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EDITORIAL—Radical Posturesand a Real Challenge

* k x %

Therés moreto great stories than entertainment and aesthetics: they foster greater understanding of
oursalves and the world we inhabit, and they challenge the way we think.

| discovered anarchism at the sametime | dipped my toesin the turbid waters of Sf&f. | encountered
Chrigie and Médtzer's The Floodgates of Anarchy whilel wasreading Spinrad's novel of media
meanipulation Bug Jack Barron, Sladek's satire of corporate servitude ‘Masterson and the Clerks and
Moorcock'sironic and anti-authoritarian Jerry Cornelius books.

It was an epiphany. Thefiction clarified the anarchists assault on the deadening repression of our society.
And the anarchist polemic reinforced an enjoyment of sf& f—aliterature that took me beyond thelifel
led, the places | inhabited and the assumptions that limited my own possibilities.

| hope others are making asimilarly serendipitous, frightening and enjoyable voyage of
discovery—wherever it takes them—Dbut believeit'slesslikely to happen today. Thisisn't nostagiafor a
‘golden age’ of radical sf&f, but an appaled redisation that artistic dissent has been absorbed and
commodified by the culturd mainstream: genuindy mutinouswork isincreesngly rare.

The clamour of sanitised and bogus outlaws—pre-packaged by the music business—and the hypocritical
campaigns of tax-minimising, self-indulgent rock icons drown out the voices of origind and passionate
muscans

The soi-disant “Y oung British Artists' claim they explore the mordity of art and money, but grab top
dollar for their lucrative mock provocations. Their anaemic repetitions of the Dadaist experiments of
1916 aren't merely bana and sensdessin acontemporary context—they make it harder for genuindy
chdlenging work to find an audience.

It'sthesameinfilm, TV, theatre and literature: the cultura landscape has never looked shalower or more
derivative. But if, as Jung asserted, the psyche creates redity every day, the genuinely resonant and
origind storieswereceive a Interzone congtitute ashield againg this barrage of mass media crap.
Independent publishing must survive the current criss: any hope our culture can escape its corrupting
obsessions with money and celebrity liesin writerslike ours, and readerslike ours.

Copyright © 2009 Andrew Hedgecock
[Back to Table of Contents]
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ANSIBLE LINK—David Langford'sNews & Gossip

* * * %

* k k %

Encyclopediacabal: Ron Tiner, Pam Scoville, John Clute, John Grant, Judith Clute and some guy with a

camnera
* * K %

As Others See Us. * Doctor Who ... has ... made sci-fi—once the domain of pizza-faced speccy boys
and middle-aged men named Timothy who iron their socks and il live with their mum—acceptable, if
not downright glamorous.” (Daily Mail)

Stephen King assessed fellow-writersin a USA Weekend interview. Harry Potter vs. Twilight: * The redl
differenceisthat Jo Rowling isaterrific writer and Stephenie Meyer can't writeworth adarn ... She's not
very good.” Also, Dean Koontz is‘sometimes ... just awful.’

Awards. Crawford (best first fantasy): Daryl Gregory, Pandemonium. * Newbery Medal (children's
lit): Nall Gaiman, The Graveyard Book.

Sector General Lives! Public safety newsfrom thewriter of aUK patient information lesflet for
hospita oxygen cylinders. the regulator inssted on the words * Do not useif you are dlergic to oxygen.'

J.K. Rowling was made a knight of the French Legion of Honour by President Nicolas Sarkozy, and
profusdly thanked France ‘for not having held agrudge against me for having given aFrench nameto my
evil character', Voldemort.

AsOthers See Their President. ‘Get ready for the geek-in-chief. / President-elect Barack Obama
used to collect comic books, can't part with his BlackBerry, and once flashed Leonard “Mr. Spock”
Nimoy the Vulcan “Live Long and Prosgper” sign. / That and other evidence has convinced some of
Obamas nerdier fansthat helll be the first American president to show distinct signs of geekiness. And
that's got them as excited asa Tribble around aKlingon.” (Boston Globe)

M agazine Scene. The Magazine of Fantasy and SF went bimonthly from March/April 2009. *
Fantastic Sories, which folded with the collapse of Warren Lapines DNA Publications a couple of
years ago, isrelaunching as a quarterly edited by Lapine—first issue due September, dated January
2010. * Mad isswitching to aquarterly Schedule. * Realms of Fantasy ceased with its April issue. *
Sarburst has suspended publication ‘for the foreseegble future.

John Barrowman, of Doctor Who and Torchwood fame, provoked vast outrage at the Daily Mail by
exposing his naughty parts on Radio 1. How does that work, exactly? Pictures were ‘relayed to online
listeners viaawebcam'. Or not: ‘while Barrowman's genitaliawere not actualy shown, the crude
comments which accompanied the incident made it clear what had happened.” Now | fed 1've been
depraved and corrupted just by reading about it.

Sr Terry Pratchett, made aKnight Bachelor in the New Y ear honours, could only say: ‘ There are
times when phrases such as “totally astonished” just don't do the job. | am of course delighted and
honoured and, needless to say, flabbergasted.”

As Others Synopsize Us. The Telegraph ‘100 Novels Everyone Should Read' list (17 January) begins
in 100th and lowest place with ‘Tolkein” and his‘tae of fantastic creatures|ooking for lost jewel lery'.

