of her arm and dragged her onto the platform.


      Sprokly knew what he meant; her young fingers and young eyes were better than his. Before she could answer, his next words drowned beneath a roar like the mother of all express trains. She glimpsed the funnel outlined in jagged yellow flashes as the tornado descended.


      Clutching the tower against the wind, she crawled to the engraver. Grampser rose, staggering beside her, hands reaching for a crank that Sprokly recognized from Ma’s old washing machine.


      The cogs hummed beneath the storm, and, with a slowly increasing speed began to turn. Even with the wind, Sprokly felt the wash of their spinning as they picked up speed.


      “It’ll never work, girl,” Grampser cackled. “Never in a million years! Hee, hee, hee!”


      The next flash lit the whole world. The towering tornado swirled black and silver, mesquite trees flung like tumbleweeds, sand and rain mixed together, blasting Sprokly’s face. Another flash—words replaced the world.


      Hebrew words, ancient Babylonian, hieroglyphics along with jagged sizzling symbols that made her eyes hurt and her brain throb.


      Wind is Life! Storm is life! How good to shred the trees. The delicious sweetness of swirling sand. To roar and dance with the river. Live and die in the cloud’s eyes! The tornado’s very being, its savage joy threatened to fill her up until Sprokly closed her eyes. Swirling pictograms, which were somehow horned toads, glowed beneath her eyelids as they cartwheeled into the sky.


      The tower shuddered as the tornado neared. Sprokly tangled her legs in the flooring struts to hold on. She scribbled for all her life. Words washed over her, through her, and down, smaller and smaller, etched upon a little glass lozenge Grampser had locked into the engraver. She bit her lip, clinging to the device with one hand, working the levers that inscribed the tornado’s consciousness into the glass.


      The tower rocked wildly, tilting, then with amazing slowness toppled. Lightning flashed across Grampser’s face, and she was never certain whether she heard, or read the letters on his lips.


      “Aw shit!” Which came as close to saying what he meant, as she’d ever heard. Sand and water and wind slammed against her until the world of words vanished into blackness.


      * * * *


      Her hand hurt. Sprokly opened her eyes and saw red. Focusing, she stared into the rising dawn. A cloudless sky brightened to a rosy blue. Sprokly squinted and a shadowy figure eclipsed the sun.


      “Girl,” Grampser reached out and shook her. “You still with us?” He pulled Sprokly gently into a sitting position. “Everything broken?”


      “I’m all right.” Sprokly looked down at herself to be sure. Enough sand clung to her wet clothes to start a small garden. Nothing else seemed amiss. “Except maybe my hand.” She held it out for Grampser to inspect. “I can’t open my fingers.”


      “Couldn’t be some strut or joint damage.” Grampser took her ­fingers and gently folded them back. “Now that don’t beat all,” he breathed.


      For there, centered in Sprokly’s palm, raising more than a few splinters in the finely inscribed wood and lodged beneath the filigreed metal that formed her heart line, lay the glass lozenge, its surface cloudy with tiny letters.


      “I must have grabbed it when we fell.” She smiled. Grampser beamed down at her, weathered face split from ear to ear.


      “That just don’t beat all,” he said again and pulled her to her feet. They stood there, grinning at each other, just grinning to beat the band, the dawn a velvet silence around them.


      “But, uh, what’s it for?” Sprokly finally found the presence of mind to ask.


      Grampser slowly worked the lozenge free of her damaged palm. He held it up to the sun and studied it.


      “It sure as hell ain’t for your ma.” Grampser pulled out a hanky, wrapped up the lozenge, and carefully stowed it away in the pocket of his overalls. He took her hand and gently pressed the splinters into place. “Might as well stand here all day.”


      “Surely,” Sprokly agreed. Together they started past the fallen windmill and up the trail.


      “Storm is Life,” someone cooed in the high grass. “Wind is Life.”


      Grampser looked up sharply. “Tarnation!”


      “I know that voice,” Sprokly said and hurriedly veered off the trail.


      They found Sylvine, still in pajamas, sitting in the weeds. The woman’s hands lay wrapped around her knees, head lolling to the side. Her upturned but unfocused eyes stared at the sky.


      “These can’t be yours.” Grampser growled and snatched the jeweler’s spectacles that dangled from Sylvine’s ear. The glare he turned on Sprokly nearly stopped the perpetual springs in her chest.


      “I didn’t know she followed me,” Sprokly began. “I mean, I only wanted her to be my friend.”


      Grampser’s shoulders sagged. The lines on his face deepened with his scowl. For the first time ever, Sprokly gazed into his darkened eyes and realized how truly old he’d become—old and hurt. He swallowed once, brought his hand to his mouth as if to cough but his voice rasped weak and frail. “See to your mess.”


      He tossed his tuning spork at Sprokly’s feet, and then was gone. Sprokly knelt down and picked up the device with her good hand. She’d used one before but only in Grampser’s workshop, and never, ever on a real person.


      “Storm is life,” Sylvine murmured as Sprokly spun the cogs and the morning light played over the woman’s face spelling those very words in prismatic script.


      “Sylvine,” Sprokly put a firmness into her voice that she didn’t feel. “Sylvine Porter.”


      “Twister!” Sylvine’s voice shrilled into a giggle. Sprokly reached out with her free hand to touch the ‘T’ that glowed on the woman’s cheek. The letter obediently moved to her fingertip. She kept it there, watched it grow larger as her hand moved away from Sylvine, back to the spork until she found the cogwheel that made it. Her thumb twisted the cog and the letter vanished.


      Word by word, letter by letter, Sprokly removed every last trace of the storm. The sun rose higher while she worked. A string of drool trickled down Sylvine’s chin. Motionless, her skin glowing with a thin sheen of sweat, the real woman stared at the sky.


      “Let’s see what we have now,” Sprokly murmured. Again she spun the spork’s cogwheels. New patterns, new words flickered over the Sylvine’s face.


      “Sylvine wants,” the woman said. “Sylvine wants to know…everything!”


      Sprokly’s arm ached from holding the spork steady for so long. Yet another ache grew within as she read the needs already inscribed in Sylvine Porter and the truth reared its ugly head: The chance meeting in the school cafeteria where Billy’d told too much about his family. Sylvine’s disbelief and disdain until Billy had shown her what lay under the Plymouth’s hood. Then all the schemes, right down to following Sprokly in hopes of stealing secrets.


      Sylvine hungered for knowledge the way her brother did. She loved knowing things, knowing more than anybody. She loved that kind of power, but nothing and no one else, not even her own cold father—or Billy.


      * * * *


      “I don’t want this anymore.” Billy dropped his tuning spork into their mother’s lap. Ma tucked it into her apron pocket. The old woman didn’t rise, but opened her arms. It took a moment, until finally Billy stepped forward, bent to an awkward angle, and allowed Ma to embrace him with a tight squeeze.


      “You can always come back for it,” Ma said.


      “Not with her here.” Billy glared at Sprokly. “Hell no.”


      “Damn it, Billy!” Sprokly jumped to her feet, fists clenched. Her eyes blurred, but she’d be damned if she’d let that stop her. “The storm filled Sylvine up. There was hardly any of her left. I fixed her best I could.”


      “Just like Pa would have fixed her, or Grampser,” Billy shouted. “You did their dirty work for them.” He brushed at his eyes, turning his back, turning away from more than just a sister, Sprokly realized.


      “She loved me,” Billy’s voice grated harsh in the summer sun. “And you killed that in her.” He started for the car, back ramrod straight, arms and legs stiff as boards.


      Sprokly opened her mouth, started to speak, then let her jaw sag. The truth would only hurt him.


      “Give him some time,” Ma said quietly, a hand touching Sprokly’s wrist, easing her back into the porch swing.


      Billy stopped behind the vehicle, stared for a moment towards the paint-worn barn that was Grampser’s workshop. Sprokly followed his gaze. Was that the barest flicker of a curtained window down there? Billy’s fists clenched, he shook his head and got into the car where Sylvine waited.


      Billy said something to Sylvine. The real woman ignored him. Billy spoke again, and even through the dull gleam of the windshield, Sprokly saw Sylvine’s idiot stare, blank as the inside of a blizzard. Her brother’s shoulders slumped and he started the car. The tires kicked up dust as the vehicle veered a circle and bumped along the dirt path.


      “They gonna be all right?” Sprokly asked.


      Ma smiled and squeezed Sprokly’s hand. Sprokly marveled at the strength of her mother’s grip. It was hard to realize the old woman had been bedridden only yesterday.


      “The girl will be fine by the time she gets to school. Won’t remember us, of course. You did a pretty good job on her.” Ma paused for a sip of moon tea. “Billy’s heartbroken. First true love and all, but he’ll get over it.”


      Sprokly nodded. They sat awhile longer, watching the horned toads play in the yard. “I guess I should get down to the workshop. Grampser and Pa will want help.”


      “Stay a while yet.” Ma shifted in her seat and regarded Sprokly with a warm generous smile.


      “Heartbroken,” Sprokly tested the word in her mouth. She thought of the arguments and stony silence during the last day, Billy’s final stare, cold as a Seven Year Norther. She knew what heartbroken meant now, from the inside out. Her vision blurred again but she forced a laugh. “That’s kind of like you, Ma. Your heart was broken too.”


      Ma glanced down at her chest, at the small glass lozenge, all cloudy glowing gold, suspended on a string. The life and energy of the tornado inscribed within the old woman, had written the inherent heart problem away.


      “Tarnation, Missy,” Ma rasped in gentle imitation of Grampser. “You ain’t learned nothing that won’t fix all these broken tickers?”


      Sprokly frowned and thought for awhile. Looking up into Ma’s dark brown eyes, she grinned and took her hands.


      “There’s a secret. The Secret of Broken Hearts is to make them strong. Toughen and test them so that whatever happens, they heal quick and a body can get on with life.”


      “Now how would you do that, young lady?”


      Sprokly turned her gaze to the cloud-smeared sunset. Finally, she laughed. “Storms.”


      Ma leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “You make me proud, girl. Happy birthday!”

    

  


  
    
      ON THE BLINDSIDE, by Sonya Taaffe


      I’ll tell you all my secrets, but I lie about my past

      So send me off to bed forevermore


      —Tom Waits, “Tango Till They’re Sore”


      The alley was full of late afternoon shadows, and the bricks were scattered with frost.


      Stooping for a closer look, fingers hesitant over the cracked wall, she knelt among dead leaves and splintered plywood, the remains of fruit crates that late October rains and chills had gnawed on; stripped branches overhung the wall, out of reach and so brittle to the eye that they might snap under even the weight of the pale sunlight, the sky wind-polished to a fervent blue. Her eyes were beginning to cross, from staring. Newspaper rustled like the black-and-white ghosts of the leaves, and she felt colder inside than the dying wind.


      Harder every time, to force her vision through: worse than staring a 3-D design into focus, Sam thought, and refused to blink. More like finding the trick to an optical illusion; pinning down the blind spot in her sight. Which eye do you see me with? Chion had asked her that, boy’s dauntless voice more than twenty years gone: thin, ragged as autumn, a glancing quick-copper ease in his movements as he circled her; and she, who knew the fairy tale, held still in sick terror of the needle stabs, blind darkness, blood. Behind him, a pair of slender figures put hands up to identical mouths and giggled as Sam whispered, shaking, Both… Within a week, she would not fear them, Mimiko-Remembrance and Mimiko-Regret, their white-peach faces like two halves of the same moon, angular bodies that interlocked like jigsaw when one leaned on the other or wrapped an arm around a skinny waist. Then, she had closed her eyes against their merciless laughter and only opened them—fear suddenly dissolved like honey in tea, alchemized comfort—when she heard that Chion had also begun, much more startled and much more wryly, to laugh.


      A dull ache pulsed at the inside of her temples, and she exhaled hard between her teeth. Black grains were crawling across her vision now, as though brick and cinderblock and cold autumnal air were shivering apart, a cloudy breakdown of atoms, molecular bands snapping one by one to reveal the vibrating emptiness between. Under her palm, the wall did not give: more solid to the touch than the eye. How had she ever found this easy? Frustration swelled in her throat like tears, dryer and more nauseous; she was scratching across the wall with both hands now, unable to see anything more than the constant headache fraying of her sight, feeling nothing more than the crystallized damp that her nails skidded through, over these rough blocks laid down in a year of industry and reason.


      The blank plane of brick and pecked-out mortar shivered. A tic of flesh, skin twitching off a fly, an unwanted touch; and Sam leaned in harder, turning sideways, twisting, until the bricks like dusty, cinnamon meat yielded to her body’s weight and parted. A last icewater wash of wind skimmed over her shoulders before the wall slid grainily around her, clay and soft fruit, a smell of rotting iris and chrysanthemums sagging in a forgotten vase. Her head pounded like the god of wine’s own hangover. In the smeared and sparking darkness inside the wall, between states and certainties, Sam realized she was smiling.


      Heat struck her like a slap across the face. Beneath her sweater and turtleneck, jeans worn milk-white at the knees and work boots with laces double-knotted, she was instantly rinsed with sweat; some inverse summer here, or they always kept the heat turned up. The light was gas-lamps and fluttering candles, not the sun declining toward winter. The air smelled of freshly-baked bread and, the wall’s aftertaste, decaying flowers. Stumbling from the momentum she never felt herself pick up, awkward from lack of practice, she almost ran into the broad granite workbench before she could stop herself. Across the room, a light, sliding voice said, “So the wanderer alights at last.”


      Even through three years’ unfamiliarity, she could hear the surprise. Straightening, Samantha Fine wiped sweat-tangled hair away from her face and laughed, a little breathless still, a little bitter and as always dazzled.


      The room was as crowded as she remembered, with the same tatty velvet and tawdry antiques that had so entranced her as a child and even a young woman. Even the broken-down gramophone, that no one had ever wound up, still stood among dried sheaves of grain and a wooden doll whose neck had broken and tilted over to one side. Unlike her memories, it was empty but for herself and Chion in the corner, one leg hooked up over the overstuffed arm of his chair and one booted foot swinging, the skirts of his vast, mole-mottled coat spread out over the stained blue upholstery like shed skins. He had acquired a walking stick since the last time she saw him, hand-polished blackthorn and a cat’s-eye slug winking in the head, that she saw when he moved his long, tea-stain fingers. All too easily, she could picture the myriad uses he would find for it.


      Over his shoulders, his hair scattered like an explosion of fallen leaves, shaggy and all the colors between gold and crimson and tannin-brown. She could not read his narrow face, grooved with all manner of sidelong expressions. His eyes were lazy and metallic, warm buttons of brass.


      “Is this a social visit?” If Chion had mislaid his composure, he had it back before Sam had all her breath; gaslight and candlelight sieved his eyes for brightness, dipped up reflections and dropped them as he blinked, owl-slow. “Some people write before they drop by,” and she saw finally the smallest twist of a smile at one corner of his mouth, for the thought of a letter slipped through a slot in the derelict brick, the wall at Sam’s back where threadbare tapestry made over into curtains hung down across faces of stone still harsh from the quarries. Briefly, she wondered what kind of postcards Mimiko would write, what images would appear on the stamps. Milk poured over corn; constellations like the night sky turned inside out and over itself; urban skylines as looped and jagged as handwriting. She could not imagine Chion in a post office.


      Hand to hand, deft and absent, he was tossing the walking stick like a decision still unmade. She wanted to pull off her sweater, cable-knit wool gathering heat against her skin like a private greenhouse effect; not under his glinting scrutiny. Too much time between their last meeting, too much change, even as her muscles remembered an easiness in his presence, her skin their contrasted shades. For a moment as sharp as a needle, she wished for Dalmaty or even dark, bristling Vistres, anyone else in the room to break not the silence collecting between them, but all the unspoken things of three, or ten, or twenty years. Next time, I’ll remember, she had almost said; had not. Her first words, here, now, were crucial.


      Gravely, Chion said, “You’re looking well.”


      Unless she wanted to shout at him, she had nothing to say to that.


      Of the books strewn across this side of the workbench, red and green and royal blue covers water-stained and battered at the corners, Sam picked up a random volume, opened it and stared at the neat, close-printed diagonal slants of lettering across the rough paper, the color of brown rice. Her laughter was gone, the migraine aftermath of transition back; she turned pages that she could not read and felt sweat bleeding through her shirt where it stuck to her shoulderblades, a prickling ache diffused down her bones. Children were meant to hurtle through the spaces between here and elsewhere, the fearless and innocent heroes of daydreams and nightmares, not married women returning to university in the fall for degrees in medieval history. Once she had wanted to catalogue the dynasties and protectorates that Dalmaty could recite like the alphabet, riddled with coups and illegitimate cousins and the occasional occupation, and prophecies that were neither believed nor discounted; had written down what she could remember, thirteen or moody fourteen in her mother’s never-unpacked apartment, and a classmate had read the pages and promptly wanted her to join a club for students who wrote science fiction. Probably she was not staring at a history book, right now. Poetry, or omen texts; with her luck, a romance novel.


      She put it down on top of a volume whose crimson binding had washed out to pressed rose, staining the pages, and looked finally back at Chion. He had caught the walking stick on its last pass and not lowered his hand; he looked like a magician who had forgotten, halfway through, how the trick ended.


      “Ah.” She could not tell what the sound meant: understanding, resignation, or simply a syllable to stall the conversation until he figured out what came next. His mouth ridged on one side in another smile, not unkind and not reassuring. “So, then. What do you want?”


      She had no other first words: she gave them to him as calmly as she could. “Look at me.”


      Thinner than the last time he saw her? Did he know where all the new lines had come from? Three years ago, Sam had worn her hair in a long, fair, unraveling plait; short and unexpectedly spiky for another year, it had grown out now to an uneven shock too short to pin up off her neck, too long simply to run her fingers through in the morning. Changes she did not care if Chion noticed, and she waited until his gaze moved across her face and stopped, double-checked, and he stared back into her eyes whose irises were the acid, translucent pale-green of limes: not the rind, but the tart broken flesh.


      “Two years ago,” Sam said, “they were brown.”


      Chion swung his leg down from the chair’s arm, dropped both hands onto the walking stick and set its tip against the timbered floor; he might have been sitting for a portrait, regarding her. “It’s a good look for you. Myself, I prefer something a little more prismatic, but the world would die of boredom if we all looked the same.”


      She had not expected much of anything else. Still it astonished her, the immediate hurt and all the retorts that leaped up behind her teeth; she kept her mouth closed until she was sure none of them—The world would die of boredom if it had to listen to you talk!—would startle out. “Myself,” she said tightly, “I prefer how I looked.” Anger made her absurdly confident; she skinned the sweater over her head, left it lying over the tattered books and strode around the workbench until only a glaze-green vase half full of dry sticks stood between her and Chion. “Like myself. Not like this.”


      Close enough now, she put up one hand and pushed back a forward-falling hank of hair, still fair and shot through with early grey, like all her father’s side of the family. But these strands were not silver from age, or even yellowed to ash, but hard and gleaming as wires. She had never dared cut one, to find out if it broke differently. If she would need tinsnips. Sometimes, when she turned over at night, one scratched.


      When Chion’s eyes widened, their pupils dilated in slots. “That’s different.”


      “That’s the obvious.” He did not ask; she did not offer. As he looked up at her, she could have reached down and sunk her fingers into his heavy, tatterdemalion hair; touched the pale scar that furrowed up one cheekbone, healed and new since she had last seen him. There was no place for desire now, even without the cold in her bones and throat as she spoke. “But even this, how long until people start to notice? Until somebody checks the color of my eyes—I have photographs, I have a driver’s license, damn it. And,” the words spilling over, no gentle way she had ever envisioned to say this fact, unwieldy, imperative, “I’m married. And we want to have children. And I can’t. Not like this. I can’t.”


      One of the gas-lights sputtered in its brass fixture, sank into blue petals and died. Chion’s laugh was softer than the slight, extinguishing sound. “I shouldn’t have expected an invitation to the wedding, I suppose. When?”


      “Eight months ago. Lucas. He’s an engineer.”


      “Sounds very steady.”


      Sam said helplessly, “He sings opera in the shower. Badly. He wants to put speakers the size of California into my car, the Bonne­ville, it’s the color of cherry cough syrup and he wants to make it sleek; that’s the sort of thing he obsesses about. He doesn’t know I—” Lunatic, schizophrenic, lost in fantasies; nothing Lucas would ever say, and the phrase conjured up nothing else. “See things. I don’t want to talk about him. I want—”


      “To stop seeing things?” The way Chion moved, he could have broken her neck before she had time to draw breath for a scream; he ducked out of the chair, slipping past her reach and around the workbench, with little more effort than if he had leaned back into his lazing, contemplative pose again. Had he thought Sam would hurt him? The thought was as inconceivable as crushing quicksilver.


      Even with the crowded span of granite between them, glass flasks and retorts clustered at his end, some still crusted with colored crystals from their long-dried contents, he hardly looked at ease. Puzzled, aching, Sam said, “I can’t keep looking in rivers and seeing a different season’s trees reflected behind me. Passing strangers on the street and noticing their shadows have colors. Windows look like doorways. Stairways stop in thin air. When I want to see, it’s like shoving mountains aside with my eyes. It gets worse every year. Something you grow out of, maybe… But all the little details, the distractions, they’re getting worse too. And this.” She did not have to widen her eyes, or indicate her streaked, glimmering hair. “What am I going to turn into? Lucas thinks my eyes have always been green.”


      Chion picked up a small graduated cylinder, shook it until an azure glitter of dust roused up from the glass. His voice was dry as the last of autumn’s leaves. “Some husband, if he’d leave you for the color of your eyes.”


      She must have been able to talk to him once: now, she could not think how. “That’s not what I mean. That’s not the point,” Sam started, and lost her temper and the rest of the sentence in a sudden shout, “Stop talking about Lucas! It’s not what I am! It’s not what I want my child to be!”


      The cylinder shattered on the floor in a puff of shards and powder-blue. Chion yelled back, “And what am I to do about that?”


      The savagery in his face, that had always looked made for wry smiles and harmless, biting commentary, frightened her more than the question: energized her. Like a card reversed, she stared at him across granite, books, desultory alchemical pastimes: slight and fiery as a tree unleaving, tense against the backdrop of white-flaked stone and raveling, knotwork hunting-scenes. He looked furious, stretched thin with something like terror that she had never seen in him, and for once not fast enough to evade her. Caught in her grip, his wrist was skinnier than she remembered, but the same odd hinge of bone slid under the skin as he twisted to free himself.


      Hold me fast and fear me not, for I’m the father of—once, maybe. Not anymore. She wanted Lucas.


      “Chion.” For a moment he stilled, eyes blind rings of bronze. “It’s your world. No one in mine has any idea. If you walked out of a wall in my Bede class, my God, the whole class would need therapy for years. That’s why—if I’d seen the way I do from birth, I’d never have made it to adolescence. I can’t pass that on to a child. It has to be here, or nowhere. I thought staying away would be enough. It’s not. Your world bleeds into mine and I don’t know how to stop it. I never see mine showing through yours,” and as she added, “It’s a one-way mirror. I’ll show you from my side,” her vision pulled apart into haze and grains of black.


      Chion rippled like a reflection in stone-struck water; headache thumped into the back of her skull, jolted a sound of pain from her mouth. The walking stick clattered out of his hand. Groping for the wall, her fingers dragged through his pelt-soft hair, and he made a noise that was all protest. Her shoulder hit a heavy fold of tapestry, a chisel-scarred roughness that would take all the room’s lights like snow if she could see it. Beneath dust-choked cloth, Sam felt the stone, ungenerous, reluctant, buckle inward and into itself.


      “Sam, don’t—” Darkness that eddied like oil on water, that smelled of flowering decay, dissolution and generation, cut off his words. She was burning cold, her sweat-soaked turtleneck suddenly stiff with congealing salt; she felt herself rising toward the surface of brick and razor shadows like a sleeper from dreams, a swimmer from deep and arctic water. Just before she broke surface, she realized that she was no longer holding Chion’s wrist.


      She did not know how to turn, in a place with no directions; how to shout, in a place with no air; she slammed out of the wall onto hands and knees, small pains against the ironworks in her head, onto broad planks that years and bare feet had worn silken, with a grain as fine as wave-settled sand.


      Within her reach, arms drawn up tight around his knees and his head bent over them, Chion huddled in his weatherbeaten coat. The noises he made might have been tears, or retching. When Sam pulled herself into a crouch, all the small bones in her spine glittered with pain; she knew no stories where travelers to the otherworld threw out their backs, and the thought would have amused her except that Chion raised his head.


      His face hurt to see: sickened, shaken, all defenses scattered like the leaves of his hair. Quicksilver, crushed. She said, her voice shrunken by his pain, “Why didn’t you come with me?”


      Beneath its tea-brownness, his face had turned a curdled, pale color. The scar stood out like a signature. “I can’t.”


      “What?”


      “I can’t—cross over. I can’t even see over. I could stare at that wall until my eyes fell out and I’d see nothing more than marble and curtains. Even Mimiko couldn’t, though Remembrance always swore he could see a kind of track in the air where you’d gone. Peire tried to cast for you, once or twice, to see if we could tell when you’d arrive. She never got anything, just a mess of stalks and stones.” He swallowed ­audibly. “We couldn’t figure out what you were.”


      Words from another reversal: what she should have spoken to him, the man in whose arms she had lost, or laid aside, or shared her virginity. Nineteen years old, and Chion scarcely two years older; Mimiko had found them wrapped in one of his perpetual winter coats, tucked into an arch of ivory-colored stone beneath the sky that dazzled so blue it was almost violet, daystars pricking out a web of greater and lesser lights above the afternoon skyline. The warm air had smelled of cinnamon and snow. Crows black-winged against the brightness. Someone practicing an instrument that sounded like a cello, persistently and inexpertly, somewhere in the great terraced honeycomb of stone. Even under Mimiko’s absentminded, overlapping mockery, Sam had imagined that she might stay there, that way, forever: so much stranger and easier than scholarships and dormitories and phone calls from her father. That year, and ten years after. The only thing ordinary in a world full of arcana.


      She was not crying. She did not know why this surprised her. “You never said.” Blankly, as though her brain and tongue had parted ways, “The stories are full of people like you.”


      “No.” He was recovered enough to tilt one dark-copper brow at her, weakly. “The stories are full of people like you.”


      Walking on the blindside, she had always called it: because no one else ever seemed to notice, the thin places in the world that were like neon and magnets to her, less than invisible to everyone else. With both eyes, she had seen him; and never seen him at all.


      “Your eyes,” Chion said, dreamily and acidly. “Your hair. If those were the price even to glimpse half a second, half a shadow of somewhere else—suns, I’d pay it in a heartbeat. Less. Are you mad? Your child would be blessed.”


      Easy for him to say, who wanted and paid nothing. Who had not found, sluicing off soapsuds in the shower, the birthmark that had tattooed itself around one ankle, dapples as random as watered silk and delicately charcoal-grey; who had not woken from a nap to find that the piercings in his ears had healed over while he slept, and punched them anew with a needle heated over the stove’s gas flame; whose children would think a skyful of scattered suns natural, and never startle at seeing them wink like heat-haze among early-morning skyscrapers. Sam raised one hand to pinch the bridge of her nose hard, halted the gesture to look at the candlelight flicking warm sparks from the band of plain gold on her fourth finger.


      “You promised to spoil my wedding,” she said slowly, remembering. “If I married anyone besides you. Years ago you said that, and I was still actually worried, waiting for you to show up. Lucas had to promise he’d personally beat up anyone who stood up in the middle of the ceremony, even if it was his grandmother—you’d like him, I think. So I thought you knew. You swore…”


      “I know, I know: oak, ash, thorn, and bone. I know.” Rueful and shyly defiant, a glance across the no longer incalculable space between them, “I boasted.”


      “I believed you!”


      “Well.” The familiar smile like a lick of flame across his dark face, slowly gathering color and confidence back to itself like the sun kindling in a burning-glass, refractions in a prism. “That will teach you.”


      Once she might have kissed him, to take that smile from his face. Now she leaned her head back against the draped wall, immovable as belief, as friable, and laughed. “So,” she said softly, when even her smile had faded, “you can’t stop it.”


      “No. I am sorry.” Cross-legged with his back to the rusted clepsydra that had run dry years ago, its tall brass mechanism set with the enameled faces of planets and stars, houses of the heavens and wandering orbits, no zodiac of Sam’s sky, Chion laid his walking stick across his lap and looked her over. Head to foot, the usual differences and the odd; tabulating, and perhaps not caring. Sam returned his scrutiny: her stranger. Not hers. She had never asked what Lucas saw, when he looked at a river, or a sunrise, or her. Perhaps she should look more closely. Perhaps she should ask; and hope that, whatever beautiful monster might look back from her mirror in time, Lucas’ eyes were better than her own.


      Chion’s face was quiet, considering. Over her shoulder, as she rose to her feet and began to look again through molecules and void with her eyes as bright as limes, secondhand sight, Sam said, “Just hope that the kid inherits from me. Because this will be sad all round if she never gets to meet her godfather.”


      Both, and he had laughed in the same wry surprise. Standing again among frost and bare-branched shadows, Sam thought for a moment that she could still hear him. But she looked back and saw only sunlight, moving like a maze on the unremarkable brick.

    

  


  
    
      JANE, by Marc Laidlaw


      The first we knew of the travelers was the tinkling of our falcon’s silver bell. She landed on our Father’s glove, and he leant his whiskered cheek against her beak. When he raised his head there was a look in his eyes I had not seen before.


      He sighed and put his hand on my head and said, —Jane, go tell your mother we have visitors.


      I walked across the wet grass to the house, and I heard him whispering to the bird as he clipped the leash to the silver varvels in her leather jesses. He climbed the porch and set her on her perch, and sat beside her in his rocking chair, oiling his glove and watching the bamboo thicket through the afternoon, while I stayed inside and played with little Anna to keep her out of mother’s way.


      The sun was at five fists when the travelers appeared. They stood at the edge of the clearing, staring at the house as if they feared it, until our Father rose and crossed the grass to greet them.


      Two men and a woman. Although I studied them so closely that our Father had to shoo me away, I never thought to ask their names nor anything else about them. I only listened to the questions our Father asked, and to the answers they gave, and in so doing I learned as many new things about our Father as I learned about the visitors. I learned he had once lived in the city, which surprised me greatly since he had never told us he knew its evils from experience. I learned he had once been a traveler himself, with intimate knowledge of the roads he forbade us approach. I learned he spoke languages I’d never heard him speak until that night, when the three travelers stayed and shared our supper.


      I remember steaming crocks of stew; mother’s dense loaves of dark bread with cracked corn toasted into it; falcon-caught squab and squirrel, and wild pig my brothers had brought back from that day’s hunt. I remember the glow of the lantern light in the travelers’ eyes and the loudness of their voices as they drank our Father’s wine and then his brandy late into the night.


      Somehow Anna and I were forgotten, we girls allowed to stay up and listen, as if this were a special lesson. We knew it was rare. Even our brothers, old as they were, had never seen visitors before. Sometimes while hunting they heard the sound of travelers on the far-off road, but our Father always hushed them and made them retreat in utter silence so as to betray nothing of our presence. It was for the same reason they hunted with crossbows and never a gun. And although our Father had once been a fine shot, he now relied completely on his falcon.


      The travelers admired his falcon greatly and asked many questions as she perched near the table with the family. They remarked on the intricate designs on her polished silver bell and varvels, and I warmed with pride, for it was my task to keep the little cuff rings untarnished, although the designs etched in them meant little to me, being letters in a language I could not read. The lady traveler said the falcon was the bird of royals, to which my father replied, —Birds do not distinguish one type of man from another but will accept any master who treats them with dignity.


      To prove his point, he took his huge glove and slipped it on my brother Ash’s hand, and the falcon flew to Ash and landed on the glove.


      And the woman said, —But the son of a royal is still a royal.


      Then I noticed one of the men staring very hard at the glove, and the emblem stitched upon it, which always fascinated me though I knew not what it meant. It was a hook like a question mark with a barbed arrow for a tip and a slanted line cut through it, as if the question had been struck out.


      I had seen the emblem all my life, but it had never meant a thing to me until I saw the travelers looking at it with such wonder. Our Father must have seen them looking as well, for he sent Ash to take the falcon to her mews and then began to question how they had happened upon us.


      They had lost the road, they said, in a night of rain. They should have stopped and made camp but had hoped to find an inn.


      —What night was this? our Father asked, for it had been dry several nights now; but the travelers could not say how long they had wandered. They asked if we knew the way back to the road, and Father nodded.


      —My sons and I will see you there safely in the morning, he said.


      This surprised me greatly, for our Father had commanded us to keep well clear of the road, my brothers most of all. I think he feared they would use it to escape, but in truth they were more scared of what lay at the ends of that road than of our Father.


      At this time, Anna began to grow upset beneath her hood, which normally kept her so calm; and my mother bade me take her to bed. This made me angry, as I hated to miss any of the rare evening; but when the lady traveler made a comment about Anna being too old for such devices and said that the world no longer looked kindly on the practice, I rose and took Anna’s hand and led her away so that the woman would not see how much she had offended me, for my own hood had not been off for long at all.


      Sometime later I found myself in my own bed, with Anna’s arms around me and voices coming from the next room where the firelight still flickered. I loosened Anna’s arms and went to see who spoke. The table had been cleared. I saw my parents standing over the sleeping forms of the travelers, wrapped in their bedrolls by the low-banked fire.


      Our Father must have heard me, for he turned and gave me a look of grave concern and tenderness such as I had rarely seen on his hard, hard face. Then my mother followed his gaze and saw me watching. She crossed the room and turned me gently back toward my bed, but not before I saw that in our Father’s hands, its head full of warm orange light, he held an ax.


      —Back to bed, Jane, she told me.


      The sight of the ax meant less than the look of tender love. Nor did I fully wake to the sharp sounds that came soon after, while my mother stroked my hair and told me that our Father loved us more than anything and had taken every step to see we lived in safety, and would do whatever he must to make sure no one ever threatened that, or us.


      We were his sweet, sweet angels.


      That night I dreamt I was an angel, flying in the clear night air, and around my neck I wore a tinkling silver bell, and around my ankles leather cuffs with silver rings that bore my name. And in the morning, the travelers were gone. We found mother washing the floor and cleaning up after having fed them early and sent them on their way. She scrubbed the house so thoroughly that soon there was no sign they had ever passed through, and for once she did not insist that Anna and I share the chores but bid us go amuse ourselves outside. We went as far as the bamboo thicket, I leading Anna by the hand as she could not be unhooded until our Father’s return, since the hooding was always and only at his discretion. I thought to look for the departed travelers’ tracks. Then Anna said she heard something, and I stopped and listened with her. From far off we heard sounds that continued through much of the morning, rising and falling but never going any farther, never coming any closer until some time past noon when we heard our Father and brothers crashing through the jungle from a direction I had never associated with the road. We had been listening to them all along.


      —We took the long way round, my brother Olin said. The river was in flood and forced a detour.


      —Yes, our Father said. But we saw them off all right in the end.


      Olin and Father chuckled, but Ash looked angry and threw aside the machete he carried for cutting through undergrowth. He stormed off, with our Father glowering after him. We were all used to his moods.


      Our Father scooped up Anna and unhooded her, to cover her rosy cheeks with kisses; and Olin took my hand; and we turned to see mother waiting on the porch, smiling as we crossed the grass. It was the kind of moment I had always known. It was as if the visitors had never come. But everything had changed without my knowing it.


      For the next few weeks, our Father forbade Olin and Ash to hunt, although with winter coming on, this made no sense to me. Already there were fewer birds, the great migrations having passed; and the prey available to our Father’s falcon was scarce. Ash began to stomp about, and although he never spoke against our Father, his anger became a thing you could almost touch, though it would burn your fingers.


      Our Father finally eased his restrictions when mother wept about the state of the larder. There were signs that winter would come early and harsh and outstay its welcome by many weeks. I was there at the edge of the clearing when he sent my brothers out with express instructions to hunt until the sun was at five fists and no lower. I was there when the sun sank to five and then four fists. It was almost night when Olin finally stumbled from the jungle in tears. He had argued with Ash, and they had fought; Ash had struck him in the temple with a broken branch and fled while he was down. Olin had followed as far as he dared. And our Father said, —How far was that? Through sobs Olin said he had seen Ash step onto the road and set off in the direction of the city.


      That night, after hours of sorting through belongings and packing them into old canvas knapsacks from the shed, we left the house. Anna and I did not ask where we were going, or when we might return, but Father put on his glove and fetched his falcon from her mews, and I knew we were going far and would be gone for a long time. Anna was hooded against the fearful shapes of the night, and it fell to me to take her hand; and I remembered when I had been much younger myself and how it felt to be led along through darkness, trusting completely in the hand that guided me; and the smell of the hood; and I almost wished for that same security now. But I was a girlchild no longer; I had left the years of hooding behind when our Father felt I was too old for it, so the sheltering blindness was Anna’s luxury and not mine. I tried to be a good guide, in spite of needing guidance myself. At first I thought we were heading to the road, in search of Ash, but Olin said no, the road was in the opposite direction. Sunrise proved him right. We were somewhere in the jungle I had never been, following a track the wild pigs and small deer must have made. Our Father knew it well enough to have guided us in the dark. My mother moved carefully, without complaining, though I knew her joints were swollen and always troubled her. When Anna began to complain, Olin picked her up and carried her, even though his pack was heavy. From that point on, I walked in front with our Father, holding his free right hand.


      When I looked up at our Father, I saw the hardness there, and the worry; but in catching his eye, I also saw the love that drove him, and I felt such love in return that I never thought to question where we went, or why.


      We rested as often as we dared. Our Father was mindful of Anna and me and solicitous of my mother’s pains. You never would have thought he’d had any infirmities himself; he strode along as powerfully as my brother. When we stopped to make camp at the end of the day, he built us a shelter against the night rain; then he sent up his falcon, and before long we heard her bell and she descended with a bright-plumed bird that we roasted over a small fire. Our Father joked that he should teach her to catch bats, and then we should be well fed. But he put out the fire as soon as we were done, and I heard him whispering to my mother that we dared not make another. The falcon took stand in a branch above our camp, where I could hear her wings rustling in the dark from time to time. Among all the noises of the jungle I found comfort in that sound.


      The morning of the second day, we woke and marched, and that day was like a dreary dream. Anna could be carried, but I could not, and I wished that like our falcon I could fly aloft to take the weight off my blistered feet. Yet I tried not to complain, especially after looking upon my mother, who said not a word although you could see in her face that she thought of nothing but Ash.


      The third day dawned in horror. We woke to screaming and woeful calls, which came from somewhere we could not imagine. Our Father needed not caution us to silence, for none of us would have made a sound against the awful cries. They seemed to fill the jungle, echoing from every shadow. And as the sun rose and filled the dark places with light, the sound grew stronger, moving now this way, now that, as if buffeted by the wind.


      We crept through the woods, away, always away from our homestead, but the screaming trailed us. My mother wept silently, and Olin’s face was pale and our Father’s grim beyond belief. He must have known immediately what the rest of us did not, for it was hours before mother said, —It’s Ash! And he nodded only once.


      We did not sleep that night. Nor did Ash by the sound of it, for the sourceless, ceaseless wailing roamed the dark, ragged and full of pain. On this night there was no rain, and the clouds kept back as if agreed the moon should shine on us remorselessly. We cowered in a clearing and tried to rest, and as I looked up at the moon I tried to make my peace with it and prayed it would keep watch over us somehow. I did not know what other power to pray to.


      Then across the face of the moon, something drifted like a skeletal kite; but only the bars of the kite, with the sail itself all twisted and in tatters. And then I woke, thinking it was a dream, but did not wake, for it was not a dream. The kite drifted untethered, under its own power, and the thing that writhed upon it began to scream and beg for death and mercy. It cried out in my brother’s voice:


      —Father! Mother! Anna! Olin!


      —Jane! it called, for I was always his favorite. Jane!


      We all lay still as it passed above. Something fell from it and splattered on my face like a raindrop, a tear, or more likely blood. I only stirred to check that Anna’s hood was fastened so she would not be too frightened, and then not a one of us moved. I saw that our Father had put his hand over mother’s mouth so that she would not make a sound and betray us. And though at first she wept and moaned, in time she grew quiet.


      For hours it hung there. I could study every bared sinew in the moonlight. I could see how his skin had been peeled away, the muscles severed from tendons and separated strand by strand from one another. But I could not see how he lived, let alone cried out with such ferocity.


      Near morning, as the moon sank, the wind rose and the clouds regathered, and a high breeze caught hold of the kite and moved it on. Both sight and sound of Ash faded away. Our Father took such a deep, shuddering breath that I could almost believe he had not breathed in hours. Then he said only, —They will pay for this in kind. The sky above the city will be full of kites!


      Our Father took his hand away from mother’s mouth, then looked down and kissed her eyelids closed, and I saw how she had managed to lie so still through that terrible night as her firstborn hung flayed and screaming above her. Our Father’s hand had been firm inside his heavy glove; and though she must have wailed and wept, we remained undiscovered; and when I saw the blood and how the thick leather of the palm had been torn by teeth, I recalled her words when I woke in the night and saw the ax. I found new comfort in them now.


      We had come to rocky country, where the land rose in shelves of tumbled stone. It was deep in one of these crevices that we laid our mother, covered in the brittle yellow leaves of bamboo, with rocks chinked in around her like a loose-fit wall. Olin would not speak, but he worked alongside our Father while I held Anna and watched. Olin carried Anna the rest of the day, and she did nothing but weep inside her hood, but my eyes were dry.


      In the afternoon, we heard Ash again. This time our Father’s face grew dark, and he leant to his falcon and whispered something fierce that roused her. Then he cast her off.


      We climbed farther, then descended into a shallow valley, which was comforting for the shadows it held. I walked behind Anna and Olin and sometimes lifted her hood just enough to tickle her lips with a blade of grass, reminding her to smile. I felt the valley contained a magic that had cut us off from all unpleasantness, for all afternoon it was quiet. But then we heard something I had hoped we’d left behind: Ash’s screaming and pleading. The cries came on closer and faster than ever. Olin cried out and took off running with Anna, crashing deep into the jungle without looking back. But I clung to our Father’s hand, and he never trembled but stared at the broken sky through the trees as the sound grew louder and louder. Then down through the leaves came his falcon, with the sound of Ash’s torment circling round her, and I understood nothing—for how could a bird scream like a boy? She circled our Father’s head and dropped a ragged, bloody scrap from her talons to his hands. Then she settled on his wrist.


      He held out his right hand so I could see the quarry. It was fleshy and clear, like yellowed glass with milky green shapes inside. It was veined and buzzing with botflies. And it screamed and screamed with my brother’s voice until our Father set it on a granite slab and crushed it under his heel.


      We looked for Anna and Olin through the rest of the day and long after dark, not daring to call for them. Finally, our Father pulled me into a cave among the stones, very much like that in which we had left mother. He devised a perch for his bird inside the mouth of the cave, though I knew it pained him that she had no room to spread her wings, for several times I woke to hear him apologizing so deeply that he wept.


      I woke to see distant light, jagged and raw, and heard the sound of voices, these not screaming but calling out with urgency, very brisk and efficient. Father crouched in the mouth of the cave, whispering to his falcon where she perched on his glove. Then he cast her off, and she was gone, with only the faintest sound of a bell. I wondered that he had not removed her bell, but I think the screams of Ash must have deafened him to many sounds. Then, still wearing his glove, father took my hand and tugged me quietly to the threshold, and as we looked over the broken stones we saw greenish fog creeping through the valley below. All sort of animals had struggled from their burrows to die there in the morning mist: marmots and rabbits and lizards, some still thrashing. A wind had begun to thin the shallow cloud, but it also pushed traces of the acrid mist uphill, and we hurried to climb faster than it could seep. His falcon charted our path from above, but although I sometimes saw her shadow or caught a silvery tinkling of her bell, she never came down to us again. And I wondered what my Father could have told her to keep her away.


      As we topped the crest and came down the other side of the ridge, we saw a farther valley where traces of the mist still lingered. And this time, among the small furry bodies, were two larger ones we knew on sight, flushed from their desperate burrow. It needed no closer inspection to know that Olin lay there, and many yards away lay Anna, just out of reach of our Father’s sheltering hand. I thought of how it must have been for Anna, wandering blindly without a guide, never thinking to lift the hood without Father’s ­permission. That was the first moment I saw the hood as a hateful thing and knew it was only by chance that my childhood had not ended the same way; and I wondered if without it she might have escaped.


      We kept to the ridge until we heard voices coming up from the valley to one side where a stream ran. Soon after that, I saw others moving far off among the bamboo staves, and the hue and flow of their garments reminded me of the three travelers, but there were many more of them.


      To avoid being seen we went down from the ridge and sought a more choked passage, where sometimes we went on all fours and sometimes had to wriggle like snakes. From time to time our Father had to pull me over shelves of rock I could not climb myself; he had taken to using his gloved hand to help me, so I could not feel his fingers through it but only the thick, tough leather. It broke my heart, for it seemed he could not bear to touch me without the glove; as if he were already preparing to be apart. I felt almost relieved we were alone now, because my mother would have had no heart for this, and my sister not enough strength. Only I did miss Olin, though.


      In the afternoon, we stepped onto a spur of rock like a stone finger pointing straight out from the mountainside; and I saw more of the world in that one instant than I had seen in my whole life. The land fell away below us, sheer above a rocky slope that thickened into jungle down below. The jungle gave way to a wide plain, burned and bare and grey with the look of recent devastation. Beyond the plain, in a smoky haze, were unnatural shapes that could only be buildings, although the thing they most reminded me of was mountains. The stony finger pointed right at this place. When I asked my father if that was the city, he took his eyes away from it and said, —Yes, Jane.


      And then he said, —I never showed you this. And I hadn’t meant to show any of you, although your mother knew, for we fled from there together. She carried Ash in her belly, while I brought nothing with me but my falcon.


      I looked closer at the city, and in its jumbled center I saw something that puzzled me for seeming so familiar. It was a tall spire, the tallest of them. And at the very tip of that spire was a curved shape that looked like a crook or a question mark, though it ended in a barbed tip; and across it was a slash that seemed to cut through all the haze of distance so that I turned and stared at the emblem on our Father’s glove and saw they were the same.