Edgar Allan Poe's 200th birthday was on 19 January; he appeared on a US postage stamp released



that month.

World SF Convention 2011. Thiswill bein Reno, Nevada, sncetheriva Sesttle bid had to
withdraw—too much competition for fecilities.

Thog's M aster class. Neat Tricks Dept. ‘| tasted the heady |oam of the spongy earth beneath my feet
... Nothing seemed amiss.” (Andre Norton & Jean Rabe, A Taste of Magic, 2006) * Dept of
Doublethink. ‘1 dammed my chain againgt the pig, drawing the hooked end acrossitsthroat to kill it. |
respected dl life” (Ibid) * Dept of Extraterrestrial Sudies. ‘It's coming through the opening now! The
most awful thing I've ever seen. Vadt! Yellow asadug and far more horrible ... ‘the tentaclesare
coming for me now. It'snot nice. Theré'sahorn on its nose and the longest teeth imaginable. And blue
hair! But the tentacles scare me most of dl. They seem to come from every part of itsbody!” ... ‘“The gun
doesn't have the dightest effect on it. Y ou might as well shoot an e ephant with a catapult. Oh my God, its
tentacles! They can touch me now. It stretched them out like rubber, and they end in sharp points.” ...
‘There are sort of pimplesdl over it, and dime oozing fromits skin. | just can't describe it properly!”
(Ray Barry, Gamma Product, 1952) * Synaesthesia Dept. ‘ They seemed to hear Esmer as much with
their nogtrils astheir ears.” (Stephen R. Donaldson, Fatal Revenant, 2007) * Dept of Method Acting.
‘A amiletoyed with Cormac'slips, failed to manifest itsdlf.” (Andrew J. Offutt, Sgn of the Moonbow,
1977) * Anticipation lit his cerulean eyes with bloody portentsfor the guards of Dithorba.” (Ibid)

* * * %

R.I.P.
Lino Aldani (1926-2009), leading Italian sf author since the 1960s, died on 31 January; he was 82.

Hortense Calisher (1911-2009) US maingtream writer whose work includes horror, aternate history (
Journal from Ellipsia, 1965) and even spacegoing §f (Mysteries of Motion, 1983), died on 13
January; shewas 97. [JC]

Edd Cartier (1914-2008), USillustrator whose career began in late-1930s pul p magazines—notably
The Shadow—and whaose * combination of whimsy and menace’ (Encyclopedia of SF) made him highly
popular in John W. Campbell's Unknown and Astounding, died on 25 December aged 94.

Hugh Cook (1956-2008), UK -born author of the fantasy series ‘ Chronicles of an Age of
Darkness—10 volumes published, opening with The Wizards and the Warriors (1986)—died on 8
November aged 52.

L eo Frankowski (1943-2008), US author of over adozen sf novels beginning with The Cross-Time
Engineer (1986), died on 25 December; he was 65.

Stuart Gordon (Richard A.S. Gordon, 1947-2009), Scots-born writer whose 1965 sf debut wasin
New Worlds and whose novelsincluded Time Story (1972) and the Eyestrilogy beginning with
One-Eye (1973), died on 7 February. He was 61.

Patrick M cGoohan (1928-2009), co-creator and star of the unforgettable cult TV series The Prisoner
(1967-1968), died on 13 January. He was 80.

Adrian Mitchell (1932-2008), UK poet whose sf novel was the near-future dystopia The Bodyguard
(1970), died on 20 December aged 76.

Angela Morley (1924-2009), UK-born transsexual composer whose genre work included E.T. and
thefirst two Star Wars films, and who as Wally Stott was musica director and band conductor of The
Goon Show, died on 14 January; she was 84.



John Mortimer (1923-2009), UK author, playwright, barrister and much-loved public figure best
known for creating Rumpole of the Bailey, died on 16 January aged 85. Genrelink: his script work on
The Innocents (1961), afilm adaptation of The Turn of the Screw.

Oliver Postgate (1925-2008), UK creator (usualy with Peter Firmin, as‘ Smallfilms) of many beloved
animated TV seriesfor children, died on 8 December aged 83. These much-repeated programmes
indude Ivor the Engine, Noggin the Nog, Pogle's Wood, The Clangers, and Bagpuss. The memories,
for whole generations, areinddlible.

Harry Turner (1920-2009), long-time UK fan and artist whose trademark impossible-object drawings
appeared both as fanzine covers and in book form—Triad Optical Illusions and How to Design Them
(Dover 1978)—died on 11 January. He was 88.

John Updike (1932-2009), highly respected, Pulitzer-winning US novelig, critic and poet whose first
novel The Poorhouse Fair (1959) was sf and whose best-known fantasy is The Witches of Eastwick
(1984, filmed 1987), died on 27 January aged 76.

Donald E. Westlake (1933-2008), prolific, witty and popular US crime writer who won three Edgar
awards and the Mystery Writers of America Grand Mastership, died on 31 December; hewas 75. His
sf/fantasy includes over 30 stories 1954-1984, and three novels.

Copyright © 2009 David Langford
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A CLOWN ESCAPESFROM CIRCUS TOWN—Will Mcintosh
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[llustrated by Warwick Fraser-Coombe
* % % %
ThisisWill'ssixth gppearancein Interzone. His stories have a so appeared in Asimov's, Srange
Horizons, Black Satic, Science Fiction: Best of the Year 2008 and 2009, and others. Heis at work
on anove based on his Interzone story * Soft Apocaypse.

* * * %

Beanerstied the pillowcase to the end of afiberglassrod held cut from his cot, then did therod down the
neck of his crepe-collared shirt and into the waistband of his patched, baggy pants, careful not to scrape
his asswith the splintered end. The pillowcase held a change of clothes and some clown chow.

Glancing around to make sure no one from Management had wandered into the tent, he gripped a
sharpened butter knife between histeeth, wrapped his arms around the massive tent post, and shimmied
upward, toward the billowing folds of the tent roof, striped red and white when sunlight filtered through
the silky fabric, but only grey and dark grey now. His grunts of exertion drowned the thunderous snores
of hisbrother clowns.

From fifty feet up, the vast grid of tiny rectangles was amost beautiful. The pattern was imperfect,
however, because the cots closest to the shithouse were not splashed with the bright red and blue and
yelow of deeping clowns. They were empty. They'd been full of clownslast night, but a hundred or so
had disappeared around chow time, and, if the past was any gauge, they would never be heard from

again.

Beaners sorely wanted to know where they went—that was why he was climbing atent pole. Clowns
shouldn't just disappear.

If Beaners had been more introspective, he might have admitted that he also wanted to breathe fresh air,
to gaze at landscapes unclotted by clowns. He was so sick of their giant eggplant feet, their chorus of
rolling snores and whistled exha es, the cotton-candy stink of their unwashed armpits and sex-starved
pillow gaculations.

Clutching the post with one white-gloved hand, Beaners pulled the knife from his mouth and stabbed the
tent fabric, opening an incison. The materia drooped on either Side, exposing a crescent of black sky
and moonlight. He sighed with relief that the breach-detector, as he'd guessed, didn't extend to the tent
ceiling. He tossed the fiberglass pole up and out, then gripped the edge of the rent fabric with one hand,
and swung his balloon-sized foot up through the hole, and rolled onto his back, panting.

The ride down the outside of the tent was harrowing. His rubbery face flapped in the wind as the ground
hurtled toward him. He landed hard, then staggered to hisfeet, weaving like a punch-drunk strongman.
When he had regained hiswits, he vaulted over the motion detectors and ran for hislife.

Beaners skidded around the corner of the Snake Charmer's shack, and paused, panting, pressed up
againg the wall like aknife thrower's assstant. All was quiet. He cut through an animd tent to stay out of
gght. Lionsand tigers, giraffes and e ephantslay deeping in an indiscriminate tangle. From what Beaners
had heard, dl of them were somehow grown from pigs, al ate the same chow and had no interest in
egting each other.



The whites of hisface red with strain, Beaners shoved atrampoline out of the acrobatics tent and into the
moonlight. He scaled a support pole on the tent, surveyed Circus

Town from on high for amoment, then launched himself at the trampoline. He soared up and over the
wall and its defenses, hit the ground at abad angle. His open mouth cracked shut and he rolled
backward, down a brambly ravine and over abank, landing with asplash in ashalow stream.

* k x %

A town cameinto view, mounds of debris piled against itswall, evidently tossed from insde. Evenfroma
distance Beaners recognized what the pileswere. The smell gave it away, if nothing else. And even from
adigtance, it was not the least bit beautiful, despite the way the stedl hdmets and chain mail glistened in
the | ate afternoon sun. Beaners knew which town was behind thiswall: Medieva Village.

He shifted course, planning to skirt around the pile of bodies, and maybe the entire village, but then he
noticed alonefigure, Stting up againg atree near the carnage. It was not aknight. In fact—Beaners
squinted—it appeared to be a superhero. Judging from the bright green skin-tight outfit, a Green Arrow.

Occasiondly, Marks who visited Circus Town from Superhero Cove were Green Arrows. More were
Batmans, but hed separated afew Green Arrows from their money. All the Marks from Superhero
Cove werethick with muscles and acted like they were hot stuff. Beaners figured that alone person was
more likely to talk to him (and lesslikely to kill him) than agroup of people, so he decided to approach
the Green Arrow.

Ashe got closer he saw that the Green Arrow was eating alunch spread around him. “Lovely afternoon,
isntit?’ Beaners asked as he approached under the Green Arrow's gaze, hoping to strike a cordia note.

"A clown?’ the Green Arrow said in agravelly baritone. He had a blond mustache and goatee. A quiver
of arrows and abow lay on the grass within his reach. His green outfit wasidentica to the other Green
Arrows Beaners had seen, except this one was blood stained—a white, blood-soaked rag wastied
around histhigh.

"Yes. Your eyes do hot deceive you."
"What are you doing here? | thought clowns were indentured.”
"I ... escaped from Circus Town,” Beaners said, unableto think of alie that was better than the truth.

Green Arrow threw his head back and laughed. “Y ou escaped?| didn't know clowns were bright
enough to brush their teeth, let alone escape!”

"Herewe go,” Beaners said, examining ascraped elbow he'd received when he went over the Circus
Townwadl, “let'sget it dl out. Clowns are morons. Clowns are made from pigs, just like the other
animasat thecircus”

"Arent they?’ Green Arrow asked, frowning.