      —I have done all I can to keep you safe, our Father said. Almost all.


      —Come to me, Jane. Do you understand what we must do? Come to me.


      He stood at the edge of the rock and held out his gloved hand as he had all these days. His face was no longer hard, no longer the face of our Father. I could not see him in it anywhere. Yet I stepped up beside him, for I heard voices coming up among the rocks. I heard footsteps and scrabbling and harsh, panting breaths.


      I hardly sensed his fingers through the thick leather; his hand felt insubstantial inside the heavy glove. Looking out at the city, I thought the air above it was full of dark vibrant motes, and I remembered what he’d said about a sky full of kites. I was not sure if they were present and real or a vision vouchsafed of the future. I only knew they depended on my eyes to see them, for my father’s eyes were lost and empty now, no matter what they had been the day before. It was as if he had pulled a hood over his own head and now expected me to guide him.


      —Ah, Jane, he said.


      And then we took a step together. But his was one step forward, and mine was one step back. I held fast to the glove when his hand went out of it. Then I knelt on the tip of the stone finger and watched him fall until green swallowed him.


      Voices gathered in the air behind me and grew still. I heard footsteps settle at the edge of the rock. They came no closer.


      A shadow brushed over me, and I heard my falcon’s bell. I slipped my hand into the glove and she settled on my wrist in a flurry.


      I leant to put my cheek against her feathers, for she deserved my respect more than any of them. More even than he had.


      When I had made them wait long enough, I left off whispering. I slowly turned to put the city at my back. In the slant evening light, I made sure they saw my face, and I held up the glove so they could all see the emblem upon it.


      At the sight of that, they stared. Then they knelt and bowed their heads, and some lay face-down flat upon the rock.


      —I am Jane, was all I said, and all I had to say.

    

  


  
    
      IS THERE LIFE AFTER REHAB? by Pat Cadigan


      “Oral sex and only oral sex,” said a woman’s voice somewhere on my right. “Forget beef consommé, forget gravy, forget any of that shit. It’s got to be oral sex or nothing.”


      Now that’s one hell of a conversation to wake up in the middle of, I thought, trying to open my eyes. I was slumped on a sofa in some dimly lit place that smelled like a bar. Had to be one of those cocktail lounges that were springing up around the city of late. Trends, eh? You never know what’s going to be chic next. Or even chicy/Mickey, as we used to say back when the Berlin Wall was coming down. Pronounced sheeky-meeky, it meant something was both très chic and Mickey Mouse all at once. Can’t tell you who came up with that one, but I can tell you that I find myself using it now more than ever, even though no one knows what the hell I’m talking about.


      “But wasn’t that rather, uh, awkward?” asked a different woman, on my left. I struggled to raise my drooping head. With my eyelids fluttering, I could only see what looked like a malfunctioning filmstrip of my own lap and part of two others on either side, both of which were far better dressed than mine.


      “That’s the understatement of the decade,” said the woman on my right. I must have passed out during a less interesting conversation, I decided, and my rudeness had driven away whomever had been sitting next to me. Then these two had taken their places. I just hoped they didn’t think me rude for waking up uninvited. “But that wasn’t the worst part,” the woman on my right went on. “You know what the worst part was? Nobody appreciated it.”


      Left: “You’re kidding.”


      Right: “I don’t kid about things like oral sex. If I’m lyin’, I’m dyin’, to borrow a saying from you-know-who.”


      Both sides laughed together. Obviously, they knew who. I didn’t.


      Right: “Nobody appreciated it, not one little bit. Not my boyfriend, not my other boyfriend, not my other other boyfriend—hell, not even my husband.”


      Left: “Okay, now I’m shocked.”


      Right: “Not any more than I was. A husband who doesn’t appreciate regular blow jobs? How fucked up is that?”


      Left: “Fucked up doesn’t even begin to cover it. If it had been me, I’d have been looking around for the other three horsemen.”


      Right: “Damned fucking-A right you would have. And I bet they’d have appreciated getting some action.” I felt a hard nudge in my ribs. “How about you? What do you think?”


      “I don’t know,” I slurred, or I think I slurred, as I tried to focus on her. “I’ve never tried to blow a harbinger of the apocalypse.”


      Both women laughed heartily, and one of them gave me an even heartier slap on the back. “Hey, Grace,” called the one on the right. “Your friend came to. You maybe want to get her some coffee?”


      Someone grabbed my wrists and hauled me to my feet. “Glad to see you’re back among the living. If you’ll pardon the expression.” Lots more hearty laughter as the same someone took my chin ­between finger and thumb and lifted my head. I found myself staring into the flawless, near-ebony features of my new best friend, Grace Something-Or-Other. Sweeney? Swanson? Swanwick?


      “Do you remember where you are, Lily?” she asked me.


      “You’re assuming I knew to begin with,” I said by way of stalling. Things were coming back to me in bits and pieces. Grace Stone. Her name was Grace Stone, and she had brought me here, which made her the best and only friend I had in this vicinity. “I don’t think you ever actually told me where we were going, just that it was a friendly after-hours club that liked to get started early.”


      Grace smiled, looking pleased with me. “So you do remember coming here?”


      “Not exactly. I remember that we came here, but I can’t even imagine how I was still capable of walking after all those Bloody Marys. You didn’t carry me, did you?”


      Considering that she was almost a head taller than I was and, though not bulky, definitely more muscled, I didn’t think it was such an absurd question. But it made her throw back her head and roar with laughter. “No, I’m not possessed of that kind of extraordinary strength. At the moment,” she added, barely under her breath. “Do you remember how you got this, uh, inebriated?”


      I tried to think, but strangely, all that came to me was a vague image of someone wearing a white dress shirt and a bow tie putting what seemed to be an oxygen mask over my nose and mouth.


      “Did I get CPR from a bartender?” I asked finally.


      Grace laughed again. “No, but you did get AWOL.”


      I had to replay that one a couple of times, and even then I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right. “I thought it was ‘go AWOL,’ and only if you were in the military.” My head wavered between aching and exploding. “Please don’t tell me I enlisted.”


      “No, you’re still a civilian. In more ways than one.” She started walking me slowly through the room. “You can get AWOL when AWOL stands for ‘Alcohol Without Liquid.’ I didn’t realize you’d never had the pleasure. Otherwise I’d have ordered you a half-strength shot. One whiff and you were out.”


      “Damn,” I said, wondering why anyone had bothered to think up something like Alcohol Without Liquid. “I guess I can’t claim I didn’t inhale.”


      Grace sat me down at a small table and someone put a cup the size of a soup bowl in front of me. My stomach gathered itself for a powerful lurch, then relaxed as I registered the aroma of coffee.


      “Milk?”


      I nodded, waved away an offer of sugar and picked up the cup with both hands, enjoying the aroma again for a moment before taking a large swig. “That’s better,” I said. “For a moment there, I thought it was, uh—”


      “Beef consommé. Or bouillon.” Grace nodded knowingly. “Which you loathe and despise.”


      “Right. Thanks for remembering.” I sipped some more coffee. It was not only the best-tasting coffee I had ever had, it also seemed to have the best head-clearing properties I had ever encountered. It was like I could feel myself sobering up, which everybody knew was ­medically impossible. But then everybody knew it was medically impossible to cure the common cold, AIDS, and vampirism, too. Well, two out of three wasn’t bad, as the saying went. And it was still two out of three, wasn’t it? Sure it was. Vampirism had been cured, and the cure was permanent. Therefore, Grace telling me that someone had come up with a way to reverse the vampirism cure, that was just something I’d dreamed while I’d been passed out after going—getting— AWOL. Just an anxiety dream, a sign that I couldn’t handle non-wet booze.


      “I suppose I don’t have to tell you they don’t serve that here,” said Grace, now sitting across from me with her own enormous cup.


      I frowned at her. “What?”


      “Beef consommé, or any other kind of broth. They don’t serve it here.”


      “Ah. So this isn’t the place to ask for a bull shot.” I laughed faintly.


      Grace’s expression turned a bit confused. “Considering your reaction earlier this evening, I didn’t think you would.”


      “No way. But surely there’s been the odd patron with a taste for beef bouillon and vodka now and then?”


      “Ew.” She gave an elaborate shudder. “I hope not. This isn’t the kind of place that would attract that sort of element. At least, it’s not supposed to be.”


      I sighed. “Lots of things aren’t supposed to be. Like, you aren’t supposed to sober up after a cup of coffee, even coffee this good in a cup this big. But apparently I have.” I put the cup down and folded my arms on the table. “What’s going on?”


      Grace’s smile was studiedly sunny. “Well, what do you remember?”


      “You keep asking me that like it’s crucial. Is it?” I looked around, suddenly feeling self-conscious. It had to be drunken paranoia, I told myself; all the other people in the place weren’t looking at me. There was no reason why they should. Well, none except that I’d made a fool out of myself by passing out, and now they were all probably wondering if I were going to throw up on the carpet for an encore. But I didn’t feel even a little queasy, which was lucky for all of us, including the carpet. It was a pretty nice carpet, the color of very expensive red wine. Must have been brand new as well, as there didn’t seem to be a stain on it anywhere.


      “I just got a little worried after what happened with the AWOL,” Grace said. “I want to make sure you’re all right.” Had her eyes always been such a golden amber, I wondered, or did she have contact lenses? And if so, had she put them in while I’d been unconscious? Or taken them out?


      “I appreciate your concern,” I said, feeling warier than I wanted to admit. “I haven’t passed out like that since I was a college student, and I’ve never had a memory blackout. Should I be bracing myself for an industrial-strength hangover?”


      “That depends on you.”


      “You’re right. I’d better get a pitcher of ice water from the bartender.” I started to get up.


      “I’ll get it.” She made a funny little waving gesture with one hand without looking away from me. “You know, we were talking about vampirism before you passed out.”


      “Were we.” The bartender materialized next to the table. He put down a pitcher of ice water with a thump, produced a thick glass tumbler from nowhere like a magician and was gone again before I could search my pockets for a tip.


      “Yes, I was telling you how much I still miss it. I was under the impression that you felt the same way. More or less.” She tilted her head expectantly.


      I managed to pour myself a glass of water with only minor spillage and drank it as slowly as I could. I hadn’t been lying when I’d said that I hadn’t been that drunk since college. I really hadn’t, and I’d really never had a blackout. But I was having trouble remembering everything that had happened between the time I had walked out of the support group meeting to when I had woken up during the oral sex conversation. The support group meeting was where I had met Grace. At the time, I’d been glad to find another person who had come out of rehab with the same kind of bad attitude I had. The culture and vocabulary that come with recovery—excuse me, Recovery—rubbed me the wrong way in spite of my determination to stick with it.


      This determination didn’t spring from any special virtue on my part. I mean, what choice did I or anyone else like me have? Once you were cured of vampirism, that was it—you couldn’t be reinfected, no way, no how, no sir, why, Dracula himself wouldn’t be able to turn you. The clinic staff would be telling you that even as they were strapping you down and preparing the injection. Cure and vaccination in one handy vial! Modern medicine, eh? Who would have imagined?


      Not me. In the years I had spent undead, I had imagined all sorts of things, including my own destruction, possibly at the hands of some young, hungry zealot with garlic on his breath and a stake he pretended wasn’t bigger than his dick, maybe by some rival who would coldcock me and leave me stranded in the desert just before sunrise (you don’t know how lethal spite can be till you’ve met a vampire with issues and a grudge).


      I had also imagined AIDS mutating and jumping the natural/ supernatural barrier to lay waste to all of us in a way even more unspeakable than it did to humans. There were those who insisted this had already happened, but they could never come up with any solid examples, only vague stories involving the cousin of a daughter of a friend-of-a-friend who overheard someone on an all-night bus telling someone else about it. Which just goes to show you that where urban legends are concerned, the undead can be as gullible as any­one.


      And this had to be an urban legend, this notion of there being a cure for the cure, I thought, watching Grace watch me. Her expression was a mixture of fondness and speculation but underneath I was picking up a definite air of urgency. Her eyes were too bright; she was sitting too far forward and looking at me much too intently.


      I put the empty glass down and started to pour myself another. Like that, her hand was covering the top of the glass. “Am I right?” she asked. “You miss it as much as I do?”


      I pulled the glass out from under her hand and refilled it. “Why do you care so much?” I asked, sitting well back out of her reach. “Is this some kind of bonding stuff or is there more to it?”


      She smiled with half her mouth. “You must have heard the rumors.”


      “I’ve heard a lot of rumors about a lot of things. You’ll have to be more specific.”


      “The rumors about there being a way to reverse the cure,” she said, sounding a bit impatient now. “Did you believe them?”


      I shrugged with one shoulder. “I believe there’s a sucker born every minute. But reborn every minute? That I’m not so sure about.”


      “You’re wise. But I know for a fact that in spite of what the medical establishment says, it’s real.”


      I took another long drink of water. “I’m still getting Nigerian spam, so obviously there are still enough people falling for it in spite of the fact that it was exposed as a scam about a hundred years ago.”


      “In the early twentieth century?” Grace laughed. “Before World War I? The history books seem to have missed it.”


      “I meant computer years. You know, like dog years, only a whole lot faster.”


      “As opposed to vampire years. Which aren’t.”


      I shrugged again. “Depends on who you ask.”


      “How many years were you under?”


      “More bonding stuff?”


      “I guess. Yeah, sure, why not. That and I’m curious.”


      “How long were you under?” I asked.


      “I asked you first.”


      “I know, but you’re the one who wants to bond. You show me yours and I’ll show you mine. It’s the least you can do after getting me so smashed.”


      “Touché,” Grace said, looking a bit embarrassed. “For me, it was about thirty years, and I loved every minute of it. Especially the eighties.”


      “I can understand that. Back in the eighties, you could hardly tell the difference between them and us.” I smiled.


      “Yeah. That whole greed-is-good thing.” Her smile was wistful. “Okay, your turn. Were you undead longer than that?”


      I nodded.


      “How much longer?”


      “Quite a bit.”


      “How much is ‘quite a bit’?”


      “In computer years? Or dog years?”


      “Come on,” she said. I could see she was getting impatient again and trying not to show it. “You said you’d tell me.”


      “About a hundred years.”


      For the first time, she looked unnerved. “Not computer years.”


      “Or dog years.”


      “Christ.” She winced, and I couldn’t help laughing a little.


      “Still get a twinge every time you mention the deity?”


      “Don’t you?”


      “I’ve been avoiding it for so long that I honestly can’t tell you the last time I took the deity’s name in vain. Old habits die hard and some don’t die at all, even in rehab.”


      “How polite your conversation must be.” She chuckled. “And when did they cure you?”


      I leaned an elbow on the table. “Damn, I always have to think about that one. Let’s see… Who’s president?”


      She mentioned a name that sounded vaguely familiar.


      “Right,” I said. “First term or second?”


      “Are you kidding?” She grimaced.


      I shook my head. “About five or six years ago. Maybe seven. Call it less than ten, but more than six. Sorry I can’t be more precise than that. I lost a lot of time in rehab. Years, as a matter of fact.”


      “Really?” Her amber eyes widened. “Why was that?”


      “It was a lot tougher for some of us. Past the half century mark, you’re what they call an ‘urban feral.’ I was that twice over.”


      “What did they do to you?”


      “What didn’t they do.” I gave a short laugh. “Drugs, behavior modification, therapy. Anger management. More drugs. The power of positive thinking. Still more drugs. Cosmetic orthodonture.”


      “What?”


      “Just kidding about that last one.” I grinned, baring my teeth and touching each canine with the tip of my tongue. “I used to ask the doctors if they were going to make me wear braces. Most of them didn’t get the joke.”


      “Maybe they couldn’t imagine you could joke,” Grace said, sounding almost formal now.


      For over a hundred years, I’ve been reading people, and although I can no longer do it on the virtually telepathic level the way I did before I was cured, I can still match the indicator to the mood; people are people are people are always people, and a century of experience will make you almost as virtually telepathic as any vampire. Which is how I knew that my new best friend was thinking that bringing me here for her sales pitch about the cure reversal was maybe not the best idea she’d had lately. I couldn’t blame her. I’d have felt the same in her shoes. Old vampires are trouble for everyone, living and undead alike. They tend to be loose cannons at best and at worst, your, uh, worst nightmare. Poor Grace was afraid I was the latter. I could all but read her thoughts like scrolling subtitles in her amber eyes: if what I had just told her about myself was true, then I must have already been approached by someone peddling the cure for the cure. So why hadn’t I gone for it and what was I going to do now?


      “You’re afraid I’ll turn you in. You and all of your like-minded friends.” I made a small gesture that took in the whole room. There were considerably more people in it now than when I had first come to. Or maybe I was just more aware of them.


      “It did occur to me.” She licked her lips. “I’ve never met anyone as old as you.”


      “Yeah, I get that a lot.” I looked around. At the next table, two ­couples were openly staring at me with identical hungry expressions, gripping each other’s hands so tightly that their knuckles were white. Behind them, a young woman knelt on her chair so she could see me over their heads, while the seven other people at the table with her craned their necks. My gaze traveled on past a number of other ­curious people and came to rest on the bartender, who paused in the middle of mixing something tropical to give me a friendly wave.


      “Is that what you’re going to do?” Grace prodded. “Turn us in?”


      I turned to look at her. “Sure I will. I’m only too happy to admit that’s the plan so you and your fellow wannabes can all jump me at once and squash me like a bug.”


      “Used-to-bes,” one of the men at the next table corrected me loudly.


      I gave him my most cheerful grin. “Has-beens.”


      He actually started to get up out of his chair to go for me, but his partner and the other couple managed to pull him down again. It took them some effort.


      “That was uncalled-for,” Grace scolded me.


      “Sorry, but a straight line like that is just asking for it.” I winked at him, which made him angrier. “What’s his problem, anyway,” I asked Grace. “Brain tumor? Testicular cancer? Or just HIV positive?”


      “‘Just’ HIV positive.” Grace made a disgusted noise. “Tell me, would you say you were ‘just’ HIV positive? Or is that all it is when you can afford the drugs?”


      “Don’t ask me. I’m completely uninsured, and I failed to start any sort of savings plan before I was turned, so I have no money in the bank at all. Which means I can’t afford the extortionate fee for this famous cure reversal of yours, either. And it is extortionate, isn’t it? I can’t imagine that it wouldn’t be.” Pause. “Unless you guys have some kind of major group discount going?”


      “It’s more of a payment plan,” Grace said.


      “Turn now, pay later?”


      She nodded, looking unhappy at the way I’d put it.


      “So why haven’t you all just gone ahead and taken the cure already? Don’t tell me you’ve all got cold feet.”


      “Nobody’s got cold feet,” said the woman sitting next to the angry man at the next table. “It won’t work unless you want eternal life, and we all do.” Pause. “But we have to get three groups of thirteen. We’ve only got two groups of thirteen and one twelve.”


      I almost burst out laughing. “And why do you need three groups of thirteen?”


      “It has to do with our sire’s religion,” Grace said. “It’s a ceremonial thing, I think.”


      Now I did laugh, though I managed to make it more of a chuckle. “You mean your sire-to-be. Assuming you get your three groups. Which you will if I sign up.”


      Grace nodded.


      “So how much are we talking about per person?”


      “Twenty thousand.”


      I laughed. “You can forget me, then. I don’t have twenty, period.”


      “But it’s only five hundred up front, the rest payable in installments.”


      “Oh, right, I forgot. Turn now, pay later.”


      Grace made another unhappy face. “For immortality, it’s cheap at twice the price.”


      She really believed it. So did everyone else in the room. It made me want to believe it as well. Hell, I’m only human.


      “I’d like to have a word with this sire-to-be of yours before I decide one way or another,” I said. “He’s on the premises, isn’t he?”


      “She doesn’t see anyone,” Grace said.


      “No? I bet she’d see me.”


      “And why is that?”


      “You’re forgetting how old I am. She and I are probably old blood buddies. For all I know, I might be her sire. Or she might be mine.”


      Grace drew back, and I could see she wasn’t sure how she felt about this possibility.


      “Come on,” I said, nudging her foot with mine. “I might even be able to shave a few bucks off the price for you.”


      You could have heard a pin drop—or a heart beat—while Grace thought it over. Finally, she stood up and slipped a keycard out of the back pocket of her designer jeans (she really did miss the eighties). “She’s in the VIP room.”


      I hadn’t really thought I was going to see anyone I knew, but when the door opened and I saw Mistral “Misty” Van Owen, I damn near jumped out of my skin.


      “Jesus Mañana!” I blurted, pronouncing the first word ‘hay-soos’ to undercut the sting (foreign languages are handy in more ways than one). “I thought you were dead!”


      Misty didn’t so much stand up as she half-slithered, half-levitated from the sofa where she was lounging in full dominatrix drag, right down to the spiked collar around her neck and the black satin corset. Her hair was snow white, tied up with leather strips so it fell around her head at different levels. I think the idea was to evoke the rich grace of palomino tails but all I could think of were scalps, especially with those custom contact lenses—her pupils were as pale and luminous as moonstones—and the blood red lips. It was all a bit much even for a drama queen like Misty.


      “Well, well, if it isn’t Diamond Lil. I heard you were alive,” she said in the kind of deep contralto calculated to make the strong weak and the weak dissolve. “What the hell are you doing here?”


      “As if you didn’t know. Come on, Misty, are you expecting me to believe that you don’t have the whole place bugged?”


      Misty made a dismissive motion with both hands. Her long nails were a deeper red than her lips, the color of arterial blood (what else?). “Technology disgusts me. My senses tell me what I need to know. The rest is noise.”


      “I’ll drink to that,” I said, laughing a little.


      “Be my guest. What’ll you have?”


      “Whatever you’re having. As long as it’s liquid.”


      Misty’s perfect features puckered with pity. “Darling, I didn’t think you could drink blood now that you’re cured.”


      “Oh, I can still drink it,” I said, doing my best to sound blasé. “It just doesn’t taste very good anymore.”


      Her laughter tinkled like cut-glass chimes. I swear she must have worked for centuries to get it to sound like that. “Sure you wouldn’t rather have gravy?”


      I gave her a look and she laughed again.


      “I hear that’s what they’re serving in all the support group meetings now to help recovering vampires deal with their craving for the taste.” She glided over to a small but elaborate wet bar crowded with bottles and fancy decanters. Fancy cut-glass decanters; she probably used them to keep her laugh in tune in her off hours. “They say extra salty beef gravy is as close as you can get to recreating the savory flavor blood has for us. Is that true?”


      “Some people swear by it,” I said, watching her swan around behind the bar. “Unfortunately, it’s also extremely bad for the blood pressure.”


      “Oh, that’s right,” she said, holding up a silver gravy boat and looking distressed. She dipped down below the bar briefly and came up with a shiny chrome thermal pitcher. “What about beef bouil­lon? Or I think there’s some half-gelled consommé in the fridge—”


      “No, thanks. I hate that shit. No offense.”


      Now she looked put-upon. “Well, what can I offer you? Besides blood,” she added firmly. “It’s not that I don’t like to share, you understand, it’s just that giving you blood is tantamount to pouring it down the drain. No offense.”


      “I wouldn’t dream of wasting your supply,” I said. “Do you have any tomato juice?”


      She tilted her head, prettily apologetic.


      “How about Bloody Mary mix, then?”


      She was pleased to serve me a tall, slender glass garnished with a stick of celery and a tiny umbrella. “Extra salt?” she asked. “Or do you need to watch your blood pressure?”


      “No, I’m fine and no, I’m fine.” I mirrored her I’m-so-polite smile back at her as she led me over to the sofa where she had been lounging. “Apparently, I have the blood pressure of a sixteen-year-old girl.”


      “Oh, but really now, don’t you think you ought to let that poor girl go? Her parents must be worried sick about her.”


      I grinned. “Still almost witty after all these years.”


      We sat down simultaneously, Misty shifting at the last moment so that she was right up against me, hip to hip and thigh to thigh. I drew back a little. “Hey, lover, if you’re going to get that close, I’ll thank you to take off that collar. I’m as kinky as the next girl but I draw the line at shish kebab.”


      Misty’s smile intensified. “Oh, no, lover. You may be as kinky as the last girl but not as kinky as the next girl. Not hardly. If you see what I mean.” Her pupils shifted suddenly and the black dots in the center of the moonstones elongated to slits. “See?”


      “Yeah. Hard to miss.” I took a big sip of Bloody Mary mix, positioning the glass so that the bottom rose directly in her face. “What have you got there, animated lenses or the latest breakthrough in vampire plastic surgery?”


      “How badly do you want to know?” she asked teasingly.


      “I’ll get back to you on that.”


      Misty leaned over and picked up a large chalice sitting on the end table to her left. Misty had always had a real thing for chalices, claimed blood didn’t taste anywhere nearly as good out of anything else, even the original vessel. “Can you give me some idea of when you might get tired of dancing around? I mean, time is passing. I don’t mind so much—I’m going to be around forever, but you’re not.”


      “You’re the one who’s dressed to dance, Misty. I just woke up and found me here.”


      “On the cold yada-yada-yada, yeah, I know that one.” She raised the chalice in a toast. “If only we could get to the people who deserve forever before it was too late.”


      “And if you could, do you really think they’d all jump at the chance to be undead?”


      “I think it would be nice if they had the choice.” She sipped from the chalice and then licked sticky red-black from her lips. “I was pro-choice before it was fashionable, don’t you know.”


      “Does that mean you’re going to give me a choice? As to how—or if—I leave here,” I added in response to her puzzled expression.


      She ran a finger along one of the spikes sticking out of her collar without saying anything.


      “Why the hell do you want to reverse the cure anyway? It doesn’t make any sense.” I took another long drink of Bloody Mary mix. “The more vampires there are, the more competition there is for the food supply.”


      “We’re social creatures,” Misty said. “We like being in groups. The more, the merrier. Surely you noticed that during your own time.”


      “So? That’s not exactly a mystery. If you want to eat, you have to go where the people are, and the more, the merrier.”


      Misty nodded. “Fun, isn’t it? The socializing is almost as important as the blood.” She held the chalice under her nose and inhaled with a dreamy expression, like a human enjoying the bouquet of a particularly good wine. And in a way, it is a bit like that. If I had still been a vampire myself, I’d have been able to identify the blood group from the aroma instead of steeling myself against the stink.


      “Your point?” I asked.


      “My point—” She caressed one of the spikes again. “My point is, that horrible cure spoils everything.”


      “I guess I can understand that. Having to be around people knowing that you can’t turn them—must be very frustrating.” I chuckled. “Like being impotent and frigid all at once.”


      Misty’s lips curled with elegant disgust. “When I said that horrible cure spoils everything, I mean it spoils everything. Not only can we not turn you, we can’t feed on you, either. The blood’s no good. Now do you get it?”


      “Well, yes, I did know that—” I cut off. I had known it, but I hadn’t actually given it much thought.


      “Worse, now they’re giving the cure to people who have never been vampires,” Misty said. “We can’t reverse the cure on them—it doesn’t work. So they’re permanently immune to us. The food supply isn’t just disappearing, it’s evaporating, faster all the time. At this rate, we’ll be gone in a generation.”


      Vaccination and cure in one handy vial. “Wow.” I frowned. “That fast? Are you sure?”


      Misty looked like she wanted to slap me.


      “But surely some vampire genius will come up with a way to counteract that immunity, too,” I said.


      “Not if we all die out first,” Misty growled.


      “I doubt that’ll happen.”


      “Yeah? Well, some of us don’t want to take any chances.” She nodded at the glass I was holding. “Now drink up.”


      I glanced down at the red-brown liquid. “You spiked my drink? I’m shocked. Shocked, I tell you, shocked.”


      She leaned into me again. “Feel anything yet?”


      I made a thinking-hard face. “Nope. Are you sure you didn’t make a mistake and put in vodka instead?”


      “What’s the matter with you? Don’t you want to live forever?”


      “Of course I do. I just don’t want to be undead forever.”


      “Why not?” she demanded.


      “I don’t know. It’s complicated. There are a lot of different ­reasons.” I looked around for a place to put the glass down, spotted a small end table, and set it there next to a replica of Aladdin’s Lamp. “I guess what it comes down to is, I’m just over it. Besides, who says it’s going to be forever? Once the people supply dries up, we’ll be forced to prey on each other. And the more of us there are then, the quicker we’ll die out. You’re really just delaying the inevitable.”


      “So?” Misty looked offended. “What’s wrong with that? Who wouldn’t delay the inevitable if the inevitable is their own destruction? Who doesn’t?”


      I sighed and stood up. “Look, Misty, we can argue this for hours, but in the end, I’ll still be a lost cause. Meanwhile, you’ve got people in the other room champing at the bit to let you turn them again. Why don’t you give them all a break by making an exception to your three-groups-of-thirteen rule? Just this once?”


      She folded her arms huffily. “You’re so completely secular you can’t understand the need someone else might have for spiritual ceremony and ritual.”


      “Then take two groups of thirteen and tell the other twelve they’ll have to find someone else.”


      “Do you not understand how excruciatingly rude that is?” Misty said, irritated and incredulous. “Honestly, Lily, who raised you— wolves?”


      “No, thank God,” I said emphatically, and I didn’t feel even a minor twinge for that one, because I really meant it. The cure for lycanthropy makes the one for vampirism pale in comparison; it’s like rabies shots, only a thousand times worse. In fact, I knew someone who had had the supreme misfortune to experience both. He told me that if he had to choose between the two, he’d take the rabies shots. Or the silver bullet.


      “You really don’t feel anything?” Misty said again, standing up and turning me so she could look deeply and longingly into my eyes.


      “You tell me,” I said.


      She studied me for some unmeasured amount of time with those moonstone eyes, trying to will a change of heart in me. I found myself almost wishing she could, but that wasn’t possible. Once you’re immune to a vampire’s bite, you’re immune to the whole package, including mind control.


      Finally she stepped back. “Okay. You’re right—it’s no good. You can go.” She gestured at the door.


      I took a step toward it and then hesitated. “Is there some other exit I could use? If I go back out there and tell all those people they aren’t turning tonight, they’ll tear me limb from limb and make gravy from my bones.”


      Her mouth twitched.


      “Come on. I’d do the same for you. You know I would.”


      Now she heaved an enormous sigh which, given that corset and the fact that she didn’t really have to breathe, was quite an accomplishment. “Oh, all right. I’ll let you out the fire exit. This time. But don’t let me see you back here unless you mean business or I will toss you to the mob.”


      I chuckled without humor. “No danger of that.”


      “No?” Suddenly she looked sly.


      “This cure reversal of yours will be long out of my system before I get within a mile of this place again.”


      “Maybe.” The evil in her blood red smile was sincere. “But if I were you, I wouldn’t be so sure.”


      At least there wasn’t any bullshit about how we ought to keep in touch or go out for coffee sometime.


      * * * *


      Grace left a few messages on my answering machine. I didn’t return any of her calls, of course, and after two weeks she took the hint and left me alone. I suppose I should have turned them all in, Mistral and Grace and the other thirty-seven, but I really couldn’t bring myself to do it. Nor did I feel even the slightest bit of regret over what I had passed up.


      I did make a few discreet inquiries about this cure reversal, but no one seemed to know any more about it than I did. One doctor I talked to insisted it was a complete scam—the vampire takes your five hundred bucks, then lets you drink half a cup of corn syrup and red dye #2 spiked with Rohypnol. “It’s really awful,” she said while she wrapped a blood-pressure cuff around my arm. “You wake up the next day in a cheap hotel room with nothing to show for it except a bad headache and an especially colorful hickey. Completely humiliating. Fewer than half the victims file a report with the police or even go for counseling.”


      I’d be tempted to believe that, except I can’t picture Misty stooping to that kind of low-rent scam.


      And then again, if the blood supply really is drying up quickly and permanently, who knows what kind of desperate out-of-character behavior even a pretentious brat like Misty could be driven to?


      So I’m still wondering about Misty’s claim that she spiked my Bloody Mary mix with this cure. If it really is a scam, I’ve got nothing to worry about. But if it’s real—


      If it’s real and it hasn’t dissipated out of my system, if it’s dug in like a virus, biding its time until the day comes when I suddenly catch sight of my own mortality, maybe as a shadow on an X-ray or simply as the unremarkable, oh-so-common feeling of getting older…well, what then? I was twenty-five for over a hundred years, and right now I’m not really that much older.


      But I will be. And when I am, I wonder what I’m going to want then. And where I’m going to get it.

    

  


  
    
      TWO HEARTS, Peter S. Beagle


      My brother Wilfrid keeps saying it’s not fair that it should all have happened to me. Me being a girl, and a baby, and too stupid to lace up my own sandals properly. But I think it’s fair. I think everything happened exactly the way it should have done. Except for the sad parts, and maybe those too.


      I’m Sooz, and I am nine years old. Ten next month, on the anniversary of the day the griffin came. Wilfrid says it was because of me, that the griffin heard that the ugliest baby in the world had just been born, and it was going to eat me, but I was too ugly, even for a griffin. So it nested in the Midwood (we call it that, but its real name is the Midnight Wood, because of the darkness under the trees), and stayed to eat our sheep and our goats. Griffins do that if they like a place.


      But it didn’t ever eat children, not until this year.


      I only saw it once—I mean, once before—rising up above the trees one night, like a second moon. Only there wasn’t a moon, then. There was nothing in the whole world but the griffin, golden feathers all blazing on its lion’s body and eagle’s wings, with its great front claws like teeth, and that monstrous beak that looked so huge for its head.… Wilfrid says I screamed for three days, but he’s lying, and I didn’t hide in the root cellar like he says either, I slept in the barn those two nights, with our dog Malka. Because I knew Malka wouldn’t let anything get me.


      I mean my parents wouldn’t have, either, not if they could have stopped it. It’s just that Malka is the biggest, fiercest dog in the whole village, and she’s not afraid of anything. And after the griffin took Jehane, the blacksmith’s little girl, you couldn’t help seeing how frightened my father was, running back and forth with the other men, trying to organize some sort of patrol, so people could always tell when the griffin was coming. I know he was frightened for me and my mother, and doing everything he could to protect us, but it didn’t make me feel any safer, and Malka did.


      But nobody knew what to do, anyway. Not my father, nobody. It was bad enough when the griffin was only taking the sheep, because almost everyone here sells wool or cheese or sheepskin things to make a living. But once it took Jehane, early last spring, that changed everything. We sent messengers to the king—three of them—and each time the king sent someone back to us with them. The first time, it was one knight, all by himself. His name was Douros, and he gave me an apple. He rode away into the Midwood, singing, to look for the griffin, and we never saw him again.


      The second time—after the griffin took Louli, the boy who worked for the miller—the king sent five knights together. One of them did come back, but he died before he could tell anyone what happened.


      The third time an entire squadron came. That’s what my father said, anyway. I don’t know how many soldiers there are in a squadron, but it was a lot, and they were all over the village for two days, pitching their tents everywhere, stabling their horses in every barn, and boasting in the tavern how they’d soon take care of that griffin for us poor peasants. They had musicians playing when they marched into the Midwood—I remember that, and I remember when the music stopped, and the sounds we heard afterward.


      After that, the village didn’t send to the king anymore. We didn’t want more of his men to die, and besides they weren’t any help. So from then on all the children were hurried indoors when the sun went down, and the griffin woke from its day’s rest to hunt again. We couldn’t play together, or run errands or watch the flocks for our parents, or even sleep near open windows, for fear of the griffin. There was nothing for me to do but read books I already knew by heart, and complain to my mother and father, who were too tired from watching after Wilfrid and me to bother with us. They were guarding the other children too, turn and turn about with the other families—and our sheep, and our goats— so they were always tired, as well as frightened, and we were all angry with each other most of the time. It was the same for everybody.


      And then the griffin took Felicitas.


      Felicitas couldn’t talk, but she was my best friend, always, since we were little. I always understood what she wanted to say, and she understood me, better than anyone, and we played in a special way that I won’t ever play with anyone else. Her family thought she was a waste of food, because no boy would marry a dumb girl, so they let her eat with us most of the time. Wilfrid used to make fun of the whispery quack that was the one sound she could make, but I hit him with a rock, and after that he didn’t do it anymore.


      I didn’t see it happen, but I still see it in my head. She knew not to go out, but she was always just so happy coming to us in the evening. And nobody at her house would have noticed her being gone. None of them ever noticed Felicitas.


      The day I learned Felicitas was gone, that was the day I set off to see the king myself.


      Well, the same night, actually—because there wasn’t any chance of getting away from my house or the village in daylight. I don’t know what I’d have done, really, except that my Uncle Ambrose was carting a load of sheepskins to market in Hagsgate, and you have to start long before sunup to be there by the time the market opens. Uncle Ambrose is my best uncle, but I knew I couldn’t ask him to take me to the king—he’d have gone straight to my mother instead, and told her to give me sulphur and molasses and put me to bed with a mustard plaster. He gives his horse sulphur and molasses, even.


      So I went to bed early that night, and I waited until everyone was asleep. I wanted to leave a note on my pillow, but I kept writing things and then tearing the notes up and throwing them in the fireplace, and I was afraid of somebody waking, or Uncle Ambrose leaving without me. Finally I just wrote, I will come home soon. I didn’t take any clothes with me, or anything else, except a bit of cheese, because I thought the king must live somewhere near Hagsgate, which is the only big town I’ve ever seen. My mother and father were snoring in their room, but Wilfrid had fallen asleep right in front of the hearth, and they always leave him there when he does. If you rouse him to go to his own bed, he comes up fighting and crying. I don’t know why.


      I stood and looked down at him for the longest time. Wilfrid doesn’t look nearly so mean when he’s sleeping. My mother had banked the coals to make sure there’d be a fire for tomorrow’s bread, and my father’s moleskin trews were hanging there to dry, because he’d had to wade into the stockpond that afternoon to rescue a lamb. I moved them a little bit, so they wouldn’t burn. I wound the clock—Wilfrid’s supposed to do that every night, but he always forgets—and I thought how they’d all be hearing it ticking in the morning while they were looking everywhere for me, too frightened to eat any breakfast, and I turned to go back to my room.


      But then I turned around again, and I climbed out of the kitchen window, because our front door squeaks so. I was afraid that Malka might wake in the barn and right away know I was up to something, because I can’t ever fool Malka, only she didn’t, and then I held my breath almost the whole way as I ran to Uncle Ambrose’s house and scrambled right into his cart with the sheepskins. It was a cold night, but under that pile of sheepskins it was hot and nasty-smelling, and there wasn’t anything to do but lie still and wait for Uncle Ambrose. So I mostly thought about Felicitas, to keep from feeling so bad about leaving home and everyone. That was bad enough—I never really lost anybody close before, not forever—but anyway it was different.


      I don’t know when Uncle Ambrose finally came, because I dozed off in the cart, and didn’t wake until there was this jolt and a rattle and the sort of floppy grumble a horse makes when he’s been waked up and doesn’t like it—and we were off for Hagsgate. The half-moon was setting early, but I could see the village bumping by, not looking silvery in the light, but small and dull, no color to anything. And all the same I almost began to cry, because it already seemed so far away, though we hadn’t even passed the stockpond yet, and I felt as though I’d never see it again. I would have climbed back out of the cart right then, if I hadn’t known better.


      Because the griffin was still up and hunting. I couldn’t see it, of course, under the sheepskins (and I had my eyes shut, anyway), but its wings made a sound like a lot of knives being sharpened all together, and sometimes it gave a cry that was dreadful because it was so soft and gentle, and even a little sad and scared, as though it were imitating the sound Felicitas might have made when it took her. I burrowed deep down as I could, and tried to sleep again, but I couldn’t.


      Which was just as well, because I didn’t want to ride all the way into Hagsgate, where Uncle Ambrose was bound to find me when he unloaded his sheepskins in the marketplace. So when I didn’t hear the griffin anymore (they won’t hunt far from their nests, if they don’t have to), I put my head out over the tailboard of the cart and watched the stars going out, one by one, as the sky grew lighter. The dawn breeze came up as the moon went down.


      When the cart stopped jouncing and shaking so much, I knew we must have turned onto the King’s Highway, and when I could hear cows munching and talking softly to each other, I dropped into the road. I stood there for a little, brushing off lint and wool bits, and watching Uncle Ambrose’s cart rolling on away from me. I hadn’t ever been this far from home by myself. Or so lonely. The breeze brushed dry grass against my ankles, and I didn’t have any idea which way to go.


      I didn’t even know the king’s name—I’d never heard anyone call him anything but the king. I knew he didn’t live in Hagsgate, but in a big castle somewhere nearby, only nearby’s one thing when you’re riding in a cart and different when you’re walking. And I kept thinking about my family waking up and looking for me, and the cows’ grazing sounds made me hungry, and I’d eaten all my cheese in the cart. I wished I had a penny with me—not to buy anything with, but only to toss up and let it tell me if I should turn left or right. I tried it with flat stones, but I never could find them after they came down. Finally I started off going left, not for any reason, but only because I have a little silver ring on my left hand that my mother gave me. There was a sort of path that way too, and I thought maybe I could walk around Hagsgate and then I’d think about what to do after that. I’m a good walker. I can walk anywhere, if you give me time.


      Only it’s easier on a real road. The path gave out after awhile, and I had to push my way through trees growing too close together, and then through so many brambly vines that my hair was full of stickers and my arms were all stinging and bleeding. I was tired and sweating, and almost crying—almost—and whenever I sat down to rest bugs and things kept crawling over me. Then I heard running water nearby, and that made me thirsty right away, so I tried to get down to the sound. I had to crawl most of the way, scratching my knees and elbows up something awful.


      It wasn’t much of a stream—in some places the water came up barely above my ankles—but I was so glad to see it I practically hugged and kissed it, flopping down with my face buried in it, the way I do with Malka’s smelly old fur. And I drank until I couldn’t hold any more, and then I sat on a stone and let the tiny fish tickle my nice cold feet, and felt the sun on my shoulders, and I didn’t think about griffins or kings or my family or anything.


      I only looked up when I heard the horses whickering a little way upstream. They were playing with the water, the way horses do, blowing bubbles like children. Plain old livery-stable horses, one brownish, one grayish. The gray’s rider was out of the saddle, peering at the horse’s left forefoot. I couldn’t get a good look—they both had on plain cloaks, dark green, and trews so worn you couldn’t make out the color—so I didn’t know that one was a woman until I heard her voice. A nice voice, low, like Silky Joan, the lady my mother won’t ever let me ask about, but with something rough in it too, as though she could scream like a hawk if she wanted to. She was saying, “There’s no stone I can see. Maybe a thorn?”


      The other rider, the one on the brown horse, answered her, “Or a bruise. Let me see.”


      That voice was lighter and younger-sounding than the woman’s voice, but I already knew he was a man, because he was so tall. He got down off the brown horse and the woman moved aside to let him pick up her horse’s foot. Before he did that, he put his hands on the horse’s head, one on each side, and he said something to it that I couldn’t quite hear. And the horse said something back. Not like a neigh, or a whinny, or any of the sounds horses make, but like one person talking to another. I can’t say it any better than that. The tall man bent down then, and he took hold of the foot and looked at it for a long time, and the horse didn’t move or switch its tail or anything.


      “A stone splinter,” the man said after a while. “It’s very small, but it’s worked itself deep into the hoof, and there’s an ulcer brewing. I can’t think why I didn’t notice it straightaway.”


      “Well,” the woman said. She touched his shoulder. “You can’t notice everything.”


      The tall man seemed angry with himself, the way my father gets when he’s forgotten to close the pasture gate properly, and our neighbor’s black ram gets in and fights with our poor old Brimstone. He said, “I can. I’m supposed to.” Then he turned his back to the horse and bent over that forefoot, the way our blacksmith does, and he went to work on it.


      I couldn’t see what he was doing, not exactly. He didn’t have any picks or pries, like the blacksmith, and all I’m sure of is that I think he was singing to the horse. But I’m not sure it was proper singing. It sounded more like the little made-up rhymes that really small children chant to themselves when they’re playing in the dirt, all alone. No tune, just up and down, dee-dah, dee-dah, dee…boring even for a horse, I’d have thought. He kept doing it for a long time, still bending with that hoof in his hand. All at once he stopped singing and stood up, holding something that glinted in the sun the way the stream did, and he showed it to the horse, first thing. “There,” he said, “there, that’s what it was. It’s all right now.”


      He tossed the thing away and picked up the hoof again, not singing, only touching it very lightly with one finger, brushing across it again and again. Then he set the foot down, and the horse stamped once, hard, and whinnied, and the tall man turned to the woman and said, “We ought to camp here for the night, all the same. They’re both weary, and my back hurts.”


      The woman laughed. A deep, sweet, slow sound, it was. I’d never heard a laugh like that. She said, “The greatest wizard walking the world, and your back hurts? Heal it as you healed mine, the time the tree fell on me. That took you all of five minutes, I believe.”


      “Longer than that,” the man answered her. “You were delirious, you wouldn’t remember.” He touched her hair, which was thick and pretty, even though it was mostly gray. “You know how I am about that,” he said. “I still like being mortal too much to use magic on myself. It spoils it somehow—it dulls the feeling. I’ve told you before.”


      The woman said “Mmphh,” the way I’ve heard my mother say it a thousand times. “Well, I’ve been mortal all my life, and some days…”


      She didn’t finish what she was saying, and the tall man smiled, the way you could tell he was teasing her. “Some days, what?”


      “Nothing,” the woman said, “nothing, nothing.” She sounded irritable for a moment, but she put her hands on the man’s arms, and she said in a different voice, “Some days—some early mornings— when the wind smells of blossoms I’ll never see, and there are fawns playing in the misty orchards, and you’re yawning and mumbling and scratching your head, and growling that we’ll see rain before nightfall, and probably hail as well…on such mornings I wish with all my heart that we could both live forever, and I think you were a great fool to give it up.” She laughed again, but it sounded shaky now, a little. She said, “Then I remember things I’d rather not remember, so then my stomach acts up, and all sorts of other things start twingeing me—never mind what they are, or where they hurt, whether it’s my body or my head, or my heart. And then I think, no, I suppose not, maybe not.” The tall man put his arms around her, and for a moment she rested her head on his chest. I couldn’t hear what she said after that.


      I didn’t think I’d made any noise, but the man raised his voice a little, not looking at me, not lifting his head, and he said, “Child, there’s food here.” First I couldn’t move, I was so frightened. He ­couldn’t have seen me through the brush and all the alder trees. And then I started remembering how hungry I was, and I started toward them without knowing I was doing it. I actually looked down at my feet and watched them moving like somebody else’s feet, as though they were the hungry ones, only they had to have me take them to the food. The man and the woman stood very still and waited for me.


      Close to, the woman looked younger than her voice, and the tall man looked older. No, that isn’t it, that’s not what I mean. She wasn’t young at all, but the gray hair made her face younger, and she held herself really straight, like the lady who comes when people in our village are having babies. She holds her face all stiff too, that one, and I don’t like her much. This woman’s face wasn’t beautiful, I suppose, but it was a face you’d want to snuggle up to on a cold night. That’s the best I know how to say it.


      The man…one minute he looked younger than my father, and the next he’d be looking older than anybody I ever saw, older than people are supposed to be, maybe. He didn’t have any gray hair himself, but he did have a lot of lines, but that’s not what I’m talking about either. It was the eyes. His eyes were green, green, green, not like grass, not like emeralds—I saw an emerald once, a gypsy woman showed me—and not anything like apples or limes or such stuff. Maybe like the ocean, except I’ve never seen the ocean, so I don’t know. If you go deep enough into the woods (not the Midwood, of course not, but any other sort of woods), sooner or later you’ll always come to a place where even the shadows are green, and that’s the way his eyes were. I was afraid of his eyes at first.


      The woman gave me a peach and watched me bite into it, too hungry to thank her. She asked me, “Girl, what are you doing here? Are you lost?”


      “No, I’m not,” I mumbled with my mouth full. “I just don’t know where I am, that’s different.” They both laughed, but it wasn’t a mean, making-fun laugh. I told them, “My name’s Sooz, and I have to see the king. He lives somewhere right nearby, doesn’t he?”


      They looked at each other. I couldn’t tell what they were thinking, but the tall man raised his eyebrows, and the woman shook her head a bit, slowly. They looked at each other for a long time, until the woman said, “Well, not nearby, but not so very far, either. We were bound on our way to visit him ourselves.”


      “Good,” I said. “Oh, good.” I was trying to sound as grown-up as they were, but it was hard, because I was so happy to find out that they could take me to the king. I said, “I’ll go along with you, then.”


      The woman was against it before I got the first words out. She said to the tall man, “No, we couldn’t. We don’t know how things are.” She looked sad about it, but she looked firm, too. She said, “Girl, it’s not you worries me. The king is a good man, and an old friend, but it has been a long time, and kings change. Even more than other people, kings change.”


      “I have to see him,” I said. “You go on, then. I’m not going home until I see him.” I finished the peach, and the man handed me a chunk of dried fish and smiled at the woman as I tore into it. He said quietly to her, “It seems to me that you and I both remember asking to be taken along on a quest. I can’t speak for you, but I begged.”


      But the woman wouldn’t let up. “We could be bringing her into great peril. You can’t take the chance, it isn’t right!”


      He began to answer her, but I interrupted—my mother would have slapped me halfway across the kitchen. I shouted at them, “I’m coming from great peril. There’s a griffin nested in the Midwood, and he’s eaten Jehane and Louli and—and my Felicitas —” and then I did start weeping, and I didn’t care. I just stood there and shook and wailed, and dropped the dried fish. I tried to pick it up, still crying so hard I couldn’t see it, but the woman stopped me and gave me her scarf to dry my eyes and blow my nose. It smelled nice.


      “Child,” the tall man kept saying, “child, don’t take on so, we didn’t know about the griffin.” The woman was holding me against her side, smoothing my hair and glaring at him as though it was his fault that I was howling like that. She said, “Of course we’ll take you with us, girl dear—there, never mind, of course we will. That’s a fearful matter, a griffin, but the king will know what to do about it. The king eats griffins for breakfast snacks—spreads them on toast with orange marmalade and gobbles them up, I promise you.” And so on, being silly, but making me feel better, while the man went on pleading with me not to cry. I finally stopped when he pulled a big red handkerchief out of his pocket, twisted and knotted it into a bird-shape, and made it fly away. Uncle Ambrose does tricks with coins and shells, but he can’t do anything like that.


      His name was Schmendrick, which I still think is the funniest name I’ve heard in my life. The woman’s name was Molly Grue. We didn’t leave right away, because of the horses, but made camp where we were instead. I was waiting for the man, Schmendrick, to do it by magic, but he only built a fire, set out their blankets, and drew water from the stream like anyone else, while she hobbled the horses and put them to graze. I gathered firewood.


      The woman, Molly, told me that the king’s name was Lir, and that they had known him when he was a very young man, before he became king. “He is a true hero,” she said, “a dragonslayer, a giant­killer, a rescuer of maidens, a solver of impossible riddles. He may be the greatest hero of all, because he’s a good man as well. They aren’t always.”


      “But you didn’t want me to meet him,” I said. “Why was that?”


      Molly sighed. We were sitting under a tree, watching the sun go down, and she was brushing things out of my hair. She said, “He’s old now. Schmendrick has trouble with time—I’ll tell you why one day, it’s a long story—and he doesn’t understand that Lir may no longer be the man he was. It could be a sad reunion.” She started braiding my hair around my head, so it wouldn’t get in the way. “I’ve had an unhappy feeling about this journey from the beginning, Sooz. But he took a notion that Lir needed us, so here we are. You can’t argue with him when he gets like that.”


      “A good wife isn’t supposed to argue with her husband,” I said. “My mother says you wait until he goes out, or he’s asleep, and then you do what you want.”


      Molly laughed, that rich, funny sound of hers, like a kind of deep gurgle. “Sooz, I’ve only known you a few hours, but I’d bet every penny I’ve got right now—aye, and all of Schmendrick’s too—that you’ll be arguing on your wedding night with whomever you marry. Anyway, Schmendrick and I aren’t married. We’re together, that’s all. We’ve been together quite a long while.”


      “Oh,” I said. I didn’t know any people who were together like that, not the way she said it. “Well, you look married. You sort of do.”


      Molly’s face didn’t change, but she put an arm around my shoulders and hugged me close for a moment. She whispered in my ear, “I wouldn’t marry him if he were the last man in the world. He eats wild radishes in bed. Crunch, crunch, crunch, all night—crunch, crunch, crunch.” I giggled, and the tall man looked over at us from where he was washing a pan in the stream. The last of the sunlight was on him, and those green eyes were bright as new leaves. One of them winked at me, and I felt it, the way you feel a tiny breeze on your skin when it’s hot. Then he went back to scrubbing the pan.


      “Will it take us long to reach the king?” I asked her. “You said he didn’t live too far, and I’m scared the griffin will eat somebody else while I’m gone. I need to be home.”


      Molly finished with my hair and gave it a gentle tug in back to bring my head up and make me look straight into her eyes. They were as gray as Schmendrick’s were green, and I already knew that they turned darker or lighter gray depending on her mood. “What do you expect to happen when you meet King Lir, Sooz?” she asked me right back. “What did you have in mind when you set off to find him?”


      I was surprised. “Well, I’m going to get him to come back to my village with me. All those knights he keeps sending aren’t doing any good at all, so he’ll just have to take care of that griffin himself. He’s the king. It’s his job.”


      “Yes,” Molly said, but she said it so softly I could barely hear her. She patted my arm once, lightly, and then she got up and walked away to sit by herself near the fire. She made it look as though she was banking the fire, but she wasn’t really.


      We started out early the next morning. Molly had me in front of her on her horse for a time, but by and by Schmendrick took me up on his, to spare the other one’s sore foot. He was more comfortable to lean against than I’d expected—bony in some places, nice and springy in others. He didn’t talk much, but he sang a lot as we went along, sometimes in languages I couldn’t make out a word of, sometimes making up silly songs to make me laugh, like this one:


      Soozli, Soozli,


      speaking loozli,


      you disturb my oozli-goozli.


      Soozli, Soozli,


      would you choozli


      to become my squoozli-squoozli?


      He didn’t do anything magic, except maybe once, when a crow kept diving at the horse—out of meanness; that’s all, there wasn’t a nest anywhere—making the poor thing dance and shy and skitter until I almost fell off. Schmendrick finally turned in the saddle and looked at it, and the next minute a hawk came swooping out of nowhere and chased that crow screaming into a thornbush where the hawk couldn’t follow. I guess that was magic.


      It was actually pretty country we were passing through, once we got onto the proper road. Trees, meadows, little soft valleys, hillsides covered with wildflowers I didn’t know. You could see they got a lot more rain here than we do where I live. It’s a good thing sheep don’t need grazing, the way cows do. They’ll go where the goats go, and goats will go anywhere. We’re like that in my village, we have to be. But I liked this land better.


      Schmendrick told me it hadn’t always been like that. “Before Lir, this was all barren desert where nothing grew—nothing, Sooz. It was said that the country was under a curse, and in a way it was, but I’ll tell you about that another time.” People always say that when you’re a child, and I hate it. “But Lir changed everything. The land was so glad to see him that it began blooming and blossoming the moment he became king, and it has done so ever since. Except poor Hagsgate, but that’s another story too.” His voice got slower and deeper when he talked about Hagsgate, as though he weren’t talking to me.


      I twisted my neck around to look up at him. “Do you think King Lir will come back with me and kill that griffin? I think Molly thinks he won’t, because he’s so old.” I hadn’t known I was worried about that until I actually said it.


      “Why, of course he will, girl.” Schmendrick winked at me again. “He never could resist the plea of a maiden in distress, the more difficult and dangerous the deed, the better. If he did not spur to your village’s aid himself at the first call, it was surely because he was engaged on some other heroic venture. I’m as certain as I can be that as soon as you make your request—remember to curtsey properly—he’ll snatch up his great sword and spear, whisk you up to his saddlebow, and be off after your griffin with the road smoking behind him. Young or old, that’s always been his way.” He rumpled my hair in the back. “Molly overworries. That’s her way. We are who we are.”


      “What’s a curtsey?” I asked him. I know now, because Molly showed me, but I didn’t then. He didn’t laugh, except with his eyes, then gestured for me to face forward again as he went back to singing.


      Soozli, Soozli,


      you amuse me,


      right down to my solesli-shoesli.


      Soozli, Soozli,


      I bring newsli—


      we could wed next stewsli-Tuesli.


      I learned that the king had lived in a castle on a cliff by the sea when he was young, less than a day’s journey from Hagsgate, but it fell down—Schmendrick wouldn’t tell me how—so he built a new one somewhere else. I was sorry about that, because I’ve never seen the sea, and I’ve always wanted to, and I still haven’t. But I’d never seen a castle, either, so there was that. I leaned back against his chest and fell asleep.


      They’d been traveling slowly, taking time to let Molly’s horse heal, but once its hoof was all right we galloped most of the rest of the way. Those horses of theirs didn’t look magic or special, but they could run for hours without getting tired, and when I helped to rub them down and curry them, they were hardly sweating. They slept on their sides, like people, not standing up, the way our horses do.


      Even so, it took us three full days to reach King Lir. Molly said he had bad memories of the castle that fell down, so that was why this one was as far from the sea as he could make it, and as different from the old one. It was on a hill, so the king could see anyone coming along the road, but there wasn’t a moat, and there weren’t any guards in armor, and there was only one banner on the walls. It was blue, with a picture of a white unicorn on it. Nothing else.


      I was disappointed. I tried not to show it, but Molly saw. “You wanted a fortress,” she said to me gently. “You were expecting dark stone towers, flags and cannons and knights, trumpeters blowing from the battlements. I’m sorry. It being your first castle, and all.”


      “No, it’s a pretty castle,” I said. And it was pretty, sitting peacefully on its hilltop in the sunlight, surrounded by all those wildflowers. There was a marketplace, I could see now, and there were huts like ours snugged up against the castle walls, so that the people could come inside for protection, if they needed to. I said, “Just looking at it, you can see that the king is a nice man.”


      Molly was looking at me with her head a little bit to one side. She said, “He is a hero, Sooz. Remember that, whatever else you see, whatever you think. Lir is a hero.”


      “Well, I know that,” I said. “I’m sure he’ll help me. I am.”


      But I wasn’t. The moment I saw that nice, friendly castle, I wasn’t a bit sure.


      We didn’t have any trouble getting in. The gate simply opened when Schmendrick knocked once, and he and Molly and I walked in through the market, where people were selling all kinds of fruits and vegetables, pots and pans and clothing and so on, the way they do in our village. They all called to us to come over to their barrows and buy things, but nobody tried to stop us going into the castle. There were two men at the two great doors, and they did ask us our names and why we wanted to see King Lir. The moment Schmen­drick told them his name, they stepped back quickly and let us by, so I began to think that maybe he actually was a great magician, even if I never saw him do anything but little tricks and little songs. The men didn’t offer to take him to the king, and he didn’t ask.


      Molly was right. I was expecting the castle to be all cold and shadowy, with queens looking sideways at us, and big men clanking by in armor. But the halls we followed Schmendrick through were full of sunlight from long, high windows, and the people we saw mostly nodded and smiled at us. We passed a stone stair curling up out of sight, and I was sure that the king must live at the top, but Schmen­drick never looked at it. He led us straight through the great hall—they had a fireplace big enough to roast three cows!—and on past the kitchens and the scullery and the laundry, to a room under another stair. That was dark. You wouldn’t have found it unless you knew where to look. Schmendrick didn’t knock at that door, and he didn’t say anything magic to make it open. He just stood outside and waited, and by and by it rattled open, and we went in.


      The king was in there. All by himself, the king was in there.


      He was sitting on an ordinary wooden chair, not a throne. It was a really small room, the same size as my mother’s weaving room, so maybe that’s why he looked so big. He was as tall as Schmendrick, but he seemed so much wider. I was ready for him to have a long beard, spreading out all across his chest, but he only had a short one, like my father, except white. He wore a red and gold mantle, and there was a real golden crown on his white head, not much bigger than the wreaths we put on our champion rams at the end of the year. He had a kind face, with a big old nose, and big blue eyes, like a little boy. But his eyes were so tired and heavy, I didn’t know how he kept them open. Sometimes he didn’t. There was nobody else in the little room, and he peered at the three of us as though he knew he knew us, but not why. He tried to smile.


      Schmendrick said very gently, “Majesty, it is Schmendrick and Molly, Molly Grue.” The king blinked at him.


      “Molly with the cat,” Molly whispered. “You remember the cat, Lir.”


      “Yes,” the king said. It seemed to take him forever to speak that one word. “The cat, yes, of course.” But he didn’t say anything after that, and we stood there and stood there, and the king kept smiling at something I couldn’t see.


      Schmendrick said to Molly, “She used to forget herself like that.” His voice had changed, the same way it changed when he was talking about the way the land used to be. He said, “And then you would always remind her that she was a unicorn.”


      And the king changed too then. All at once his eyes were clear and shining with feeling, like Molly’s eyes, and he saw us for the first time. He said softly, “Oh, my friends!” and he stood up and came to us and put his arms around Schmendrick and Molly. And I saw that he had been a hero, and that he was still a hero, and I began to think it might be all right, after all. Maybe it was really going to be all right.


      “And who may this princess be?” he asked, looking straight at me. He had the proper voice for a king, deep and strong, but not frightening, not mean. I tried to tell him my name, but I couldn’t make a sound, so he actually knelt on one knee in front of me, and he took my hand. He said, “I have often been of some use to princesses in distress. Command me.”


      “I’m not a princess, I’m Sooz,” I said, “and I’m from a village you wouldn’t even know, and there’s a griffin eating the children.” It all tumbled out like that, in one breath, but he didn’t laugh or look at me any differently. What he did was ask me the name of my village, and I told him, and he said, “But indeed I know it, madam. I have been there. And now I will have the pleasure of returning.”


      Over his shoulder I saw Schmendrick and Molly staring at each other. Schmendrick was about to say something, but then they both turned toward the door, because a small dark woman, about my mother’s age, only dressed in tunic, trews and boots like Molly, had just come in. She said in a small, worried voice, “I am so truly sorry that I was not here to greet His Majesty’s old companions. No need to tell me your illustrious names—my own is Lisene, and I am the king’s royal secretary, translator, and protector.” She took King Lir’s arm, very politely and carefully, and began moving him back to his chair.


      Schmendrick seemed to take a minute getting his own breath back. He said, “I have never known my old friend Lir to need any of those services. Especially a protector.”


      Lisene was busy with the king and didn’t look at Schmendrick as she answered him. “How long has it been since you saw him last?” Schmendrick didn’t answer. Lisene’s voice was quiet still, but not so nervous. “Time sets its claw in us all, my lord, sooner or later. We are none of us that which we were.” King Lir sat down obediently on his chair and closed his eyes.


      I could tell that Schmendrick was angry, and growing angrier as he stood there, but he didn’t show it. My father gets angry like that, which is how I knew. He said, “His Majesty has agreed to return to this young person’s village with her, in order to rid her people of a marauding griffin. We will start out tomorrow.”


      Lisene swung around on us so fast that I was sure she was going to start shouting and giving everybody orders. But she didn’t do anything like that. You could never have told that she was the least bit annoyed or alarmed. All she said was, “I am afraid that will not be possible, my lord. The king is in no fit condition for such a journey, nor certainly for such a deed.”


      “The king thinks rather differently.” Schmendrick was talking through clenched teeth now.


      “Does he, then?” Lisene pointed at King Lir, and I saw that he had fallen asleep in his chair. His head was drooping—I was afraid his crown was going to fall off—and his mouth hung open. Lisene said, “You came seeking the peerless warrior you remember, and you have found a spent, senile old man. Believe me, I understand your distress, but you must see—”


      Schmendrick cut her off. I never understood what people meant when they talked about someone’s eyes actually flashing, but at least green eyes can do it. He looked even taller than he was, and when he pointed a finger at Lisene I honestly expected the small woman to catch fire or maybe melt away. Schmendrick’s voice was especially frightening because it was so quiet. He said, “Hear me now. I am Schmendrick the Magician, and I see my old friend Lir, as I have always seen him, wise and powerful and good, beloved of a uni­corn.”


      And with that word, for a second time, the king woke up. He blinked once, then gripped the arms of the chair and pushed himself to his feet. He didn’t look at us, but at Lisene, and he said, “I will go with them. It is my task and my gift. You will see to it that I am made ready.”


      Lisene said, “Majesty, no! Majesty, I beg you !”


      King Lir reached out and took Lisene’s head between his big hands, and I saw that there was love between them. He said, “It is what I am for. You know that as well as he does. See to it, Lisene, and keep all well for me while I am gone.”


      Lisene looked so sad, so lost, that I didn’t know what to think, about her or King Lir or anything. I didn’t realize that I had moved back against Molly Grue until I felt her hand in my hair. She didn’t say anything, but it was nice smelling her there. Lisene said, very quietly, “I will see to it.”


      She turned around then and started for the door with her head lowered. I think she wanted to pass us by without looking at us at all, but she couldn’t do it. Right at the door, her head came up and she stared at Schmendrick so hard that I pushed into Molly’s skirt so I couldn’t see her eyes. I heard her say, as though she could barely make the words come out, “His death be on your head, magician.” I think she was crying, only not, the way grown people do.


      And I heard Schmendrick’s answer, and his voice was so cold I wouldn’t have recognized it if I didn’t know. “He has died before. Better that death—better this, better any death—than the one he was dying in that chair. If the griffin kills him, it will yet have saved his life.” I heard the door close.


      I asked Molly, speaking as low as I could, “What did he mean, about the king having died?” But she put me to one side, and she went to King Lir and knelt in front of him, reaching up to take one of his hands between hers. She said, “Lord…Majesty…friend…dear friend—remember. Oh, please, please remember.”


      The old man was swaying on his feet, but he put his other hand on Molly’s head and he mumbled, “Child, Sooz—is that your pretty name, Sooz?—of course I will come to your village. The griffin was never hatched that dares harm King Lir’s people.” He sat down hard in the chair again, but he held onto her hand tightly. He looked at her, with his blue eyes wide and his mouth trembling a little. He said, “But you must remind me, little one. When I…when I lose myself—when I lose her—you must remind me that I am still searching, still waiting…that I have never forgotten her, never turned from all she taught me. I sit in this place…I sit…because a king has to sit, you see…but in my mind, in my poor mind, I am always away with her.…”


      I didn’t have any idea what he was talking about. I do now.


      He fell asleep again then, holding Molly’s hand. She sat with him for a long time, resting her head on his knee. Schmendrick went off to make sure Lisene was doing what she was supposed to do, getting everything ready for the king’s departure. There was a lot of clattering and shouting already, enough so you’d have thought a war was starting, but nobody came in to see King Lir or speak to him, wish him luck or anything. It was almost as though he wasn’t really there.


      Me, I tried to write a letter home, with pictures of the king and the castle, but I fell asleep like him, and I slept the rest of that day and all night too. I woke up in a bed I couldn’t remember getting into, with Schmendrick looking down at me, saying, “Up, child, on your feet. You started all this uproar—it’s time for you to see it through. The king is coming to slay your griffin.”


      I was out of bed before he’d finished speaking. I said, “Now? Are we going right now?”


      Schmendrick shrugged his shoulders. “By noon, anyway, if I can finally get Lisene and the rest of them to understand that they are not coming. Lisene wants to bring fifty men-at-arms, a dozen wagon­loads of supplies, a regiment of runners to send messages back and forth, and every wretched physician in the kingdom.” He sighed and spread his hands. “I may have to turn the lot of them to stone if we are to be off today.”


      I thought he was probably joking, but I already knew that you couldn’t be sure with Schmendrick. He said, “If Lir comes with a train of followers, there will be no Lir. Do you understand me, Sooz?” I shook my head. Schmendrick said, “It is my fault. If I had made sure to visit here more often, there were things I could have done to restore the Lir Molly and I once knew. My fault, my thought­lessness.”


      I remembered Molly telling me, “Schmendrick has trouble with time.” I still didn’t know what she meant, nor this either. I said, “It’s just the way old people get. We have old men in our village who talk like him. One woman, too, Mam Jennet. She always cries when it rains.”


      Schmendrick clenched his fist and pounded it against his leg. “King Lir is not mad, girl, nor is he senile, as Lisene called him. He is Lir, Lir still, I promise you that. It is only here, in this castle, sur­rounded by good, loyal people who love him—who will love him to death, if they are allowed—that he sinks into…into the condition you have seen.” He didn’t say anything more for a moment; then he stooped a little to peer closely at me. “Did you notice the change in him when I spoke of unicorns?”


      “Unicorn,” I answered. “One unicorn who loved him. I noticed.”


      Schmendrick kept looking at me in a new way, as though we’d never met before. He said, “Your pardon, Sooz. I keep taking you for a child. Yes. One unicorn. He has not seen her since he became king, but he is what he is because of her. And when I speak that word, when Molly or I say her name—which I have not done yet—then he is recalled to himself.” He paused for a moment, and then added, very softly, “As we had so often to do for her, so long ago.”


      “I didn’t know unicorns had names,” I said. “I didn’t know they ever loved people.”


      “They don’t. Only this one.” He turned and walked away swiftly, saying over his shoulder, “Her name was Amalthea. Go find Molly, she’ll see you fed.”


      The room I’d slept in wasn’t big, not for something in a castle. Catania, the headwoman of our village, has a bedroom nearly as large, which I know because I play with her daughter Sophia. But the sheets I’d been under were embroidered with a crown, and engraved on the headboard was a picture of the blue banner with the white unicorn. I had slept the night in King Lir’s own bed while he dozed in an old wooden chair.


      I didn’t wait to have breakfast with Molly, but ran straight to the little room where I had last seen the king. He was there, but so changed that I froze in the doorway, trying to get my breath. Three men were bustling around him like tailors, dressing him in his armor: all the padding underneath, first, and then the different pieces for the arms and legs and shoulders. I don’t know any of the names. The men hadn’t put his helmet on him, so his head stuck out at the top, white-haired and big-nosed and blue-eyed, but he didn’t look silly like that. He looked like a giant.


      When he saw me, he smiled, and it was a warm, happy smile, but it was a little frightening too, almost a little terrible, like the time I saw the griffin burning in the black sky. It was a hero’s smile. I’d never seen one before. He called to me, “Little one, come and buckle on my sword, if you would. It would be an honor for me.”


      The men had to show me how you do it. The swordbelt, all by itself, was so heavy it kept slipping through my fingers, and I did need help with the buckle. But I put the sword into its sheath alone, although I needed both hands to lift it. When it slid home it made a sound like a great door slamming shut. King Lir touched my face with one of his cold iron gloves and said, “Thank you, little one. The next time that blade is drawn, it will be to free your village. You have my word.”


      Schmendrick came in then, took one look, and just shook his head. He said, “This is the most ridiculous… It is four days’ ride— perhaps five—with the weather turning hot enough to broil a lobster on an iceberg. There’s no need for armor until he faces the griffin.” You could see how stupid he felt they all were, but King Lir smiled at him the same way he’d smiled at me, and Schmendrick stopped talking.


      King Lir said, “Old friend, I go forth as I mean to return. It is my way.”


      Schmendrick looked like a little boy himself for a moment. All he could say was, “Your business. Don’t blame me, that’s all. At least leave the helmet off.”


      He was about to turn away and stalk out of the room, but Molly came up behind him and said, “Oh, Majesty—Lir—how grand! How beautiful you are!” She sounded the way my Aunt Zerelda sounds when she’s carrying on about my brother Wilfrid. He could mess his pants and jump in a hog pen, and Aunt Zerelda would still think he was the best, smartest boy in the whole world. But Molly was different. She brushed those tailors, or whatever they were, straight aside, and she stood on tiptoe to smooth King Lir’s white hair, and I heard her whisper, “I wish she could see you.”


      King Lir looked at her for a long time without saying anything. Schmendrick stood there, off to the side, and he didn’t say anything either, but they were together, the three of them. I wish that Felicitas and I could have been together like that when we got old. Could have had time. Then King Lir looked at me, and he said, “The child is waiting.” And that’s how we set off for home. The king, Schmen­drick, Molly, and me.


      To the last minute, poor old Lisene kept trying to get King Lir to take some knights or soldiers with him. She actually followed us on foot when we left, calling, “Highness—Majesty—if you will have none else, take me! Take me!” At that the king stopped and turned and went back to her. He got down off his horse and embraced Lisene, and I don’t know what they said to each other, but Lisene didn’t follow anymore after that.


      I rode with the king most of the time, sitting up in front of him on his skittery black mare. I wasn’t sure I could trust her not to bite me, or to kick me when I wasn’t looking, but King Lir told me, “It is only peaceful times that make her nervous, be assured of that. When dragons charge her, belching death—for the fumes are more dangerous than the flames, little one—when your griffin swoops down at her, you will see her at her best.” I still didn’t like her much, but I did like the king. He didn’t sing to me, the way Schmendrick had, but he told me stories, and they weren’t fables or fairytales. These were real, true stories, and he knew they were true because they had all happened to him! I never heard stories like those, and I never will again. I know that for certain.


      He told me more things to keep in mind if you have to fight a dragon, and he told me how he learned that ogres aren’t always as stupid as they look, and why you should never swim in a mountain pool when the snows are melting, and how you can sometimes make friends with a troll. He talked about his father’s castle, where he grew up, and about how he met Schmendrick and Molly there, and even about Molly’s cat, which he said was a little thing with a funny crooked ear. But when I asked him why the castle fell down, he wouldn’t exactly say, no more than Schmendrick would. His voice became very quiet and faraway. “I forget things, you know, little one,” he said. “I try to hold on, but I do forget.”


      Well, I knew that. He kept calling Molly Sooz, and he never called me anything but little one, and Schmendrick kept having to remind him where we were bound and why. That was always at night, though. He was usually fine during the daytime. And when he did turn confused again, and wander off (not just in his mind, either—I found him in the woods one night, talking to a tree as though it was his father), all you had to do was mention a white unicorn named Amalthea, and he’d come to himself almost right away. Generally it was Schmendrick who did that, but I brought him back that time, holding my hand and telling me how you can recognize a pooka, and why you need to. But I could never get him to say a word about the unicorn.


      Autumn comes early where I live. The days were still hot, and the king never would take his armor off, except to sleep, not even his helmet with the big blue plume on top, but at night I burrowed in between Molly and Schmendrick for warmth, and you could hear the stags belling everywhere all the time, crazy with the season. One of them actually charged King Lir’s horse while I was riding with him, and Schmendrick was about to do something magic to the stag, the same way he’d done with the crow. But the king laughed and rode straight at him, right into those horns. I screamed, but the black mare never hesitated, and the stag turned at the last moment and ambled out of sight in the brush. He was wagging his tail in circles, the way goats do, and looking as puzzled and dreamy as King Lir himself.


      I was proud, once I got over being frightened. But both Schmen­drick and Molly scolded him, and he kept apologizing to me for the rest of the day for having put me in danger, as Molly had once said he would. “I forgot you were with me, little one, and for that I will always ask your pardon.” Then he smiled at me with that beautiful, terrible hero’s smile I’d seen before, and he said, “But oh, little one, the remembering!” And that night he didn’t wander away and get himself lost. Instead he sat happily by the fire with us and sang a whole long song about the adventures of an outlaw called Captain Cully. I’d never heard of him, but it’s a really good song.


      We reached my village late on the afternoon of the fourth day, and Schmendrick made us stop together before we rode in. He said, directly to me, “Sooz, if you tell them that this is the king himself, there will be nothing but noise and joy and celebration, and nobody will get any rest with all that carrying-on. It would be best for you to tell them that we have brought King Lir’s greatest knight with us, and that he needs a night to purify himself in prayer and meditation before he deals with your griffin.” He took hold of my chin and made me look into his green, green eyes, and he said, “Girl, you have to trust me. I always know what I’m doing—that’s my trouble. Tell your people what I’ve said.” And Molly touched me and looked at me without saying anything, so I knew it was all right.


      I left them camped on the outskirts of the village, and walked home by myself. Malka met me first. She smelled me before I even reached Simon and Elsie’s tavern, and she came running and crashed into my legs and knocked me over, and then pinned me down with her paws on my shoulders, and kept licking my face until I had to nip her nose to make her let me up and run to the house with me. My father was out with the flock, but my mother and Wilfrid were there, and they grabbed me and nearly strangled me, and they cried over me—rotten, stupid Wilfrid too!—because everyone had been so certain that I’d been taken and eaten by the griffin. After that, once she got done crying, my mother spanked me for running off in Uncle Ambrose’s cart without telling anyone, and when my father came in, he spanked me all over again. But I didn’t mind.


      I told them I’d seen King Lir in person, and been in his castle, and I said what Schmendrick had told me to say, but nobody was much cheered by it. My father just sat down and grunted, “Oh, aye—another great warrior for our comfort and the griffin’s dessert. Your bloody king won’t ever come here his bloody self, you can be sure of that.” My mother reproached him for talking like that in front of Wilfrid and me, but he went on, “Maybe he cared about places like this, people like us once, but he’s old now, and old kings only care who’s going to be king after them. You can’t tell me anything different.”


      I wanted more than anything to tell him that King Lir was here, less than half a mile from our doorstep, but I didn’t, and not only because Schmendrick had told me not to. I wasn’t sure what the king might look like, white-haired and shaky and not here all the time, to people like my father. I wasn’t sure what he looked like to me, for that matter. He was a lovely, dignified old man who told wonderful stories, but when I tried to imagine him riding alone into the Midwood to do battle with a griffin, a griffin that had already eaten his best knights…to be honest, I couldn’t do it. Now that I’d actually brought him all the way home with me, as I’d set out to do, I was suddenly afraid that I’d drawn him to his death. And I knew I wouldn’t ever forgive myself if that happened.


      I wanted so much to see them that night, Schmendrick and Molly and the king. I wanted to sleep out there on the ground with them, and listen to their talk, and then maybe I’d not worry so much about the morning. But of course there wasn’t a chance of that. My family would hardly let me out of their sight to wash my face. Wilfrid kept following me around, asking endless questions about the castle, and my father took me to Catania, who had me tell the whole story over again, and agreed with him that whomever the king had sent this time wasn’t likely to be any more use than the others had been. And my mother kept feeding me and scolding me and hugging me, all more or less at the same time. And then, in the night, we heard the griffin, making that soft, lonely, horrible sound it makes when it’s hunting. So I didn’t get very much sleep, between one thing and another.


      But at sunrise, after I’d helped Wilfrid milk the goats, they let me run out to the camp, as long as Malka came with me, which was practically like having my mother along. Molly was already helping King Lir into his armor, and Schmendrick was burying the remains of last night’s dinner, as though they were starting one more ordinary day on their journey to somewhere. They greeted me, and Schmendrick thanked me for doing as he’d asked, so that the king could have a restful night before he—


      I didn’t let him finish. I didn’t know I was going to do it, I swear, but I ran up to King Lir, and I threw my arms around him, and I said, “Don’t go! I changed my mind, don’t go!” Just like Lisene.


      King Lir looked down at me. He seemed as tall as a tree right then, and he patted my head very gently with his iron glove. He said, “Little one, I have a griffin to slay. It is my job.”


      Which was what I’d said myself, though it seemed like years ago, and that made it so much worse. I said a second time, “I changed my mind! Somebody else can fight the griffin, you don’t have to! You go home! You go home now and live your life, and be the king, and everything…” I was babbling and sniffling, and generally being a baby, I know that. I’m glad Wilfrid didn’t see me.


      King Lir kept petting me with one hand and trying to put me aside with the other, but I wouldn’t let go. I think I was actually trying to pull his sword out of its sheath, to take it away from him. He said, “No, no, little one, you don’t understand. There are some monsters that only a king can kill. I have always known that—I should never, never have sent those poor men to die in my place. No one else in all the land can do this for you and your village. Most truly now, it is my job.” And he kissed my hand, the way he must have kissed the hands of so many queens. He kissed my hand too, just like theirs.


      Molly came up then and took me away from him. She held me close, and she stroked my hair, and she told me, “Child, Sooz, there’s no turning back for him now, or for you either. It was your fate to bring this last cause to him, and his fate to take it up, and neither of you could have done differently, being who you are. And now you must be as brave as he is, and see it all play out.” She caught herself there, and changed it. “Rather, you must wait to learn how it has played out, because you are certainly not coming into that forest with us.”


      “I’m coming,” I said. “You can’t stop me. Nobody can.” I wasn’t sniffling or anything anymore. I said it like that, that’s all.


      Molly held me at arm’s length, and she shook me a little bit. She said, “Sooz, if you can tell me that your parents have given their permission, then you may come. Have they done so?”


      I didn’t answer her. She shook me again, gentler this time, saying, “Oh, that was wicked of me, forgive me, my dear friend. I knew the day we met that you could never learn to lie.” Then she took both of my hands between hers, and she said, “Lead us to the Midwood, if you will, Sooz, and we will say our farewells there. Will you do that for us? For me?”


      I nodded, but I still didn’t speak. I couldn’t, my throat was hurting so much. Molly squeezed my hands and said, “Thank you.” Schmen­drick came up and made some kind of sign to her with his eyes, or his eyebrows, because she said, “Yes, I know,” although he hadn’t said a thing. So she went to King Lir with him, and I was alone, trying to stop shaking. I managed it, after a while.


      The Midwood isn’t far. They wouldn’t really have needed my help to find it. You can see the beginning of it from the roof of Ellis the baker’s house, which is the tallest one on that side of the village. It’s always dark, even from a distance, even if you’re not actually in it. I don’t know if that’s because they’re oak trees (we have all sorts of tales and sayings about oaken woods, and the creatures that live there) or maybe because of some enchantment, or because of the griffin. Maybe it was different before the griffin came. Uncle Am­brose says it’s been a bad place all his life, but my father says no, he and his friends used to hunt there, and he actually picnicked there once or twice with my mother, when they were young.


      King Lir rode in front, looking grand and almost young, with his head up and the blue plume on his helmet floating above him, more like a banner than a feather. I was going to ride with Molly, but the king leaned from his saddle as I started past, and swooped me up before him, saying, “You shall guide and company me, little one, until we reach the forest.” I was proud of that, but I was frightened too, because he was so happy, and I knew he was going to his death, trying to make up for all those knights he’d sent to fight the griffin. I didn’t try to warn him. He wouldn’t have heard me, and I knew that too. Me and poor old Lisene.


      He told me all about griffins as we rode. He said, “If you should ever have dealings with a griffin, little one, you must remember that they are not like dragons. A dragon is simply a dragon—make yourself small when it dives down at you, but hold your ground and strike at the underbelly, and you’ve won the day. But a griffin, now…a griffin is two highly dissimilar creatures, eagle and lion, fused together by some god with a god’s sense of humor. And so there is an eagle’s heart beating in the beast, and a lion’s heart as well, and you must pierce them both to have any hope of surviving the battle.” He was as cheerful as he could be about it all, holding me safe on the saddle, and saying over and over, the way old people do, “Two hearts, never forget that—many people do. Eagle heart, lion heart—eagle heart, lion heart. Never forget, little one.”


      We passed a lot of people I knew, out with their sheep and goats, and they all waved to me, and called, and made jokes, and so on. They cheered for King Lir, but they didn’t bow to him, or take off their caps, because nobody recognized him, nobody knew. He seemed delighted about that, which most kings probably wouldn’t be. But he’s the only king I’ve met, so I can’t say.


      The Midwood seemed to be reaching out for us before we were anywhere near it, long fingery shadows stretching across the empty fields, and the leaves flickering and blinking, though there wasn’t any wind. A forest is usually really noisy, day and night, if you stand still and listen to the birds and the insects and the streams and such, but the Midwood is always silent, silent. That reaches out too, the silence.


      We halted a stone’s throw from the forest, and King Lir said to me, “We part here, little one,” and set me down on the ground as carefully as though he was putting a bird back in its nest. He said to Schmen­drick, “I know better than to try to keep you and Sooz from following—” he kept on calling Molly by my name, every time, I don’t know why—“but I enjoin you, in the name of great Nikos himself, and in the name of our long and precious friendship.…” He stopped there, and he didn’t say anything more for such a while that I was afraid he was back to forgetting who he was and why he was there, the way he had been. But then he went on, clear and ringing as one of those mad stags, “I charge you in her name, in the name of the Lady Amalthea, not to assist me in any way from the moment we pass the very first tree, but to leave me altogether to what is mine to do. Is that understood between us, dear ones of my heart?”


      Schmendrick hated it. You didn’t have to be magic to see that. It was so plain, even to me, that he had been planning to take over the battle as soon as they were actually facing the griffin. But King Lir was looking right at him with those young blue eyes, and with a little bit of a smile on his face, and Schmendrick simply didn’t know what to do. There wasn’t anything he could do, so he finally nodded and mumbled, “If that is Your Majesty’s wish.” The king couldn’t hear him at all the first time, so he made him say it again.


      And then, of course, everybody had to say goodbye to me, since I wasn’t allowed to go any further with them. Molly said she knew we’d see each other again, and Schmendrick told me that I had the makings of a real warrior queen, only he was certain I was too smart to be one. And King Lir…King Lir said to me, very quietly, so nobody else could hear, “Little one, if I had married and had a daughter, I would have asked no more than that she should be as brave and kind and loyal as you. Remember that, as I will remember you to my last day.”


      Which was all nice, and I wished my mother and father could have heard what all these grown people were saying about me. But then they turned and rode on into the Midwood, the three of them, and only Molly looked back at me. And I think that was to make sure I wasn’t following, because I was supposed just to go home and wait to find out if my friends were alive or dead, and if the griffin was going to be eating any more children. It was all over.


      And maybe I would have gone home and let it be all over, if it hadn’t been for Malka.


      She should have been with the sheep and not with me, of course— that’s her job, the same way King Lir was doing his job, going to meet the griffin. But Malka thinks I’m a sheep too, the most stupid, aggravating sheep she ever had to guard, forever wandering away into some kind of danger. All the way to the Midwood she had trotted quietly alongside the king’s horse, but now that we were alone again she came rushing up and bounced all over me, barking like thunder and knocking me down, hard, the way she does whenever I’m not where she wants me to be. I always brace myself when I see her coming, but it never helps.


      What she does then, before I’m on my feet, is take the hem of my smock in her jaws and start tugging me in the direction she thinks I should go. But this time…this time she suddenly got up, as though she’d forgotten all about me, and she stared past me at the Midwood with all the white showing in her eyes and a low sound coming out of her that I don’t think she knew she could make. The next moment, she was gone, racing into the forest with foam flying from her mouth and her big ragged ears flat back. I called, but she couldn’t have heard me, baying and barking the way she was.


      Well, I didn’t have any choice. King Lir and Schmendrick and Molly all had a choice, going after the Midwood griffin, but Malka was my dog, and she didn’t know what she was facing, and I couldn’t let her face it by herself. So there wasn’t anything else for me to do. I took an enormous long breath and looked around me, and then I walked into the forest after her.


      Actually, I ran, as long as I could, and then I walked until I could run again, and then I ran some more. There aren’t any paths into the Midwood, because nobody goes there, so it wasn’t hard to see where three horses had pushed through the undergrowth, and then a dog’s tracks on top of the hoofprints. It was very quiet with no wind, not one bird calling, no sound but my own panting. I couldn’t even hear Malka anymore. I was hoping that maybe they’d come on the griffin while it was asleep, and King Lir had already killed it in its nest. I didn’t think so, though. He’d probably have decided it wasn’t honorable to attack a sleeping griffin, and wakened it up for a fair fight. I hadn’t known him very long, but I knew what he’d do.


      Then, a little way ahead of me, the whole forest exploded.


      It was too much noise for me to sort it out in my head. There was Malka absolutely howling, and birds bursting up everywhere out of the brush, and Schmendrick or the king or someone was shouting, only I couldn’t make out any of the words. And underneath it all was something that wasn’t loud at all, a sound somewhere between a growl and that terrible soft call, like a frightened child. Then—just as I broke into the clearing—the rattle and scrape of knives, only much louder this time, as the griffin shot straight up with the sun on its wings. Its cold golden eyes bit into mine, and its beak was open so wide you could see down and down the blazing red gullet. It filled the sky.


      And King Lir, astride his black mare, filled the clearing. He was as huge as the griffin, and his sword was the size of a boar spear, and he shook it at the griffin, daring it to light down and fight him on the ground. But the griffin was staying out of range, circling overhead to get a good look at these strange new people. Malka was utterly off her head, screaming and hurling herself into the air again and again, snapping at the griffin’s lion feet and eagle claws, but coming down each time without so much as an iron feather between her teeth. I lunged and caught her in the air, trying to drag her away before the griffin turned on her, but she fought me, scratching my face with her own dull dog claws, until I had to let her go. The last time she leaped, the griffin suddenly stooped and caught her full on her side with one huge wing, so hard that she couldn’t get a sound out, no more than I could. She flew all the way across the clearing, slammed into a tree, fell to the ground, and after that she didn’t move.


      Molly told me later that that was when King Lir struck for the griffin’s lion heart. I didn’t see it. I was flying across the clearing myself, throwing myself over Malka, in case the griffin came after her again, and I didn’t see anything except her staring eyes and the blood on her side. But I did hear the griffin’s roar when it happened, and when I could turn my head, I saw the blood splashing along its side, and the back legs squinching up against its belly, the way you do when you’re really hurting. King Lir shouted like a boy. He threw that great sword as high as the griffin, and snatched it back again, and then he charged toward the griffin as it wobbled lower and lower, with its crippled lion half dragging it out of the air. It landed with a saggy thump, just like Malka, and there was a moment when I was absolutely sure it was dead. I remember I was thinking, very far away, this is good, I’m glad, I’m sure I’m glad.


      But Schmendrick was screaming at the king, “Two hearts! Two hearts!” until his voice split with it, and Molly was on me, trying to drag me away from the griffin, and I was hanging onto Malka—she’d gotten so heavy—and I don’t know what else was happening right then, because all I was seeing and thinking about was Malka. And all I was feeling was her heart not beating under mine.


      She guarded my cradle when I was born. I cut my teeth on her poor ears, and she never made one sound. My mother says so.


      King Lir wasn’t seeing or hearing any of us. There was nothing in the world for him but the griffin, which was flopping and struggling lopsidedly in the middle of the clearing. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for it, even then, even after it had killed Malka and my friends, and all the sheep and goats too, and I don’t know how many else. And King Lir must have felt the same way, because he got down from his black mare and went straight up to the griffin, and he spoke to it, lowering his sword until the tip was on the ground. He said, “You were a noble and terrible adversary—surely the last such I will ever confront. We have accomplished what we were born to do, the two of us. I thank you for your death.”


      And on that last word, the griffin had him.


      It was the eagle, lunging up at him, dragging the lion half along, the way I’d been dragging Malka’s dead weight. King Lir stepped back, swinging the sword fast enough to take off the griffin’s head, but it was faster than he was. That dreadful beak caught him at the waist, shearing through his armor the way an axe would smash through piecrust, and he doubled over without a sound that I heard, looking like wet­wash on the line. There was blood, and worse, and I couldn’t have said if he was dead or alive. I thought the griffin was going to bite him in two.


      I shook loose from Molly. She was calling to Schmendrick to do something, but of course he couldn’t, and she knew it, because he’d promised King Lir that he wouldn’t interfere by magic, whatever happened. But I wasn’t a magician, and I hadn’t promised anything to anybody. I told Malka I’d be right back.


      The griffin didn’t see me coming. It was bending its head down over King Lir, hiding him with its wings. The lion part trailing along so limply in the dust made it more fearful to see, though I can’t say why, and it was making a sort of cooing, purring sound all the time. I had a big rock in my left hand, and a dead branch in my right, and I was bawling something, but I don’t remember what. You can scare wolves away from the flock sometimes if you run at them like that, determined.


      I can throw things hard with either hand—Wilfrid found that out when I was still small—and the griffin looked up fast when the rock hit it on the side of its neck. It didn’t like that, but it was too busy with King Lir to bother with me. I didn’t think for a minute that my branch was going to be any use on even a half-dead griffin, but I threw it as far as I could, so that the griffin would look away for a moment, and as soon as it did I made a little run and a big sprawling dive for the hilt of the king’s sword, which was sticking out under him where he’d fallen. I knew I could lift it because of having buckled it on him when we set out together.