"Sure. Whatever you say,” Beaners said. He pulled alittle flap of skin off his elbow, blotted a drop of
oozing blood, stared at the bloodstained fingertip of hiswhite glove.

"So what will you do, now that you've escaped?’ The Green Arrow retrieved aloaf of dark brown
bread, spread butter on it.

"I don't know. Maybe find work?"



Green Arrow waved dismissively. “Who's going to hire aclown? What can you do, fal down for a
living? Deliver cupcakes on atiny bicyde?'

"I can work.” Beanersthought of al the shithouses held cleaned in hismiserablelife.

Green Arrow only shook his head, considered Beaners from the shade of the scrub pine, hisinjured leg
stretched out, his good one bent. He took a bite of the bread, his brow knotted in obvious pain.

Beaners settled near him in astrip of shade.

"What happened to your leg?’ Beaners asked. He poured some clown chow into his pam. If this guy
was going to est, he might aswell join him.

Green Arrow looked at Beaners' chow-filled palm, frowning. “What isthat? It looks like duck
droppings.”

"Hey, that bread don't ook all that tantalizing either,” Beaners shot back.

Green Arrow grinned, held up afinger. He pulled ahunk of chocolate from his satchel and held it up.
“How abouit this, clown? Does thislook tantalizing?’ He sunk his pearly whitesinto the chocol ate and
chewed with gusto.

Beaners chewed the clown chow more dowly, studying Green Arrow. The truth was, Beaners didn't
know if he should be tantalized or not. Clowns caught eating Mark food were ground up and fed to the
sedls.

Green Arrow glanced up, meeting Beaners gaze. He sighed theatricaly. “It'saheavy burden, to bea
hero.” He broke off asquare of chocolate and tossed it into Beaners' |ap. Beaners sniffed the chocolate,
took atentative bite.

Hisvision went black. The starswere in his mouth, the whole universe. He started to cry.
Green Arrow roared with laughter.

"Don't laugh at me!” Beaners said. He scrabbled behind the pine with the rest of the chocolate, suckling
it, the mother's milk held never known.

"Y ou know, you're not very funny,” Green Arrow caled to him.
"I'm not trying to be funny. When | want to be funny, I'm hilarious.”
"Well, any time you want to start being funny, I'd welcome the change,” Green Arrow said.

Beaners studied the rest of the chocolate in his palm, looked at it closely, deeply, astonished that a
brown, dightly melted lump could hold so much pleasure. HEd never known what amagica placethe
world was.

"Areyou realy smart enough to work?’ Green Arrow asked.
"Why?" Beaners asked.
"I may have ajob for you."

Beaners stood, brushed the back of hisbaggy pants. “Nameit."



"Go out into this—" he gestured toward the piles of dead knights“—mess, and search for men who
aren't quite dead yet. Call me when you find one."

Beaners studied Green Arrow'sface, trying to tell if it wasajoke. It didn't seem to be. It wasn't what
Beaners had expected, but Green Arrow appeared to have more chocolatein his sack. He ventured in
among the dead, treading carefully so as not to trip (which clowns often did).

"Theamdl isterible” Beaners cdled, his voice muffled because he was covering his mouth with a
white-gloved hand.

"Youll get usedtoit.”

Hedidn't get used to it. The bodieswere fresh, bloody with morta battle wounds, their pants stained
with piss and shit. There were thousands of them, the grass soaked red around them. Dozens of bodies
had rolled off the pile and were scattered among trees. Flies buzzed around his head as he searched their
facesfor sgnsof life, occasondly tugging abody off apileto show Green Arrow that he was doing a
thorough job.

Soon enough he found aman with a horrible belly wound whose chest was rising and falling, and whose
eyesfollowed Beaners as he walked.

"Found one,” Beaners cdled, waving hisarms.
Green Arrow eased himsdlf to hisfeet. “ Good man. Go on, keep looking.” Beaners moved on.

Shidding hiseyesfrom the glare of the sun, Beaners watched Green Arrow limp among the carnage with
an arrow notched to his bow, his handsome blond face crunched to a sour expression. When he reached
the dying man, Green Arrow had a brief conversation with him, then he shot an arrow into him. Beaners
started in surprise, but went on searching when Green Arrow looked up.

Hewaved ahand in front of hisfacein afutile attempt to shoo the flies that were buzzing al around him.
Thiswasn't exactly where he imagined held be when he vaulted thewall of Circus Town. Beanerswished
Green Arrow was awoman. He'd like to see awoman.

"Clown!” Green Arrow shouted urgently. “Come here, quickly."

From the opposite direction, Beaners spied the source of Green Arrow's agiitation: a dozen knightson
horseback, brandishing weapons, thumped down a switchback on aridge, heading toward them.
Beaners hurried to Green Arrow's side.

"Don't say anything. I'll do thetalking,” Green Arrow said.

A rising rattle and clank of sted lit the air as the knights approached. They stopped a dozen feet away,
their horses pacing side to Side, pawing the grass and making wet horse sounds.

"What are ye doing?’ the biggest knight, who had abushy black beard, said, waving at the bodies.