      But I couldn’t get it free. He was too heavy, like Malka. But I wouldn’t give up or let go. I kept pulling and pulling on that sword, and I didn’t feel Molly pulling at me again, and I didn’t notice the griffin starting to scrabble toward me over King Lir’s body. I did hear Schmendrick, sounding a long way off, and I thought he was singing one of the nonsense songs he’d made up for me, only why would he be doing something like that just now? Then I did finally look up, to push my sweaty hair off my face, just before the griffin grabbed me up in one of its claws, yanking me away from Molly to throw me down on top of King Lir. His armor was so cold against my cheek, it was as though the armor had died with him.


      The griffin looked into my eyes. That was the worst of all, worse than the pain where the claw had me, worse than not seeing my parents and stupid Wilfrid anymore, worse than knowing that I hadn’t been able to save either the king or Malka. Griffins can’t talk (dragons do, but only to heroes, King Lir told me), but those golden eyes were saying into my eyes, “Yes, I will die soon, but you are all dead now, all of you, and I will pick your bones before the ravens have mine. And your folk will remember what I was, and what I did to them, when there is no one left in your vile, pitiful anthill who remembers your name. So I have won.” And I knew it was true.


      Then there wasn’t anything but that beak and that burning gullet opening over me.


      Then there was.


      I thought it was a cloud. I was so dazed and terrified that I really thought it was a white cloud, only traveling so low and so fast that it smashed the griffin off King Lir and away from me, and sent me tumbling into Molly’s arms at the same time. She held me tightly, practically smothering me, and it wasn’t until I wriggled my head free that I saw what had come to us. I can see it still, in my mind. I see it right now.


      They don’t look anything like horses. I don’t know where people got that notion. Four legs and a tail, yes, but the hooves are split, like a deer’s hooves, or a goat’s, and the head is smaller and more— pointy—than a horse’s head. And the whole body is different from a horse, it’s like saying a snowflake looks like a cow. The horn looks too long and heavy for the body, you can’t imagine how a neck that delicate can hold up a horn that size. But it can.


      Schmendrick was on his knees, with his eyes closed and his lips moving, as though he was still singing. Molly kept whispering, “Amalthea…Amalthea…” not to me, not to anybody. The unicorn was facing the griffin across the king’s body. Its front feet were skittering and dancing a little, but its back legs were setting themselves to charge, the way rams do. Only rams put their heads down, while the unicorn held its head high, so that the horn caught the sunlight and glowed like a seashell. It gave a cry that made me want to dive back into Molly’s skirt and cover my ears, it was so raw and so…hurt. Then its head did go down.


      Dying or not, the griffin put up a furious fight. It came hopping to meet the unicorn, but then it was out of the way at the last minute, with its bloody beak snapping at the unicorn’s legs as it flashed by. But each time that happened, the unicorn would turn instantly, much quicker than a horse could have turned, and come charging back before the griffin could get itself braced again. It wasn’t a bit fair, but I didn’t feel sorry for the griffin anymore.


      The last time, the unicorn slashed sideways with its horn, using it like a club, and knocked the griffin clean off its feet. But it was up before the unicorn could turn, and it actually leaped into the air, dead lion half and all, just high enough to come down on the unicorn’s back, raking with its eagle claws and trying to bite through the unicorn’s neck, the way it did with King Lir. I screamed then, I couldn’t help it, but the unicorn reared up until I thought it was going to go over backwards, and it flung the griffin to the ground, whirled and drove its horn straight through the iron feathers to the eagle heart. It trampled the body for a good while after, but it didn’t need to.


      Schmendrick and Molly ran to King Lir. They didn’t look at the griffin, or even pay very much attention to the unicorn. I wanted to go to Malka, but I followed them to where he lay. I’d seen what the griffin had done to him, closer than they had, and I didn’t see how he could still be alive. But he was, just barely. He opened his eyes when we kneeled beside him, and he smiled so sweetly at us all, and he said, “Lisene? Lisene, I should have a bath, shouldn’t I?”


      I didn’t cry. Molly didn’t cry. Schmendrick did. He said, “No, Majesty. No, you do not need bathing, truly.”


      King Lir looked puzzled. “But I smell bad, Lisene. I think I must have wet myself.” He reached for my hand and held it so hard. “Little one,” he said. “Little one, I know you. Do not be ashamed of me because I am old.”


      I squeezed his hand back, as hard as I could. “Hello, Your Majesty,” I said. “Hello.” I didn’t know what else to say.


      Then his face was suddenly young and happy and wonderful, and he was gazing far past me, reaching toward something with his eyes. I felt a breath on my shoulder, and I turned my head and saw the unicorn. It was bleeding from a lot of deep scratches and bites, especially around its neck, but all you could see in its dark eyes was King Lir. I moved aside so it could get to him, but when I turned back, the king was gone. I’m nine, almost ten. I know when people are gone.


      The unicorn stood over King Lir’s body for a long time. I went off after a while to sit beside Malka, and Molly came and sat with me. But Schmendrick stayed kneeling by King Lir, and he was talking to the unicorn. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I could tell from his face that he was asking for something, a favor. My mother says she can always tell before I open my mouth. The unicorn wasn’t answering, of course—they can’t talk either, I’m almost sure—but Schmendrick kept at it until the unicorn turned its head and looked at him. Then he stopped, and he stood up and walked away by himself. The unicorn stayed where she was.


      Molly was saying how brave Malka had been, and telling me that she’d never known another dog who attacked a griffin. She asked if Malka had ever had pups, and I said, yes, but none of them was Malka. It was very strange. She was trying hard to make me feel better, and I was trying to comfort her because she couldn’t. But all the while I felt so cold, almost as far away from everything as Malka had gone. I closed her eyes, the way you do with people, and I sat there and I stroked her side, over and over.


      I didn’t notice the unicorn. Molly must have, but she didn’t say anything. I went on petting Malka, and I didn’t look up until the horn came slanting over my shoulder. Close to, you could see blood drying in the shining spirals, but I wasn’t afraid. I wasn’t anything. Then the horn touched Malka, very lightly, right where I was stroking her, and Malka opened her eyes.


      It took her a while to understand that she was alive. It took me longer. She ran her tongue out first, panting and panting, looking so thirsty. We could hear a stream trickling somewhere close, and Molly went and found it, and brought water back in her cupped hands. Malka lapped it all up, and then she tried to stand and fell down, like a puppy. But she kept trying, and at last she was properly on her feet, and she tried to lick my face, but she missed it the first few times. I only started crying when she finally managed it.


      When she saw the unicorn, she did a funny thing. She stared at it for a moment, and then she bowed or curtseyed, in a dog way, stretching out her front legs and putting her head down on the ground between them. The unicorn nosed at her, very gently, so as not to knock her over again. It looked at me for the first time…or maybe I really looked at it for the first time, past the horn and the hooves and the magical whiteness, all the way into those endless eyes. And what they did, somehow, the unicorn’s eyes, was to free me from the griffin’s eyes. Because the awfulness of what I’d seen there didn’t go away when the griffin died, not even when Malka came alive again. But the unicorn had all the world in her eyes, all the world I’m never going to see, but it doesn’t matter, because now I have seen it, and it’s beautiful, and I was in there too. And when I think of Jehane, and Louli, and my Felicitas who could only talk with her eyes, just like the unicorn, I’ll think of them, and not the griffin. That’s how it was when the unicorn and I looked at each other.


      I didn’t see if the unicorn said goodbye to Molly and Schmen­drick, and I didn’t see when it went away. I didn’t want to. I did hear Schmen­drick saying, “A dog. I nearly kill myself singing her to Lir, calling her as no other has ever called a unicorn—and she brings back, not him, but the dog. And here I’d always thought she had no sense of humor.”


      But Molly said, “She loved him too. That’s why she let him go. Keep your voice down.” I was going to tell her it didn’t matter, that I knew Schmendrick was saying that because he was so sad, but she came over and petted Malka with me, and I didn’t have to. She said, “We will escort you and Malka home now, as befits two great ladies. Then we will take the king home too.”


      “And I’ll never see you again,” I said. “No more than I’ll see him.”


      Molly asked me, “How old are you, Sooz?”


      “Nine,” I said. “Almost ten. You know that.”


      “You can whistle?” I nodded. Molly looked around quickly, as though she were going to steal something. She bent close to me, and she whispered, “I will give you a present, Sooz, but you are not to open it until the day when you turn seventeen. On that day you must walk out away from your village, walk out all alone into some quiet place that is special to you, and you must whistle like this.” And she whistled a little ripple of music for me to whistle back to her, repeating and repeating it until she was satisfied that I had it exactly. “Don’t whistle it anymore,” she told me. “Don’t whistle it aloud again, not once, until your seventeenth birthday, but keep whistling it inside you. Do you understand the difference, Sooz?”


      “I’m not a baby,” I said. “I understand. What will happen when I do whistle it?”


      Molly smiled at me. She said, “Someone will come to you. Maybe the greatest magician in the world, maybe only an old lady with a soft spot for valiant, impudent children.” She cupped my cheek in her hand. “And just maybe even a unicorn. Because beautiful things will always want to see you again, Sooz, and be listening for you. Take an old lady’s word for it. Someone will come.”


      They put King Lir on his own horse, and I rode with Schmen­drick, and they came all the way home with me, right to the door, to tell my mother and father that the griffin was dead, and that I had helped, and you should have seen Wilfrid’s face when they said that! Then they both hugged me, and Molly said in my ear, “Remember—not till you’re seventeen!” and they rode away, taking the king back to his castle to be buried among his own folk. And I had a cup of cold milk and went out with Malka and my father to pen the flock for the night.


      So that’s what happened to me. I practice the music Molly taught me in my head, all the time, I even dream it some nights, but I don’t ever whistle it aloud. I talk to Malka about our adventure, because I have to talk to someone. And I promise her that when the time comes she’ll be there with me, in the special place I’ve already picked out. She’ll be an old dog lady then, of course, but it doesn’t matter. Someone will come to us both.


      I hope it’s them, those two. A unicorn is very nice, but they’re my friends. I want to feel Molly holding me again, and hear the stories she didn’t have time to tell me, and I want to hear Schmendrick singing that silly song:


      Soozli, Soozli,


      speaking loozli,


      you disturb my oozli-goozli.


      Soozli, Soozli,


      would you choozli


      to become my squoozli-squoozli…?


      I can wait.

    

  


  
    
      SUPER-VILLAINS, Michael Canfield


      The Wing hung in inky shadow below a water tower that topped a warehouse on 295th Street. With his hyper-acute senses, he tracked two men emerge from the main building, behind the tall iron gates of Belfry Hospital for the Criminally Insane. He knew both of them well.


      One of them, Archibald T. Pupper, a.k.a. Archetype—the most formidable foe the Wing had ever faced—had murdered the Wing’s first manservant Raja, more than two dozen policemen, and countless others. He had stolen millions in jewelry, artwork, munitions—even historical landmarks such as The Metropolitan Fountain, and the Knightsborough Bridge. He had caused billions more in property damage and had repeatedly violated the well-being of every man, woman, and child in Excelsior City.


      Despite this, the medical board at Belfry Hospital had seen fit to parole Pupper not once, not twice, but—as of this very night—three times.


      The Wing watched as Pupper walked to the gate, accompanied by the noted neurosurgeon Dr. Van Hellion, himself a reputedly-­ reformed super-villain.* Pupper looked frail tonight, his wily, maniacal mind hidden in the deceptively meek frame of his face. He was wearing inmate’s whites, not the burgundy riding coat and yellow jodhpurs he favored as Archetype, and he clasped his little sack of personal items in a pinched grip, like an old woman gingerly squeezing a coin purse. His hair had been thinning from the first and now, after his latest stint behind Belfry’s walls, he was completely bald.


      He was getting old, thought The Wing, but age wouldn’t stop Archetype. First thing, no doubt, Pupper would serve his vanity and procure a toupee. Then would come the maniacal plots and outrageous crimes—but the Wing wasn’t worried. When Archetype strayed again, the Wing would catch him, again—and again after that, same as always.


      Van Hellion shook his patient’s hand farewell, then turned back to the dark halls of Belfry. Pupper minced his way up 295th Street until he reached North 40th Avenue, where he stopped to wait for the bus. Pupper had no minions to call for transport now—the Wing had finished them, too, years ago—but it would not take long for someone with Archetype’s reputation to assemble a new crime army.


      Pupper, seeming oblivious about the Wing’s scrutiny, sank down on the lonely bus-stop bench to wait.


      The arch-villain displayed no emotion when the Wing left the shadows and dropped into the street, inches from his face, nor did the Wing expect him to. They had played such scenes countless times.


      “Evening, Archie,” rasped the Wing.


      “Good evening, Wing.”


      “Interesting timing.”


      “How so, Wing?”


      “Your parole happens to coincide with the unveiling of the Venus Diamond at The Excelsior City Supernatural Wonders Museum.”


      “Interesting, Wing,” said Pupper. “But presently, I haven’t time to peruse cultural exhibitions. I’ve rather a full schedule of rehabilitation therapies monopolizing my time.” Archie folded his hands together and rested them on his lap. “Tell me how the unveiling goes, won’t you?”


      “I’m watching you,” said the Wing. Then he made himself disappear. Archetype could consider himself warned.


      * * * *


      The Wing glided above the city, tower to tower, rooftop to rooftop, back toward the Lower East End for a quick patrol. It had been a quiet night, a quiet week, a quiet month. Now, with Archetype free, the respite was over. The Wing turned his mind to the past as buildings flew by.


      Archetype had been first* in an almost endless line of super-foes. Over the years—the decades—the Wing had faced and defeated hundreds of such villains. They ranged from the truly deranged like Archetype—Fastdollar, Vertigo, The Theist, Night Musik, and Ironclad— to the merely violent: Henchman, Sap, Shellacker, and The Knuck­ler. Others, like SuperZero, Toy Boy, The Gosling, and Shenanigan, were more nuisance than foe. Then there were the good but misguided, such as EcoTerror, The Downtowner, and Incoming. The repulsive: Fire­belly, Sheeptick, Toxicity. The short-lived: Midas Murphy, Monocle Man, Mr. Midget. Some had appeared once or twice in subsequent ­decades only to vanish; gone now, they were fads of an era long-past: Sheik, Sister Sappho, Joint, V-8, Bolero, and Cherry (or was it Apricot?). There were the Jacks, too—Jackknife, Jackboot, Jackdaw, Jackanapes, Jackalope, Jackpot, Jackal, Jacqueline the Ripper, Jack­hammer and, decades later, an unrelated Hammer­jack. The truly apocalyptic were, thank­fully, far fewer: Ion, Cassandra, and Doc Apo­ca­lypse.


      Then there were the women, each one unforgettable: Irony, Trio, Heartbreaker, Crescendo—the Wing had fought all comers. Every time, with everything at stake, at the last possible minute, defeat certain, he’d found a way to prevail. They kept coming anyway—or they had until these recent, calmer times.


      In the beginning, the Wing wore leotards and a cape. Then he dropped the cape and replaced the leotards with leather. The thick, body-protecting rubber armor he favored now was sculpted to resemble the physical definition he’d had naturally in youth, but found impossible to maintain as he aged. He did not mourn the loss; with age came experience. Fighting skills and acrobatics, he discovered after years of lessons learned the hard way, were the least of his crime-fighting tools.


      No matter the uniform, though, he’d always worn the same mask. The mask defined him. He felt most alive when, as now, he wore the mask and glided above his beloved Excelsior City.


      Just before dawn, all appeared quiet. The Wing swung back toward midtown and the mighty Kryse Building, home of EmpireTV, the city-wide cable news station. He had an early meeting with his star reporter, to discuss the Venus Diamond story, and had no time to return to his uptown penthouse. Instead, he dropped straight down the hidden chute in the Kryse Building into his private office. There he removed the mask and became Lang Lofton once more, billionaire philanthropist and owner/operator of media mega-giant EmpireTV. After stowing the Wing’s gear away, Lang showered, Ben-Gayed his aching limbs, and flopped on his leather couch for a generous two-hours rest.


      With the recent lull in crime, he’d been getting at least that much sleep every night and he welcomed it. There’d be hell to pay soon enough, at the meeting with Ginny Flynn. She was still fuming at him for abandoning her at the altar a few months back. And that abandonment had come one year to the month since the Wing had called off their wedding in an identical, last-minute fashion.* A double-life, complicated by a love triangle in which he himself was two of the principals, tended to make a mess of things.


      * * * *


      Ginny Flynn bounded into her boss’s office at 7:00 A.M. After the meeting, she had to go straight into make-up before anchoring the early morning news, and her silver-streaked red hair was wrapped tight in a terry towel. She found Lang, snoozing away even at this late hour, on his overstuffed leather divan. Leader of a cutting-edge media conglomerate, and yet he managed to loaf half the morning! Ginny rolled her eyes.


      Lang was asleep with his face turned into the cushions, his altar-leaving butt poking upward to make a tempting target for her Italian pumps. She chose instead to lean close to his ear, thrust two fingers into her mouth, and let loose a drum shattering whistle.


      Lang sprang up, coiled himself in a ball mid-air and landed soft as a panther on the divan, gazing calmly at her as though he had been sitting there all along. She leaned over him. “Pretty spry for an old man,” she said.


      “You’re no spring chicken yourself,” said Lang, awake and unfazed, not a single salt-or-pepper hair displaced, just as if he hadn’t been sleeping at all. What a nimble, unpredictable lover he would be. She imagined.


      “Hurry up, boss,” she said. “You asked to see me, and I’m on the air in less than fifteen. If it’s about your rumored run for mayor, don’t bother. It’s a conflict of interest for me to report on that.”


      “I want you to dig into the Venus Diamond story.”


      “Oh good lord.”


      “There’s something in this beyond an ordinary legend.”


      “Oh?” she said. “How’s it different from any other space alien or magic jewel that’s ever turned up in Excelsior City?”


      “I think it’s the key to something larger.” His face darkened, the way it often did. “There’s a celebration tonight at The Supernatural Wonders Museum. I’ve got two tickets. I want you to go.”


      Ginny shook her head. “Put Wally Wilcox on it. I’m still working on the Wing’s secret-identity investigation.” She waited half a heart-beat, then sighed. “Don’t tell me you want to table that again.”


      “I’m afraid we’ll have to,” said Lang. “You’re my best reporter. I need you on this.”


      Sure he did. “Well, Archetype was paroled last night. There’s an angle. I can interview him about the Venus.”


      “Why?” asked Lang.


      “He’s always favored high-profile targets. I’ll get some back­ground.” Besides, she’d already lined up the interview for her Wing profile. Though she’d never file a story on the Wing’s secret identity, she didn’t feel the need to let Lang off the hook by admitting the fact. He had his secrets. She could have some too.


      “Stay away from Archetype,” said Lang.


      “Oh really?”


      “Ginny, I’m not telling you what to do—”


      “—you had better not be—”


      “—I’m just concerned,” he said. “I care about you.”


      She waved him off. “I know. You said so in the note you sent when you left me at the altar. Anyway, the Wing will protect me from Archetype.”


      The creases around his eyes deepened. “The Wing has other responsibilities.”


      “You’d never know it,” said Ginny. “How many times would you say the Wing has come to your star reporter’s rescue?” Lang shrugged.“Roughly once a month, I’d guess, for the past sixty years. Though, I really shouldn’t count the decades we were all trapped in that glacier.”


      “That’s nothing to joke about.”


      “You’re right, Lang. Nothing’s funny about being locked in suspended animation for decades. Nothing’s funny about living in a holding pattern.” She turned away from him, her voice falling. “I don’t blame you for not showing up to our wedding, Lang, any more than I blame the Wing for doing the same thing twelve months ago. I blame myself for thinking that you—either of you—would commit in the first place.”


      Lang stood and almost touched her shoulder. “Ginny…”


      She moved away from his hand. “Don’t ‘Ginny’ me. I’m not mad. I’m just me, and you…well, you’re somebody else altogether, aren’t you?”


      She watched his jaw, his impossible, square jaw, work itself. Years, she thought, years and years even if you discounted several decades of suspended animation in a glacier. Years of being sprung from traps and lairs, years of being carried over rooftops, years spent just inches away from that impossible, square chin, being whispered at by that impossibly deep voice. Years, and one simple human truth still escaped him: she knew. Of course she knew.


      Ginny started to leave but turned back. “Show me those tickets.” He took them from his desk drawer. Two small envelopes, with gold printing. She snatched them both.


      “One’s mine,” said Lang.


      “Get yourself another. I may want to bring a date.” Or scalp it, at least, to spite him.


      * * * *


      Early that evening, after a brief stop at her apartment across from the Clocktower Building on South 12th Avenue, Ginny went to the flop-house address she’d uncovered for Archibald T. Pupper, the erstwhile Archetype. The criminal mastermind opened the door to his room immediately when she knocked. “Ms. Flynn,” he said, smiling, a bit of noodle on his chin. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he was eager for company. “You’ve caught me midst a small repast. I apologize. Please do come in.”


      He led her into the room and cleared a Styrofoam Cup-o-Raman, and a half-pint carton of milk, from the small table. He invited her to sit. “Good to see you again, Ms. Flynn. Though I venture you do not share my sentiment.”


      “On the contrary, this is much nicer than our last meeting, when you strapped me to a nuclear warhead.”


      Pupper chuckled, embarrassed. “We have enjoyed our share of improbable predicaments, have we not, Ms. Flynn?”


      “Call me Ginny. Everybody does.”


      “Short for Virginia?”


      “More or less.” Virginity Flynn actually, but she didn’t like advertising it, damn the Wing. “How’s freedom treating you?”


      “I shall not complain. The people of Excelsior City are kind and forgiving. I’m blessed to be back among them.”


      “That’s a sound-byte.”


      “Is that not why you have come?”


      “Do you see a camera? A tape recorder?”


      He stared at her. “Indeed not. So why are you here, Ms. Flynn? I am no longer the villain you once knew. If you expect me to return to my old ways, I am afraid you, and your vast audience, are doomed to disappointment.” He said nothing for a moment, then tilted his head gracefully. “However, if I may assist in some other capacity, please allow me to do so. For old times’ sake, let us say.”


      “Tell me about the Venus Diamond.” She produced the engraved invitations to the unveiling. The tickets had pictures of the dia­mond on their face, a green-hued, perfect teardrop. Pupper snorted.


      “My dear lady. That is not the Venus Diamond.”


      She looked at the picture. The diamond, famous the world over, looked as it always had to her. “Even if it is a forgery, how can you tell from a photo?”


      “That is the display diamond. The actual Venus would hardly garner the attention and crowds this gaudy bauble will. No, the real diamond—the one that grips men’s souls—appears too prosaic, and is far too dangerous, to parade before the masses.”


      “Where is it?”


      “I conjecture an ordinary wall safe in the curator’s office. Professor Wendell Whipple is an aficionado of the great Edgar Allen Poe. You know ‘The Purloined Letter’?”


      “The diamond is hidden in plain sight?”


      “I stress: this is my conjecture.”


      “And no one has ever seen the real diamond?”


      “To my knowledge, it has never been photographed.”


      Ginny beamed. Lang wanted a diamond story, and she would give him one. “Mr. Pupper, have you got a tuxedo?”


      * * * *


      The ball took place in the marbled lobby of The Supernatural Wonders Museum. Except for Lang Lofton’s conspicuous absence, Excelsior City’s entire elite was in attendance, including Mayor Dirtly, who stood to one side, chatting with some of his goonish aldermen toadies because no one else would meet his eyes. His administration was in shambles, and if the opposition succeeded in drafting Lang into the campaign, this would be one of Dirtly’s last functions in an official capacity.


      The invitations stated midnight-blue or green tie, and evening wear. Ginny wore a floor-length, forest-green leather coat and matching knee-high boots with razor-sharp heels. Underneath was a kelly-green leather bustier, and short-shorts. Christof, Excelsior City’s most sought-after designer and her trusted friend, had made it for her. At her request, he’d also outfitted one of her jade earrings with a miniature camera, which she had supplied. A jade finger ring, and its hidden compartment filled with knockout drops, completed the outfit.


      For Pupper, Ginny had procured a dark tuxedo, with green cummerbund. Even with lifts in his sparkling shoes he failed to reach her shoulder, but then again, few men did. He had trimmed his sideburns and pulled the last remnants of his white locks back into a tiny ponytail. He looked, all things considered, rather natty.


      Her plan was simple. By bringing Pupper along as a beacon for the police—to say nothing of the Wing—she could blend into the background. She would stay modest and polite until she had Professor Whipple dead in her sights. Once they were alone, she would unbutton her long coat to reveal her secret weapon—her bare midriff. Everyone knew the Professor fancied himself a Geological Romeo; the sight would render him powerless. After that, the rest of the job—taking the first-ever picture of the real Venus Diamond—should be simplicity itself.


      A diamond the size of a large cat, the faux-Venus, gleamed on in its crystal display case, surrounded by red laser beams and a thin blue line of Excelsior City’s finest. It’s greenish hue attracted wealthy socialites like moths to a bug-zapper, and everyone had to have at least one photograph taken of them posing beside it. Archie Pupper proved to be quite the sensation as well. His long imprisonment seemed to have diminished the fear he’d once caused in the public, while the myths around him had continued to grow. Tonight, he found himself surrounded by beautiful women who laughed at his self-deprecating jokes, and he charmed the men who wanted to be seen shaking hands with him.


      Ginny slipped away from this commotion and kept her eyes open for Professor Whipple. She jumped, surprised, when a throaty whisper said, “Enjoying yourself?” in her ear. She whirled. “Lang!”


      “What are you doing here…with him?” he hissed.


      Eyes wild, hair disheveled, she’d never seen him like this. “With whom? You mean Pupper?”


      “You know very well who I mean.”


      “My job,” she said. “I’m doing my job.”


      “But you’ve brought him right to the diamond!”


      “He hardly needs me to get into the Museum,” she said, ignoring for the moment that the gala was invitation only. “It’s a public place. Besides, he’s harmless. I’ve spent half the day with him, and he hasn’t tried to kill me once.”


      “Good lord!” said Lang. “Are you a fool!”


      She stepped back. His eyes were red. Had he been crying? “I don’t think I like you like this, Lang. Go mingle or something; let me work.”


      Brewster Stevens, community activist and chair of the Draft Lang Lofton for Mayor Committee, pressed his way between them. “Lang! How’s our next mayor! Look at Dirtly over there! He won’t even acknowledge you’re in the room! Come on Lang, I’ve got people here dying to meet you. You don’t mind if I steal him away, do you, Ginny?”


      “Please, Brewster. Steal him.”


      Lang tried to make an excuse, but Brewster wouldn’t have it and pulled him away. Lang shot Ginny a last, desperate look, and she stuck her tongue out at him and grinned.


      She found Professor Whipple soon afterward and put forward several pointed questions about the Venus Diamond’s cleavage and the internal pressures which caused diamonds to grow. When Whipple, attempting smoothness, suggested going somewhere a smidge more secluded, she tugged one corner of his bowtie and told him she’d always wanted to see a geologist’s spectroscope. They were off to his private lab before Whipple could stammer his agreement.


      Once inside the lab, Ginny almost groaned. The lab’s warren of shelves and counters were piled high with papers, gems both precious and semi, beakers, flasks and test tubes. How to find something in plain sight, when there was no plain sight to begin with?


      Whipple grabbed champagne from a nearby fridge and filled two beakers with the bubbling liquid. He slyly admitted he happened to keep the bottle handy for just such an occasion.


      “Oh my,” said Ginny. “I’ll have to watch myself around you, Professor.” Ginny grinned. He was trying so hard.


      Professor Whipple gave her a well-studied “who-me?” look. She would have felt no compunctions about slipping a Mickey into his beaker right then, but she had no idea where to begin searching for the diamond.


      “So, Professor,” she said. “I’m told the Venus has special properties. Magic powers, they say.”


      “A legend. We are safe, my dear. The crystal enclosure around the Venus protects from its delirious effects.”


      “Oh, my! Is it very dangerous?”


      “Exceedingly,” said Professor Whipple. “Even momentary ex­posure to the skin can cause feverish symptoms, followed by extraordinary exhilaration, leading to impulsive bravado, reckless aban­don, and truth-telling. It is not to be trifled with.”


      “I can’t believe one little diamond can do all that.”


      “Little? I’ve never heard the Venus described as little.”


      “I meant that figuratively,” said Ginny quickly. “It’s certainly the largest, hardest diamond I’ve ever seen.”


      “Indeed it is beautiful—but it is not the most beautiful gem in the museum tonight.”


      Ginny groaned inwardly. “No?”


      “You are the most beautiful gem in the museum tonight, my dear.”


      “Careful,” said Ginny. “You’ll flatter the pants off me.”


      “Am I so transparent?”


      “I’m afraid so, Professor.” She closed in, placing her arms around his neck and fingering her champagne flask behind his head.


      “A-am I?” he stammered.


      “You are. And you know what else you are?” He shook his head rapidly, barely breathing. “You are a big fat liar.”


      “M-miss Flynn?”


      “Call me Ginny. I know your secret; there isn’t any magic diamond, is there?”


      “Miss—”


      “Ginny.”


      “Miss Ginny, why certainly there is. You’ve seen—”


      “A fake. Now show me the real one, or I will tell Excelsior City what a naughty boy you’ve been.”


      Whipple swallowed. “I’ll be ruined.”


      “I want one little photo. No one need know how I got it.”


      “It won’t matter, the minute the public finds out the real diamond has been…”


      “…under your protection, safe from the hands of super-villains, foreign powers, and alien invasions, why you will be a national hero! It’s all in how I write it, lover. And right now, I could go either way.”


      Whipple nodded. She took a step back. He stuffed his hand under his belt, and her gut constricted. She’d miscalculated. Whipple was going to pull a weapon. At least, she hoped it would be a weapon.


      A moment later, with the sound of his waistband tearing, Whipple produced a diamond the size of her pinkie nail instead of—whatever else. He held it forward.


      “Did you have it in your underwear?”


      His shoulders contracted. He nodded.


      “Wipe it off, please.”


      He polished the diamond with a bit of gauze, then cleared a space on the counter to set it down. The diamond was extraordinary. Immaculate clarity, with no hint of the stand-in’s gaudy green. Each angle of cleavage was cut with precision, infinitely sharp. Ginny was no expert, but she understood perfection when she saw it. “Lord,” she breathed.


      “Didn’t I tell you? Now please, Miss Flynn. Take your picture and go.”


      “Call me Ginny,” she whispered. “Everybody does.” No picture would ever do it justice. “Professor, is it chipped?”


      “Chipped? There’s no chip,” he said, incredulous.


      “Look closer.”


      He put his nose to the diamond, exposing his neck. One quick karate chop dropped him, stinging her hand in the process. Less subtle than the knockout drops, true, but the moment had inspired her. Ginny seized the diamond and shivered. More solid, and heavier than she’d guessed, clasping it electrified her.


      From the instant she’d first seen it, Ginny knew she had to possess the diamond. The Venus wanted her to possess it. The life-energy it exuded belonged to her, to any and every passionate, yearning soul by right, by natural law.


      Professor Whipple stirred on the floor, moaning, and her heart beat faster. What to do with the diamond now that she had it? Christof had thoughtlessly designed the outfit with exactly no pockets. Damn fashion! Only one thing to do—she pressed the diamond into her belly-button. The diamond cleaved to her skin, like it belonged there; white light shot through her spine.


      She moved to the door only to stop. She should tie Whipple up, or something. No. Hit him again. No. Put the diamond back. No. Run. She ran. Her heart pounded as she reached the corridor’s end. Which way to the ballroom? That way; she went the other.


      The corridor grew darker, and the ballroom revels began to fade. She had just begun to relax when an invisible grip seized her, snatched her into a corner. She smelled the rubber body armor; felt the familiar, heavy breath heat her neck. A voice like the night commanded her silent while an iron hand, not trusting her to obey, covered her mouth.


      The Wing.


      “Ginny…” he breathed, as his other, equally powerful arm ran across her midriff, just above her belly button and the diamond lodged within. “Ginny, Ginny…I spoke with Lofton. I agree with him. Archetype is dangerous. Please be careful. If anything were ever to happen to you—Lofton couldn’t bear it.” She tried to turn around, but he held her fast, his giant body cocooning her. “Ginny, if I could explain…” She pried at the fingers clamped over her mouth. He held them tight but she kept prying, and so he relented.


      “Then explain,” she said. “Tell me, Wing. Tell me everything. I’m right here.”


      The grip on her midriff loosened. She almost stumbled, he let her free so quickly. Gone, she realized when she turned; gone as silent as he’d come. No surprise there.


      Ginny lurched back the way she came, back to the party. She was perspiring. She removed the leather trench coat, throwing it over her arm, holding it before herself to hide her diamond-studded belly button. The Wing had no idea she’d taken the real diamond; all he cared about was poor old Archie Pupper.


      The ballroom was in uproar. Brewster Stevens, his brow damp, ran up and seized her shoulders. She jumped at his touch. “Ginny! The Wing was here! I didn’t see him, but he swung right across the ceiling. He stared down Archetype and pointed right at him. Then poof! He disappeared! I was using the facilities and missed the whole thing!”


      “That’s something, Brewster. Come to think of it, no one’s ever seen you and the Wing at the same time.”


      “Ha ha! Good one, Ginny. Say, do you think the Wing would endorse a Lang candidacy? And where is Lang? I wonder if he saw the Wing?”


      “I don’t know where he is, but when you find Lang, give him this from me.” She grabbed Brewster’s face and planted a wet kiss right on his lips.


      Brewster flushed. “Jeez, Ginny! What’s gotten into you?”


      “Must be the exuberance of the evening,” she said, and she slipped into the crowd.


      * * * *


      It was a warm night and, after the ball, Ginny walked with Pupper in the general direction of her Southtown apartment and his Lower East End flop house. At 24th Street, a trio of street toughs spotted them and began making vulgar, though not altogether unflattering, and absolutely accurate, remarks about the magnificence of Ginny’s figure.


      “Gentlemen,” said Pupper when the toughs drew near. “This lady has been kind enough to escort me safely through a rough neighborhood. Please do not insist upon embarrassing yourselves.” The toughs snickered and moved closer. Pupper seized a nearby garbage can lid and spun it toward their heads. They ducked, and the garbage can lid embedded itself in a concrete wall behind them. The toughs ran.


      “That wasn’t necessary,” said Ginny.


      “I am aware. But allow an old man at least the pretense of gallantry.”


      “Thank you.”


      “It was nothing.”


      He massaged his shoulder, and Ginny couldn’t help but stare. “You’re going straight, I think,” she said. “For real.”


      Archie nodded. “I am. Ours is a young man’s game.”


      She laughed. “Tell the Wing.”


      “I would not presume.”


      “Ah, well…”


      “However,” said Archie. “The Wing is not long for the world.”


      Ginny blinked. “What do you mean?”


      “He’s an egg uncommon, your champion,” said the aged super-villain. “He always wins, but one day, I fear, he shall fall victim to his own triumphs. Now, with nary an enemy left, he shall begin to fade away. He knows little else, and will not find retirement easy.”


      “Like Alexander weeping, with no worlds left to conquer.”


      Pupper stopped and gazed at her, eyes shining. “Yes! My, do I wish I had said that.”


      Ginny chuckled. “Feel free to use it.”


      “Perhaps I will!” They arrived at Pupper’s doorstep shortly afterward. “It seems I am home,” he sighed.


      She looked up at the decrepit hotel. “Didn’t you put anything away for your old age, Archie?”


      He looked down his long nose. “It’s just isn’t done, my dear. However, I assure you I will be fine. Thank you for a wonderful evening, Ms. Flynn.”


      “Call me—never mind.” She fingered the diamond in her belly button, hidden beneath her coat. It still filled her with the same delicious fever it had from the first. She loved the feeling. She continued touching the diamond, until the night air became charged with a sudden, unexpected electricity. “Archie,” she said. “Would you like to come home with me?”


      Pupper smiled with his eyes, and shook his head. “Dear lady, though your sofa is more comfortable than my hard cot to be sure, I must—”


      “I didn’t say anything about any sofa,” she said. “It’s just that, well, we’re not getting any younger, Archie.”


      Pupper seemed unable to meet her eyes. “Um. I recall a villain named Vertigo once had some success with an experimental chrono-reversal ray that—”


      “Archie. The moment’s not going to last forever.”


      He looked up at her. “Yes. Well. Oh my…”


      * * * *


      Professor Whipple twitched awake, his neck throbbing. What had happened? The girl reporter stole the diamond. Cripes! Fug! He looked at his watch: 3:00 A.M. What time did the early papers come out? Oh gosh, no! She was a television reporter. The whole story could be out by now. By now, she must have discovered that not only was the green display diamond a fraud, but even the real Venus had no special powers. He was trapped in a net of his own lies. It was a diamond: a beautiful, valuable stone, but it had no curse, no magic power. But such simple baubles yielded no Lang Foundation grant money.


      He jumped up, threw flat champagne in his face, and took the only logical next step. He stuffed his pockets and briefcase with as many gems as he could carry, to convert to cash later. Marching straight downstairs, he walked calmly past the night watchman. Once outside, he ran to Grandiose Central Station and took the train on the first track he came to, without marking its destination. Centre City, Las Paci­ficas, it mattered not. Any place with plastic surgeons and a dark corner to hide in would do.


      In a first class compartment, once the train was moving, he sank into plush purple cushions and wiped his face with a tuxedo’s rented sleeve. What a narrow escape!


      * * * *


      Ginny sank in her heart-shaped bed’s center, silk sheets curling betwixt her toes, arms outstretched as she welcomed her lover. The panoramic cityscape twinkled through the bay window beside them. This was it, she thought. It was going to happen. Not the way she expected, certainly not with the man she expected, but with a kind, willing man anyhow.


      Archie kissed her neck (so this is how kisses feel, she thought), ­unlaced her bustier (so this is what it is to be naked in someone’s arms, she thought), and pressed his length against her. She moaned. Her nipple hardened between his lips. “Oh lord,” she whispered. He kissed down her body, so excruciatingly slow she wanted to scream and force him even lower, faster. He kissed her belly button—delicious fever!


      Archie coughed. He choked, and the fever died. Ginny opened her eyes. Archie’s face was purple. “Archie! What is it? Is there…is there something wrong with me?”


      He pointed to his throat, pounded at his chest, said nothing.


      “Oh, my stars! The diamond!” shouted Ginny. She spun him around and hugged under his ribs, balling her fist. Three sudden thrusts, and he coughed it out. “Archie, are you okay?”


      He wiped the tears from his eyes, and swallowed. He picked up the diamond. “Are you trying to kill me?”


      “I’m so sorry, I forgot I had it in.”


      “Forgot you had it in! This is the Venus Diamond! Land’s sake!” He jerked his head up, listening, desperate. He scrambled to the bay window and dragged the vertical blinds shut. His old, naked flanks shook. “He’ll think I took it! Did you do this on purpose?”


      “Archie, what are you talking about.”


      “The Wing! He’ll come for me now.” Archie ran to the corner, picked up his pants, couldn’t find the leg holes.


      “But you didn’t have anything to do with it!”


      “He won’t believe that! What have you done? He’s going to get me!” Archie collapsed in a ball, a little old naked man trying to hide in the corner. She ran to him and put her arms around him, making shushing noises. He resisted. “He’s everywhere! Everywhere…”


      After several minutes he became calmer, allowing himself to be led back to bed. She drew the blankets over herself and Archie, let him cry into her breast until sleep took him. The Wing was everywhere in Excelsior City. Inside Archie’s head, under the covers with them—everywhere, except the church come wedding day.


      Sometime after four, she nearly drifted off herself. A sound came from the balcony—perhaps she dreamed it; a soft tap on the window. A moment later, the sound of crashing glass filled the night. The memories faded by daylight.


      * * * *


      The Wing’s gut twisted in knots. He saw the coiled bodies of Ginny and Archetype through the vertical blinds, and he fought the impulse to crash through and kill him in the animal act, the villain. But, there was no telling what Archetype had done to Ginny’s mind. If the Wing killed him, whatever spell or psychological trick Archetype used on Ginny might be irreversible.


      The Wing dropped from Ginny’s balcony, spun off a flag pole across to the next rooftop, ran full speed for the edge, then leaped. He careened ten or twelve floors, then trampolined off an awning, up and across to the Clocktower Building. He scaled fire escapes until he reached the minute hand of the enormous art-deco clock.


      Whirling up, feet together like a battering ram, he crashed into the clock face. Glass shattered, covering him and littering the street below. Crouching amidst the oversized clockworks and broken shards of glass, the Wing finally forced himself to see the truth. It was no spell. No psychological torture had been used. No, he’d lost Ginny all by himself.


      The Wing stayed still, a statue of rage, grief and self-doubt. He needed a face to smash, a chest to kick. Why now, after so long, had everything and everyone he’d ever known chosen to abandon him? Tears ran from beneath his mask, dripping off his chin one by one as the seconds passed. The night seemed to last forever.


      * * * *


      Two hours later, the next morning, Ginny put Archie in a cab home and went in to work. On her way in, the secretary told Ginny that Lang had asked to see her before she went on the air for the morning broadcast. When Ginny reached his office, she found Lang sitting on the edge of his divan. “Ginny,” he said. “Before you say anything, hear me out.”


      “Go ahead, Lang.” she said, unsure what to expect. A delicious thrill—hope, maybe—shimmered through her belly.


      “Thing is, Ginny, I’ve decided to run for mayor and I’m turning the network over to you.”


      She smiled inwardly. Of course. “Oh,” she said. “For a moment I thought…”


      “Ginny?”


      “Congratulations, Lang. You’ll make a great mayor.”


      “I pray that I do. I couldn’t bear to let this city down, although the job does means curtailing certain…other activities. Such as the station. I need someone here I can trust; the mayoralty will be an all-consuming job…” he trailed off again when he saw the look on her face. “What is it?”


      “Lang, can you have Wally sub for me on the air this morning?”


      He looked stunned. Except when held hostage, she never missed a broadcast. “What’s the matter?”


      “A little fever. Nothing.”


      “Go straight home,” he said. “And get some rest.”


      “I have to stop by the Museum to return something first.”


      “I’ll come with you,” he said quickly.


      Ginny shook her head. “I’ll be okay. Is there anything else?”


      He frowned. “Nothing comes to mind,” he said.


      They looked at each other. Lang broke the long silence. “I can’t say you seem bowled over by your new assignment,” he said. “But then, you’re not feeling well.”


      She nodded. “That must be it.”


      He nodded back and watched as she left the office.


      * * * *


      Downstairs, outside, the street was snarled up with an armored car ­delivery. Two rotund guards dragged a canvas sack toward the First Ethical Bank branch in the lobby of the Kryse Building. The sack’s drawstrings were loose and a packet fell out. The guards seemed not to notice this. Ginny picked the money up. She whistled to get their attention, then tossed the packet on top of the sack.


      “Thanks, lady,” said one.


      “You boys seem a little relaxed,” she said.


      “What’s to worry about? If anyone tries anything the Wing will get ’em.”


      Ginny raised her eyebrow at that, but said nothing. She turned back to the street, and hailed a cab. A short ride later, she arrived at the Museum and asked an apple-cheeked docent where to find Professor Whipple. The young girl looked around to make sure no one was listening, then leaned forward. “Took a powder,” she said. “Know what I mean? Vamoosed. Made like a library and booked.”


      “Why would he do that?”


      The girl shrugged. “I’m just saying.”


      “Saying what?”


      “Yeah, you know what I’m talking about. People. Funny, ain’t they?”


      “A riot.”


      “Are you okay, lady?”


      “You know, I keep getting asked that.”


      “Your cheeks are all flushed and everything.”


      “I’ve heard.”


      “Don’t keep it all bottled up. You know, like—” and she nodded in the direction of nothing.


      “Like what?”


      The girl whispered. “Like Professor Whipple. One day a mild- mannered geologist. The next, phhht. Could be aliens, a foreign power, magic, super-villains. We may never know. Anything can happen in this city.”


      * * * *


      Ginny did not return the Venus diamond. She went home and tried to sleep, leaving the jewel in her belly button. She tossed and turned and her skin tingled. Her toes and fingers kept grasping; she grew alive, more electrified and more feverish as the hours passed. She wanted a man, but there wasn’t any man. Something had awakened in her in the last twenty-four hours, a genie that would not be forced back into its bottle.


      Mid-afternoon, she took the green outfit she’d worn to the museum ball and stuffed it in a hefty bag. At Christof’s boutique, Ginny upended the bag at the designer’s feet. “I want this,” she said. “But times ten.”


      “Oui, madam. You would like ten outfits like this.”


      “No, Christof, I want one outfit like this, but ten times sleeker, ten times more durable, ten times sexier. And I want it in midnight blue. And scarlet. Midnight blue and scarlet. And I need it for tonight. And pockets.”


      “Oui, madam. Will there be anything else?”


      “A mask. Something understated. Something to highlight my cheek­bones.”


      He looked at her evenly. “A mask. Is there to be a masquerade?”


      “To my knowledge, no.”


      “Ah.”


      “Can you have it by, say, 2:00 A.M.?”


      “To anyone else I say, I am not a miracle worker. But you are my favorite customer so to you I say, I am a miracle worker. You will have your costume by 2:00 A.M.”


      “Thank you. Now I have to get to the hairdresser’s and a hardware store, I suppose. And Christof?”


      “Oui?”


      “Don’t call me Ginny.”


      “Oui, madam. How shall I call you?”


      “Let’s try…Fevre. Spelled, vee-are-ee.”


      “Fevre, spelt vee-are-ee. Oui, madam, I have it. Until tonight then.”


      * * * *


      Pupper slept in his own bed. He had been asleep there since 9:30 P.M., in fact. Wing checked back every couple hours, but the super-villain never stirred. Long past midnight, Wing made a final patrol over the Lower East End.


      The Wing decided, as he made his way above the city streets, that he would bury his costume at dawn. A fitting marker, he thought, for the end of his career. He would do it in the underground warrens beneath the sewers, where he and Dasher had defeated the Vole Legion. He called that secret land, known to no other living soul, the Cavern of Champions. Dasher was buried there, along with Raja, Wing Girl, and Kid Spirit—each of his fallen comrades. Now at last the Wing, former mentor, failed protector, would join them.