"Weve merely stopped for lunch,” Green Arrow said. He pointed in the direction of his pack, but none
of the knights looked. Each of them had a broadsword dung across his back, and many carried spears
and nasty-looking flails—spiked balls on the ends of chains. All of them aso had gunstucked into thick
leather belts.

"Yewere merdy having lunch,” the knight said skepticdly. “Y et your arrows were not merely having
lunch, were they? Not amoment ago one entered the still-besting heart of my brother-in-armsin amost



definite not-merely-having-lunch fashion.”
"| was putting him out of hismisery.”

"Isthat what you cdl it? Out of hismisery?’ the knight barked, drawing his gun. His companions
followed suit. “Well dlow meto put you out of your misery.”

In the blink of an eye there was afresh arrow notched to Green Arrow's bow, but there were nine of
them, and they had guns.

"Hold on!” Beaners cried. Herifled through the detritus at hisfeet, chose amassiveflall, pulled agigantic
helmet over his head. He could see very little. He cast hislong thin field of vision left and right, getting
nothing but foliage before finaly spotting the knight. He stepped forward. “Come on!” he howled, closing
the distance, dragging theflail behind him. “I'll fight thelot of you. I'm the new sheriff intown! Avast ye
varlets” He gripped theflail in both hands and, with greet effort, got it rolling in the grass, and then
swinging in awobbly arc that sent him spinning like atop. “Whoah!” he shouted astheworld meted ina
horizontal smear. He released theflail; it sailed over the heads of the knights. Beanerslanded hard on his
big rump with an *“ Oof.” The knights pointed and laughed, laughed and pointed.

Beaners struggled to hisfeet, took afew dizzy stepsand fdl again. “Who'sfirst?’ he said. Heregained
his feet with exaggerated effort, retrieved a sword from the bloody grass. “Come on, you maidensl” He
tripped over acorpse and fell athird time. The knights laughed harder.

Few things become funnier with repetition. Saf-inflicted painis one of those few. When Beaners
performed the hammering-a-nail routine, the audience laughed harder with each missed strike that found
histhumb. In al likeihood there was a point at which the comic vaue of injury findly began to decline,
but Beaners had never found it.

Hisydlow teeth flashing in laughter, the big knight stepped up and swung his sword, whacking Beaners
on the sde of the helmet. A deafening clang raked Beaners eardrums. He struck Beaners on the other

sde of hishead, sending him whedling. Then, with theflat of hissword, he hit the target crying out to be
hit: one of Beaners enormous fet.

Beanersyelped in pain, hopped around clutching histhrobbing foot. The knights roared with laughter.
The dark-haired knight booted him in the ass, knocking him to the turf. He stayed down. Hisjob was
done.

"Y erealong way from Circus Town, arent ye, little clown?’ the knight said, sniffing back tear-induced
nasad mucous.

"| left to seek worthy opponents,” Beaners said, setting off another round of laughter. He tossed the
helmet.

"Y erefortunate then, that the folding has brought ye face to face with Sir Clarke of the Tytus clan.”
"Thefolding? Beanerssaid.

"Aye"

"What'sthefolding?'

"Y ou don't know about thefolding?’ Sir Clarke asked, frowning.

"No,” Beaners admitted.



Sir Clarke fixed Beaners with an incredulous look. “How can ye not know about the folding?” He
waited, asif Beaners could explain how he didn't know something.

"How did yethink things got the way they are, if not thefolding?’ Sir Clarke asked, soreading hisarms.
"What do you mean? How else would thingsbe?’ Beaners asked.

"A town of knights and damsels? Another full of fetching whores and wenches and harlots, but no portly
matrons? Jesters and fire-eatersin athird, with not a superhero among them? That never struck thee as
odd?’ theknight said.

Beaners had never heard such nonsense. Why wouldn't Circus Town be popul ated with circus people,
and Medievd Village with knights and damsdls? Should Santas live in sextown, and naked ladies make
toysin Santas’ workshops?

"It'sbecause of thefolding!” Sir Clarke ingsted. Beanersjust shook his head, diciting ahuff from the
knight. “Ten score years ago, things folded. Placeswere pulled from al over time and dimension and
folded into one place. Thisplace.

"That's why we no longer have super powers. They don't work in thisdimension,” Green Arrow said.
"Super powers?’ Beanerssaid.

"Y es, super powers. Extraordinary abilities,” Green Arrow said. “In our home dimens on superheroes
have powers. Nothing can pierce a Superman’s skin. A Spiderman can climb walls without rope.”

Beaners watched Green Arrow closdly, searching for atelltale smirk. He suspected they were trying to
pull one over on the clown. “What were things like here before the folding?’

"People were mixed. Towns were mixed. Most of the people werejust plain,” the knight said.
Beanersdidn't know what to say. And hisfoot was throbbing.

Sir Clarke sniffed, looked off toward the horizon. “Well, we'd best be returning to the castle.” He
motioned to hismen.

"Good knight,” Green Arrow said, approaching Sir Clarke and putting a hand across his shoulder. “May
| have aword with you first?"

Thetwo walked afew paces, Green Arrow spesking low, and the knight answering in kind. Just minutes
after nearly fighting to the death, they now resembled long time friends. Such isthe transformative power
of agood laugh.

Beaners couldn't hear what they were saying. Sir Clarke pointed once, shaking his head. After amoment,
Green Arrow bade farewell to the knight and turned to gather up his meager belongings.