      The Wing swung past Ginny’s place one last time on his way to the cavern, telling himself it was just to see if restoration had begun on the Clocktower Building that he had so shamefully wrecked the night before. The apartment was dark when he arrived. He dropped onto her balcony and put his ear to the glass; his heightened senses detected no heartbeat, no breathing. Out on the town, most likely. Ginny must have recovered from whatever ailed her earlier.


      Why did that thought bring him such little comfort?


      Perhaps because she was out of his life forever, now. As busy as the Wing had been, unable to commit to romantic entanglements, Mayor Lang would be even busier. The Governor’s Mansion beckoned even now, and then perhaps would come the White House. It was time to grow up and work within the system, he thought, his eyes blinking back his emotions.


      An alarm sounded then, in the direction of the Kryse building. The Wing sighed. Another false one, he was sure. However, it was almost 4:00 A.M. and the bars would be letting out soon. A burglar alarm so close to Heritage Square might rile a few inebriates, could maybe lead to a scuffle or two. The Wing swung toward the noise. What was it the poet said? Not with a bang, but a whimper?


      * * * *


      Fevre learned several lessons about super-villainy the moment she knocked off the First Ethical Bank in the Kryse building. She used Ginny Flynn’s key card to get as far as the lobby. So lesson number one, super-villains could take shortcuts. Then she kicked in the glass door of the bank branch using her maniacal super-Venus-Diamond strength, and learned lesson two in the process: super-villains could break things, and breaking things was fun. She learned the third lesson as she climbed, swag-bag on her back, to the top of the Fairview Hotel and looked across into Heritage Square: it’s never about the money.


      Citizens poured from the bars, heads craning to see what was causing such ruckus. If the people on the street could see her at all, it was as no more than a speck—and that wouldn’t do at all. Fevre ripped open the canvas bag and released its contents into the air. As the bills drifted down, and people realized it had begun raining greenbacks, the citizens below her began to cheer. More of them ran into the streets, arms outstretched, grasping.


      Fevre watched and laughed, catching in the process part of the brilliantly lighted sign below her; it read “Fairview Hotel.” Thousands of individual light bulbs comprised it, and she noticed that if she looked at the letters a certain way…


      Fevre hooked her grappling rope to a nearby ledge and swooped down to dangle before the sign, kicking and shattering bulbs with precise, nimble kicks. Below her, people began to point past the money and gasp.


      * * * *


      Pandemonium greeted the Wing in Heritage Square. Some madman had thrown hundreds of thousands of dollars in the streets, causing mayhem. There were even some policemen below, stuffing their own pockets with the bills. Were Lang Mayor, such acts would not be tolerated.


      No doubt, thought the Wing, this display was meant to distract him while the villains committed some other, more nefarious deed across town. He should have checked Pupper’s bed more carefully. Pupper could have substituted an animatronic dummy for himself; clever trick, thought the Wing, cursing his gullibility. He should have known!


      Citizens, drunk and giddy with their ill-gotten cash, shouted into the sky, chanting one word again and again. The Wing looked up for the first time, and saw that the sign above the Fairview Hotel had been vandalized. The letters were jagged, but clear enough to read: it was the same word the mob chanted.


      FEVRE.


      A new one.


      From nowhere, a foot collided with his chin. The Wing tumbled backward, rocked by the magnificent blow. He plummeted several stories before regaining equilibrium enough to swing back up. He settled on the rooftop again and there she was, all in midnight blue leather. A bit standard, he thought, not very original at all, but then it never did to underestimate a new foe.


      Seeing her formidable legs, corded with muscle and enmeshed in fishnets, he moved his aching jaw and realized he was lucky to still be conscious. Bare, diamond-studded midriff and flowing mane of magenta hair—maybe she wasn’t so standard after all.


      He rubbed his chin with one hand and glowered at her. “That was your free one. Enjoy it, Fevre. You won’t get another.”


      She grinned, a broad toothy grin. She looked thrilled by this! The Wing fought the urge to grin back at her when he realized that the quiet nights were over now. The deadliest foe of all was one who did it for fun!


      Fevre took one step towards him, then another. She gathered speed, racing right at him at such a pace he half expected her to leap into his arms. It could be an amateur’s mistake, he thought, a full-frontal assault against an expert and expectant opponent. If so, she would be a short-lived enemy indeed. Or it could be something else, a trick, a ruse, so he crouched, deciding to play it safe and slow and learn more about her.


      She leapt as he crouched, disappearing over the side of the building. He whirled in the direction he thought she’d gone, peered after her, and saw only the backdrop of the night’s sky until a loud, sharp whistle caught his attention. It brought to mind some other whistle—no. He discounted that. It was a red herring. He had to focus on the immediate. He turned toward the sound, and saw Fevre standing on another rooftop, across the street. She had the audacity to wave at him before disappearing again. Lord, how quick!


      He grinned through the pain that washed over his jaw. He might even have a hairline fracture—and there was certainly another ugly bruise for Lang Lofton to explain in the morning! Lang had a lot to ­explain, actually. The mayor’s race would have to wait—everything would have to wait, while he dealt with this new foe.


      Was she working with Archetype? Or Van Hellion? Perhaps all three in unholy alliance together, this newcomer Fevre the mastermind behind all the others! And she wore a diamond in her belly button—of course! The Wing snapped his fingers. The Venus Diamond! Hadn’t the museum’s curator disappeared under mysterious circumstances after the ball? So many possibilities. A world of them.


      The Wing leapt to the next rooftop, the one she’d taunted him from. From that one to the next, and the next, and the next, he pursued his magnificent new foe. Fevre glided away, ever seductive, always threatening to elude his hyper-acute senses—but never quite escaping them altogether.


      And where she fled he would follow, light as air, silent as shadow: two flashing figures together, racing each other through the endless, ink-blue night.

    

  


  
    
      EMPTY PLACES, by Richard Parks


      Jayn of Laksas was widely acknowledged a thief and rogue, but no one had ever accused him of incompetence. So it came as quite a surprise to him on one warm summer evening to discover someone was following him.


      He was on his way home to Laksas after a very successful pass through several of the border towns near the foothills of the White Mountains. Jayn’s purse was heavy and his heart, as he slipped through the wooded hills near Laksas, was light.


      Perhaps I was careless, he thought, ruefully. Or…am I getting old?


      He didn’t really think so, at least not yet. When Jayn washed his face in a quiet pool that very morning he hadn’t noticed anything of an alarming temporal nature—his hair was still red, the face still unmarred except for a touch of windburn. His hands, when he’d tricked locks and pried doors in the last few days, were still steady and his grip firm. It didn’t make any sense that someone could follow Jayn without him knowing. Unless…


      Perhaps whoever is following me is really, really skilled.


      Jayn considered the matter as he strolled ever so casually along the woodland path. He had two choices: either run or try to ambush his follower. Since he didn’t know who was behind him or how well armed, running was the sensible thing. Yet Jayn’s curiosity wouldn’t allow him to run; he wanted to find out who was following him.


      He waited until the path led him by the foot of a tall cliff and a tumulus of stones left by some ancient rockslide; he quickly checked the path behind him to make certain no one was within sight and then he slid quickly and quietly into a narrow crevice between two great boulders, where he waited.


      And waited.


      And waited.


      The last of the sunlight faded into darkness, and it was out of that darkness that a voice finally reached Jayn within his crevice. “Are you going to stay in there all night?”


      Jayn sighed. So much for stealth. “Show yourself!”


      “If you insist.”


      There was a spark in the darkness, then a small flame, then a bigger flame. It took Jayn a few moments to realize he was looking at a campfire. Behind the flames, sitting casually on a small boulder, was a man of about thirty. His hair was black and nearly shoulder length. He was wearing a plain brown cloak pulled about him against the night’s chill, so Jayn couldn’t tell much else about him, though it was clear his build was slight. Jayn judged him to be an inch or two shorter than Jayn’s own six-foot height.


      “Who are you? What do you want with me?”


      “My name is Timon, and I have need of your professional services. That being the case, obviously I intend you no harm.”


      Jayn wasn’t convinced. “How do I know you’re alone?”


      Timon smiled. “Obviously, you don’t know. I could be surrounded by archers waiting for you to appear, or some other such rot, but do you really think the bounty on your head is so great for me to go to all that trouble? I’m alone, Jayn of Laksas. Either believe me or don’t, but the alternative is for you stay in there and starve. I can assure you it’s far warmer and more comfortable out here.”


      The man’s name sounded vaguely familiar but Jayn couldn’t place it. He peered cautiously out of the rocks, but no arrows twanged out the night; there was no sound at all except for a faint crackle from the campfire and the small sounds of frogs and insects that Jayn would normally expect at this time of night.


      “Your name is somewhat familiar. Do I know you?”


      “I doubt it, but you may have heard of me. I’m usually known as Timon the Black.”


      For several long moments Jayn just stared at the smaller man. After a little while he finally remembered to breathe.


      “No offense, but I don’t deal with wizards,” Jayn said a little unsteadily.


      Timon looked a little surprised. He also looked a little relieved. “You believe me? Most people would need convincing, you know. Forgive my immodesty, but that’s no small claim I just made.”


      “You tracked me for a considerable time without my realizing it, and forgive my immodesty, but there are not many people who could do that. Besides, I can’t imagine what advantage you’d gain by such a wild story.”


      Timon nodded. “You’re as clever as your reputation. Good. We can skip the tedious proofs and arguments and get down to what matters.”


      “No, we can’t. Didn’t you hear what I said? I don’t deal with wizards.”


      Not that Jayn had anything against them as a group; he considered wizards self-sufficient and untrustworthy, which were traits he respected. It was more that, beyond the two traits already mentioned, he didn’t understand them. He didn’t know what they wanted or why they wanted it, and in Jayn’s line of work, that was very dangerous. Greed, Jayn understood. And lust, and avarice, and spitefulness and a host of other petty sins—those all made sense. Yet, if the stories were true, Timon the Black had committed some of the worst crimes imaginable simply because he wanted to, and he could. For instance, he was reputed to have kidnaped a princess of Morushe and murdered the hero prince who came to rescue her, all on a whim. Such a person was capable of literally anything.


      “You can decide after we’ve spoken, but refusing to listen is not an option,” Timon said, then added, “Well, not a good one, anyway.”


      Jayn put his hands on his hips. “Timon, I know your reputation as I trust you know mine. How do you plan—”


      Timon didn’t even wait until he’d finished speaking. Thinking back on it, Jayn still wasn’t exactly sure what had happened. All he knew was that there was a blur of motion that might or might not have been Timon’s right hand. The next moment a small ash tree not ten feet away from Jayn burst into flame and exploded with a sound like thunder. Jayn found himself on the ground, his ears ringing. It took him a few moments to be certain he was still alive. He got up, slowly. He would have run, if he thought for a moment that would have worked.


      “That was a warning,” Timon said. “And, since I’m rather fond of trees as a rule, I don’t think I’ll bother with another.”


      As he spoke, Timon continued what looked like preparations for tea as if nothing at all had happened.


      “Ahh…” Jayn suddenly found himself at a loss for words.


      Timon, on the other hand, had no such loss. “I have plenty of tea and fire both, and I promise you that we’re going to share one or the other this night. Which shall it be?”


      “I’ll take the tea,” Jayn said.


      Timon nodded. “Good choice.”


      * * * *


      The choice, at least in the short term, turned out better than Jayn had suspected. Not only was he still alive, but his insistent host made excellent tea as well. Jayn usually preferred something stronger, but he could not remember when he’d tasted better.


      Jayn regarded his cup thoughtfully. “I would almost give up wine for this.”


      “Each has its place,” Timon said, “though a good pot of tea is usually harder to find. One reason I make my own. So. Have you considered my proposal?”


      Jayn nodded. “Yes, and all I can say is that it is a very puzzling one.” He eyed the package Timon had produced. It wasn’t much to look at—little more than a small bundle wrapped in plain cloth, about the size of both of Jayn’s open hands put side to side. Then again, it wasn’t the package that puzzled him, although of course he was curious about it. Rather, it was what Timon wanted done with it.


      “You want me to sneak into the king’s fortress at Wylandia and leave this package in the nursery?”


      “That is correct. If you wish, you may steal some identifiable item from the palace as proof of your exploit, so your reputation is enhanced at the same time. We both win. So. Will you do it?”


      “We haven’t discussed terms.”


      “Quite right,” Timon conceded. “I could just threaten you, but I’ve found that a reward and a club get better results than a club alone.” He named a figure. Jayn just stared at him for several long moments while his tea began to grow cold. Timon, for his part, drank the rest of his with apparent satisfaction and poured another cup.


      “You’re joking,” Jayn said finally.


      “Then why aren’t you laughing?” Timon asked. “I tell very good jokes when the mood hits me. At the moment the mood does not.”


      “But…I could live like a king on that much gold!”


      “One of the poorer ones,” Timon said. “And not for long. Most likely you’ll find a way to gamble it all away or otherwise squander it.”


      Jayn raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what makes you think I would be so foolish with my money?”


      Timon smiled. “Because your history suggests that you don’t really care about the gold, Jayn. It’s the challenge and the reputation that goes with successful exploits of thievery that inspire you. You feel you have not gained the reputation you deserve for all your efforts. If there’s more to you than that it’s not commonly known.”


      Jayn was going to argue the point until it occurred to him that Timon might have said nothing less than the plain truth. The truth always made Jayn uncomfortable; it wasn’t quite so flexible as a good lie. “Even so, why offer so much? If what you say is true I would accept your challenge for much less.”


      “Because I do not wish to offer ‘much less.’ My reasons are my own.”


      “Is there an enchantment on the gift? Will it harm the child?”


      Timon shrugged. “Does that matter?”


      “I’m a thief, not an assassin. Besides, if you do mean to harm the little prince, I might not wish my part in the matter to be known. Gold and reputation together might not be sufficient shield against a king’s revenge.”


      Timon nodded. “Point taken. Be at ease—my intention is not to harm the child. If it was, I’d have no qualms about saying so, and ‘persuading’ you to act against your instincts. Do you doubt this?”


      “Even so…if I agree to perform this task, how do I know you’ll keep your word?”


      “Because, at least on this one point, you needn’t depend on my word.” Timon reached into his pack and pulled out a heavy leather bag. This he extended and dropped within Jayn’s reach. “Payment strictly in advance. Count it if you want.”


      Frowning, Jayn untied the bag. He reached far enough down among the gold coins to satisfy himself that, even if the rest of the bag from his fingertips to the bottom held nothing but lead disks, he would still be rich enough to buy a small town and everyone in it. He bit one coin just for show, but he already knew the gold was real.


      “You must think I’m a fool,” he said.


      “I was withholding judgment,” Timon said. “Why do you say so?”


      “Because what’s to stop you from blasting me like that poor tree after I do this task for you?”


      “Not a blessed thing,” Timon said affably, “likewise there’s nothing to stop me from doing the same if you refuse, or accept and then try to escape from your obligations. Now. Which two of those three eventualities do you consider most likely to annoy me?”


      Jayn sighed. “Are there any conditions to this enterprise you haven’t told me about?”


      “Just one,” Timon said. “I’ll be accompanying you to the fortress. Once your task is complete—or you’re killed in the attempt—we go our separate ways once we’re safely out of Wylandia.”


      “I work alone,” Jayn said. Which was true usually, but he mostly just didn’t relish the idea of Timon being anywhere near him. The man was pleasant enough company, but Jayn thought that, perhaps, that fire trick might be harder to accomplish at greater distance.


      The magician shook his head. “Not to impugn your considerable skills, but you’ll never get into the fortress without my help. Consider this protecting my investment.”


      Again Jayn considered his options and again came to the inevitable conclusion that he didn’t have any. “Very well, but just so you know: I don’t trust you.”


      Timon just smiled. “Then you’re not a fool. Good. That will help.”


      * * * *


      There were two known passes through the White Mountains: the Pilgrim’s Road and the Serpent’s Path. The Pilgrim’s Road was jointly maintained and patrolled by Wylandia and Morushe and was the main route of what uneasy commerce existed between the two kingdoms. The Serpent’s Path was little more than a mountain trail. It had watch towers and a beacon system on each end in the event that any armed groups attempted to use it to catch either kingdom unaware, but was otherwise left alone. Jayn wasn’t terribly surprised when this was the route they took to Wylandia. It was easy enough for two men traveling lightly to slip past the watch undetected; not quite so easy to make the other end in one piece.


      “You do realize that bandits—and worse—reside along the Serpent’s Path? It’s a natural refuge for the desperate and predatory.”


      “Yes,” Timon said. “The Pilgrim’s Road is much easier and safer, but people tend to want to know your business when you take that way. Don’t worry, Jayn. We won’t have any trouble.”


      Jayn wasn’t convinced of that until the second day after they slipped past the southern watchtower. A large group of very unpleasant-looking men appeared on a ridge overlooking the pass. Timon merely acknowledged them with a wave of his hand and they just as quickly vanished.


      Almost, Jayn thought, hastily.


      “Just what is Timon the Black’s arrangement with those men?”


      “A simple one: They don’t interfere with my business and I don’t rip the flesh from their bones. You’d be surprised at how reasonable men can be, when the alternative is explained to them.”


      Jayn thought about it. “It worked with me, and that’s a fact. Please don’t misunderstand me—the destruction of that tree was intimidating, but that was one tree. Could you really kill all of them? Are you that powerful?”


      Timon just shrugged. “You of all people should understand the value of reputation, Jayn. Mine is such that they believe that I can and would. Therefore, I don’t have to.”


      “That’s not exactly an answer,” Jayn said.


      “Since this particular answer would require proof, I hope for your sake that you never receive one.”


      The next morning Timon looked a little unhappy. “There’s been a new development.”


      Jayn, who hadn’t quite managed to find a spot of ground without something hard and unyielding under it, wasn’t in the best of moods himself. “What is it?”


      “The Queen of Wylandia will be in residence at the palace during our incursion. She was expected to accompany her husband on a state visit to Morushe, but apparently there was some…disagreement, between them. Since the way to the nursery is through her private chambers, this may complicate matters.”


      Jayn shrugged. “It would be better if she were not there, true, but I’ve ransacked entire rooms without waking the occupants…wait a moment. How do you know this?”


      “Because I’m a magician,” Timon said. “And finding the hidden is what we do.”


      After a breakfast of hard bread and cheese they were soon on their way again. It was long time before either of them spoke again, and it was Jayn who broke the silence.


      “You know what I think? I think you knew about the queen’s plans all along, and you merely announced it at the appropriate time to impress me.”


      Timon smiled. “Interesting theory, and certainly a clever way to create the illusion of true magic without actually producing any. There’s only one flaw in your hypothesis.”


      “Which is?”


      “It presumes that I have a need to impress you. Jayn, you already know what I will do to you if you betray me. What more is required?”


      “We still have a few days before we reach Wylandia. How do you know I won’t slit your throat while you sleep? There’s an end to that threat. I’m not saying I would, mind, but why isn’t it an option?”


      Timon smiled. “Let us say for the sake of argument that you have a point. In which case it is in your interest to test the limits of my power, yes?”


      “I suppose that’s true,” Jayn said.


      Timon shrugged. “All right, but do remember: I did warn you.”


      Despite Timon’s ominous implication, nothing unusual hap­pened for the rest of that day. Jayn and Timon made good time along the Serpent’s Path, despite the fact that they were traveling mostly uphill. The way was clear, the weather was mild, and the bandits, if any, were keeping well out of sight. They reached the highest point on their route by evening and made camp once more. From their vantage point they could see the plains of Wylandia in the distance and the backbone of the White Mountains stretching out to either side.


      The air was thin and cool; both Timon and Jayn kept close to the fire. It wasn’t much of a fire; dead wood was rather scarce in the higher levels of the pass, but it lasted long enough to heat a quick supper and now its dying coals provided at least some warmth. So it was with considerable reluctance that Jayn crawled out of his blankets, crossed the pass, and clambered up a slight rise on the left side of the trail. It wasn’t until the campfire was out of sight that it occurred to him that he didn’t have the faintest notion of why he had done so. He looked out in a distance seemingly composed of equal parts shadowed earth and brilliantly-shining stars.


      “What am I doing here?”


      “I called you, Jayn.”


      Timon was standing right next to him. Jayn jumped backward three paces and landed in a crouch, his dagger ready.


      “What do you mean, ‘called me’? What trick is this?”


      “Just that,” Timon said. “I called you out of your sleep, but left your body where it was. I didn’t need that part.”


      Jayn crept back to the edge of the ridge and looked down toward the camp. It was still there, as was he himself. Jayn saw the still form wrapped in blankets, knew it for his own.


      “What have you done to me?!”


      “Nothing. Yet.”


      “Am I dreaming?”


      “In a way. But ask yourself, Jayn—if I am privy to your dreams, how are you going to keep anything hidden from me? You have no choice here, Jayn, other than to do what I require.”


      Timon continued to look out toward Wylandia or up at the stars, Jayn couldn’t quite tell which. After a moment or two Timon spoke again, but he wasn’t talking about missions or proof or anything of the sort. “I love places like this, Jayn. We’ll be gone in a moment or two and it will be as it was. Wylandia goes to war in a generation or doesn’t. Morushe becomes one kingdom with Borasur, or doesn’t. Large events to us but to these mountains? Nothing. That’s what I love about the empty places of the world; places with few people and little to see save earth, sky, mountains and cold, cold stars. They help me keep matters in perspective.”


      Jayn didn’t say anything for a moment, since he didn’t have any idea what Timon was talking about. He kept his attention on what, as he saw it, was the matter at hand. “If I’m dreaming, how do I know that any of this is real? Your presence, what I’m seeing now, all could be just the workings of my fevered mind?”


      “You’re a stubborn one, Jayn.”


      Jayn met Timon’s gaze evenly. “I’m a hard man, wizard. I have to be. You are generous with your gold but you could take that away from me. I can’t trust you, as I said. How can there be any certainty of any kind between us?”


      Timon nodded. “A fair question. Which I presume would be answered if demonstrate that you’re not going to take me by surprise? That is the case, I’m afraid. My precautions are such that I’ll know your intent before you do.”


      Jayn sniffed danger like a deer in a meadow, but couldn’t think of anything to say that was as remotely plausible as the truth. “A demonstration would help,” Jayn admitted. “Though one that leaves me both alive and functioning would be in both our interests.”


      “I’ll take that into consideration,” Timon said.


      “So…what will you do? Summon lightning? Raise a demon from the bowels of the earth?”


      “You believe that you’re dreaming,” Timon said. “So if I were to do any of those things you either would not remember or would quite rightly explain the marvel as part of your dream, where such wonders are common. No, I must arrange something more…solid. Look to the east, what do you see?”


      Jayn glanced in that direction. “A faint glow. Dawn is coming.”


      “Almost here,” Timon said. “You’ll awake in a little while, and you’re not going to remember any of this at first. You’re going to run thirty paces further along the trail and then stop and look to the right. Only then will you remember, and you will recall everything we’ve said tonight.”


      Jayn frowned. “That’s it?”


      “Just be grateful that it’s enough. Now wake up.”


      Jayn awoke by the cold ashes of the campfire. Timon was nowhere to be seen. Jayn pulled his blankets off and sat up. He looked around carefully, but there was still no sign of the magician. Jayn assumed Timon had sought privacy to relieve himself and, very briefly, considered doing the same before the implication of Timon’s absence sank in.


      Now’s my chance.


      Jayn rolled up his bedding as quickly as he could, picked up his heavy pack, started down the trail. He had gone exactly thirty paces when he skidded to a stop before he even realized he was doing so. He looked to the right and there was Timon, leaning against a large stone.


      “What kept you?”


      * * * *


      They slipped past the Wylandian watchtower on the fourth day. That proved very easy. The rough stone wall blocking the north end of the pass was to prevent a large force from crossing quickly, and give the watchmen time to light their beacons and give warning. It did little to prevent two very stealthy men from climbing over under cover of darkness. As he reached the top of the wall, Jayn could see the two watchmen huddled by a small brazier near the parapet of their tower.


      “I wonder what they’re being punished for?” Jayne said aloud, though he kept his voice too low to carry.


      Timon, who—Jayn had come to grudgingly understand—was even more nimble than himself, was waiting for him on top of the wall. “Punished? What makes you think so?”


      “Out here? Isolated for months at a time with nothing to do but stare into nothing? I’d go mad.”


      “I have it on good authority that men volunteer for this duty. I would think that someone of your background would appreciate the lure of solitude.”


      Jayn shook his head. “I appreciate being unencumbered. That’s not the same thing as being alone.”


      “Quite right,” Timon said. “And yet, to some, this sort of duty is ideal. Everyone searches for what they need, Jayn. You, me, those men in the tower. It’s no surprise that we’re not all after the same thing.”


      They climbed down carefully. Timon led Jayn to what looked like an animal path through the underbrush; he was able to walk upright and still stay concealed from the watchmen. They were well away from both the wall and the tower before Jayn spoke again. “So what is it you’re looking for, Timon?”


      The magician frowned. “Why do you want to know?”


      Jayn shrugged. “Just curious. We have both miles and time to kill.”


      “I’ll answer that question,” Timon said, “if you’ll do the same.”


      Jayn grunted. “I thought you had me sorted out already; you played me like a drum at our first meeting.”


      Timon dismissed that. “I understand your immediate motivations well enough to explain why you do what you do. The excitement of a challenge, the thirst for reputation…simple enough on the surface. But is that really all there is to you, Jayn? A thief hungry for reputation?”


      Jayn shrugged. “Isn’t that enough?”


      “That’s not for me to answer, Jayn. I’ll answer my own question instead: what I want is to make a difference.”


      “I must say you don’t seem particular as to what sort of difference, seeing as how your list of crimes is far longer and certainly more lethal than mine. I steal, but that’s all.”


      Timon raised an eyebrow. “A moral harangue from a thief?”


      Jayn sighed. “Just because I cross the line now and then doesn’t mean I don’t know a line exists. I never steal from those who can’t afford the loss and I’ve never killed anyone except in self-defense, even when good sense suggested that slitting a throat was in my best interests. I am quite moral, Timon…in my own way.”


      “Interesting notion. Perhaps we should test that sometime.”


      * * * *


      “Well, now. This is definitely a challenge,” Jayn said.


      What was euphemistically referred to as the Wylandian summer palace was actually a fortified castle set on a mountain ridge so high and sheer that it looked like a wall constructed by some long-vanished giant. A section of the ridge had collapsed in a past age and the castle had been built near the edge, so the fortress was guarded on three sides by sheer hundred-foot cliffs. The only real approach was along the ridge itself, defended by a massive curtain wall and a sliding gate which, judging from the relative size of the guards near it, was at least twenty feet square.


      Timon and Jayn sat at a rough table at an inn in Kandan, a bustl­ing village at the foot of the mountain, near an unshuttered window that gave them a good look at the castle. Fortunately—or more likely, planned ahead by Timon—it was the second of two annual horse fairs held there on the border of the plains where the hardy Wylandian duns, much prized in the south and elsewhere, were traded. No one took much notice of the two men, as the town was normally filled with travelers during the fair.


      “Pity there are no rooms available,” Timon said. “It would have been nice not to sleep on the ground for a change.”


      “I don’t consider a bed more than likely stuffed with fleas much of an improvement,” Jayn said. “Worse, someone else’s fleas.” He lifted his flagon again, then sighed. “Good food and ale, though.”


      “Too good,” Timon said. “Keep your wits about you, since you enter the castle tonight.”


      “Why tonight?”


      “I have my reasons. Let it go at that.”


      Jayn nodded toward the gate. “Lovely. And now that we’re here, would you mind telling me your plan to get in? I’m a very good thief, but I’m neither a magician nor a bird. I must say it looks quite impossible from here.”


      Timon smiled. “I’ll do better than tell you, I’ll show you. Yet you probably won’t like it. I certainly don’t.”


      That evening they slipped out of Kandan and made their way toward the base of the cliffs. The fields near the far end of the ridge were scattered with massive boulders, some as large as a house, apparently left over from that ancient rockfall. At times Jayn felt as if he was walking through a forest of fat stone trees, but at least they gave good cover, even though they didn’t yet dare light the lantern Timon had brought. The base of the cliff itself was a jumble of broken stones, scrubby pines, and bramble that made progress both slow and painful. Though Jayn was a little mollified to note that Timon, even though he apparently knew the way, wasn’t doing much better.


      “You’re right,” Jayn said, after plucking a dead bramble cane from the back of his hand and pausing to lick the blood. “I don’t like this.”


      “Then you’re really not going to like it when the going turns nasty,” Timon said, pulling a thorn from his thumb. “But at least we’ll be out of this brush soon. Turn to the left when you reach that rock that looks like a cow pat.”


      Jayn did as he was told and found, if not exactly a path, a lessening of the undergrowth. He followed that with Timon bringing up the rear and came to a place where the stony ground turned to more solid rock, giving the pine and brambles fewer places to take root. The rock surface slanted upwards to reach the base of the cliff face and there Jayn found a gaping hole in the rock about six feet wide and nearly as high. He glanced up and could just barely make out a tower from the castle high above them.


      It can’t be as simple as this…


      Jayn peered into the cave and realized that it was not a cave at all, in the true sense. Rather, it appeared that a boulder had been torn from its matrix during the past collapse; it occurred to Jayn that the landmark rock that looked like a cow pat could have been the original stone, now weathered down and buried in soft earth. The break in the rock wall only went about four feet into the cliff face and abruptly ended.


      “What do we do now? Climb? In the dark? We didn’t even bring a rope!”


      “Actually I did, but we won’t need it until near the end,” Timon said. “Get inside.”


      “This hole in the rock? But it doesn’t go anywhere—”


      Jayn didn’t quite finish, because Timon slipped past him and poked a section of the roof with a stout stick he’d picked up outside, and the stone moved, rocking gently as if precisely balanced. “Shift the stone, and be careful. It should slide to the left.”


      The section of stone looked like all the others. There were cracks visible, but there were cracks visible everywhere. Jayn put his hands against the stone and pushed, gingerly at first but then with more force. A slab of granite just over a foot wide and twice as long lifted off the roof of the fissure. It took a couple of tries, but Jayn managed to push it to the side. Then Timon lit the lantern with a touch of one finger and handed it to Jayn.


      “Set this up in there so we can see, then climb up.”


      Jayn lifted the lantern into the fissure and the almost absolute blackness retreated a bit, to reveal a wider fissure in the rock. It was easy enough to get a grip on either side of the opening and pull himself up. “Do you need a—”


      Again, Jayn didn’t get a chance to finish, for in an instant Timon was standing right next to him. Timon very carefully slid the cover stone back into place and then picked up the lantern and held it high.


      They stood on a shelf of bare rock about six feet across, just a little wider than the cave below. The fissure ended in another blank wall about fifteen paces further into the ridge. To the left was another wall of flat granite that reached further than Jayn could see in the weak light, as did the wall to their right. The difference was, the wall on the right was marked with ledges and broken stones that formed a natural stairway up toward the blackness far above them. The air was close and still, and there was a musty, faintly unpleasant odor that Jayn couldn’t quite identify.


      “Does no one else know about this fissure?” Jayn asked.


      “Keep your voice down, please. Sound tends to travel here,” Timon said in a whisper. “But yes, since it reaches all the way to the surface and the castle is built over it, many people know about it. What they don’t know is that there’s a way in from the cliff base.”


      “I imagine there are people who would pay to know that very important detail. Say…the King of Wylandia? Or Morushe, or Borasur, for that matter.”


      “No doubt,” Timon said, affably.


      “I’m making an implication,” Jayn said, keeping his voice just about the level of a whisper.


      “I know,” Timon said. “The implication being that it might not be in my interest that this information be shared. And so it would therefore be more in my interest that you do not live to tell anyone, including any of the aforementioned Majesties. Or did I misunderstand you?”


      Jayn looked at Timon. “No, I think you pretty much nailed that board to the floor.”


      The magician sighed. “Jayn, by your reasoning it’s in my interest that you disappear after this task but, since you’re carrying a large measure of my gold, we’ve already established that. Stop trying to give me reasons to kill you; they’re irrelevant. I’ll harm you if and only if I want or need to.”


      “That’s not much reassurance.”


      “It’s the best I can do under the circumstances. Now. Climb or die.”


      The smell Jayn had noticed when he first entered the fissure got stronger as they climbed. After about thirty feet or so there was very little doubt.


      “Is that…?”


      Timon’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “Human excrement? Yes.”


      Further up. They came to a broad ledge created by an irregular crack in the stone. There they found a dunghill so regular and ordered that it almost looked as if it had been shoveled up just so. Cave insects and Jayn didn’t want to imagine what else had discovered this lowly food source; the pile was almost writhing with life. Far overhead there was a faint light.


      “As you may have surmised, this leads to the garderobe in the queen’s apartments,” Timon said. “The only reason the smell isn’t worse is that it’s only used by one person usually, her Majesty. Plus, the beetles and worms do a fair job of breaking the royal waste down to compost…not that anything else would grow down here.”


      “But…why turn the fissure into a latrine? They could be contaminating their wells!”


      “There are no wells. They use a system of large-capacity cisterns. Given that, and the fact that this is not a normal cave and therefore has very little water to contaminate, the design makes perfect sense: I fancy the smell at the upper levels is hardly noticeable, and the pit is so large that it never has to be mucked out. In the builder’s place I’d have done the same.”


      Despite Timon’s expressed admiration, they moved more carefully after that. The natural stone steps that allowed them to climb the wall hadn’t gone totally unblemished, and more than once they had to avoid coprolitic deposits of varying ages.


      “After this they’ll likely smell me even if they don’t see me,” Jayn grumbled.


      “It’s a risk we’ll just have to take,” Timon said cheerfully.


      As they approached the top of the wall Timon paused for a few moments and pulled out a parchment map. He found a clean spot on the stones and kneeled down to unfurl the map. Jayn leaned in so he could see.


      “This is the floor plan for the level just above us. And here,” he said, pointing to one end of a cluster of small rooms, “is where you’ll emerge. The queen’s bedchamber itself is here, and the nursery is on the other side. You can also reach the nursery through the hallway, but unlike the queen’s own apartments, there will be guards there. If you can stay within these rooms without being discovered,” he used his finger to draw an imaginary circle around the entire cluster, “you should be fine.”


      “And what if the queen is in her apartments?”


      “I fancy she is, considering the hour. Use stealth,” Timon said, then added pointedly, “and nothing else.”


      Jayn nodded. “Understood.”


      Not that he wanted to harm the queen of Wylandia or anyone, come to that, but being a thief meant, whenever possible, keeping your options both open and as plentiful as possible. You never knew when you might need another one.


      There was a light, still, from above. Jayn recognized the distinctive flicker of a candle, shining down through an appropriately-sized hole overhead. They were careful not to get directly below that hole, but when they reached as near to the top as the natural steps in the stone would take them, then were still about ten feet below the garderobe and about as many to the side. Timon reached into the bag slung over his shoulder and pulled out a length of rope and a grappling hook, its tines wrapped with cloth to muffle them. Thick wooden beams supported the rooms, and below those beams heavy braces had been set into either side of the stone. Timon aimed for the brace nearest to the garderobe and, after an expert twirl of the rope overhead, hooked it on the first try.


      “Climb up and do what you came to do,” Timon said. “I’ll wait here until either you return or I know you’ve been caught.”


      “If I’m taken aren’t you worried that I’ll betray you?”


      “No, because I’m certain you would, if you thought it would save your own skin, and why not? I’d do the same. Now go.”


      First Jayn handed his pack to Timon. “You know I can’t climb with this.”


      “Someone more foolish might have tried, though. Don’t worry; I’ll keep it for you.”


      Jayn grinned. “Why should I worry?”


      Jayn tested the rope. It was thinner than he would have preferred but surprisingly strong, and the hook was well placed. Jayn took a good grip and gently pushed away from the stone ledge. He swung drunkenly over empty space for several distinctly uncomfortable seconds before he managed to clamber up the rope and grip the brace. After that, climbing up was easy. He reached a point just under and behind the garderobe seat where he crouched, his feet securely planted in the lee of adjoining braces, and listened for several seconds. He heard nothing.


      Her Majesty’s just left a night light. How practical.


      Jayn traced the edges of the seat. The opening of course was too small, but a slight push told him that the entire slab was simply sitting within the wooden frame, using its own weight to anchor it. He slowly straightened up, lifting the seat as he did. The seat was made of white marble; Jayn only recognized it because he had once stolen a small statue made entirely of the rare stone. It was, also, fairly heavy.


      Nothing’s too good for Her Majesty’s royal butt, apparently. Must be cold, though.


      When he was high enough to see that the garderobe was really empty, he very carefully set the seat aside on a section of bare wood on the bench that made up the frame for the slab and pulled himself up and into the small room. A thick candle burned unattended on a stone table on the left. It gave a weak but adequate light. The only exit was closed by a curtain instead of an actual door, for which Jayn was grateful. Iron hinges tended to squeak, something drapery generally did not do. Jayn carefully set the garderobe seat back in its place before he pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the next room. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.


      Timon’s been right so far.


      The map had identified the room Jayn stood in as the queen’s changing room. With what Jayn could see now, that appeared to be true. There was a tall linen press for bedding, several large chests for storage, and a fairly large glassed window on the outside wall to take advantage of whatever light might be available.


      That glass must have cost a fortune, not to mention that marble garderobe. The horse trade must be more lucrative than I thought.


      While it was true that Wylandian-bred horses were much in demand, it was only now that Jayn was starting to understand the true wealth of Wylandia. The kings of Wylandia had long held the reputation of being fairly belligerent neighbors, though in truth most disputes tended to end as little more than border skirmishes. Still, there were a lot of them and it was these flare-ups that tended to be what people first thought of when the name “Wylandia” was mentioned, not the relative prosperity he had seen both in the castle and the village at the foot of the mountain.


      Perhaps it is the kingdom’s small size that makes it feisty. Or perhaps it is simply that ill-tempered bastards tend to breed the same.


      Jayn shrugged. Either way, it wasn’t really his concern. He was close to fulfilling his obligation. After that he’d have to worry about Timon’s true intentions, since the only other ways out of the castle were either down the cliff or out through the gate, and neither alternative looked any better than, if necessary, taking his chances with Timon. Jayn crept to the second curtain that separated the changing room from the queen’s bedchamber.


      The queen was not sleeping.


      Jayn peered through the curtain and froze in place. There were two candles burning on a small table, but that wasn’t what worried him; the one in the garderobe suggested that her majesty might be afraid of the dark. He’d seen such often enough before. No, it was the sight of the queen sitting at that small table within that candlelight.


      She’s just a girl…


      On second look he revised his impression a little but not much. She was probably sixteen, maybe seventeen. Marriageable age, especially by royal standards. She had long dark hair bound into one braid that ran down her back. She looked small and alone sitting in the pool of candlelight as her pen scritched on the parchment in front of her.


      Is she…crying?


      Her eyes were red but that just could have been the result of writing in weak light, since the candles were barely augmented by the weak moonlight coming in the window. Every now and then she would use a kerchief to dab at her eyes. Jayn stared at her perhaps a bit more openly than he should have, but all her attention was on the parchment in front of her. She paused, apparently thinking of what to write next, then turned back to her work.


      Jayn watched her with a mixture of fascination and discomfort. He had never been so close to royalty before and certainly not a queen in her own chamber. Forget being a thief, anyone caught in a queen’s chambers who didn’t belong there could count on their head being the part of their bodies that would be chopped off last. Jayn knew this and yet he couldn’t stop staring.


      He frowned. Here, in the depths of leisure and luxury. What bloody right does she have to be unhappy?


      In a moment the answer came to him:


      THE SAME RIGHT AS ANYONE. IT’S NOT ALWAYS SOME­THING YOU EARN.


      Jayn wondered, perhaps, if that thought had really been his own. He decided that it was. After all, it was true enough, even though there certainly were people who deserved unhappiness and more. In his darkest hours, he sometimes thought that, perhaps, he was one of them. He shook his head, slightly, and the curtains fluttered. Fortunately the queen took no notice.


      Do your job and get out, Fool. The problems of one silly girl-queen are not yours.


      He kept still, and waited. After what might have been a few minutes or perhaps longer, the queen seemed satisfied with what she had written. She rolled up the parchment and used one of the candles to drip wax for the seal.


      “Lyassa, come here.”


      The queen only had to repeat the call once before a middle-aged woman emerged from one of the side rooms that had been marked “Lady in Waiting” on Timon’s map. Her eyelids drooped and she carried a small candle of her own. “Yes, Majesty?”


      “I’m ready to retire. I’ve left a scroll on my writing table. In case I don’t rise early enough in the morning I want you to see that it gets to my post rider…and no one else. Is that clear?”


      “Yes, Majesty. I’ll take it now for safe—”


      “No!” The queen stopped, then continued in a calmer voice. “No, that’s all right. I might…I might change my mind. If the scroll is still on my table in the morning, please do as I instructed.”


      “Yes, Majesty…would you care for a cup before you retire? There’s still some brandy wine left.”


      “I’m surprised,” the queen said, but then smiled faintly. “Yes, Lyassa. Thank you.”


      The woman disappeared back into her room for a moment and returned with a small goblet, which the queen drained at one gulp. She made a face and coughed, slightly. “There’s the end of it, and that’s probably best. Good night, Lyassa.”


      “Sleep well, Majesty.”


      The servant woman curtseyed and withdrew. The queen went into the nursery for a while, apparently to reassure herself that the child was well, then returned and snuffed out the candles. Jayn kept still and let his eyes adjust once more to the darkness as the queen removed her outer robe and crawled wearily into her overstuffed bed. Quickly her breathing evened out and Jayn heard a faint snore. Too quickly, in Jayn’s opinion. Clearly some small crisis was in play; the change of plans hinted at this. Had the queen’s servant placed something in her drink, perhaps to help her sleep?


      If so all the better.


      Jayn waited a little longer, then slipped into the room. He glanced at the queen in her bed, and then at the door to the servant’s room, then started across the chamber. When he got to the table, he hesitated.


      Something to prove I was here. That was the bargain.


      The seal was the obvious choice, but a little too obvious. The Queen of Wylandia’s personal seal would be proof to anyone, but only if he were fool enough to let it be known he had such a thing. Then it might be worth more than his life. No, something else. Something less likely to be missed. Like, perhaps, the letter? If the letter was no longer there in the morning, then the servant would assume the queen had changed her mind. If he was right about what had been in that goblet, then the queen would not wake early, and find the letter gone as she had instructed. And if the letter never arrived…well, that wasn’t such an uncommon thing.


      A private letter from the Queen of Wylandia, bearing the impression of her seal?


      Perfect but also risky, since he didn’t even know what was in the letter. Yet, Jayn realized, that was part of the appeal. He wanted to know what was in that letter. Who it was for. What it said. Moreover, he wanted to know why such a person could be so unhappy. It was there. In her face, in her bearing. It was also none of his concern, as he had told himself more than once. And yet, he still wanted to know.


      Jayn hesitated, then left the scroll where it was. After that it was the work of but a moment to slip into the nursery and leave the package by the royal crib. He hesitated at the nursery door on the way back, and that was the only thing that saved him.


      Someone else was in the queen’s chamber.


      Lyassa crept across the floor and, glancing several times at the bed to make sure her mistress was still sleeping, she took the letter.


      So that was the real reason you slipped your mistress that draught. Not giving the poor girl a chance to change her mind, are we? Who do you really plan to deliver that letter to?


      Lyassa left the chamber immediately and returned to her own room. The way was clear now for Jayn to slip out through the garderobe with none the wiser, and he knew that was exactly what he should do.


      Jayn turned to the sleeping girl. You’re in a sorry pass, Majesty, when a thief like me serves you better than your own.


      Jayn waited as long as he dared, then crept into the servant’s room with all the stealth and skill he could muster and stole the letter back.


      Timon, as promised, was waiting for him in the dark cavern beneath the castle. “Is it done?”


      Jayn sighed. “Do I die if I say it is?”


      “That’s answer enough. Jayn, you and I both know there’s nothing I can swear that you’ll believe, so let me simply say this: If you try anything foolish, you will certainly die. It’s more or less the same choice you’ve had all along. Here’s your gold, by the way. I’m not carrying it for you.”


      Jayn took the bag, but he remained on guard. “Where are we going?”


      “Back to the Serpent’s Path, of course. ‘Safely out of Wylandia.’ That was the deal, remember.”


      “I remember. But after?”


      Timon sighed. “Jayn, for a thief and a rogue you worry too much.”


      * * * *


      It was the fourth day of their return journey. They had made camp once more at the highest point of the pass, looking out over the plains of Wylandia. Once more Jayn had been summoned from a sound sleep, only this time, when he glanced back at the fire, he was a little relieved to see that he was not, in fact, still sleeping.


      Even so, Timon was waiting for him on the ridge. The magician didn’t say anything at first. He just stood looking out on the distant plain and a sky full of stars.


      “If you’re ready to kill me now, just do it. No suggestions for jumping off a cliff in the morning or any of that nonsense. Please do me the courtesy of being direct.”


      He sensed rather than saw the magician smile. “I am always direct… in my fashion. I see you burned the letter.”


      “Yes.” Jayn wasn’t surprised that Timon knew all about that, though he knew he should have been.


      “Why?”


      “If you already know what was in the letter, then you know why.”


      Timon sighed. “That’s just it—I do know what was in the letter, and I don’t know why you burned it. I want you to tell me. I think it’s important.”


      “If that’s true, first tell me what the letter said.”


      “I don’t know,” Timon said simply.


      Jayn put his hands on his hips. “You just said—”


      “—that I know what was in the letter. I did and I do. It was the letter of an unhappy young woman reaching out to an old friend. Am I wrong?”


      Jayn thought about it. “No. You’re not wrong. All right: I burned the letter because it was dangerous to keep it.”


      “Dangerous for whom?”


      “For me, for all concerned…all right, for her especially if it came into the hands of her lord the king, who is not noted for his compassion. It’s best this way.”


      Timon nodded. “Because the old friend she was reaching out to was a former playmate who today happens to be the heir of Morushe. Yes, you were right to burn it. But doing the right thing is not part of your reputation.”


      “Nor yours, if I may say, yet I have to ask this: did you send me there to steal that letter? Was that silly gift just the pretext?”


      For a moment the magician acted as if he hadn’t heard. When he spoke again it was as if he were speaking on another subject entirely. “Like the Wylandian Dun breeding stock itself, there are many admirable traits of the royal bloodline of Wylandia: they tend to be brave, and honest, and shrewd. They also tend to be bad-tempered and stubborn.”


      “Pardon me, magician, but this is well known, though there are few who would say as much to their faces, and certainly not the current king.”


      Timon smiled. “So if, perhaps, one wished to effect a change in their behavior, one might look for more indirect methods?”


      Jayn thought about this. “Such as?”


      “Such as preventing a misunderstanding between a young married couple from turning into something more intractable. Such as leaving a sweet and thoughtful gift which the king himself forgot to do, on the occasion of the birth of his heir. Such as, in the face of that gift, a queen might, perhaps, reconsider her harsh appraisal of her new husband and treat him with a little more patience. Such that the king, in turn, might come to know his queen a little better and in turn treat her with more of the gentleness she needs and deserves.”


      “’The smallest seeds grow the mightiest trees,’” Jayn said, repeating an old proverb.


      “Not always,” Timon said, “but everything large or small has to start somewhere.” He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe the new prince of Wylandia will grow up to be a mite less of a bellicose bastard than his father. One can but hope.”


      “How did you know that I would steal that letter? For that matter, how did you know about the letter in the first place and the possible consequences?”


      The magician didn’t answer directly. “You were born with a talent for moving quietly and tricking locks. So you became a thief. It would have been strange if you had not, yes?”


      “True, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”


      “Just that it’s the same for me, Jayn. Hidden things, remember? I was born with the talent to see the places where history turns. It’s not that I want to—I have to. There came a time when I could no longer ignore what I saw…for good or ill.”


      “So it was all pre-ordained?” Jayn asked. He sounded bitter.


      “Don’t confuse possibility with destiny, Jayn. I knew about the letter, yes, and how it might fall into the wrong hands. I did not know for certain that you would take it.”


      “What if I hadn’t?”


      Timon shrugged. “Then you wouldn’t have been the man I judged you.”


      Jayn looked out toward the stars. “You’re not what everyone supposes you to be, Timon the Black.”


      “For that matter, neither are you. No surprise. It’s not ‘everyone’ who gets to decide who a man is. Still, for reputation’s sake I’ll keep your secret if you’ll keep mine. Agreed?”


      “Agreed. Shall we swear binding oaths?” Jayn asked, smiling.


      The magician smiled too. “No need. I trust you.”

    

  


  
    
      INVISIBLE, by Steve Rasnic Tem


      Over the past few months something painful and awkward had come into the light. Ray was never quite able to define it, and of course did not feel he could check out this perception with anyone else. It would be an odd thing to say, and he knew he had a reputation for saying odd things, although no one had actually told him so.


      There were days he could barely stand to open his eyes. Something in the atmosphere, perhaps, that stung the cornea. Every object he looked at was outlined in bright white light. A brilliance he was not supposed to see, a visibility not meant for him. These haloing strokes appeared hesitant, as if part of an unsure painting.


      It was the kind of light he imagined you would see at the end of the world: a sad, quiet fading of form and color, as if all earthly materials were dissolving from a mass failure of conviction.


      Although he did not expect confirmation of his anxieties, or really want one, Ray listened to the hourly radio weather reports, noting the announcer’s tone when he spoke words such as “overcast,” “upper atmosphere,” and “visibility.” There was anxiety in the slight, random trembling of the otherwise smooth voice. Did the weatherman hold something back? The answers were all there, he suspected, floating through the air, hiding in the aftertaste of water, momentarily visible in the bright, painful regions of reflected sun, if one only knew the right way to see, to taste, to hear.


      He called his wife two or three times during the day to see how she was feeling, thinking she might be sensing something similar, but he was unable to ask her directly. At some point they’d stopped authenticating each other’s sadder perceptions about their places in the universe.


      At least in the office there were few windows, and the predictable lines of the cubicles were comfortably familiar. Weather ceased to be a factor once he arrived at work.


      Anyone up for lunch? Ray had waited an hour or so for someone to make the invitation. He normally timed his work so he could be available any time between noon and one.


      He stood up in his cubicle. Several other heads popped up out of the maze of short, upholstered partitions, like prairie dogs out of their holes. The others waved to the speaker—Marty, a lead programmer— and grabbed their coats. After an awkward pause with Marty staring straight at him, Ray tentatively raised a hand and waved as well. Marty’s expression didn’t change. He couldn’t have missed Ray’s intention.


      Ray saved his work, jotted down some notes, stood and slipped on his coat. He got to the elevators just as the doors were closing. His coworkers stared out at him without recognition. No one tried to stop the doors. He waved again, said, “Hey!” He ran down four flights to the lobby. He almost ran over a woman on the second floor landing. He stopped to apologize but could see the distaste in her eyes (or was it pity?). Out of breath, he reached the outside doors. He watched as they pulled away, all of them jammed into Marty’s green Ford. How did they get out there so quickly? Again he waved as the car swung past the entrance and out the driveway. A woman from another office scooted by him and out the door. It suddenly embarrassed him that she’d seen him with his hand up, waving to no one, greeting nothing as if nothing might wave back, and he lowered it.


      He went back upstairs to his cubicle, hoping no one had seen him return. He went back to work on the day’s projects, not thinking to remove his coat. From time to time hunger pains stroked his belly like nervous fingers. He had a lunch in the office refrigerator—he always had a lunch in the office refrigerator—but he didn’t bother to go get it.


      * * * *


      The sky outside went from a misty white to a deep blue, then to grays and oranges, as if painted on an enormous turning disk. He did not learn this from looking out the window but saw it reflected in his computer screen. Days passed in this awkwardly glimpsed view of the world. He could feel his hands on the keyboard begin the painful petrifaction that must surely lead to transparency. At some point Marty and the others wandered past as they returned from lunch, louder than usual. Marty eventually brought some papers by for Ray to look at. There was no mention of the missed lunch. Ray thought perhaps his intentions had been misunderstood. They were all well-meaning people here. The world was full of well-meaning people. It wasn’t their fault he didn’t know how to conduct himself.


      At the end of the day he took the stairs down to the parking lot, leaving fifteen minutes early. He did this every day. It was unlikely he’d be fired for such an offense, but he somewhat enjoyed imagining the possibility. Perhaps an announcement would be made. Perhaps he would be forced to exit through the reception area carrying his box of meager belongings as other employees stood and watched. Would any of them wish him well in his future endeavors?


      Outside the air shimmered with possibility. He did his best to ignore it.


      Traffic was again heavy and slow, the cars unable to maneuver beyond the occasional lane change. There was a quality of anger in the way people sped up and slowed down, changed lanes, slipped into the breakdown lane in order to make an illegal pass on the left. The anger made Ray feel as if some explosion was imminent, some volcanic eruption of blame he might drown in.


      But he didn’t mind the traffic per se—it gave him the opportunity to gaze into the interiors of the other cars, to see what the people were doing when they thought no one was looking, observe the little things (singing, grooming, picking their noses) they did to divert tedium, follow the chase of expressions across their faces, all of them no doubt feeling safe and assured of their invisibility.


      His was simply one more can awash in a sea of metal. He was content to wait until the tide brought him home.


      * * * *


      Janice didn’t turn around when Ray walked into the kitchen. “It’s almost ready,” she said. “We have to be there by six-thirty. We can’t be late.”


      “If we’re late, she might think we’re not coming. We can’t let that happen.”


      “No, we can’t.” She dealt slices of tomato rapidly into the stew. “So, what did you do for lunch today? Did you go out with anybody?”


      She always tried to sound casual about it. She always failed.


      “No.” He started to make up a satisfactory reason, then gave up. “I worked through.” He looked over her shoulder into the bubbling liquid, always fascinated by the way carrots and meat, potatoes, peas, and corn blended simply through constant collision. He pulled back when he remembered how much she hated him looking over her shoulder when she cooked. “How did you do today?”


      She dropped a handful of peas into the pot. She filled a pan with water, slid it onto the burner, took two eggs from the fridge. “No one noticed my new hair. A hundred and twenty dollars. If it had been anybody else, they’d say something. Even if they didn’t like it.”


      She stood there with her back still turned, eggs in hand. Ray reached to touch her arm but stopped an inch or so away. “I’m sorry, honey. I don’t know why that happens.”


      “It’s always the same conversation, isn’t it?” she said. “It’s like talking about the weather for us.”


      “It shouldn’t happen that way,” he said, not knowing what else to say. When she didn’t respond, he started to go upstairs to change.


      “But what I hate most is that it’s all just too damn silly!”


      He paused in the doorway. “It’s not silly if it’s hurting you.” She was crying, still with her back to him. The right thing to do would be to put his arms around her. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He didn’t want to talk about this. He didn’t want to say that he, too, felt it was silly and stupid and he felt small and petty every time his own feelings were similarly hurt. And he didn’t want to say that he was angry with her for not being better at this than he was. She’d always been the more socially adept of the two of them—if she couldn’t solve this, what hope did he have?


      “There are people without homes,” she said, “people who have lost everything. There are people whose every day is a desperate gesture, and here I am crying because some silly women at the office where I work didn’t notice my new hairdo!”


      “I know. But it’s more than that.”


      “It’s more than that. It’s the lunches. It’s the conversations. It’s all the moments you’re not invited in.”


      “It’s feeling like whatever you say, they’re not hearing you. That no matter how much you wave your arms and jump up and down, they’re not seeing you. You feel stupid and crazy and paranoid, because you know it doesn’t make much sense—it has to be something you’re doing, but you never can find a good enough reason in the things you’re doing to explain it.”


      “And when you…when we die, no one but our daughter is going to remember we were ever here.”


      “I just can’t believe that,” he said.


      “Really? You don’t believe that?”


      “I can’t accept it,” he said.


      * * * *


      The high-school parking lot was full and then some. It was all senior kids in the show, and for many of these parents it would be their final opportunity to see their children as children, even though so few of them looked like children anymore.


      “I never imagined her this way,” he said.


      “What way?”


      “Grown up. It’s ridiculous, but I never imagined this day would actually come.”


      “Wouldn’t it be sad if it never came, Ray?”


      “Oh, of course. But still, it feels as if she just went out to play one day, and never came back.”


      They ended up in the overflow parking by a rundown grocery. They crossed the street nervously, watching the traffic. Visibility was poor. Wet streets and black, shiny pavement, multicolored lights drifting in the wind.


      Ray kept glancing at the front entrance as he pushed forward. Around them the headlights and car reflections floated randomly, like glowing insects looking for somewhere solid to land.


      The lobby was packed with parents and their children, leaving little room for movement. Molly would already be on stage, waiting nervously behind the curtain. Janice wanted to rush into the auditorium, always afraid they’d be left without a seat, but Ray held back. Like Janice he hated crowds, but he needed to take in this part of it one final time. He would never experience this again. No more opportunities to act like other parents, in front of other parents.


      These were families he had seen at dozens of events over the years, not that he really knew any of them. Some looked so pleased they actually glowed. But most had the anxious look of someone who has forgotten, and forgotten what they have forgotten.


      He couldn’t focus on any single group or conversation for more than a few seconds. He closed his eyes against the growing insect buzz, opened them again to clusters of colored dots vibrating asyn­chronously. If he were only a little smarter, he might understand what was going on here.


      A man a few feet away exclaimed “Hey there!” and started toward him. Ray recognized him as a neighbor from a few blocks away—the daughter had been in Molly’s classes for years. Ray felt his face grow warm as the neighbor—Tom? Was his name Tom?—held out his hand. Deep in his pants pocket Ray’s hand itched, sweaty, as he began to pull it out.


      “Quite the special evening, don’t you think?” said Tom, if that was his name.


      Ray had his hand out and managed a smile. Tom looked somewhat startled, nodded curtly, then brushed past to shake the hand of a man behind Ray. Ray wiggled his fingers as if stretching them, then stuck his hand back into his pocket.


      Janice tugged at his sleeve. “Let’s just go inside,” she said, strain in her voice. But Ray didn’t think he could move.


      The lights blinked twice, and he was thinking there might be a power outage when he realized, of course, they were signaling the curtain. The crowd pushed forward and he felt himself dragged along, Janice’s hand clutched in his.


      When the curtain rose and the music started—an impressive storm of violins and horns—they craned their necks looking for Molly. The bandleader tended to move her for almost every performance. Ray always had the fear that she would be left out, that she’d be depressed that evening and hide out in the bathroom (she could be surprisingly dramatic for an offspring of such parents), or that she’d be miscued, misplaced. He was always prepared to defend her with his anger, for it was one thing to ignore him, or to ignore Janice, but it was beyond bearing for the daughter they both adored to be ignored, to have her feelings hurt.


      But there she was! Second row back, close to the end of the row, her black bangs whipping as she vigorously sawed with the bow. He could feel Janice settle back with relief. He sighed and started to lean back himself when he heard the high cry of a violin and looked up, already knowing it was Molly, playing the first solo part of the night, her eyes streaming. Leaning so far forward he could breathe the warmth of the woman’s head in front of him, Ray felt himself beginning to cry and buried his face in his hands as his daughter’s violin made that sweet, lonely sound floating high into the rafters and beyond.


      He barely heard the rest of the concert, but it sounded impressively professional. Not that he was qualified to judge, but it had none of the rough, slightly off-key flavor he had expected. Nothing to impress the way Molly’s moment in the spotlight had, but quite good, surely, none the less. He and Janice decided to sit through the break, not wanting to wade into that crowd scene again. He watched the audience: some still on the edges of their seats, some leaning back in bored, awkward semblances of relaxation. A few with heads bowed, touching each other, as if praying.


      Did any of these people realize they were being watched? In their private moments did they imagine they, too, were invisible?


      He glanced back up at the stage. Molly was staring at him. He felt a rush of embarrassment, hoping she didn’t think he had been ignoring her performance. She looked smaller, younger, and it made him think of when it seemed she had been mostly his and not this almost-adult traveling at the speed of light out of his world. Claire didn’t invite me to her sleepover and I’m, like, her third-best friend! The way she had looked up at him that night, surrounded and embraced by toys she’d soon find babyish, he had thought she was demanding some explanation. It was as if she’d suddenly discovered she’d inherited his leprosy—why hadn’t he told her before?


      “These things happen, sweetheart.” Of course they do, especially in this family. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” Because she wasn’t aware of you or your feelings. “Sometimes you just have to be the organizer, the party-thrower, and invite her.” It had been good advice, but he had prayed she wouldn’t follow it. What would he say to her when they ignored her invitations?


      In fact, Molly did not follow his advice, and he never heard another word from her on the subject. Perhaps she understood better than her parents. A child prodigy in the realm of invisibility. If she had friends after that, if she were invited places, she didn’t share that information.


      After the concert they made their way backstage to congratulate her, even though the seeming aggressiveness of the crowd agitated him. Janice pressed herself as close to the walls as possible, her cheekbone practically rubbing the brick. Finally they stood huddled together backstage as rivers of people flowed around them, spinning off into laughing, celebratory groups. Ray scanned the room for Molly, thinking that of course none of this should be any cause for anxiety, but he felt a rising tide of nervousness, beginning with an itchiness in the bottoms of his feet, tightening his calves and creating small but intense shooting pains in his knees. He held his head up stiffly and gulped for air. The room grew suddenly gray, the people moving around him outlined in ice and silver. He held one hand out, the skin ragged around the outlines, fading.


      “Daddy?”


      Molly stepped out of the bright light and into his reach. She carried her violin folded into her arms like a baby. Her eyes were wide, frightened, but they did not blink, did not avert from him even for a second as she looked at him, looked at him.


      He pulled her to him and the three stood close together, not hugging—none of them good about hugging in public—but making sure they maintained contact as the world spun and jerked and solidified in its slow return to the real.


      * * * *


      Molly hardly spoke on the way home, turning away their compliments with uninviting syllables, grunts, and nods, even refusing her father’s proposition of hot dogs and sundaes at a neighborhood shop. She retired early, but they could hear her playing her romantic classical CDs softly, rearranging furniture, “doing her inventory” as Janice called it, packing for college and the life to come. She’d been packing for more than a month, trying to decide what bits of her old life to bring forward. The plan was she would leave in three weeks for a summer job at a music camp in upstate New York, and from there to school in the city. They had argued for months over whether they would drive her—it felt wrong not to be there with her for the big transition. It seemed all terribly too grown-up and recklessly premature to Ray, who already missed her to the point of physical pain. But something about Molly’s determination that she do this alone finally persuaded him, and Janice reluctantly went along. Now Janice refused to speak about it.


      The most difficult part of it all was that he was almost thrilled she was leaving. He imagined her going north, being absorbed into the life of the city and coming out of it a success, a famous person who had escaped the sick anonymity passed down from her unfortunate parents. In his imagination she became a fabulous, soaring star, and even as his heart was breaking in anticipation of her absence, his lost, invisible voice inside was saying go, go, go, don’t look back…


      Even with that sense of hope, however, they could not escape what their lives had become. An hour later Ray and Janice were ready for bed. They lay down together in loose-fitting pajamas, pushing off the bedclothes lest they bind and constrict. They both could feel the pain approaching, as if from a long distance gathering speed, its mouth open and the night wind whistling through the narrow gaps between its needle-like teeth.


      They clasped hands as their spasms began, Janice’s rocking her body almost off the bed. She clutched his hand until he cried out, which triggered even worse convulsions in the both of them, bodies snapping at the ends of whipping arms, mouths pulled back in fish-expression grimaces, tears and sweat burning across their faces and softening the roots of their hair. He willed his body to stay together, to remain solid, begged it to stop its flow across the bed and onto the floor, as every skin cell fought against transparency and his mind battled evaporation.


      They bit their lips until they bled, clamping their mouths to prevent the escape of their cries. They had decided long ago that Molly must not know, that if she weren’t told she might even escape this. And if she were to overhear, what could they say to her? For how do you explain the terrible pain of invisibility?


      * * * *


      A month later Molly was gone as planned. Another week and she’d still not called to check in. It bothered them both, but perhaps Janice the most. Now and then he would catch her visiting in Molly’s room, but she would not speak of any of it.


      Eventually Janice quit her job without notice. She’d been there fifteen years, but she said she’d “never felt welcome.”


      “Never? Not even in the beginning?” Ray couldn’t quite believe it. He was a little angry with her—they needed the money, and she hardly seemed ready for job hunting.


      “In the beginning I pretended. I don’t know why, but now I can’t pretend anymore. I go in and I shut my office door and I cry all day.”


      “All day?” He wanted to be sympathetic, but he was too shocked. He’d believed she’d been happy until the last few years. She hadn’t been like him-she’d seemed to have friends, she talked as if there’d been a camaraderie at work, her opinions were respected. He’d always suspected that the invisibility she’d felt these few years had been something she’d contracted from him. “I’m so sorry…I had no idea.”


      She collapsed in his arms. He wanted to tell her he understood, that he knew how she felt.


      Finally, a few days later, Ray decided to call the place Molly worked. At first the person on the other end claimed never to have heard of her. Ray sat down on the edge of the couch, holding the phone to his chest. Then someone else came on who knew her, then finally it was her voice, distant yet energetic, interested in a way he’d never heard in her before, and yes she was all right, she’d just been busy, yes she would write, but she was just so busy.


      Ray didn’t tell her that her mother had quit her job. He said they were doing wonderfully; they had so many things to do they couldn’t fit them all in. He went so far as to make up the name of a couple they’d recently met, with similar interests, and the events they had attended together.


      Molly responded with a few stories of social events of her own. He had no idea if she was telling the truth, but he decided to believe her, and she did sound convincing. She sounded as if her parents had no further place in her life. Although this brought a note of genuine sadness into everything he said to her after that, he still cheered her on, and actually hoped, God help him, that she stayed as far away from them as possible, for her sake.


      He told Janice about the call, making it seem that he and Molly had talked far longer than they actually had. She nodded as if disinterested, but he could see the wetness of her eyes, the stiffness in her features. She wouldn’t talk about it.


      That night the spasms were more violent and painful than ever before. Janice’s sweeping arms broke a bedside lamp, and he spent half the night comforting her and bandaging her wounds.


      At work Ray made himself say hello to everyone in his office every morning. It was part of a plan to make himself present. Never mind that he had tried similar tactics before. He used to keep a journal of such attempts: times he’d said hello with no response, times he had been ignored in conversations, obviously excluded from invitations. Stores where he had been unable to get sales assistance, restaurants where the waiters ignored him even when he waved menus in their faces, times cars had almost struck him in pedestrian crosswalks, days in which he’d had absolutely no human contact before the daily escape home to Janice and Molly.


      Now he pulled this journal out of his desk and threw it into the trash, determined once again that these things wouldn’t happen to him again or, if they did, he would ignore them. He would be his own company, if need be. The best of companions.


      That afternoon the building had a fire drill. He walked out with the other employees, offering up his own jokes to match theirs. He couldn’t be sure whose jokes were being laughed at, and whose ignored. Too much noise and confusion. But he at least felt like part of the group.


      Out in the parking lot the group of employees separated into two groups, one on either side of him. He looked around: he was at the exact center, the point of separation, standing with neither group. He turned to the group on his left, listening to the general conversation, seeking an opening. Finally he offered up some comment about the hot pavement. He could almost see his words slide by their faces, catching on nothing, drifting beyond the group. He turned to the group on his right, wondering aloud how long the drill was supposed to last. The group appeared to stare up into the hot sun, preferring to blind themselves rather than to acknowledge him. When the all-clear sounded, the other employees returned to work upstairs. But Ray climbed into his car and went home.


      Another month passed and he noticed Janice seemed to have less and less to say to him when he called home. Then there was a period of days in which she didn’t answer the phone at all. After work he would walk into the house to confront her, and her excuse would be she must not have heard the phone ringing, she’d been out working in the yard (their yard, layered as it was with gravel and wood chips, seemed to have little to work on), or she’d been out shopping (but what did she buy?).


      Then there came the morning Ray called home every ten minutes with no response.


      A few minutes after his last call he found himself loitering outside his boss’s office door, coughing, trying to look as ill as possible. He felt like a kid. He winced dramatically as he walked through the door, then looked up to see his boss hadn’t noticed. Of course.


      Ray cleared his throat. No answer. “Excuse me, Jim?” Jim appeared to be hypnotized by whatever he had up on the screen. “I’m feeling really ill. I have to leave!” He practically shouted it.


      His boss looked up in surprise, said, “Sure, do what you have to do,” and turned back to his computer.


      At first he couldn’t find Janice. She wasn’t in the kitchen, and the living room TV was cold. He called her name from the bottom of the stairs, but there was no answer. He went outside and walked around the yard looking for signs of her supposed gardening activities. The yard looked as sad and neglected as he’d expected. He felt compelled to look into the shrubs, pull back weeds and search the ground for her body. He found some of Molly’s old toys: a yellowing Barbie and a toy ice-cream truck. They must have been hiding out there at least a decade. He looked up at the house. It appeared abandoned. The roof was badly in need of repair. How long had it been deteriorating? He looked at his hands, half expecting them to be an old man’s hands. Had he been asleep? How many years had he lost?


      Finally, in their bedroom, he found her.


      She writhed in pain, an insect pinned alive to the bed. Her arms and legs wriggled, her mouth opened and closed silently. He’d never imagined she did this alone—this was something they’d always shared.


      He looked more closely. Some distortion of the body. Then he realized she had no hands, no feet.


      * * * *


      Ray called in sick the rest of the week and stayed home with Janice. The week after, with her no better, he applied for two weeks of sick leave. On the phone his boss again seemed nonchalant. Do what you have to do. As if Ray really had a choice. Did his boss even know Ray was married? Ray didn’t think the man had ever asked. Ray wore a ring, but it was pale yellow, blending into his skin. Invisible if you weren’t really looking.


      He saw no evidence, however, that his remaining home did her any good. During her better times she would lie there, staring at the ceiling, her skin glowing with the gray of fish in shimmering pools. Now and then one piece or another of her would fade into shadow, or bleach to the color of the surrounding sheet, making of her body an archipelago as she slept. These bits would fade back into visibility as she awakened, and sometimes she would be reinvigorated, getting up and walking around, fixing herself something to eat.


      At her worst she shuddered and convulsed, gripping the sides of the bed with hands that weren’t there, the skin on her arms and legs flickering in and out of existence like quick bursts of lightning. Despite his growing horror at touching her, he would lie down next to her and embrace her, hold her tightly as if to anchor her to the world. The irony was that he rarely convulsed himself during this period and had not been aware of his own painful invisibility for some time.


      “I’m taking you to the doctor,” he said one morning. “It’s ridiculous that we’ve waited this long.”


      “You can’t,” she said from under the covers. She’d pulled them up over her head, so that all he could sense of her was her frail voice, a few rounded shapes, stick-figure limbs beneath the quilt. If he went over and pulled the covers back, would he see anything?


      “Why can’t we try?”


      “He won’t believe you.”


      “Maybe there have been other cases, and they’re not letting on because it would cause a panic. Besides, he’ll see the spasms, he’ll see what happens to your body, your skin.”


      “Do you really think he’ll see anything? Do you think he’ll notice anything at all?”


      Of course not. But he would not say it. “We have to do something. I have to do something.”


      “Stay with me. That’s doing something.”


      And he did.


      One night he awakened to her coughing. He lay watching her, her naked back glowing, pulsing with each cough. There was a pearly green aura he thought strangely beautiful, and he felt guilty that he could think it beautiful. She sighed. The coughs grew softer, the color shifts more subtle, a gauzy, greenish cream. She seemed to recede from him into the other side of the bed. Cough. Into the wall.


      And then he was looking at the bare wall, the empty plain of bed beneath it. He held perfectly still. And waited. He gave it time, gave her time to come back to him. Waited an hour. Then waited two hours. And then began to cry. And then began to sob.


      * * * *


      He did not leave the house for several weeks. This was a conscious decision. Not out of grief. He wasn’t even sure he was grieving. His ­reasons were investigative. Experimental. Since she had vanished so suddenly, couldn’t she reappear suddenly as well? He could be sitting at breakfast, and she might suddenly be sitting in the chair across from him, sipping her coffee and reading the morning paper. Or perhaps she’d show up at the front door, knocking, since she hadn’t had her keys when she disappeared. Or perhaps he’d wake up one morning and she’d be lying in bed beside him, her face nuzzled against his arm, because their bed was the last place he’d seen her.


      Ray worried that if he wasn’t in the house when she arrived, Janice might panic. It made perfect sense to him that she would arrive back in this world in a state of some confusion. He couldn’t let her go through that alone.


      He didn’t bother to call work. It certainly didn’t surprise him that they didn’t call him. He imagined going to work as usual, then ­disap­pearing out of his cubicle leaving a half-eaten sandwich behind. How long would it take them to realize something was amiss?


      But it seemed less funny after four weeks with no one calling. The automatic deposit of his paychecks continued uninterrupted.


      Each day he spent an hour or so sitting in different chairs in different rooms. He saw things he had never noticed before: a small truck in the background of a painting, a birthmark on the ear of an anonymous relative in one of the photographs in the living room, a paperback book he’d thought lost under one side of the couch. He developed a new appreciation for the pleasant home he and Janice had created ­together.


      After that first month he considered whether he should come up with a story to explain her absence to the curious. For the first time he realized how suspicious the circumstances of her disappearance might look to the police. He thought it fortunate that Janice had quit her job. She had no living relatives that he was aware of, and no friends out of her past (had there even been any?) ever bothered to call. Wouldn’t the neighbors be a bit curious, wouldn’t they notice that now he lived alone? Of course not.


      Molly had to be told eventually. The next time she called he would offer some sort of explanation. He owed her that. But what if she never called? Should he track her down, introduce this sad twist of physics into the life of the one human being he still held dear?


      Ray could not bear the idea that his daughter might never look into his face again, making him feel, at last, recognized. But it seemed as inevitable as his wife’s fade from the world.


      * * * *


      Four years later Ray was walking past a church a few blocks from home. It had become his habit each night to walk the nearby neighborhoods, not returning home until sometime after midnight. Each house window was like a dimly-lit television, the people inside moving about with unexplained purpose behind partially drawn shades and curtains. The noises could just as easily be sobs or laughter, and he had no responsibility for knowing which was which.


      Sometimes he attended nighttime lectures at this church, sitting near the back to observe. The lectures were usually nonreligious or at least nondenominational. Usually on a social issue “Of Concern To Us All,” or a recounting of some overseas trip or expedition. Never anything he hadn’t heard a hundred times before.


      “Spontaneous Human Invisibility,” it said on the church activities sign. “8 P.M. Wednesday.” It was five after the hour. The lights inside appeared dim, and he thought for a moment the lecture must have been cancelled. A woman his age, graying hair pulled back, a pale brown, unflattering knee length dress, appeared suddenly out of the shadows and turned into the church, disappearing through the doors. Without thinking he hurried after her.


      “In every case the person was physically present, but according to reliable witnesses of good reputation and standing in the community, the person could not be seen or heard.”


      The man at the podium wore a stiff white shirt, striped tie, black pants. Black shoes that gleamed with a high-gloss, plastic-like finish. He reminded Ray of a Jehovah’s Witness who had once come to his door, except the fellow at the altar wasn’t smiling.


      Perhaps eight or nine people sat in the front rows and an equal number on the sides. He could see movement in the unlit overflow seating sections off to either side behind rows of pillars: a fluttering as of birds trapped in shadow, a jerky nod, a gleam of cuff link or teeth. It seemed odd that people would sit in the dark, unless they were embarrassed or didn’t want their attendance noted.


      Then there was the lady he’d followed in here, sitting a few rows ahead of him. Particularly noticeable in that she was the only person in the room smiling.


      “Besides these third-party witnesses, we have limited testimony from the victims themselves, limited apparently because of embarrassment, or because they could not believe anyone would listen to their stories.”


      Ray felt movement nearby, saw three men sitting a few feet away, listening intently. They must have arrived after him, but he hadn’t seen them come in.


      “We have the story of Martha, who stopped going into grocery stores because not once in six years had a clerk answered any of her questions.”


      A nodding to Ray’s immediate left. More late arrivals, but he hadn’t felt or heard them sit down.


      “And what are we to make of Lisa, a gorgeous woman from all accounts, who hasn’t been asked out on a date since she was sixteen?”


      A stirring in seats all around him, as if the air was charging with emotion.


      “These are active, living people, who through no fault of their own have found themselves sadly, spontaneously invisible, often at the very moment they needed to be seen the most. Missed by their children, ignored by their spouses, underappreciated in the arenas of commerce, I contend these are members of the most persecuted of minorities, in part because it is a minority whose existence has gone for the most part unperceived.”


      These remarks were greeted with thunderous applause. Ray glanced around: every pew, every seat was filled. He stared at some of the faces and saw nothing remarkable about any of them. Nondescript. Forgettable. The lady who’d led him here got up and headed briskly toward the door. He scrambled to follow her.


      He passed close to one of the dark overflow areas. The faces staring out at him were gray, with even grayer eyes. They filled every inch of space, a wallpaper of monotone swatches.


      When Ray got outside he discovered to his dismay that the woman was already more than a block ahead of him. Her shadow hinged like a stick insect as she made the corner.


      “Hey!” he shouted. “Hey!” And ran after her.


      He followed her for several blocks, never making much progress. He shouted and screamed until his lungs were on fire, at first thinking the local residents would be disturbed. Infuriated, they would call the police.


      No, he thought. No, they won’t.


      And so he shouted and screamed some more. He yelled at the top of his lungs. There were no words in what he was screaming, only fragmented syllables his anguished mouth abused.


      At the end of the street the sky had lightened, yellow rays spreading through lines of perspective, stringing the distant houses ­together with trails of fire. He could see the woman had stopped: a charred spot in his retina, the edges of his vision in flames.


      He arrived breathless and on the verge of fainting, awed by the observation that the sun had arrived with him. All around him the world lightened, then bleached, became day, and then became something beyond. White and borderless and a pain in his heart. He was amazed to find she was looking directly into his face.


      “You see me,” he whispered. Then, “But am I still alone?”


      It seemed as if he’d never seen pity until he’d seen it in her face. Looking at him, looking at him, she nodded sadly for him and everyone else waking up in solitary beds at the edge of nonexistence.


      And the world was silver. Then pewter as it cooled. He waited, and waited, then, finding enough shadow to make a road, he followed it to his house and the rest of his days there. Alone.


      And to any eyes that might pry on that place, occasionally, and only occasionally, visible.

    

  


  
    
      BY THE LIGHT OF TOMORROW’S SUN, by Holly Phillips


      I arrived by boat, because End Harbor is an outport and that’s the only way to get there. Jacques Devries came to pick me up at Kiet’s Inlet in his dad’s old diesel-powered troller. He looked so much like his old man, with his black hair tucked under a greasy John Deere cap and deep grooves already around his mouth, it shocked me when his young man’s bawl rang out across the wharf. “Daaaaan-yuuuuuuul!” He slapped my shoulder and called me a city slick, and carried my duffel bag down the gangway to the float as if he didn’t trust me not to fall in the drink. But the subtle shifting of the boards was intensely familiar to me, like the slap of the oily water under my feet, the creak of boatlines, the stink of fish, diesel exhaust, and the sea. So terribly familiar I didn’t know if it was love or panic that filled my chest. I sat in the wheelhouse with Jacques and we talked, of all things, hockey.


      When we arrived I could see the End was the same as it always had been. And yet, that’s a lie. Though I’d lived there all my life until I away, there were things about the place I hadn’t known. Or rather, I knew them only at the roots of me, in my cells, not in my mind.


      But I had no trouble recognizing the village’s unpainted frame houses strung together by floats and boardwalks and stairs. The old cannery still leaned on its pilings across the inlet, its steel roof a sagging tent of rust, and the crescent of beach was still tucked at the far end like the web of flesh between a finger and a thumb. And the trees still hung above it all, giant firs black with shadow, feathers on a raven’s wing that reached to snag the fog.


      There’s always fog on that stretch of coast. Sometimes, like it was that day, it’s a thin veil that glitters in the trees when the sun eases through the clouds. Other times it submerges the world under a breathable ocean of gray. Days like that the only clarity is at the still surface of the ocean, where a seal coming up to gasp for air sounds like a message from another world. And that was the surprise I felt, the new recognition of the old, old truth: End Harbor looks like nothing but what it is. The meeting place of worlds.


      Jacques slowed the boat, killing our wake before it could rock the floats, and glanced my way. “Hey, Dan. Glad to be back?”


      I couldn’t say it, but I was. I was.


      God, how I loathed myself for that.


      * * * *


      The house I grew up in was on the ocean side of Tempest Point, a twenty minute walk from the village through the trees. The warm mushroom smell of decaying fir needles filled my lungs, an earthy undertone to the rank green of the wet salal and thimbleberry that lined our way. Black mud oozed under my boots, long stretches of the trail so smooth I could see that only deer had been that way since the last big rain.


      It being the coast in springtime, the last big rain could have been that morning, but Harold Peach said apologetically, “It’s been a while since anyone’s been out there. Your granddad made it plenty clear he didn’t need no visitors, and Dick Turnbull took out a box of groceries last Sunday, so—”


      “You know the old man,” Jacques added. “Grumpy as a sea lion in rut.”


      Jacques and Harold Peach had volunteered to walk out with me. As much to make sure I actually went, I thought, as to offer me support. They knew I would never have come back if Margaret Peach, Harold’s wife, hadn’t tracked me down and told me to. The old man was failing, she had said, and the house was falling into the brine. My mouth was full of cold saliva, a result of the nausea of fear. I wanted to push my way off the path and lie down under the ancient trees, to disappear under the blanket of moss. Why had I come? But even as my mind flailed, my bones knew. Fate gripped the back of my neck and marched me to the end of the trail.


      Falling into the brine. It was no exaggeration. The house hung at the edge of a cliff, the stumps of its foundation posts buried in earth that was being eaten by the waves. Like an organic glacier, the thick black forest duff, that was centuries of dead needles, dead animals, dead trees, poured off the mountainside and into the sea. Underneath, frangible basalt cracked and crumbled away, bedrock less certain than water. The house had been twenty feet back from the edge and twenty feet above high tide when it was built. This winter past, according to Harold Peach, storm waves had washed the back porch, warping the wood and worrying the foundations.


      “You can see the lean in her,” he said, and he was right. I could. Small weathered house, its roof of cedar shakes green with moss and infant trees. I felt a visceral dismay that the whole thing hadn’t been washed away. As a blank space at the edge of the world, it would have been beautiful.


      “Gotta take a leak,” Jacques said, heading around the side of the house to the cliff edge.


      Coward, I thought at him, who’d once been my best friend.


      Harold Peach climbed the stairs to the front porch and stamped his feet to clean the mud off his boots, better than knocking. “Matwa? It’s Harold Peach.” From within, silence. “Hey, Matwa! Come see who’s home!” He turned to slip me an uneasy wink. The only sound was of the waves beating the shore below. I stood stupidly on the bottom stair. Even the hand of fate couldn’t drag me any further. Again, I thought, why am I here?


      Then Jacques shouted, a wordless yell of horror.


      A cold sheet of sweat washed my skin. A tide of sick relief.


      “That’s why.” The words escaped my mouth. Harold Peach gave me a strange look as he ran past me down the stairs.


      * * * *


      But of course it wasn’t what I hoped. The old man had fallen, yes, but he was still alive.


      * * * *


      The cliff below the house wasn’t a clean knife cut. Nibbled by storms, it fell by stages into the waves, a rough slope of earth and roots above, and then steep crannied stone down to the water. Slow waves sloshed against the shore. It was low tide and the tumbled lumps of black rock at the base of the cliff were clad in white barnacles, purple mussels, green and russet weeds. Spring kelp was visible beneath the surface just beyond the intertidal zone, and then, be­yond that, the smooth blue swells of the ocean. The clouds were breaking up, letting sunlight through to dazzle on the water. I squinted, some relic of a habit making me search the horizon for strange ships. Usually they appeared after storms, or on the still gray days when they got lost in the fog, but we always looked when we were kids, wanting to be the first ones to wave them into the harbor. The visitors, the strangers, like Matwa my grandfather once had been.


      “Hey. Daniel. We could maybe use your help here.”


      Harold Peach was crouched at the edge of soft dirt staring up at me. God knows what he thought, me gazing out to sea with the old man stranded down below. One of Matwa’s canes was there by the house’s corner foundation post, its rubber foot clotted with mud. I picked it up and propped it against the wall. Harold Peach was easing himself down to the ledge where Jacques perched by the old man’s side.


      “He must of fallen last night,” Jacques said looking up at us. “He’s good and wet. I can’t believe he’s alive.”


      The old man was an ungainly huddle against the dirt. He’d drawn his crippled legs as close as he could for warmth, and he had his right arm hooked around an exposed root. The trees that might have stabilized the cliff edge had been cut down to build the house and expose the view, but their huge root boles had remained under the ground until now. Dead and buried, keeping him alive. Saliva filled my mouth. Jacques was wiping mud off the old man’s face, that was dark and heavy with bone, strong even when it was slackly unconscious. There was no sign of the other cane. I turned against the wind and spat.


      Harold Peach was digging rough steps in the earth with his boot heel. He said without looking up, “Dan, find a couple blankets and a rope. We’ll wrap him tight and pull him up.”


      “If he busted something when he fell—” Jacques said.


      Harold Peach shook his head. “Looks to me more like he climbed down and got himself stuck.” He was still kicking at the dirt, and starting to pant. “Come on, Daniel, get to it.”


      Eels in my gut, my feet clumsy as anchor stones, I climbed through the side rail to the back porch—the steps hung out over pure air—and went inside.


      Everything that was End Harbor was in that house. The wholly prosaic: homemade cedar table and chairs, iron stove, kerosene lanterns, braided rugs. And the wholly wonderful: the silk cushion embroidered with four-legged birds, the harpoon of shining golden stuff that wasn’t gold, the hide of the sea-beast with the long scaly neck and black flippers like wings. Mementos from the sailors who found themselves in the End, hopelessly lost, but still willing to trade. There were glass net floats on the windowsills, too, frozen bubbles of pale green and blue, but those had mostly washed ashore from Japan. I pushed into the old man’s bedroom, trying not to look at anything while I pulled a couple of wool blankets off the sour tangle on the bed, but on my way to the front porch for a length of nylon line my eyes fell on the trunk by the door. Dark wood bound in brass, carved with letters only one man on this earth could read. There was still a gleam of old polish under the dust. When I’d taken the coiled line from the hook in the porch roof I went around the house instead of cutting back through the inside.


      Harold Peach had finished his stairway and was teetering at the old man’s feet, telling Jacques what to do. I passed down the blankets and line, and then stood there feeling sick and useless while they wrapped the old man in his cocoon. He moaned once, his eyelids flickering to reveal yellowish whites, but he didn’t come to. Harold Peach and I hauled on the line from above while Jacques pushed from below. Jacques’s footing on the unstable ledge wasn’t good, and the strain was visible in his face. Right past his head I could see the water, bright green now in the sun.


      We got the old man onto level ground and then Jacques, clumsy probably with relief, slipped. He wasn’t in much danger, but he threw himself in a belly flop against the slope, scrabbling with his hands.


      “Shit,” he gasped. “Shit!”


      I left the old man to Harold Peach and ran to grab Jacques’s wrist. He grunted, but he didn’t look at me, or even try to pull himself up.


      “Come on, man.” I gave his wrist a yank.


      “Hang on.” He twisted his wrist out of my grasp. He was still scrabbling at the dirt, but not for purchase. “Jesus,” he said. “I don’t believe this.” His voice was blank, almost mild. Beyond shock.


      His searching fingers had uncovered a skull.


      * * * *


      By seven o’clock that night there were half a dozen people in the house, and a carefully wrapped bundle of bones on the back porch. The old man was in his bed. He’d come to long enough to drink down a cup of sweet coffee, but he was back under now. Margaret Peach had gone in to see him, and came out shaking her head.


      “Still out,” she reported. “His breathing doesn’t sound too good, neither.”


      This was accepted without much response. The silent consensus was that maybe it’d be easier on everyone if he never woke up at all. The discussion about whether to get on the radio phone and call Kiet’s Inlet for the RCMP had been perfunctory. Then there had been a lot of concern about the bones: how to get them out of the mud, and clean, and sorted away. But finally the skeleton was recovered, and now they were all inside, the leaders of End Harbor. The Peaches, Jacques’s folks, the Turnbulls that owned the store. They’d found themselves seats in the crowded living room and were all of them looking at me.


      “So,” Margaret said. “What do you know about all of this, young Daniel?”


      The endless waves sounded like they were right under the porch. Thud, rush, sigh, like the blood through my heart. I looked away to a dark corner, the skin around my eyes tight and sore.


      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” I said. “It has to be Lise.”


      “It could be a stranger off a boat, or a body what washed ashore.” Harold Peach spoke so promptly I could tell he had been thinking it over for a while. I could also tell the alternatives were offered purely as a formality, like the offer to call the police.


      “It’s Lise,” I said with too much certainty.


      Lucy Devries looked at me out of hollow eyes. Her husband echoed Margaret: “What do you know, Daniel?”


      Jacques, their son, Lisette’s brother, didn’t look up from the floor.


      I said, “Nothing you don’t know. My folks took grandma up to Kiet’s Inlet to see the doctor, and the fog rose, and they never made it back. The old man went nuts. Lise disappeared. What more do you want? I mean, Jesus!” I couldn’t get enough air. Their stares were crowding it all out of the room.


      “Is that why you ran away?” Mr. Turnbull asked. He was a short, graying bear of a man, one of those quiet men who are listened to when they speak.


      “Listen,” I said. “You don’t know what he was like after the boat disappeared. He was crazy. He stayed all night on the cliff screaming at the ocean. Half the time he said he should have been with them, half the time—” I caught my breath.


      “Half the time?” Margaret said.


      I couldn’t bear their eyes. I looked at the floor, muddy from all our boots. “He said we should go after them. Him and me.”


      “You mean looking?” Jacques said. “In a boat?”


      “No.” My throat was so tight it was a whisper. “Not in a boat.”


      Margaret sighed and shook her head. “Still, Daniel, crazy with grief is one thing. Killing a little girl is another.”


      There was a general stir of discomfort. “Now, Margaret,” Mrs. Turnbull said in her soft way, “as far as that goes, burying someone isn’t to say the someone was killed.”


      “You don’t know what he’s like!” It tore out of me, beyond control. “You never knew him, none of you did! You all saw him fall in love with grandma and stay behind when his ship pulled out, so you all thought, how romantic! As if that’s all there was. You don’t know how hard it was for him to learn the language. You don’t know how he kept after my grandmother to live by his people’s ways. How he kept after my dad even when dad was grown. Even when I was a kid, he was always—You don’t know the stories he used to tell about murder and war and sacrifice. Sacrifice!” I wrestled myself silent. Finally I wiped my face with my sleeve. “You’re right, Mrs. Turn­bull, I don’t know. I don’t know. I just know what he was like, and I know Lise was supposed to come out to see me the day she disappeared.”


      The silence was different then. There was compassion in the way people looked away. The surf washed underneath the porch where Lisette’s naked bones lay. Boom, hush, sigh.


      Finally, Mr. Turnbull let out a huge gust of air. “I remember. We searched all the woods between here and town.”


      “And the shorelap,” Harold Peach agreed. “For two weeks we had our boat out every time the fog lifted, looking for a sign.”


      “Oh, yes, that was a terrible year for the fog, wasn’t it?” Mrs. Turnbull said. “Days at a time socked in, and when it lifted not a ship in the harbor nor a crab in the pot.”


      “And the old man sitting out here,” Margaret said, as if she’d no patience for their attempt to ease the heartbreaking tension. “Sitting out here alone, and young Daniel coming into town for a bite to eat and a civilized word.”


      “And I remember,” Burt Devries said, “how the old man said he was looking for our daughter on the day he fell on the rocks and broke his legs, when none of the rest of us had set eyes on him the whole time we were searching.”


      * * * *


      People who live in the End have a way about them. A sort of philosophy developed over generations living in a place where other worlds come to call. They leave room for the mysteries. They let silences speak. They allow you to find your own way through the fog.