"Where you headed?’ Beaners asked, trying to sound nonchaant.

"Sextown, probably.” He fixed his blue eyes on Beaners. “ Y ou knew what you were doing back there,
didn't you?'

"| told you, | can be funny when | need to be."

"Indeed.” Green Arrow checked the sun, probably deciding whether he could make Sextown by
nightfall.



"So you're heading to Sextown?"
Green Arrow nodded.

"Mindif | join you?’ Beaners wanted to go to Sextown. It would be easier for Beanersto travel with a
guy carrying aquiver full of arrows.

Green Arrow glared. “Why would | want aclown with me?"
"In case you hadn't noticed, I'm resourceful. There are plenty of things| can do.”

Green Arrow puffed his cheeks, dlowed the air to dowly seep out between hislips. “ Can you carry
"Wadll, that's not what | was referring to, but yeah."

Without aword, Green Arrow tossed his satchdl at Beaners feet, turned on his hedl and headed down
theroad. “ Good. Then you canjoin me.”

Beanersfdl into step two paces behind Green Arrow.

He struggled to keep pace.

"S0, do you have agirlfriend back in Circus Town? Isthere aMrs Beaners?” Green Arrow asked.
Beaners stared a him. “A Mrs Beaners?'

"Yes” He shrugged. “What?'

"You ever seen afemde clown?'

"Cometo think of it, no. Arethere no female clowns?'

"No, no female clowns.” Beaners kicked a stone down the road.

"Redly?’ Green Arrow said. “Wdll, then what do you do when you're not performing?”

"Vey little,” Beanerssaid. “| share atent—shared a tent—with two thousand other clowns. When I'm
not working or eating, I'min thetent. Y ou get crazy in there. The boredom. The stink. Onceinawhile
someone can't take it any more and runs off, ends up where they aren't supposed to be, maybe the
acrobats' tent, or the penny arcade. Anywhere but the clown tent. Sometimes the clown who wandered
off makesit back before Management catches him, and sometimes he gets caught, and they bring him
back. In pieces. They string him up in the tent. If you're unlucky enough to be under a piece, the blood
drip-drip-drips on you al night. But you're afraid to move, because Management's already in abad

Green Arrow stared at Beaners, open-mouthed.

"But enough about me,” Beaners said.

They waked in silencefor awhile.

"What were you talking to the knight about?’ Beaners asked.

"Nothing,” Green Arrow muttered.



"You know, | think | deservethetruth,” Beaners said.
"Deserve? | don't owe an accounting of my private lifeto agrubby clown.”
Beaners shrugged. “Fine, don't tell me.”

Green Arrow looked off into the canopy of trees overhead. Beanerswhistled acdliope tune. They
walked.

"All right,” Green Arrow said. “ Anything to passthetime.” He plucked aleaf from abranch overhead,
chewed it for amoment, then tossed it fluttering to the ground. “ Eight days ago my wifeand | werein
Medievd Village, on our way to an archery tournament. We came upon a battlein aglen besde the
road. We raced to the fray, eager to help the heroes defest the villains, but we couldn't figure out who
were the heroes and who the villains.”

Green Arrow stopped, eased himself onto a big rock to rest. Beanerstook a seat on afallen tree nearby.

"A smadl group noticed us and broke off from the fight. They taunted us, made unseemly comments about
my wife. Then two of them grabbed her and...” Green Arrow grimaced.

"| killed one of them before they shot me and took her away. Theknight | just spoketo said shewas
probably sold. Mogt likdly in Sextown if shel'sfetching, which sheis”

"I'm sorry. Now | seewhy you're heading for Sextown. | figured you were just fedling randy.”

Beaners foot waskilling him. He pulled off his shoe. Thetop of hisfoot was an angry red, and aready
badly swollen. He pressed on it; pain lanced through it like a bee sting.

Green Arrow had gone silent. Beanerslooked up. He was staring at Beaners' foot. The ivory-white parts
of Beaners face—that is, the parts besides the wide blue stripe around hislips, the red starson his
cheeks, and the swooping red semi-circle eyebrows—reddened. Green Arrow wasn't looking at hisfoot
out of concern, but in sick fascination. Beaners eased his shoe back on.

They made dow progress, both of them limping, but eventudly came to awide, open road. Green Arrow
led them West, toward the setting sun.

"Have you ever seen big groups of clowns outside Circus Town?”

"No,” Green Arrow said. “Why do you ask?"

"Clowns are disgppearing from Circus Town. Big bunches of them, every three, four months.”
Green Arrow threw back his head and howled with laughter.

"Wha?Y ou think it'sfunny that downsare vanishing into thin air?"

"How can you be so wily, yet so ignorant?”

Beaners put hishands on hiships. “Wéll, | haven't been getting out much. What am | ignorant about this
time?’

Green Arrow threw up his hands. “ People disgppear dl thetime.”

Beaners stopped walking. The road ahead reled and bulged, like an image in afunhouse mirror. He
dropped to one knee.



"Whoa, steady clown.” Green Arrow grasped hisarm, steadying him.

"It'snot just clowns?’ Beaners asked.

"Of courseit's not just clowns. Superheroes disappear. Knights disappear. Whores disappear.”
"Where do they go?'

Green Arrow sighed. “That's the age old question. That knight probably believesthey're pulled back to
their old dimension, by aftershocks of the folding, but I'm not convinced the folding has anything to do
with it. Religiousfolks say that God takes them. Others say it'sjust how the world works—some people
dieinfront of your eyes, othersamply vanish. It'samystery.”

"Well | want to know the answer to the mystery,” Beaners said, dthough, in the light of this new
revelation, that seemed far lesslikely.

Green Arrow chuckled, clapped Beaners on the shoulder, knocking him off-baance. “ Answer it and
you'll be the most famous clown who ever lived.” He canted his handsome blond head. “ Of course you'll
aso be the only famous clown who ever lived.

"But be aware,” Green Arrow continued, “many have gone on that quest. Most of them disappeared
themsalves"

They crested arise. Just beyond, awoman sat by the side of the road, next to amassive vehiclethe likes
of which Beaners had never seen before. It was very tal, with a pendul ous hose-like appendage, like an
elephant'strunk.

The woman was Asan, but Beaners didn't know that. To him she was dim and amond-eyed, with black
hair, and clothed in ashiny ydlow full-body protective hazard suit.

"Hello,” Beaners said as they approached. The woman didn't answer. She was sitting glumly, with her
chin propped on her fig.

"Areyou from Sextown?’ Beanerspersisted. He said it asif it were a perfectly normd thing, for aclown
to strike up aconversation with aMark. It was atrick of sorts. He found that if you acted asif something
were perfectly normad, others usudly went aong.

Thewoman glanced up a him. “No,” she said without lifting her chin off of her figt.
Green Arrow put a hand on Beaners neck and squeezed.
"So what town are you from?’ Beaners asked, ignoring the hint.

"I'm not from any town. | was born outside,” the woman replied in a clipped, impatient tone that Beaners
was well accustomed to.

lla,].ll
Green Arrow grabbed Beaners' collar and pulled him down the road. “ Don't bother people, you idiot.”

It had never occurred to Beanersthat there were people who were born, lived, and died outside the
towns. He'd thought the in-between spaces were mostly crossings to get from one town to another, and
where you dumped your trash.

"Who is she?’ Beaners asked.



" She's obvioudy Management of some sort.”
Beaners snapped his head to look at Green Arrow. “1 thought only Circus Town had Management.”

Green Arrow shook his head. “Every town has Management of some sort. Not the sort of Management
you described, but peoplein charge.”

Thewadls of Sextown gppeared wavering in the distance.

"Can | have some pay for carrying your bags?’ Beaners asked.
Green Arrow gawked at Beaners asif he'd asked for his pants.
"Then, can | borrow some?”

Green Arrow smirked at Beaners. He pulled a cash card from his pocket, punched in some code, and
handed it to Beaners. “ That ought to be enough.”

"I'll meet you right here, in one hour.” Green Arrow pointed at the ground between his green boots. “If
I'm not here, wait.” Beaners nodded understanding. Green Arrow hurried off.

Sextown was dirty. It was run down and deazy, the sort of town where you didn't want to rest your hand
on alight post or brush your pants againgt abrick wall, lest it come away covered with something sticky.
Lightsflashed everywhere; Srenswailed. Smiling women in short skirtswith perfect thighs and raccoon
eyeswalked nowhere in particular, competing with peep-show barkersfor the attention of men with their
hands stuffed in their pockets. Men looking to pay for sex try to look casud, but atightnessin their jaws
givesthem away.

Beanerswas smply trying to look like the men, but he had no pockets. He had striped socks, aruffled
crepe collar, a purple polka-dotted bow tie, but no pockets. Clowns have no need for pockets.

He watched the men carefully, and the women more carefully, trying to learn the game, catch the patter
that would open the gates. It seemed straightforward enough—nothing like the intricate machinations that
accompanied clown-clown liaisons.

To cdl Beaners undersexed would be avast understatement, unless you counted the occasiond
soul-numbing dalliance with abrother clown. Thefew times Beaners had dared put a hand of
encouragement on afemae Mark's shoulder as she readied to throw adart at aballoon, or firea
watergun into amechanical clown's rotating mouth, the woman had recoiled like held dropped asnake
down the back of her dress.

He approached a ddlicious woman with jet-black hair down to her waist and heels so high her calves
were perpetudly tensed.

"Hi there,” he said. Heflashed hiscash. “I'm interested in your services.”

Thewoman burst out laughing asif Beaners had said something profoundly hilarious. Beaners had never
been s0 serious. He walked away, fedling dozens of onlooker stares, her waves of laughter like awind at
his back.

Hetried again and again, adjusting his gpproach after each rebuff until he settled on “Please. I'll giveyou
al themoney | have."

Outside a shingled honky-tonk on a particularly filthy street, Beaners approached awoman with red hair,



freckles, and avaguely piggy face. Like many women with this ook, she gppeared to be overweight, but
was not.

"Pease. I'll giveyou dl themoney | have,” hesaid.

She squinted at Beaners, raising his hopesthat her eyesight was poor.
"Youreaclown,” shesad.

"Yes, I'd noticed. But thank you."

"How much do you have?'

His heart thudded hard in his narrow chest. “Forty."