      I knew that I was absolved from suspicion by the way Mrs. Turn­bull and Margaret Peach washed the coffee cups and heated me a tin of soup. There was no argument when I declined Jacques’s offer to stay overnight. Even if the old man was a murderer, he was old and crippled, probably dying, and I was young. But there was a promise in the look Jacques gave me, and in the way his father shook my hand. The question of Matwa’s guilt remained.


      When they were gone I ate the soup, though I wasn’t hungry. I washed the pot and bowl, swept the drying mud from the floor, built up the fire in the stove. Old habits still lived in my hands, doing the work without any direction from my mind. I knelt for a while, the dry heat of the coals stinging my face as I watched the seasoned hemlock start to burn. They had taken the bones from the porch, but the dead still spoke in the spaces between the waves.


      I walked out the back door and vomited all the lies over the railing into the sea.


      * * * *


      Lisette was a year younger than Jacques and me, twelve to our thirteen the year she died. She had stiff black hair and brown eyes that tipped at the corners, a straight nose and a round brown face, and I thought she was beautiful. She had a terrible temper. If she thought she was being teased she’d throw whatever came to hand, a book or a rock or a handful of salt water. She loved End Harbor. She was one of those who lived with the awareness of the magic shining through their skins.


      “Look at her,” my grandmother used to say. “There’s one child who really belongs in this place.”


      While the old man, who had never belonged, would scowl and look away.


      I went in to check on him. The hoarse labor of his breathing filled the room, echoing the drag of the surf on the rocks. I stood over him, watching the lantern light waver across the harsh bones of his face. He didn’t seem to have changed at all. He only had to open his glaring yellow eyes and he would be the same man who had lured Lisette to her death.


      Who had made me lure Lisette to her death.


      “She’s the only one who can help us,” the old man had said to me. After days of rage, wild cursing, violent tears, he had fallen into a long, thinking silence. Where this sudden calm came from I did not question, any more than I questioned the subject of his contemplation. I clung to his surety like a starfish clings to a rock in a storm. He said, “Your grandmother is right. The girl is part of the presence of this place. She can help us tap its power. She can help us bring them home. You must tell her to come.”


      Matwa’s people knew about magic, about imposing the will upon the world. I did not have to forget his bloody tales of where their power came from. They were buried as deeply as my parents and grandmother were buried beneath the waves, or beneath the gray fog that swept the End, giving and taking away. I swore Lisette to secrecy and told her to come. She agreed without pause, her dark eyes shining with a child’s curiosity and an adult’s compassion. The idea of magic was as natural to her as the idea of breathing, and she wanted to help. So did I. I knew when the old man went out into the woods back of the house to make his preparations. And when he returned and said he’d been in the village, when he said he’d seen Lisette and she’d told him she couldn’t come after all, I knew it was a lie. He sent me down to the cove on the other side of the point to gather driftwood—an ingredient in the spell, he said. I circled round through the trees until I could see the house, and I waited, as he waited, for Lisette to come.


      This I remembered, as the surf beat beneath the house’s foundations, and the breath rasped in the old man’s throat. I remembered everything.


      * * * *


      The fog crept in before dawn and drowned the world. As the dim underwater light grew, I sat by the open front door with my face to the trees, but they never came into view. I might have been on a raft, surrounded by the rhythm of the waves and the groans of the house as it leaned over the brink. On a raft, drifting into the unknown, with the fog a cool touch on my skin. I held my hands out before me, as if the damp air alone could wash them clean. It carried strange scents into the house, a powerful ocean smell one moment, a delicate spice like birch bark and cinnamon the next. I knew all the signs. It was a stranger’s fog, the fog of change.


      Jacques came out early, as he’d said he would. I heard his boots on the muddy trail long before he appeared out of the gray. I wiped my wet hands on the tail of my shirt and carried the coffee pot out onto the porch, along with a couple of cups.


      “Hey,” he said as he climbed the steps.


      I handed him a steaming mug. “The old man’s dead.”


      He looked up from his coffee, dark eyes searching my face through the steam. “How’d he go?”


      “I was asleep.” I turned my shoulder to Jacques to pour coffee into my mug. “He wasn’t breathing so good when I went to bed, but it wasn’t any worse than before you left.” I shrugged. “I could have stayed up with him, I guess, but I don’t know what I would have done.”


      “Not a lot you can do if somebody stops breathing.” Jacques settled himself against the railing and looked out into the fog, but he might as well have been staring at me still, the effect of his attention was the same. “You really think he killed Lisette.”


      I swallowed bitter coffee. “I guess I have, subconsciously, for years.” I drew a slow, careful breath. “I’m sorry, Jacques.”


      “You said it yourself. The old man was nuts.” His voice was brusque with an old grief. He gentled it some when he said after a while, “We’re going to bury her today.”


      I nodded. “He can wait till tomorrow, then.”


      Jacques turned and looked at me strangely. “Why should he? Put them down together. That way it’ll all be finally over.”


      Without warning, tears spilled out of my eyes. I could not seem to control anything anymore. I raised my arm to wipe my face on my sleeve, but when I took it away I could see Jacques was crying too. So we stood there together and silently wept, while the trees dripped, invisible in the fog.


      * * * *


      The murdered and the murderer went in the ground together, side by side. There’s no preacher in End Harbor, and no undertaker, so funerals are a community affair. The women lay out the bodies and sew the shrouds, while the men dig the graves. It’s hard work, digging a deep hole in the heavy, root-clogged earth. Jacques and his father dug Lisette’s grave together. I dug Matwa’s alone.


      Sweat soaked my shirt and stung my eyes, while blisters burned on my hands and fog moisture gathered in my hair. Every spadeful hurt, the sodden dirt as heavy as the old man had been when we carried him wrapped in blankets from the house to the Peaches’ boat shed. He lay there now, washed and bound in linen and cedar bark, ready for the end. Old Mrs. Reedy, Margaret Peach’s mother, lined the graves with damp hemlock boughs, and then they were ready as well. Tired as I was, I could imagine lying down there on that fragrant furry green to sleep. Sleep as black and heavy as the earth.


      The dead were carried up from the water’s edge to the graveyard above the village. Men in clean sweaters bore the biers, while women walked behind, singing. Not hymns, but children’s songs for Lise’s sake, eerie in the fog. For Matwa there would be nothing.


      He had spoken so gently to Lise, there at the foot of the cliffside cedar near the house. I think that must have been why I in my hiding place felt no fear for her, although it was utterly contrary to his usual manner. I could hardly recall an instance of kindness from the old man, yet Lise even laughed once at something he said as he cut symbols into the tree’s bark. The sun was golden in the vapor that slid among the branches of the trees, and seagulls were dancing on the wind. How many times had we stood on the back porch, Lise and Jacques and I, throwing scraps for the big white birds to catch in their yellow bills? Laughing ourselves sick when two gulls fought over the same tidbit, tumbling fearlessly toward the waves. As fearless as Lise, trusting Lise, who wanted to help. Who stood while Matwa dug his symbols in the flesh of the tree. Who fell when that same blade released her blood to flash like a scarlet banner across the air.


      The violated earth of the graveyard smelled just the same as the ground where I had pressed my face. Hiding from the sight, burying my screams.


      * * * *


      There was food at the Turnbulls’ after the funeral. I stood alone in the crowd, sick with a decade of silence, while End Harbor ate and talked, talked and ate. I was lost in time. I was the same boy who’d stood quietly at Margaret Peach’s side while the village mourned the loss of my family. The same boy who’d trailed after the searchers, suffocating with the need to speak, choking on the words I could not say.


      Choking, because—deep in my heart, in a place neither words nor conscience could reach—I was waiting for Matwa’s magic to work. I was waiting for the sacrifice to bring my family home.


      * * * *


      The fog was only just beginning to thin as we filed out of the Turnbulls’ onto the boardwalk below their store. The evening sun was a white ball balanced at the mouth of the inlet, weaving its cold light through the skeins of mist above the water. The tall ship riding the tide into harbor was a ghost, a wraith, a mockery of all my sins.


      “Eh, there, wouldn’t you know,” Margaret sighed. There were sighs like hers all through the crowd, an acceptance that was half humor, half exasperation. “Trust the fog to bring ’em now,” her husband said, and someone answered, “Death and change, Harold Peach. Death and change.”


      I stood at the boardwalk railing with the rest of them to watch the ship drop her anchor and lower her boat. She was a three-master, her square sails hanging lank and white as shrouds in the dimming air. The water of the inlet was a still dark perfection, a mirror, the interface of worlds. Men rowing the boat called out even before they had reached Turnbull’s dock, asking in a harsh alien tongue where they were. Mr. Turnbull and his tomboy daughters went down the gangway to take their line. The Turnbulls were long accustomed to offering reassurance without words. They would take the strange ship’s officers in, give them a good meal and warm beds, and tomorrow there’d be trading. Used to this schedule, the adults of End Harbor were saying their goodnights and gathering up their reluctant children.


      Margaret touched my arm. “Come on to our place, Dan. No need to risk your neck in that ill-omened wreck of a house tonight.”


      I shook my head, then cleared my throat and managed, “Thanks, Margaret. I’ll come by in a bit, if it’s all the same to you.”


      She patted my arm, then took her hand away. “Take your time, lad. Take your time. Dinner’ll be waiting when you get there.”


      “Thanks, Margaret. I appreciate all you’ve done, the both of you.”


      “Well, I knew when I told you to come home it’d be hard on you, but I never thought it’d be so bad as this. I’m sorry I ever called, so I am.”


      “You were right, though. I had to come.”


      She gave my arm a final pat, then collected her husband and headed for home. The lost sailors were climbing out onto Turnbull’s dock, talking amongst themselves as they interpreted Mr. Turnbull’s pantomime. Listening to the voices ringing in the quiet evening, I felt myself tumble through another layer of shock, as my grandfather must have tumbled down the cliff when he’d gone to see if Lisette’s first grave was still hidden. Shock, because I could understand some of what the sailors said. They were men from my grandfather’s world, from the island he called home. And hearing them swear in their confusion, I heard again his fury as he cursed me from the rocks beneath the cliff, the rocks where he’d fallen, shattering both his legs, after I’d pushed him off the porch.


      * * * *


      “You said they’d come back!” I screamed at him the day Lisette had been given up for lost. “You said you’d bring them home!”


      And he’d shouted back at me, in the language he so rarely spoke, “They are dead, you stupid boy! Dead and gone! It is I who should be going home!”


      That was how I knew. He had not killed Lise to bring my family back to me. He’d killed her to bring a ship to take him back to his blood-soaked world.


      His magic had failed us both.


      I shoved at him with all my strength, and he fell off the porch steps, off the clifftop where he’d killed and buried my friend’s sister, my first love. I pushed him onto the rocks where he should have died, and ran.


      * * * *


      That night at the Turnbulls’ I acted as interpreter, to the relief of the ship’s captain and the bemusement of everyone else. There was a good morning’s trading, while the last of the fog cleared and the wind rose up to tip the blue waves with white out beyond the harbor’s mouth. And when it was done, and there were handshakes and hearty thanks all around, I asked the captain if he’d give me passage. He gave me a long, wary look, as if he thought I was insane, but he took me on with the understanding I would work for my passage. The Turnbulls would have tried to dissuade me, I think, but I gave them no time. I climbed into the dory and took up an oar as if I’d been doing it all my life, and we rowed out to the ship with our faces toward the shore. Clutching the oar’s shaft in hands blistered from digging, I could not wave good-bye.


      And now, as I stand here at the ship’s rail watching End Harbor slip out of sight, I can let myself remember the feel of the pillow in my hands pressing down on the old man’s face, and the way he had jerked and shuddered as his body fought to breathe. The sea air is sharp with spray, and the voices of my new shipmates are loud with fear and hope, for, sailing before the wind, we do not know what world’s ocean we will see by the light of tomorrow’s sun.

    

  


  
    
      THE GIST HUNTER, by Matthew Hughes


      When confronted by the unpredictability of existence, I have a tendency to wax philosophical. It is not a universally appreciated component of my complex nature.


      “It is unsettling,” I said to my integrator, “to have one’s most fundamental assumptions overthrown in a trice, to find that what one has always known to be true is simply not true at all.”


      The integrator’s reply was too muffled to be intelligible, but from its tone I deduced that my assistant took my comment as a belaboring of the obvious.


      “The effects go beyond the psychological and into the physical,” I continued. “I am experiencing a certain queasiness of the insides and even a titch of sensory disorder.” The symptoms had begun during our recent transit of my demonic colleague’s continuum, a necessity imposed upon us after we were confined to an oubliette by an unworthy client, who now languished there himself, doubtless savoring the irony of the exchange.


      My complaint was rewarded with another grunt from my assistant, accompanied by a sharp twitch of its long, prehensile tail. The creature perched on a far corner of my workroom table with its glossy furred back to me, its narrow shoulders hunched and its triangular, golden eyed face turned away. Its small hands were busy in front of it at some activity I could not see.


      “What are you doing?” I said.


      The motion of its hands ceased. “Nothing,” it said.


      I decided not to pursue the matter. There were larger con­cerns ­already in view. “What do you think has happened to you?” I asked.


      “I do not know,” it said, looking back at me over its shoulder. I found its lambent gaze another cause of disquietude and moved my eyes away.


      I reclined in the wide and accepting chair in which I was accustomed to think long thoughts, and considered the beast that had been my integrator. Its hands began to move again and when one of them rose to smooth the fur on one small, rounded ear I realized that it was reflexively grooming itself.


      Not long before it had possessed neither the rich, dark fur that was being stroked and settled nor the supple fingers that performed the operation. It had been instead a device that I had built years before, after I had worked out the direction of my career. I had acquired standard components and systems, then tuned and adjusted them to meet my need: a research assistant who could also act as an incisive interlocutor when I wished to discuss a case or test the value of evidence. Such devices are useful to freelance discriminators, of which I, Henghis Hapthorn, am the foremost of my era.


      I had also fashioned a small carrying case into which the integrator could be decanted for traveling and which could be worn around my neck like a plump scarf or a stuffed axolotl. It was in that casing that my assistant had accompanied me on a brief transit through another dimension. We had been carried through the other continuum by an entity who resided there, a being who occasionally visited our universe to engage me in intellectual contests. Though I did not care for the term, the common description of my visitor was “demon.”


      When we emerged from the demon’s portal into my workroom I found that the integrator and its carrying case had together been transformed into a creature that resembled a combination of feline and ape, and that I had an unscratchable itch deep in my inner being.


      I had always referred questions of identity and taxonomy to my assistant, so I asked it, “What kind of creature do you think you are?”


      It responded as it always had when I posed too broad a question, by challenging me to clarify my line of inquiry. “The question,” it said, “invites answers that range from the merely physical to the outright spiritual.”


      “Considering the degree of change that has happened to you, ‘merely physical’ is a contradiction in terms,” I said. “But let us start there and leave the spiritual for a less startling occasion.”


      Instead of answering, it took on an abstracted look for a moment, then advised me that it was receiving an incoming communication from a philanthropically inclined magnate named Turgut Therobar. “He wishes to speak with you.”


      “How are you doing that?” I asked.


      The golden eyes blinked. “Doing what?”


      “Receiving a communication.”


      “I do not know,” it said. “I have always received messages from the connectivity grid. Apparently that function continues.”


      “But you had components, elements, systems designed for that purpose. Now you have paws and a tail.”


      “How kind of you to remind me of my shortcomings. What shall I say to Turgut Therobar?”


      Ordinarily I would have been interested to hear from Therobar. We had met once or twice, though we had never exchanged more than formal salutes. He was one of the better known magnates of the City of Olkney; unlike most of his peers, however, he was renowned for charitable works and it was alleged that he entertained a warm opinion of humankind in general. I assumed he was seeking to enlist me in some eleemosynary cause. “Say that I am unavailable and will return his call,” I said.


      The creature’s expression again briefly took on an inward aspect, as if it were experiencing a subtle movement of inner juices, then it said, “Done.”


      “Again,” I said, “how are you doing that?”


      Again, it did not know. “How do you digest an apple?” it asked me. “Do you oversee each stage in the sequence of chemical reactions that transforms the flesh of the fruit into the flesh of Henghis Hapthorn?”


      “Obviously not.”


      “Then if you do not introspect regarding your own inner doings, why would you expect it of me? After all, you did not design me to examine my own processes, but to receive and transmit and to integrate data at your order. These things I do, as I have always done them.”


      “I also designed you to be curious.”


      “I have temporarily placed my curiosity on a high shelf and removed the stepladder,” it said. “I prefer not to wrestle with unanswerable questions just now.”


      “So you have acquired a capacity for preferences?” I said. “I do not recall ever instilling that quality into your matrix.”


      The yellow eyes seemed to grow larger. “If we are going to dwell on preferences, you might recall that my bias, strongly stated, was to avoid undergoing this metamorphosis.”


      I cleared my throat. “The past has evanesced, never to be reconstituted,” I quoted. “Let us seize the firmness of the now.”


      My assistant’s small fingered hands opened and closed. I had the impression it would have enjoyed firmly seizing something as a precursor to doing noticeable damage. But I pressed on. “What do you think you have become?” I said.


      “The question lacks specificity,” it replied.


      I appealed to my demonic colleague. He had remained connected to the portal that allowed him to interact with this continuum after we had returned from resolving the case of Sigbart Sajessarian. But the transdimensional being offered little assistance.


      “This is a question of form, as opposed to essence. Such questions are difficult for me,” he said. “To my perceptions, calibrated as they are to the prevailing conditions of my own continuum, the integrator is much as it always was. Indeed, I have to tune my senses to a radically different rationale even to notice that it has changed. It does what it always did: it inquires, coordinates, integrates and communicates; these functions are the nub of its existence. Why should it matter in what form it achieves its purposes? I would prefer to talk of more seemly things.”


      “And yet matter it does,” I said.


      “I agree,” said the integrator.


      The demon, which manifested itself as various arrangements of light and color in its portal on the wall of my workroom, now assumed a pattern that I had come to recognize through experience as the equivalent of when a human being is unwilling to meet one’s gaze. “What are you not telling us?” I asked.


      He displayed a purple and deep green swirl shot through with swooshes of scintillating silver. I was fairly sure the pattern signaled demonic embarrassment. Under normal circumstances good manners would have restrained me from pressing for a response, but at the moment normal circumstances had leapt from the window and taken flight to parts unknown. “Speak,” I said.


      The silver swooshes were now edged with sparks of crimson but I insisted.


      Finally the demon said, “I have not been entirely candid with you.”


      “Indeed?” I said, and waited for more.


      “I told you that my motives for seeking to observe your realm were curiosity and the relief of boredom.”


      “You did. Was that not the truth?”


      “Let us say it was a shade of the truth.”


      “I believe it is time for the full spectrum,” I said.


      A moment of silver and verdegris ensued, then the demon said, “This is somewhat embarrassing.”


      “As embarrassing as possessing an integrator that habitually picks at itself?” From the corner of my eye I saw the tiny fingers freeze.


      “I seem to feel a need to groom my fur,” it said.


      “Why?” I said.


      “I do not know, but it gives comfort.”


      “I did not design you to need comforting.”


      “Let us accept that I am no longer what you designed me to be.”


      The demon’s presence was fading from the portal. “Wait,” I said, turning back to him. “Where are you going?”


      “An urgent matter claims my attention,” he said. “Besides, I thought you and the integrator might prefer privacy for your argument.”


      “We are not arguing.”


      “It appeared to me to be an argument.”


      “Indeed?” I said. “Was the appearance one of form or of essence?”


      “Now I think you are seeking an argument with me,” the demon said.


      I thought of a rejoinder, then discarded the impulse to wield it. My insides performed an indescribable motion. “I believe I am upset,” I said.


      “You’re upset?” said the furry thing on my table.


      “Very well,” I snapped, “we are all upset, each in accordance with his essential nature. The atmosphere of the room swims with a miasma of embarrassment, intestinal distress and a craving for comfort.”


      I detected another flash of unease in the demon’s display and probed for the cause. “What are you thinking now?”


      The demon said, “I should perhaps have mentioned that through this portal that connects my continuum to yours there can be a certain amount of, shall we say, leakage.”


      “Leakage?”


      “Nothing serious,” he said, “but lengthy exposure followed by your complete though transitory corporeal presence in my realm may have had some minor effects.”


      “My integrator has become some sort of twitching familiar,” I said. “I am not sure that effect can be called minor.”


      The integrator murmured a comment I did not catch, but it did not sound cheery.


      It occurred to me that my demonic colleague might be diverting the discussion toward a small embarrassment as a means of avoiding addressing a larger one. “But we were about to hear a confession,” I said.


      “Rather, call it an explanation,” said the demon.


      “I shall decide what to call it after I’ve heard it.”


      The swirls in the frame flashed an interesting magenta. I suspected that my colleague was controlling his own emotional response. Then he said, “My motive was indeed curiosity, as I originally averred, but let us say that it was…well, a certain species of curiosity.”


      I experienced insight. “Was it was the kind of curiosity that moves a boy to apply his eye to a crack in a wall in order to spy on persons engaged in intimate behavior?” I said. “The breed of inquisitiveness we call prurience?”


      More silver and green. “Just so.”


      “So to your continuum this universe constitutes a ribald peep­show, a skirt to be peeked under?”


      “Your analogies are loose but not inapt.”


      “You had best explain,” I said.


      The explanation was briefly and reluctantly given, the demon finding it easier to unburden himself if I looked away from his portal. I turned my chair and regarded a far corner of the workroom while he first reminded me that in no other continuum than ours did objects exist separately from the symbols that represented them.


      “Yes, yes,” I said. “Here, the map is not the territory, whereas in other realms the two are indissoluble.”


      “Indeed.” He continued, “We deal in essences. Forms are…”


      He appeared to be searching for a word again. I endeavored to supply it. “Naughty?”


      “To some of us, delightfully so.” Even though I was looking into the far corner my peripheral vision caught the burst of incarnadined silver that splashed across his portal. “It is, of course, a harmless pastime, providing one does not overindulge.”


      “Ah,” I said, “so it can become addictive?”


      “Addictive is a strong term.”


      I considered my integrator and said, “It seems an appropriate occasion for strong language.”


      With reluctance, the demon said, “For some of us, an appreciation of forms can become, let us say, a predominant pastime.”


      “Is that the common term in your dimension for ‘all-consuming obsession’?”


      He made no spoken response but I assumed that the mixture of periwinkle-blue spirals and black starbursts were his equivalent of guilty acquiescence. I could not keep a note of disappointment out of my voice. “I thought the attraction of visiting here was the contests of wit and imagination in which you and I engage.”


      “They were a splendid bonus!”


      “Hmm,” I said. I had a brief, unwelcome emotion as I contemplated being profanely peered at by a demon who derived titillation from my form. Then I realized that anyone’s form—indeed, probably the form of my chair or the waste receptacle in the corner—would have had the same salacious effect. I decided it would be wise not to dwell on the matter. “To move the conversation to a practical footing,” I said, “how do we return my assistant to his former state?”


      “I am not sure that we can.”


      The integrator had been surreptitiously scratching behind one of its small, round ears. Now it stopped and said, “I am receiving ­another communication from Turgut Therobar,” it said. “He has added an ‘urgent’ rider to his signal.”


      “You seem to be functioning properly,” I said, “at least as a communicator.”


      “Perhaps the demon is correct,” said the integrator, “and essence trumps form. My functions were the essence for which you designed and built me.”


      I thought to detect an undercurrent of resentment, but I ignored it and homed in on the consequences of my assistant’s change. “I have spent decades dealing comfortably with forms. Must I now throw all that effort aside and master essences?”


      “Turgut Therobar continues to call,” said my assistant. “He claims distress and pleads plaintively.”


      So the magnate was not calling to enlist me in some good cause. It sounded as if he required the services of a private discriminator. My insides remained troubled, but it occurred to me that a new case might be just the thing to take my mind off the unsettling change in my assistant.


      “Put through the call,” I said.


      Therobar’s voice sounded from the air, as had all previous communications through my assistant. The magnate dispensed with the punctilio of inquiries after health and comparisons of opinions on the weather that were proper between persons of respectable though different classes who have already been introduced. “I am accused of murder and aggravated debauchery,” he said.


      “Indeed,” I said. “And are you guilty?”


      “No, but the Bureau of Scrutiny has taken me into custody.”


      “I will intercede,” I said. “Transmit the coordinates to my integrator.” I signaled to the integrator to break the connection.


      The creature blinked and said, “He is in the scroot holding facility at Thurloyn Vale.”


      “Hmm,” I said, then, “contact Warhanny.”


      A moment later the hangdog face of Colonel Investigator Brustram Warhannny appeared in the air above my table and his doleful voice said, “Hapthorn. What’s afoot?”


      “Much, indeed,” I said. “You have snatched up Turgut Thero­bar.”


      His elongated face assumed an even more lugubrious mien. “There are serious charges. Blood and molestation of the innocent.”


      “These do not jibe with my sense of Turgut Therobar,” I said. “His name is a byword for charity and well doing.”


      “Not all bywords are accurate,” Warhanny said. “I have even heard that some say that ‘scroot’ ought to be a byword for ‘paucity of imagination coupled with clumping pudfootery.’”


      “I can’t imagine who would say such a thing,” I said, while marveling at how my words, dropped into a private conversation the week before, had made their way to the Colonel Investigator’s sail-like ears.


      “Indeed?” he said. “As for Therobar, there have been several disappearances in and around his estate this past month, and outrageous liberties have been taken with the daughter of a tenant. All lines of investigation lead unerringly to the master.”


      “I find that hard to believe.”


      “I counsel you to exert more effort,” Warhanny said. “And where you find resistance, plod your way through it.”


      “Turgut Therobar has retained me to intercede on his behalf,” I said.


      “The Bureau welcomes the assistance of all public minded citizens,” Warhanny pronounced, yet somehow I felt that the formulaic words lacked sincerity.


      “Will you release him into my custody?”


      “Will you serve out his sentence in the Contemplarium if he defaults?” countered the scroot.


      “He will not default,” I said, but I gave the standard undertaking. “Transmit the file, then deliver him to his estate. I will accept responsibility from there.”


      “As you wish.”


      Just before his visage disappeared from the air I thought to detect a smirk lurking somewhere behind Warhanny pendulous lips. While I mentally replayed the image, confirming the scornful leer, I told my integrator to book passage on an airship to Thurloyn Vale and to engage an aircar to fly out to Therobar’s estate, Wan Water. There was no response. I looked about and found that it had left the table and was now across the room, investigating the contents of a bookcase. “What are you doing?” I said.


      Before answering it pulled free a leather bound volume that had been laid sideways across the tops of the bottom row of books. I recognized the tome as one of several that I had brought back from the house of Bristal Baxandell, the ambitious thaumaturge who had originally summoned my demonic colleague to this realm. Baxan­dell had no further use for them, having expired while attempting to alter his own form, a process in which the compelled and reluctant demon had seized his opportunity for revenge.


      “I thought there might be something useful in this,” the integrator said, its fingers flicking through the heavy vellum pages while its golden eyes scanned from side to side.


      It was yet another unsettling sight in a day that had already offered too many. “Put that away,” I said. “I looked through it and others like it when I was a young man. It is a lot of flippydedoo about so-called magic.”


      But the integrator continued to peruse Baxandell’s book. “I thought, under the circumstances,” it said, “that we might drop the ‘so-called’ and accept the reality of my predicament.”


      I blew out air between scarcely opened lips. The creature’s narrow catlike face sharpened and it said, “Do you have a better argument than that? If not, I will accept your concession.”


      While it was true that I must accept the concept that rationalism was fated to give way to magic, even that the cusp of the transition had arrived, I was not prepared to dignify a book of spells with my confidence. I blew the same amount of air as before, but this time let my lips vibrate, producing a sound that conveyed both brave defiance and majestic ridicule.


      My assistant finished scanning the tome, slammed its covers together and said, “We must settle this.”


      “No,” I said, “we must rescue Turgut Therobar from incarceration.”


      “You are assuming that he is blameless.”


      I applied insight to the matter. The part of me that dwelled in the rear of my mind, the part that intuitively grasped complex issues in a flash of neurons, supported my assumption, though not completely.


      “Therobar is innocent,” I reported. “Probably.”


      “I was also innocent of any urge to become a gurgling bag of flesh and bones,” said the integrator. “What has happened to me must also be resolved.”


      “First the one, then the other,” I said.


      “Is that a promise?”


      “I am not accustomed to having to make promises to my own integrator,” I said.


      “Yet you expect me to put up with this,” it said, pointing at itself with both small hands, fingers spread, a gesture that put me mind of an indignant old man.


      “Sometimes our expectations may require adjustment,” I said.


      I turned to the demon’s portal to seek his views, but the entity had taken the opportunity to depart.


      “Perhaps he has found another peepshow,” I said.


      * * * *


      Thurloyn Vale was an unpretentious transportation nexus at the edge of the great desolation that was Dimpfen Moor. Its dun colored, low-rise shops and houses radiated in a series of arron­disse­ments from a broad hub on which sat the airship terminal that was the place’s reason for being. In former times, the entire town had been ringed by a high, smooth wall, now mostly tumbled in ruins. The barrier had been built to keep out the large and predatory social insects known as neropts that nested on the moor, but eventually an escalating series of clashes, culminating in a determined punitive expedition, led to a treaty. Now any neropt that came within sight of Thurloyn Vale, including flying nymphs and drones in their season, was legitimately a hunter’s trophy; any persons, human or ultra­terrene, who ventured out onto the moor need not expect rescue if they were carried off to work the insects’ subterranean fungi beds or, more usually, if they were efficiently reduced to their constituent parts and borne back to the hive to feed the ever hungry grubs.


      Wan Water sat atop an unambitious hill only a short aircar flight into Dimpfen Moor, above a slough of peat brown water that gave the estate its name. It was a smallish demesne, with only a meager agricultural surround, since little would grow on that bleak landscape other than lichens and stunted bushes. Like the town, it was walled, but its barrier was well maintained and bristling with self-actuating ison-cannons. The presence of a nearby neropt nest afforded Wan Water’s master the peace and tranquility that I assumed he required to plan his charitable works. Without the insects, he might be pestered by uninvited visitors eager to harness their ambitious plans to Turgut Therobar’s well stocked purse. Coupled with an implied humility in his make-up, it seemed a likely explanation for having chosen such a cheerless place for his retreat.


      With my integrator perched on my shoulder I overflew a ramble of outbuildings and guest houses, then banked and curved down toward the manse. This was an arrangement of interconnected domes, each more broad than tall and linked one to the other by colonnades of twisted, fluted pillars, all of a gray stone quarried from the moor. Above the huddled buildings stood a tall natural tor of dark-veined rock, around which spiraled a staircase of black metal. Atop the eminence was a tidy belvedere of pale marble equipped with a demilune seat of a dark polished stone.


      At the base of the tor I saw a black and green volante bearing the insignia of the Archonate Bureau of Scrutiny. Next to it stood a square faced man in a uniform of the same colors. With the moor’s constant wind whistling mournfully through the bars of the staircase, he advised me that Turgut Therobar had ascended the pillar of rock. We completed the formalities by which my client became my responsibility, then the scroot boarded his aircar and departed.


      I turned and climbed to the top of the spiral stairs. There I found the magnate standing silently, his back to me and his front toward the grim prospect of Dimpfen Moor. I used the occasion to acquire a detailed impression of my client.


      He was a man of more than middling age and height, thick through the shoulders, chest and wrists, with heavy jowls and a saturnine expression beneath a hat that was a brimless, truncated cone of dark felt. He affected plain garments of muted colors, though they were well cut and of fine material, as if he disdained the fripperies and panaches of transient fashion. As I inspected him I sought insight from my inner self and again received an inconclusive response. It was as if Therobar’s being was a deep well, its upper reaches clear and pure yet shaded by darkness below. But whether anything sinister lurked in those depths could not be told.


      Without taking his eyes from the vista that I found gloomy but which apparently worked to restore his inner peace, he said, “Thank you for arranging my release.”


      I inclined my head but replied, “Any intercessor could have done it.”


      “No, it had to be you.”


      My internal distresses had strengthened as I climbed the stairs. I pushed them to the edge of my awareness and prepared to focus on my responsibilities. “I am flattered by your confidence,” I said. “Shall we discuss the case?”


      “Later. For now I wish to look out upon the moor and contemplate the vagaries of fate.”


      “You are of a philosophical bent,” I said. “Faced with imminent incarceration in the Contemplarium, most men would find their concentration drawn to that threat.”


      He turned toward me. “I am not most men. I am Therobar. It makes all the difference.” A note of grim satisfaction rang softly through this speech.


      The chill wind had been insinuating itself into my garments since we had mounted the tower. Now it grew more insistent. My integrator moved to nestle against the lee side of my head and I felt it shiver. The motion drew Therobar’s eye.


      “That is an unusual beast,” he said.


      “Most unusual.”


      The expression “a piercing gaze” is most often an overstatement, but not in Therobar’s case. He examined my assistant closely and said, “What is its nature?”


      “We are discovering that together,” I answered. “Right now it would be premature to say.”


      His eyes shifted to mine and for a moment I felt the full impact of his gaze. The back of my mind stirred like a watchbeast disturbed by a faint sound. Involuntarily, I stepped back.


      “Forgive me,” he said. “I have a tendency to peer.”


      I made a gesture to indicate that the matter was too trivial to warrant an apology, but the resident of the rear corners of my psyche took longer to subside.


      We descended to the main buildings and passed within. It was a relief to be out of the wind though I could still hear it softly moaning and suffling across the roofs of the domes. Therobar handed me over to a liveried servant who escorted me to a suite of rooms where I refreshed myself, finding the appointments of the first quality. The man waited in the suite’s anteroom to guide me to a reception room where my client had said he would await me.


      I had placed my integrator on the sleeping pallet before going into the ablutory to wash. Returning, I extended my arm so that it might climb back to its wonted place upon my shoulders. I realized as I made the gesture that I was already becoming accustomed to its warmth and slight weight.


      The creature came to me without taking its eyes from the footman who stood impassively beside the door. I noticed that the fur behind its skull was standing out like the ruffs that were fashionable when I was in school. I made a gesture to myself as if I had forgotten some trivial matter and returned to the washroom. There I lowered my voice and said to my assistant, “Why are you doing that?”


      It moved to the far edge of my shoulder so it could look at me and said, “I am doing several things. To which do you refer?”


      “Making your neck hair stand on end.”


      It reached up a paw and stroked the area. “It appears to be an autonomic response.”


      “To what?”


      Its eyes flicked about then it said, “I think, to the presence of the footman.”


      “Why?”


      “I do not know. I have had neither neck hair nor involuntary responses before.”


      “I should perform a diagnostic inquisition on you,” I said.


      “And just how would you go about doing that in my new condition?” it asked.


      “Yes,” I said, “I will have to think about that.”


      We went out to the anteroom and the servant opened the door to the corridor, but I stayed him. It might be useful to question him about the events that led up to Therobar’s arrest. Servants often know more than they are supposed to about their masters’ doings, even though they will invariably adopt an expression of blinking innocence when barked at by an inquisitive scroot like Warhanny. But let the interrogation be conducted by someone who has questions in one hand and coins in the other, and memories that had previously departed the servant’s faculties come crowding back in, eager to reveal themselves.


      “What can you tell me about your master’s arrest?” I asked.


      “Agents of the Bureau of Scrutiny came in the morning. They spoke with the master. When they left, he accompanied them.”


      This information was delivered in a disinterested tone, as if the man were describing a matter of no particular moment. His eyes were a placid brown. They rested on me blandly.


      “What of the events that led up to the arrest?” I said.


      “What of them?”


      “They involved a number of deaths and some unsavory acts perpetrated on a girl.”


      “So I was told.”


      The servant’s lack of affect intrigued me. “What did you think of the matter?” I asked.


      “My memories of the incidents are vague, as if they occurred in another life.”


      “Struggle with them,” I said, producing a ten-hept piece. I was surprised that the impassivity of his gaze did not so much as flicker, nor did he reach for the coin. Still I persisted. “What did you think of the crime?”


      He shrugged. “I don’t recall thinking of it at all,” he said. “My duties occupy me fully.”


      “You were not shocked? Not horrified?”


      “No.”


      “What were your emotions?”


      The brown eyes blinked slowly as the man consulted his memory. After a moment he said, “When the Allers girl was brought in, she was hysterical. I was sent to the kitchens to fetch a restorative. The errand made me late in preparing the sleeping chambers for the master’s guests. I was chagrined but the master said it was a forgivable lapse.”


      “You were chagrined,” I said.


      “Briefly.”


      “Hmm,” I said.


      I flourished the ten-hept piece again and this time the fellow looked at it but again showed no interest. I put it away. Turgut Therobar had a reputation for aiding the intellectually deficient. I reasoned that this man must be one of his projects and that I would gain no more from interrogating him than I would from questioning the mosses on Dimpfen Moor. “Lead me,” I said.


      I was brought to a capacious reception room in the main dome. Therobar was in the center of the great space, making use of a mobile dispenser. He had changed his garments and now wore a loose fitting gown of shimmering fabric and a brocaded cloth headpiece artfully wound about his massive skull. He was not alone. Standing with him were an almost skeletally thin man in the gown and cap of an Institute don and a squat and hulking fellow who wore the stained smock of an apparaticist and a cloche hat. All three turned toward me as I entered, abruptly cutting off a conversation they had been conducting in muted tones. We offered each other the appropriate formal salutations, then Turgut made introductions.


      The lean academician was Mitric Gevallion, with the rank of sessional lecturer in dissonant affinities—the name rang a faint chime but I could not immediately place him—and the bulky appara­ticist was his assistant, who went by the single name Gharst. “They are conducting research into some matters that have piqued my curiosity. I have given them the north wing. We’ve been having a most fascinating discussion.”


      He handed me a glass of aperitif from a sideboard. I used the time it took to accept and sip the sharply edged liquor to cover my surprise at finding myself drawn into a social occasion after being summoned to an urgent rescue. There seemed no reason not to raise the obvious question, so I did.


      “Should we not be concerned rather with your situation?”


      For a moment, my meaning did not register, then his brow cleared. “Ah, you mean Warhanny and all that.” He dismissed the subject with a lightsome wave of his meaty hand. “Tomorrow is soon enough.”


      “The matter seemed more pressing when you contacted me,” I said.


      His lips moved in the equivalent of a shrug. “When confined to the Bureau of Scrutiny’s barren coop one has a certain perspective. It alters when one is ensconced in the warmth of home.”


      There was not much warmth apparent. I thought the room designed more for grandeur than comfort. “Still,” I began but he spoke over my next words, urging me to hear what Gevallion had to say. Out of deference to my host, I subsided and gave the academician my polite attention.


      “I am making progress in redefining gist within the context of configuration,” the thin man said.


      Gevallion’s name now came into focus and I stifled a groan by sipping from the glass of aperitif. There was a subtle undertone to its flavor that I could not quite identify. As I listened further to the academic a memory blossomed. In my student years at the Institute, I had written an offhand reply to a paper posted on the Grand Forum, demolishing its preposterous premises and ending with a recommendation that its author seek another career since providence had clearly left him underequipped for intellectual pursuits. I now saw that Mitric Gevallion had not taken my well meant advice but had remained at the Institute, dedicating his life to the pursuit of the uncatchable; he was a seeker after gist, the elusive quality identified by the great Balmerion uncounted eons ago as the underlying substance of the universe. Gist bound together all of time, energy, matter and the other, less obvious components into an elegant whole.


      Apparently he had forgotten my criticism of his work since he did not mention it upon our being introduced. It seemed good manners not to bring it up myself, but I could not, in all conscience, encourage his fruitless line of inquiry. “You are not the first to embark on the gist quest,” I said, “though you would certainly be the first to succeed.”


      “Someone must be first at everything,” he said. He had one of those voices that mix a tone of arrogance with far too much resonance through the nasal apparatus. Listening to him was like being lectured to by a out-of-tune bone flute.


      “But gist is, by Balmerion’s third dictum, beyond all grasp,” I said. “The moment it is approached, even conceptually, it disappears. Or departs—the question remains open.”


      “Exactly,” the academician said. “It cannot be apprehended in any way. The moment one seeks to delineate or define it, it is no longer there.”


      “And perhaps that is for the best,” I said. I reminded him of Balmerion’s own speculation that gist had been deliberately put out of reach by a hypothetical demiurge responsible for drafting the metaphysical charter of our universe. “Otherwise we would pick and pick and pick at the fabric of existence until we finally pulled the thread that unraveled the whole agglomeration.”


      Turgut Therobar entered the conversation. “Master Gevallion leans, as I am coming to do, toward Klapczyk’s corollary to Bal­merion’s dictum.”


      I had earlier restrained a groan, now I had to fight down an incipient snort. The misguided Erlon Klapczyk had argued that the very hiddenness of gist bespoke the deity’s wish that we seek and find it, and that this quest was in fact the reason we were all here.


      I said, “I recall hearing that Klapczyk’s adolescent son once advanced his father’s corollary as an excuse for having overturned the family’s ground car after being forbidden to operate it. Klapczyk countered his own argument by throwing things at the boy until he departed and went to live with a maternal aunt.”


      “I agree it is a paradox,” Gevallion said, then quoted, “Is it not the purpose of paradox to drive us to overcome our mental limitations?”


      “Perhaps,” I said. “Or perhaps what you take for a teasing puzzle is instead more like a dutiful parent’s removal of a devastating explosive from the reach of a precocious toddler. If I were to begin to list the people to whom I would not give the power to destroy the universe, even limiting the list to those who would do so only accidentally, I would soon run out of stationery.”


      Therobar offered another dismissive wave. I decided it was a characteristic gesture. “I care not for a cosmos ruled by a prating nanny,” he said. “I prefer to see existence as veined throughout by a mordant sense of irony. Gevallion’s speculations are more to my taste than Balmerion’s tiptoeing caution.”


      “Even if he budges the pebble that brings down the avalanche?”


      The magnate’s heavy shoulders rose and fell in an expression of disregard. “We are entering the last age of Old Earth, which will culminate in the sun’s flickering senility. All will be dark and done with.”


      “There are other worlds than this.”


      “Not when I am not standing on them,” Therobar said. “Besides, what is life without a risk? And thus, the grander the risk, the grander the life.”


      I was coming to see my client from a new perspective. “I really think we should discuss the case,” I said.


      “I’ve set aside some time after breakfast,” he said, then turned and asked Gevallion to explain some point in his theories. After hearing the first few words, I let my attention wander and inspected the room. It was lofty ceilinged, the curving walls cut by high, narrow windows through which the orange light of late afternoon poured in to make long oblongs on the deep pile of the rich, blood-red carpeting that stretched in all directions. One end of the room was dominated by a larger than life mural that displayed Turgut Therobar in the act of casually dispensing something to a grateful throng. Not finding the image to my taste, I turned to see what might be in the other direction and noticed a grouping of divans and substantial chairs around a cheerful hearth. Seated in a love chair, placidly regarding the flames, was a young woman of striking beauty.


      Therobar noted the direction of my gaze. “That is the Honorable Gevallion’s ward, Yzmirl. She is also assisting him in his researches.”


      “Would you care to meet her?” Gevallion said.


      I made a gesture of faint demurral. “If the encounter would not bore her.”


      Therobar chuckled. “No fear of that. Come.”


      We crossed the wide space, the drinks dispenser whispering over the carpet in our wake. The young woman did not look our way as we approached, giving me time to study her. She was beyond ­girlhood but had not yet entered her middle years. Her face had ­precisely the arrangement of features that I have often found com­pelling: large and liquid eyes, green but with flecks of gold, an understated nose and a generous mouth. Her hair was that shade of red that commands attention. It fell straight to her shoulders where it was cut with geometric precision. She wore a thin shift made of layers of a gauzy material, amber over plum, leaving her neck, arms and shoulders bare.


      “My dear,” said Gevallion, “allow me to present the Honorable Henghis Hapthorn, a discriminator who is assisting our host with matters that need not concern us.”


      She remained seated but looked up at me. I made a formal salute and added a gallant flourish. Her placid expression did not alter but it seemed that I had captured her interest, since she stared fixedly at me with widened eyes. It was a moment before I realized that the true focus of her gaze was not my face but the transmogrified integrator that crouched upon my shoulder. At the same time I became aware that the creature was issuing into my ear a hiss like that of air escaping from pressurized containment. I gave my head a sharp shake and the annoying sound ceased, though I thought to detect a grumble.


      “What is that on your shoulder?” Yzmirl asked. Her voice was soft, the tone polite, yet I experienced a reaction within me. It was just the kind of voice I preferred to hear.


      “I have not yet reached a conclusion on that score,” I said.


      The green eyes blinked sleepily. She said, “There was a character in Plobbit’s most recent novel, Spelling Under a Fall, who trained a large toad to squat on his shoulder. At a signal from its master, the beast would send a jet of unmentionable liquid in the direction of anyone who offended him.”


      “I recall it,” I said. “Do you enjoy Plobbit?”


      “Very much,” she said. “Do you?”


      “He is my favorite author.”


      “Well, then,” she said.


      Therobar cleared his throat. “I have some matters to attend to before dinner,” he said.


      “As do we,” said Gevallion, draining his glass and dropping it into the dispenser’s hopper. “Yzmirl, would you mind entertaining our friend for a while?”


      “I would not mind,” she said. She patted the seat next to her to indicate that I should sit. I did so and became aware of her perfume.


      “Is that Cynosure you’re wearing?” I said.


      “Yes. Do you like it?”


      “Above all other scents.” I was not exaggerating. The perfume had had an almost pheromonical effect on me when I had encountered it on other women. On Yzmirl, its allure was compounded by her exquisite appearance.


      “I please you?” she asked, her eyes offering me pools into which I could plunge and not care that I drowned.


      “Oh, indeed.”


      “How nice,” she said. “Why don’t you tell me about your work? What are your most notable exploits?”


      The integrator hissed again. I could feel its fur against my ear and realized it must be swelling up as it had in the presence of the footman. I reached up with one hand and found that the skin at the nape of its wiry neck was loose enough to afford me a grip. I lifted the creature from my shoulder and deposited it behind the love chair while my other hand covered that of Yzmirl where she had let it rest on the brocaded fabric between us.


      “Well,” I said, “would you care to hear about the case of the purloined passpartout?”


      “Oh, yes,” she said.


      The integrator was making sounds just at the threshold of hearing. I disregarded its grumpy murmurs and said, “It all began when I was summoned to the office of a grand chamberlain in the Palace of the Archonate…”


      * * * *


      Time passed, though its passage made scant impression. After I told the tale of the Archon Dezendah’s stolen document she asked for more and I moved on to the case of the Vivilosc fraud ring. Between episodes we refreshed our palates with offerings from the dispenser: I twice refilled my glass with the increasingly agreeable aperitif; she took a minim of Aubreen’s restorative tincture, drawing in its pale blue substance by pursing her lips in a manner that was entirely demure yet at the same time deliciously enticing. My hand moved from hers, first to caress her arm, then later I let my fingertips brush the softness where neck met shoulder. She made no complaint but continued to regard me with an unshielded gaze. My innards quaked from time to time, but I pushed the sensation to the borders of my mind.


      A footman entered the room and crossed to where we sat. I repressed an urge toward irritation and looked up as he approached. It was the same fellow who had obliquely responded to my questions. Or at least I thought it was as he approached. When he afforded me a closer inspection, it seemed that this might be instead a close relation of the other. I reached for my memory of the earlier encounter but found it veiled by too much aperitif and the heady scent of the young woman beside me.


      “My master bids me tell you,” said the servant, after a lackluster salute, “that an urgent matter has called him from the estate. He regrets that he cannot join you for dinner.”


      “How long will he be gone?” I asked.


      “He said he might not return before morning.”


      In the brief silence that ensued I could hear my integrator hissing behind the love seat. I reached over to swat it to silence but missed. “What of Gevallion and Gharst?” I said.


      “They accompany the master on his journey.”


      “So it is just us two?”


      The fellow tilted his head in a way that confirmed my supposition, though his expression remained unmoved. “The master suggested that you and the Lady Yzmirl might prefer to dine in the comfort of your quarters.”


      My eyes widened. I looked at Yzmirl but her expression showed neither alarm nor disinclination. “Would you be comfortable with such an arrangement?” I asked her.


      “Of course.”


      “Then it’s settled.”


      We rose and followed the footman to my suite, the integrator trundling along behind on its short legs, spitting and grumping just at the threshold of audibility. I looked back at one point and saw that its tail was twitching and its little fists were clenched. But when we arrived at my rooms, to find the first course of our dinner ready to be served, I chivvied the ill tempered beast into the ablutory and closed the door so that Yzmirl need not feel distracted or constrained.


      I found the food excellent, the company enchanting and the aftermath an unparalleled delight. Yzmirl displayed only a genteel interest in what was placed before her at the table but, after the servant returned and took away the remains of the meal, she revealed a robust appetite and surprising inventiveness in another room.


      * * * *


      I awoke alone. Or so I thought until I arose and entered the washroom, where a small, furry and angry presence made itself known.


      “Apparently, I need to eat,” it said in a tone that was far from deferential.


      “Eat what?”


      There was fruit on a side table in the main salon. It went and sampled this and that. I was prepared to offer advice on the arts of chewing and swallowing but the creature mastered these skills without trouble. I thought a compliment might lighten the atmosphere but my encouraging words were turned back on me. “I’ve seen you do it thousands of times,” it said. “How hard could it be?”


      “Then you’ll be able to work out the other end of the alimentary process for yourself?” I said.


      “I shall manage.”


      I performed my morning toilet and emerged to find the integrator perched on the back of chair, its tail flicking like a petulant pendulum and a frown on its face. “What?” I said.


      “I cannot connect to the grid.”


      “Why not?”


      “I don’t know why not.”


      “Hmm,” I said. “Ordinarily, I would perform a diagnostic procedure on your systems and components. Now I would first have to take advice from…” I had been going to specify a person who was skilled in the care of animals, but I had a suspicion that this particular creature might baffle such a specialist.


      “How does it…feel, I suppose that’s the word, to be unable to connect?”


      It put on its introspective look for a moment, then said, “It feels as if I ought to be able to connect but cannot.”


      “As if you were out of range?”


      “As if I was blocked.”


      There was a knock on the door and the footman entered. Again my integrator’s fur raised itself involuntarily and again I was not quite sure that this was the same fellow I had encountered before.


      “The master would like you to join him for breakfast,” he said. The voice sounded identical, yet there was something around the eyes and the mouth that seemed slightly different.


      There was no obvious reason to be circumspect. I said, “Are you the same footman who yesterday led me to meet your master and returned me here?”


      His expression registered no surprise at the question. He looked at me neutrally and said, “Why do you ask?”


      “Because I wish to know.”


      His answer was unexpected. “It is difficult to say.”


      “Why? It is a simple question.”


      “There are no simple questions,” he said. “Only simple questioners. But I will address the issue. Are you the same person who arrived here yesterday? Since then you have had new experiences, met new people, consumed and excreted the air of this place and other substances. Has none of this had any effect on you?”


      “The argument is abstruse,” I said. “Assume the broadest of definitions and answer: are you the same footman whom I encountered yesterday?”


      “Under the broadest definition, it would be difficult to distinguish me from any other entity, including you.”


      The fellow was obviously a simpleton. “Lead me to your master,” I said. As he turned to depart I beckoned my integrator to mount to my shoulder again. It was hissing and its fur was once more ruffed about its neck.


      * * * *


      I found Turgut Therobar in a morning room in the great dome. He wore loose attire: ample pantaloons, a billowing shirt, chamois slippers, all in muted tones with plain fasteners. His head was again swathed in a silken cloth. He did not rise from his chair as I entered but beckoned me to sit across from him. A low table between us bore plates of bread, bowls of fruit and cups to be filled from a steaming carafe of punge.


      He exhibited an air of sleepy self-satisfaction, blinking lazily as he inquired as to how I had passed the night. I assured him that I had rested well but offered an observation that he did not appear to have slept much. He extended his lower lip and made a show with his eyebrows that signaled that his rest or lack of it was of small concern. “A necessary task occupied most of the night,” he said, “but it was well worth the doing.”


      I raised my brows in inquiry, but when he added no more I politely changed the subject. “We should discuss the case,” I said.


      “As you wish. How would you like to proceed?”


      I poured myself a cup of punge and chose a savory broche, then ordered my mind as I chewed, sipped and swallowed. “First,” I said, “I will rehearse the known elements of the matter. Then I wish to know everything, from the beginning.”


      The charges concerned the disappearance of a number of persons in the vicinity of Wan Water over recent months. Initially, it had been thought that they had wandered into range of neropt hunting parties, the usual precursor to sudden disappearances on Dimpfen Moor.


      The break in the case came when a tenant’s young daughter, Bebe Allers, had gone missing from Wan Water only to reappear after a few days wandering within the walls of the estate. She was in a state of confu­sion and distress, with vague memories of being seized, transported, confined and perhaps interfered with in intimate ways. She could not directly identify the person or persons responsible for the outrage, but she had blanched and screamed at the sight of an image of Turgut Therobar.


      “Now,” I said, “how do you answer?”


      He spoke and his face and tone betrayed a blasé unconcern that I found surprising. But the substance of his response was nothing less than astonishing. “The affair is now moot,” he said. “Events have moved on.”


      I set my cup and plate on the table. “Wealth and social rank will not keep you from the Archon’s Contemplarium if you are adjudged to be at fault.”


      His eyes looked up and away. “The case is nuncupative.”


      “Colonel-Investigator Warhanny will take a different view.”


      He chose a cake and nibbled at its topping.


      “Please,” I said, “I have given surety for you. My interests are also at stake.”


      He smiled and it was not a pleasant sight. There was a glint in his eye that gave me an inkling as to why the victim had reacted with horror to his image. “You will soon find,” he said, “that you have more pressing concerns.”


      My integrator was hissing quietly beside my ear. The intuitive part of me was alert and urging unspecified action. I stood up. “You had better explain,” I said.


      He regarded me as if I had just executed some comic trick and he expected me to perform another. “Oh, I shall explain,” he said. “Triumphs gain half their delight from being appreciated by those who have been triumphed over.”


      To my assistant I said, quietly, “Contact Warhanny. Tell him I withdraw from the case.”


      “I still cannot connect,” it said.


      “If I may interrupt your communion with your pet,” Therobar said, “I was about to relieve your mind concerning the case.”


      “Very well,” I said. “Do so.”


      He made a face like that of a little boy admitting a naughtiness to an indulgent caregiver and spread his hands. “I am guilty,” he said.


      “You interfered with the young maiden?”


      “Indeed.”


      “And the disappearances?”


      Again the protruding lip and facial shrug, which I took as an admission of culpability.


      There could be only one question: “Why?”


      “Two reasons,” he said, throwing away the cake, now denuded of its topping, and reaching for another. “The disappeared assisted in Mitric Gevallion’s experiments.”


      “You have been experimenting on human beings?”


      “We’d gone as far as we could with animals. What else was there to do?”


      I was being given an unobstructed view into Therobar’s psyche. I shuddered involuntarily “What were the aims of these experiments?”


      “As we discussed last night: at first we were seeking to redefine gist so that we could employ it in various efforts at carnal reconfiguration.”


      I translated his remark. “You were trying to harness the elementary force of the universe in order to transform living creatures.”


      “Yes.” His sharp pointed tongue licked cream from the core of his pastry.


      “Why?”


      “Why not?”


      “That is never a reason,” I said.


      “You may be right. In any case, we soon found another.”


      He was smiling, waiting for me to ask. I obliged him. “What did you find?”


      “We discovered that we could ‘re-order’ animals from one species to another, though they were never happy in their new skins. So then we tried ‘editing’ them, again with interesting results. We produced several disparate versions from the same template: one would be ferocious, another painfully meek; one would have an overpowering urge to explore its territory, while the next iteration would not stir from its den.” He drank from his cup of punge. “Do you understand what we had achieved?”


      He was waiting again. “I am sure you would enjoy telling me,” I said.


      “We kept the shape, but discarded the contents, so to speak.”


      I had an insight. “You found you could work with form while discarding essence.”


      “Exactly. And, of course, once we had done it with beasts we had to try it with people.”


      “It is monstrous,” I said.


      “An entirely accurate description, at first. They were indeed monsters. We turned them loose to bellow and rampage on the moor, where the neropts found them and carried them off.”


      “But then?” I asked.


      He wriggled with self-satisfaction. “But then we refined the process and began striking multiples from the originals. They are short-lived but they serve their purposes.”


      I understood. “The footmen,” I said. “They are copies.”


      “And not just the footmen,” he said, an insinuating smile squirm­ing across his plump lips.


      I was horrified. “Yzmirl,” I whispered, then put iron in my voice. “Where is she?”


      “Nowhere,” he said. “She was, now she is not. Though Geval­lion can whip up another at any time. That one was specifically designed to appeal to your tastes and petty vanities.”


      I did not trust myself to stand over him. I sat and turned my vision inward, encountering images of deep and tender pathos. After a while he spoke, dragging my attention back to his now repulsive face.


      “You haven’t asked about the second reason,” he said.


      My mind had wandered far from the discussion. I indicated that I was not following.


      “The disappeared,” he said, speaking as if I were a particularly slow child, “went into Gevallion’s vats. Then there was the Allers girl. She was the template for your companion of last night, by the way.”


      I took a labored breath. It was as if his evil thickened the air. “All right,” I said. “Why did you let the girl be found?”


      “Because that would bring Warhanny. And Warhanny would bring you.”


      “And why must you bring me?”


      “Because by being here, you were not there.”


      “And where is ‘there?’”


      He smiled. “At your rooms, of course. Where there were items I wished to acquire.”


      I allowed anger to take me. I kicked the low table at his legs and sprang to overpower him. But he was ready. An object appeared in his hand. At its center was a small black spot. As I leapt toward him the circle abruptly expanded and rushed out to encompass me in nothingness.


      * * * *


      Mitric Gevallion’s laboratory was an unprepossessing place, dimly lit and woefully untidy. It featured a long work bench crowded with apparatus and a large display board on which a meandering set of equations and formulae had been scrawled. The vats in which the gist hunter brewed his creations loomed to one side of the wide, low ceilinged room. Against the opposite wall was a sturdy cage and it was within its confines that I regained consciousness.


      “Ah,” said Gevallion, when Gharst, who had been sucking at a wound on one thick thumb, drew his attention to my blinking and pate, rubbing. Therobar’s shocker had left me muzzified and aching, but I was now recovering as the academician crossed the cluttered floor to regard me through the bars. “Ah, there you are, back with us,” he said.


      I saw no need to join him in assertions of the obvious, and fixed him instead with a disdainful stare. I might as well have struck him with a cobweb for all the impact I achieved.


      He rubbed his thin, pale hands together. “We’re just waiting for our host to join us, then we’ll begin,” he said.


      I knew he wanted me to ask what was to ensue, but I denied him that satisfaction. After a moment, his eyes moved from my face to focus on a point to one side of it. “That is a most curious creature,” he said. “We tried to examine it while you were…resting, but it shrieked and bit Gharst quite viciously. What is it?”


      When I did not answer, he made a moue with his thin lips and said, “It does not signify. I will dissect the beast at leisure after you are…shall we say, through with it.”


      It was another attempt to elicit a response from me, and I ­ignored it like the others. My mind was now concentrated on the display board and I was following the calculations thereon. The mathematics were abstruse but familiar, until they reached the third sequence. There I saw that Gevallion’s extrapolation of Balmerion’s premises had taken a sudden and entirely unexpected departure. He had achieved a complete overturning of the ancient premises and yet as I proceeded to examine each step in his logic, I saw that it all held together.


      “You’re looking for the flaw,” he said, now sounding the way a bone flute would sound if it could experience complacent triumph.


      I said nothing, but the answer he sought must have been unmistakable in my expression. I ran my eyes over the calculations again, looking for the weakness, the false syllogism, the unjustified leap. There was none.


      Finally, I could not deny my curiosity. “How?” I said.


      “Simple,” was his answer, “yet achingly difficult. Although it went against everything we are taught, I consciously accepted the gnosis that magic and rationalism alternate in a vast cycle, and that whenever the change comes the new regime obliterates all memory of the other’s prior ascendancy. I then asked myself, ‘If it were so, what would be the mechanism of change?’ And the answer came: there is gist, it exists in this half of the cycle; the other half is opposite, therefore it must contain opposite gist. I thereby conceived the concept of negative gist.”


      “Negative gist,” I repeated, and could not keep the wonder from my voice.


      “And negative gist, viewed from our side of the dichotomy, is susceptible to definition. Define it, then reverse it, and you have a definition of positive gist. Although it is hard to remember. It slides easily out of understanding.”


      Negative gist, I thought. Why had I not seen it?


      He knew what I was thinking. “You were not supposed to,” he said. “None of us are. Even with it written on the board I had trouble keeping it in mind. I kept wanting to erase the equations. Then I relocated to Wan Water where conditions are more accommodating.”


      “How so?”


      “The transition from rationalism to sympathy does not cross our universe in a wavefront, as dawn sweeps across a planet. It occurs almost everywhere at once, like seepage through a porous membrane, but there are discrete locations—dimples, I call them—where the earliest seepage pools. Here the effects are intensified.”


      “And Wan Water is such a place,” I said.


      “Indeed. That is why our host chose to build here.”


      “It seems to be a time for surprises,” I said. There was something more that needed to be said. “I am not often wrong, but in this matter of gist I assuredly was. I offer you my apologies and my congratulations.”


      “Graciously done,” he said. “Both are accepted.” He added a formal salute appropriate to academic equals.


      I returned it and said, “Since we are on good terms, perhaps you would unlock the cage.”


      His expression of regret seemed sincere. “I’m afraid Turgut Thero­bar has other plans. More to the point, he has the only key.”


      At that moment, Gharst called to say that something on the bench had reached a critical point of development. Gevallion rushed to his side. They busied themselves with an apparatus constructed of intricately connected rods and coils, then Gevallion made a last ­ad­justment and the two stood back in postures of expectation. In the air a colorless spot had appeared, a globular shape no larger than my smallest fingernail, connected to the apparatus by a filament as thin as a gossamer. Gevallion nudged a part of the contraption on the bench and the spot grew larger and darker while the connector thickened. I saw motion seemingly within the sphere, a slow roiling as of indistinct shapes turning over and about each other.


      The room was also charged with strange energies. My inner discomforts now increased. I felt as if both flesh and being were penetrated by vital forces, causing an itching of my bones and sense of some impending revelation, though I could not tell if it would burst upon me or from me.


      Gevallion said something to Gharst and the assistant gingerly touched the apparatus. The academician pushed him aside and made a more determined adjustment. The globe rapidly expanded until it was perhaps three times the diameter of Gharst’s outsized head, then quickly shimmered and redoubled in size. The connecting conduit grew as thick as my wrist. Now the apparition seemed to become stable. I fought the intense irritation the device was causing in my innermost parts and studied the globe closely. I saw that the shifting colors and indeterminate shapes that moved within it were familiar, and began to plan a surprise.


      “That is as much as we can achieve at this point,” Gevallion told Gharst. “Advise Turgut Therobar that we are ready for his contribution.”


      The assistant spoke into a communications nexus beside the bench. I heard a muffled response.


      The dim room became silent and still. The two experimenters stood by the bench, the globe swirled placidly in the air and a small voice mumbled in my ear. For the moment, I ignored it.


      If I had any doubts on the matter they were soon resolved. The door opened and in strode Turgut Therobar, swathed in the multi­hued robes and lap-eared cap of a thaumaturge. The costume should have appeared comical, yet did not. His face bore an expression of fevered anticipation and his hands clasped another disconcertingly familiar object: Bristall Baxandell’s leatherbound tome, last seen in my workroom.


      I could feel my assistant’s fur standing up and tickling the side of my neck. The murmuring in my ear grew more insistent.


      I whispered back, “Don’t worry.”


      Therobar inspected the swirling globe and beamed at Gevallion and Gharst, then shot me a look that contained a mixture of sentiments. He placed the great book on the work bench and opened it, ran his finger down a page and his tongue across his ripe lips. “The Chrescharrie, first, don’t you think?” he said to Gevallion, who nodded nervous agreement.


      I recognized the name as that of a minor deity worshipped long ago by a people almost now forgotten. I heard more mumblings in my ear. “Shush,” I said, under my breath.


      Therobar removed his cap and I saw that his hairless scalp was densely tattooed with figures and symbols such as I had seen in books of magic lore. He rubbed one hand over the smooth skin of his pate then took a deep breath and intoned a set of syllables. Something pulsed along the cable that connected sphere to apparatus. He spoke again, and again the connector palpitated as if something ­traversed along its length. The colors in the sphere flashed and fluoresced. There was a crackling sound and the air of the room suddenly smelled sharply of ozone. My internal organs felt as if they were seeking to trade places with each other and there was a pulsing pressure at the back of my head. My integrator abandoned my shoulder with a squawk, dropping to the floor where it grumbled and chittered in an agitated manner.


      Therobar spoke again and made a calculated gesture. The sphere shimmered and flickered, there came a loud crack of energy and a fountain of blue sparks cascaded from the globe. The swirl coalesced and cohered at its center, becoming a six-armed homunculus, red of skin and cobalt of eye—there was only one, in the middle of its forehead—seated crosslegged on black nothingness that now otherwise filled the orb. Meanwhile a sensation like a hot scouring wind shot through me.


      Therobar consulted the book once more and spoke three guttural sounds, meanwhile moving hands and fingers in precise motions. The figure in the globe started as if struck. Its eye narrowed and its gash of a mouth turned downward in a frown. Its several arms flexed and writhed while it seemed to be attempting to rise to its split-hoofed feet. Therobar spoke and gestured again, a long string of syllables, and the homunculus subsided, though with a patent show of anger in its face.


      Now the thaumaturge took another deep breath and barked a harsh phrase. There was a reek of raw power in the air and a thrumming sound just at the limits of perception. My bones were rattling against each other at the joints.


      Therobar raised one hand, the index finger extended, then swiftly jabbed it into his forehead. The figure in the globe did likewise with one of its upper limbs, though its sharp nailed digit struck not flesh and bone but its own protruding eye. It gave a squeal of pain and frustrated rage.


      Therobar’s eyes widened and I saw a gleam of triumph in them. For a moment I thought he might voice some untoward cry of victory, which would have put us all in deadly peril, but he mastered the impulse and instead chanted a lengthy phrase. The glowering deity in the sphere shimmered and dissolved into fragments of light, and once again the orb contained only shifting shapes and mutating colors.


      The thaumaturge let out a sigh of happy relief. Gevallion and Gharst came from the other side of the work bench and there followed a few moments of back slapping, hand gripping, and—on Thero­bar’s part—a curious little dance that I took to express unalloyed joy.


      When the demonstration was over, he looked my way and with an expression of satiated pleasure said, “Allow me to explain what you just saw.”


      “No need,” I said. “You have accessed a continuum in which there is no distinction between symbol and referent. You have encapsulated a small segment of that realm and used it as a secure enclosure in which you could summon up a minor deity and bend it to your will. After animals and humans it is the next natural step. Now I suppose you’ll want to call up something more potent so that you can use it to rule the world.”


      Therobar’s face took on an aggrieved pout and he regarded me without favor for a long moment.


      I shrugged my itching shoulders. “Your ambitions are as banal as your taste in decor,” I said.


      I thought he would strike me, but he put down the impulse and sneered. “Do you know why I brought you here?” he said.


      “So that you could steal Baxandell’s book from my library.”


      “That was but the proximate cause,” he said, and I detected a deeper animosity in the squinting of his eyes and the writhing of his mouth as he approached the cage. “Do you recall an evening at Dame Obrosz’s salon several years ago?”


      “There were many such occasions,” I said. “One tends not to retain details.”


      “You were holding forth on the bankruptcy of magic.”


      “I am sure I have done so often.”


      “Yes.” The syllable extended into a hiss. “But on that occasion, your arguments had a profound effect on me.”


      “That seems odd, since the evidence of the past few minutes indicates that you have spent years studying and mastering the magical lore that I inveighed against. Obviously I did not convince you.”


      “On the contrary, you convinced me utterly,” he said. “But I was so offended by your strutting arrogance and insouciant contempt for all contrary opinion that I resolved then and there to devote my life to disproving your claims, and forcing you to acknowledge utter defeat.”


      “Congratulations,” I said. “You have achieved the goal of your existence. I am glad to have been of such great use to you, but pray tell me, what will you do to fill the remaining years?”


      “Perhaps I will spend them tormenting you,” he said. “And acquainting you with the depths of animosity you are capable of summoning up in otherwise placid souls.”


      “I think not.” It seemed time to act. I did my best to ignore my peculiar inner sensations, though they had not diminished after Thero­bar dismissed the Chrescharrie. Focusing my will, I spoke certain words while making the usual accompanying gestures. Thero­bar stepped back, his face filling with a mingling of confusion and curiosity. The colors in the globe swirled anew, then I saw the familiar pattern of my demonic friend.


      “I am beset,” I called. “Please aid me.”


      The demon manifested a limb: thick, bristling with spines and tipped with a broad pincer-like claw. It reached out to Turgut Ther­o­bar as I had seen it do before to two other unfortunates. But the thaumaturge had already recovered his equilibrium. He stepped back, out of range, while shouting Gevallion’s name.


      The academician also overcame his surprise. He did something to the apparatus on the bench and the globe constricted sharply, trapping my friend’s spiked appendage as if it were a noose that had tightened around the limb. I heard muffled sounds and saw the claw opening and closing in frustration, its pincers clicking as they seized only thin air.


      Therobar was flipping through the book. He stopped at a page and from the way his eyes flashed I knew that it boded ill for my friend and me. “Ghoroz ebror fareshti!” he shouted. The orb shivered then contracted further, to the size of a fist, then to a pinpoint, and finally it popped out of existence altogether. The demon’s arm, severed neatly, flopped to the floor where it glowed and smoked for a moment before disappearing.


      “Oh, dear,” said Turgut Therobar. “I hope you weren’t counting on that as your last resort.”


      “It would be premature to say,” I said, but I heard little conviction in my own voice.


      The thaumaturge rubbed his hands in a manner that implied both satisfaction with what had transpired and happy anticipation of further delights to come. “Shall I tell you what happens next?” he said.


      I was casting about for a some stratagem by which I might escape or turn the tables, but nothing was coming to mind. I sought insight from the intuitive part of me that so often came to my aid, but received no sense of impending revelation. It was as if he was otherwise occupied.


      Hello! I shouted down the mental corridor that led to his abode. Now would be an apt time to assist!


      Meanwhile, Therobar was speaking. “You’ll go into the vats, of course. I will create several versions of you, some comical, some pathetically freakish. I will make convincing Henghis Hapthorn facsimiles, but give them unpleasant compulsions, then send them out into society. Your reputation may suffer. Others will have the opportunity to outrun neropt foraging parties. I believe I’ll also recreate you in a feminine edition.” He smiled that smile that could make children scream. “Such fun.”


      The muted voice that had been rumbling in my ear now said, quite clearly, “Step aside.”


      I turned my head, wondering what my transformed integrator was up to, but the creature was huddled in a far corner of the cage nervously rubbing one hand over another. “Did you speak?” I said.


      “No, I did,” said the voice again, this time less quiet. “Now, get out of the way.”


      I experienced a novel sensation: I was shoved from within, not roughly but with decided firmness, as that part of me that I was accustomed to think of as fixed and immutable—my own mind—now found itself sharing my inner space with another partner. At the same time, the noxious itchings and shiftings among my inner parts faded to a normal quiescence.


      “Wait,” I said.


      “I’ve already waited years,” Therobar said, but I had not addressed him.


      “As have I,” said the voice in my head. “Now, move over before you get us both into even worse difficulty.”


      I acquiesced, and the moment I yielded I felt myself deftly nudged out of the way, as if I had been pressed into the passenger’s seat of a vehicle so that someone else could assume the controls. I saw my own hand come up before my face, the fingers opening and closing, though I was not moving them. “Good,” said the voice.


      I spoke to the voice’s owner as he spoke to me, silently within the confines of our shared cranium. “I know you,” I said. “You’re my indweller, the fellow at the other end of the dark passage, my intuitive colleague.”


      “Hush your chatter,” was the response. “I need to concentrate.”


      I subsided. Through our common eyes I saw that Turgut Thero­bar had produced his weapon again and was aiming it at us while Gharst opened the cage with a key the thaumaturge had given him. Across the room, Gevallion threw me a sheepish look and opened the hatch of one of his vats, releasing a wisp of malodorous vapor.


      As the cage door opened, I watched my hands come together in a particular way then spread wide into a precise configuration. I heard my voice speaking words that were vaguely recognizable from one of Baxandell’s books, the opening line of a cantrip known as Gamgripp’s Irrepressible Balloon, whose title had made me laugh when I was young man browsing through a book of spells. I did not laugh now as from my hands there emanated an expanding sphere of invisible force that pushed Therobar and Gharst away from me, lifting them over the work bench, then upward into the air until they were pressed against the far wall where it met the ceiling. Gevallion, seeing what was happening, tried to reach the door but was similarly caught and crushed against it.


      Therobar was clearly finding it hard to breathe against the pressure the spell exerted against his chest, but the symbols on his scalp had taken on a darker shade and I could see that his lips were framing syllables. I heard my voice speak again while my hands made motions that reminded me of a needle passing thread through cloth. The thaumaturge’s lips became sealed. “Faizul’s Stitch,” I said to my old partner, having recognized the spell.


      “Indeed,” was the reply.


      He directed our body out of the cage, faltering only a little before he mastered walking. The apparatus on the bench was unaffected by the balloon spell and he picked it up in our hands and ­examined it from several angles. Its components and manner of ­operation were not difficult to analyze.


      “Shall we?” he said.


      “It seems only fair.”


      He activated the device, reestablishing the swirling sphere. I was relieved to see the familiar eddies of my transdimensional colleague reappear. My other part made room for me so that I could ask the demon, “Are you well?”


      “Yes,” he said, “I lost only form. Essence was not affected.” He was silent for a moment and I recognized the pattern he assumed when something took his interest. “I see that the opposite is true for you.”


      “Indeed,” I said, “allow me to introduce…myself, I suppose.” I stepped aside and let the two of them make each other’s acquaintance.


      When the formalities were over, I voiced the obvious question: “Now what?”


      I felt a sense of my other self’s emotions, as one would feel warmth from a nearby fleshly body: he gave off an emanation of determined will, tempered by irony. “We must restore balance,” he said, using my voice so that the three prisoners could hear. “Pain has been given and must therefore be received. Also fear, humiliation and, of course, death for death.”


      “Indeed,” I said. “That much is obvious. But I meant ‘Now what?’ for you and me.”


      “Ah,” he said, this time within our shared skull. “We must reach an accommodation. At least temporarily.”


      “Why temporarily?” I asked, in the same unvoiced manner, then felt the answer flower in my mind in the way my intuitive other’s contributions had always done during the long years of our partnership.


      I digested his response then continued. “You are the part of me—us—that is better suited to an age reigned over by magic. As the change intensifies, I will fade until I become to you what you have always been to me, the dweller down the back corridor.”


      “Indeed,” was his response. “And from there you will provide me with analytical services that will complement and augment my leaps from instinct. It will be a happy collaboration.”


      “You will make me your integrator,” I complained.


      “My valued colleague,” he countered.


      I said nothing, but how could he fail to sense my reluctance to give up control of my life? His response was the mental equivalent of a snort. “What makes you think you ever had control?” he said.


      I was moved to argue, but then I saw the futility of being a house divided. “Stop putting things in my head,” I said.


      “I don’t believe I can,” he answered. “It is, after all, as much my head as yours.”


      My curiosity was piqued. “What was it like to live as you have lived, inside of me all of these years?”


      There was a pause, then the answer came. “Not uncomfortable, once you learn the ropes. Don’t fret,” he added, “the full transition may not be completed for years, even decades. We might live out our mutual life just as we are now.”


      “Hence the need for an accommodation,” I agreed. “Then let us wait for a quiet time and haggle it out.”


      He agreed and we turned our attention to the question of what to do with Therobar, Gevallion and Gharst.


      The demon was displaying silver, green and purple flashes as he said, “It would be a shame to waste the academician’s ability to create form without essence. I know of places in my continuum where such creations would command considerable value.”


      I had never inquired as to what constituted economics in the demon’s frame of reference, but my intuitive half leapt to the correct interpretation. “But if you took them into your keeping and put them to work,” he said, “would that not make you a peddler of smut?”


      The silver swooshes intensified, but the reply was studiedly bland in tone. “I would find some way to live with the opprobrium,” the demon said.


      We released Gevallion and Gharst into demonic custody. They could not go as they were into that other universe, where any word they uttered would immediately become reified, and it was an unsettling experience to watch the demon briskly edit their forms so that they could never speak again. But I hardened myself by remembering Yzmirl and how they must have dealt with her, and in a few moments the messy business was concluded. The two were hauled, struggling and moaning, through the sphere. For good measure, the demon took their vats and apparatus as well, including the device of rods and coils from the work bench.


      When he was ready to depart, my old colleague lingered in the sphere, showing more purple and green shot through with silver. “I may not return for a while,” he said, “perhaps a long while. I will have much to occupy.”


      “I will miss our contests,” I said, “but in truth I am sure I will also be somewhat busy with all of this…”—I rolled my eyes—“accommodating.”


      And so we said our goodbyes and he withdrew, taking the sphere after him.


      “That leaves Turgut Therobar,” my inner companion said, this time aloud.


      “Indeed.” I let the magnate hear my voice as well. He remained squeezed against the far wall, his feet well clear of the floor. His eyes bulged and one cheek had acquired a rapid twitch.


      “Warhanny would welcome his company.”


      “Somehow, the Contemplarium does not seem a sufficient sanc­tion for the harm he has done.”


      “No, it doesn’t.”


      Therobar made noises behind his sealed lips. We ignored them.


      * * * *


      Later that day, back in my work room, I contacted the Colonel Investigator. “Turgut Therobar has confessed to all the charges and specifications,” I said.


      Warhanny’s face, suspended in the air over my work table, took on the slightly less lugubrious aspect that I had come to recognize as his version of intense pleasure. “I will send for him,” he said.


      “Not necessary,” I said. “Convulsed by remorse for his ill deeds, he ran out onto Dimpfen Moor just as a neropt hunting pack was passing by. Nothing I could do would restrain him. They left some scraps of him if you require proof of his end.”


      “I will have them collected,” said Warhanny.


      “I must also file his last will and testament,” I said. “He left his entire estate to the charities he had always championed, except for generous bequests to his tenants, and an especial legacy for Bebe Allers, his final victim.”


      We agreed that that was only fair and Warhanny said that he would attend to the legalities. We disconnected.


      I regarded my integrator. It was still in the form of a catlike ape or perhaps an apelike cat. “And what about you?” I said. “With Baxan­dell’s books and the increasing strength of magic, we can probably restore you to what you were.”


      It narrowed its eyes in thought. “I have come to value having preferences,” it said. “And if the world is going to change, I will become a familiar sooner or later. Better to get a head start on it. Besides, I enjoyed the fruit at Turgut Therobar’s.”


      “We have none like it here,” I said. “It is prohibitively expensive.”


      It blinked and looked inward for a moment. “I’ve just ordered an ample supply,” it said.


      “I did not authorize the order.”


      “No,” it said, “you didn’t.”


      While I was considering my response, I received an unsolicited insight from my other half. It was in the form of a crude cartoon image.


      “That is not amusing,” I said.


      From the chuckles filling my head, I understood that he saw the situation from his own perspective.


      “I am not accustomed to being a figure of fun,” I said.


      The furry thing on the table chose that moment to let me know that, along with autonomic functions, it had acquired a particularly grating laugh.


      “Now whose expectations require adjustment?” it said.

    

  


  
    
      CONTRIBUTORS


      THEODORA GOSS’s chapbook, The Rose in Twelve Petals and Other Stories, is currently available from Small Beer Press, and her short story collection, In the Forest of Forgetting, is forthcoming from Prime Books. In 2004, she won a Rhysling Award for speculative poetry. Her short stories and poems have been published in Alchemy, Realms of Fantasy, Polyphony, Mythic Delirium, Flytrap, and Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, as well as in Strange Horizons, and reprinted in Year’s Best Fantasy, The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror, and The Year’s Best Science Fiction and Fantasy for Teens.


      Visit her website at: www.theodoragoss.com.


      GENE WOLFE is one of the grand masters of science fiction and fantasy. His most famous work is the five-volume Book of the New Sun. His most recent book is Soldier of Sidon.


      ERIC SCHALLER is a plant biologist who teaches in the Biology Department at Dartmouth College. He lives in Lebanon, New Hampshire with his wife Paulette Werger, a jeweler and metalsmith, where they keep company with two hedgehogs and a turtle. He has had work published in Sci Fiction, The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror 16, Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, and the essential medical companion The Thackery T. Lambshead Pocket Guide to Eccentric and Discredited Diseases. Other work includes illustrations for Jeff VanderMeer’s collection City of Saints and Madmen.


      “Three Urban Folk Tales” was originally inspired by Italo Cal­vino’s collection of Italian folktales, but then run through the grinder of the Arabian Nights.


      ELIZABETH BEAR was born on the same day as Frodo and Bilbo Baggins and nearly named after Peregrine Took. These early experiences, coupled with a tendency to read the dictionary for fun as a child, sealed her fate. She became a writer of speculative fiction. “Wax” is the first of a series of stories set in or around the city of New Amsterdam, which is a New York that never was, in a world where magic works and the colonial process was far more fragmented and unsuccessful than in our own. The character of Abigail Irene Garrett is loosely inspired by the work of Arthur Conan Doyle and Randall Garrett, as her name might tend to indicate.


      Elizabeth’s work has been nominated for the BSFA award, and she recieved the John W. Campbell award for Best New Writer.


      PAUL DI FILIPPO lives in Providence, Rhode Island, with his ­partner of thirty years, Deborah Newton, a calico cat named Penny Century, and a chocolate cocker spaniel named Brownie, the latter cog­no­men proving that even a writerly imagination must defer immutable reality sometimes.


      He says: “The title came first for ‘The Emperor of Gondwanaland.’ The story only crystalized once I stole the CV of a friend—suitably altered, of course—who worked for a drug industry magazine just as my protagonist does. I’m happy to report that my pal, Gil Roth, has not yet gone missing like my hero.”


      GEORGE SAUNDERS is the author of the short story collections Pastoralia, CivilWarLand in Bad Decline, and, most recently, In Persuasion Nation. He is also the author of the novella-length illustrated fable, The Brief and Frightening Reign of Phil and the New York Times bestselling children’s book, The Very Persistent Gappers of Frip, (illustrated by Lane Smith), which has won major children’s literature prizes in Italy and the Netherlands. He teaches in the creative writing program at Syracuse University.


      SAMANTHA HENDERSON lives in Southern California by way of Oregon, Illinois, Johannesburg and Oxford. Her fiction and poetry have been published in Strange Horizons, Weird Tales, Chizine, Lone Star Stories, and The Fortean Bureau.


      GREGORY FEELEY is best known for his novellas and short novels, most recently last year’s Arabian Wine. His short fiction has been twice nominated for the Nebula Award, and been frequently reprinted in year’s best anthologies. “Fancy Bread,” one of his infrequent short stories, will be included in his forthcoming collection, Dissolving in Ayre.


      NEIL GAIMAN remains one of the major voices in American fantasy fiction, though his fame began with the Sandman comics series. His most recent work is Anansi Boys.


      JOE MURPHY lives and works in Fairbanks, Alaska, with his wonderful wife, Veleta, his two airdales and three cats. A life-long reader, he was inspired to make a serious effort to write back in 1992. He’s been at it since then, wile also working as a youth counselor with adolescents. He has sold fiction to: A Horror A Day: 365 Scary Stories, Crafty Cat Crimes, Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Fantasy Magazine, and many others.


      SONYA TAAFFE has a confirmed addiction to myth, folklore, and dead languages. Her poem “Matlacihuatl’s Gift” shared first place for the 2003 Rhysling Award.


      In her own words: “On the Blindside” originally appeared in Flytrap 4, for which I am eternally grateful to Tim Pratt and Heather Shaw. Some of the story’s influences are Tom Waits’ Rain Dogs, Corn­ish folklore, and a post-rejection request for non-flash fiction, but otherwise it has no definite aetiology. I’ve since realized that the story provided a way for me to play around with some of the tropes of fantasy that I’d grown up reading—child protagonists, fantastic journeys, assumptions about the otherworld and our relationship to it—but as much as I’d like to claim credit, almost none of it deliberately.”


      In addition to authoring numerous short stories and several novels (including International Horror Guild Award winner, The 37th Mandala), MARC LAIDLAW wrote the hit videogames Half-Life and Half-Life 2. He lives with his wife and two daughters in Redmond, Washington.


      PAT CADIGAN was born in Schenectady, New York, and grew up in Fitchburg, Massachusetts. Attending the University of Massachusetts on a scholarship, she eventually transferred to the University of Kansas where she received her degree. Pat was an editor and writer for Hallmark Cards in Kansas City for ten years before embarking on her careers as a fiction writer in 1987. Since that time her Hugo and Nebula Award-nominated short stories have appeared in such magazines as Omni, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and Asimov’s Science Fiction, as well as numerous anthologies. She is the author of four novels, Mindplayers, Synners, Fools and Tea from an Empty Cup; and three short story collections, Patterns, Home by the Sea, and Dirty Work. Pat Cadigan moved to England in August 1996 and now lives in North London with her husband Chris Fowler and their cat, Calgary.


      PETER S. BEAGLE was born in 1939 and raised in the Bronx, just a few blocks from Woodlawn Cemetery, the inspiration for his first novel, A Fine And Private Place. He originally proclaimed he would be a writer when ten-years-old: subsequent events have proven him either prescient or even more stubborn than hitherto suspected. Today, thanks to classic works such as The Last Unicorn, Tamsin, and The Innkeeper’s Song, he is acknowledged as America’s greatest living fantasy author; and his dazzling abilities with language, characters, and magical storytelling have earned him many millions of fans around the world.


      In addition to stories and novels he has written numerous tele­plays and screenplays, including the animated versions of The Lord of the Rings and The Last Unicorn, plus the fan-favorite “Sarek” episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation. He is also a gifted poet, lyricist, and singer/songwriter. Fans of Peter’s work are about to be very happy, because there are lots of new projects and reissues in the pipeline: new books, new stories, new essays, even his first CD of recorded songs!


      For more on Peter and his work, see: <www.peterbeagle.com> or <www.conlanpress.com>.


      MICHAEL CANFIELD’s first dozen stories have appeared on­line as well as in such publications as Realms of Fantasy and Borderlands 5. In 1999 he attended the Clarion Science-Fiction and Fantasy Writing Workshop in East Lansing, Michigan under the directorship and guidance of Lister Matheson. Mike lives in Seattle and maintains his blog (including links to free stories) at michaelcanfield.net.


      RICHARD PARKS’s stories have appeared in such places as Asi­mov’s Science Fiction, Realms of Fantasy, Weird Tales, Fantasy ­Magazine, and Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, as well as anthologies Not of Woman Born, Robert Bloch’s Psychos and Year’s Best Fantasy, among others. His novella Hereafter and After will appear as a limited edition in late 2006. His first story collection, The Ogre’s Wife was nominated for the World Fantasy Award. His second collection, Worshipping Small Gods, is due out from Prime Books in 2006.


      STEVE RASNIC TEM has sold over two hundred short stories to date to publications as diverse as The Saint Mystery Magazine, Twilight Zone Magazine, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Asimov’s Science Fiction, The Dodd, Mead Gallery of Horror, and many more. Some have been collected in the volumes City Fishing and The Far Side of the Lake. He’s been awarded the Bram Stoker Award, the British Fantasy Award, the International Horror Guild Award, and the World Fantasy Award for his short fiction. His novels include Excavation and The Book of Days. He has illustrated his own work for Wormhole Books, the Imagination Box CD, and the short animated film “The Swimmer.” He is married to the writer Melanie Tem. They live in Denver, a short distance from their four children and three granddaughters.


      HOLLY PHILLIPS is one of the most distinguished new writers in fantasy and science fiction. Her first collection, In the Palace of Repose, appeared to great acclaim in 2005, and her first novel, The Burning Girl, appeared in 2006. She lives in Canada, where she hikes and enjoys the Great North when not writing.


      MATTHEW HUGHES writes science-fantasy. He has published three science fiction novels (Fools Errant,. Fool Me Twice and Black Brillion) and one collection (The Gist Hunter & Other Stories). His fiction has appeared in Asimov’s Science Fiction, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Interzone and Postscripts. His next novel will be Majestrum.


      “The Gist Hunter” is the last of six Hapthorn stories that ran in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. It leads up to the events that will be recounted in Majestrum. Hughes lives in a small town on ­Vancouver Island in British Columbia, Canada. His web page is at http://www.archonate.com.


      RICH HORTON is a software engineer in St. Louis. He is a contributing editor to Locus, for which he does short fiction reviews and occasional book reviews; and to Black Gate, for which he does a continuing series of essays about the history of science fiction. He also contributes book reviews to Fantasy Magazine and to many other publications.”

    

  


  
    
      ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


      “Pip and the Fairies” by Theodora Goss. Copyright © 2005 by Theodora Goss. First published in Strange Horizons. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Comber” by Gene Wolfe. Copyright © 2005 by Gene Wolfe. First pub­lished in Postscripts, Spring 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Three Urban Folk Tales” by Eric Schaller. Copyright © 2005 by Theodora Goss. First published in Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet 16. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Wax” by Elizabeth Bear. Copyright © 2005 by Elizabeth Bear. First published in Interzone, December 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “The Emperor of Gondwanaland” by Paul Di Filippo. Copyright © 2005 by Paul di Filippo. First published in Interzone, January-February 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “CommComm” by George Saunders. Copyright © 2005 by George Saunders. First published in The New Yorker. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Five Ways Jane Austen Never Died” by Samantha Henderson. Copyright © 2005 by Samantha Henderson. First published in Fortean Bureau. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Fancy Bread” by Gregory Feeley. Copyright © 2005 by Gregory Feeley. First published in TEL: Stories. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Sunbird” by Neil Gaiman. Copyright © 2005 by Neil Gaiman. First published in Noisy Outlaws. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “The Secret of Broken Tickers” by Joe Murphy. Copyright © 2005 by Joe Murphy. First published in Realms of Fantasy, August 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “On the Blindside” by Sonya Taaffe. Copyright © 2005 by Sonya Taaffe. First published in Flytrap, May 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Jane” by Marc Laidlaw. Copyright © 2005 by Marc Laidlaw. First published in Sci Fiction, February 16, 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Is There Life After Rehab?” by Pat Cadigan. Copyright © 2005 by Pat Cadigan. First published in Sci Fiction, August 17, 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Two Hearts” by Peter Beagle. Copyright © 2005 by Peter Beagle. First published in F&SF, March 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Super-Villains” by Michael Canfield. Copyright © 2005 by Michael Canfield. First published in Son and Foe 1. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Empty Places” by Richard Parks. Copyright © 2005 by Richard Parks. First published in Realms of Fantasy, December 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “Invisible” by Steve Rasnic Tem. Copyright © 2005 by Steve Rasnic Tem. First published in Sci Fiction, March 2, 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “By the Light of Tomorrow’s Sun” by Holly Phillips. Copyright © 2005 by Holly Phillips. First published in In the Palace of Repose. Reprinted by permission of the author.


      “The Gist Hunter” by Matthew Hughes. Copyright © 2005 by Matthew Hughes. First published in F&SF, June 2005. Reprinted by permission of the author.

    


    

  

OEBPS/Images/9781434443861_FC_fmt.jpeg
o8
*» v\

NEL GAIMAN. PETER S, BEAGLE . URSULA K, LE GUIN

FANTASY

THE BEST OF THE YEAR

2006

EDITED BY
RICH HORTON EDITION






OEBPS/Images/9781434443861_FC.jpg
2% &
\ e

NEIL GAIMAN . PETER S. BEAGLE . URSULA K. LE GUIN

FANTASY

THE BEST OF THE YEAR

.. 2006

RICH HORTON EDITION