She sighed, looked him over. “Okay then. It will have to be behind the bar; they're not going to let you
into aroom."

"That'sfine,” Beaners said, not quite believing what he was hearing.

She said her name was Roxy and led him down an dley, into along, narrow space littered with rusted
pots and rotting banana pedls, and asted shelf, empty save for aragged stack of ancient-looking porn.
The clatter of cooking drifted through a crack in one of the bar's frosted back windows.

"Go easy onme, I'm sore as hell,” Roxy said as she hiked her skirt and haf-leaned, half-sat on an
upended steel drum. She wasn't wearing any underwear. Beaners scrabbled to unclasp the buckle on his
belt; hisfingersweretingly, dmost numb. He licked his suddenly dry lips.

"We have smilar jobs—after aday clowning, I'm usually sore ashdll too. All thefaling, the bonks on the
head, the tricycle collisons—I hurt al over by evening.”

"I'm usualy sorein just one place, but boy am | sore,” Roxy said. With the hand that wasn't holding up
her skirt, she swept her strawberry hair back out of theway. In the starlight, she was beautiful to
Beaners. Thefreckles on her legswere flecks of gold. “1 wouldn't mind spreading out the sorenessto
other places. It'd be a change, anyway."

Beanersfindly got his pants down around his ankles. He waddled over to her, shaking badly. Roxy
angled hersalf and guided him inside her. Beaners moaned, began to move very gently. Roxy inhaled
sharply; hefroze.

"Isthat hurting you? We can stop,” he said.

"No, it'sokay,” she said. She grasped Beaners waist and shifted him over abit. “ There, that's better.
Yourefine, sweety."

He continued, even more gently now.

It was athousand times better than the chocolate. He fought back tears of joy and gratitude welling in his
eyes.

"I bet you're glad that old adage about the Sze of aman'sfeet isn't true,” he said.

Roxy burst out laughing. Her rhythmic contractions squeezed him, tugged him, massaged himinto a
shattering orgasm. Beanerslaughed out, the loosest, easiest, most genuine laugh of hislife. Helaughed as
only aclown can laugh—a pinwhed kaeidoscope pennywhistle whoop, until the edges of hisvision went



grey and the dley soun like afunhouse tunnd.

He collgpsed againgt her, chuckling, coming—a primordia hitch that bobbed him up and down like a
cork on water. Roxy wrapped her arms around Beaners shoulders and chuckled aong with him for a
moment. Beaners wished there could be afolding—afolding that would fold time into aloop and keep
him thereforever.

"That wasmy firg time,” Beanerssaid.

"Redly?’

"Mmbhm."

"Wel, I'm happy to beyour first. You're...” Shereached for the right word. “Nice. Y ou're anice guy."
"Thank you,” Beaners said.

Her feathered bangs rippled in alight breeze. Beaners wanted to touch them, fed how soft they were, but
he didn't want to risk rushing her off.

She sighed, wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

"Do you know about the folding?’ he asked.

"Thefolding? Slly old knight'stde.”

"That'swhat | thought."

"My mamatold me how thisworld redly got started. I'll tell you, if you want to hear. Do you want to?

"l do,” Beanerssaid. “I do want to hear.” He dmost didn't recognize his own voice, because it was soft,
amost sweet. He leaned his head against Roxy's shoulder, and shelet him.

"Okay then,” she said. She closed her eyes, and took a breath. “ Once upon atime, dl the townswere
mixed. Thetownfolk did al sorts of different jobs. But in alot of thetowns, al the jobswere going to
Texico."

"What's Texico?’ Beaners asked.
"l don't know. Don't interrupt.”

"Therewas one smal town, though, that had a very big heart. The townfolk hired agundinger to help
them save their town, and the gundinger came up with an ingenious plan: make their town into a place for
people to go on vacation. But the town wasn't near apretty lake, or a beach, and no one famous had
ever died there, S0 how could they get peopleto travel dl the way to their small town for avacation? The
gundinger had the perfect plan: turn their town into a superhero town. Superheroes were only in books
then, they weren't red people.

"So the townfolk dressed astheir favorite superheroes, and people started to come to their town for
vacation with their children.”

"Their children? They owned children?"

"Dont interrupt. The townsfolk took their roles very serioudy, playing their parts even when the
vacaionersweren't around, until they wereliving their partsdl thetime.



"Now, other nearby towns saw what was happening, so they hired the gundinger to help them save their
towns, too, and he turned them al into vacation towns. Santa Land, Circus Town, Wild West Range,
Bible Village, Hobbitown. It spread on and on, first because it was away for the townfolk to survive,
then away for them to get rich, and findly, it became away of life—it became abadge of pridefor a
town to have atheme. And that's how things got to be the way they are."

Beaners head hurt, trying to get the gist of the explanation. He thought he understood. Towns used to be
mixed, mostly filled with plain people, just asthe knight had said. But there was no folding—that wasjust
something people had made up because they'd forgotten what really happened.

It was difficult for Beanersto imagine amixed town. What were they, if they had no themes? How did
the people who lived there think about the place where they lived? And what did they do there? It was
like aperson with no face. Y et this story rang true in away the knight's did not. Beaners was skeptical
when explanationsinvolved spellsor tralls or folding time.

Heleft the dley threeinchestaler, looked up and down the street, spotted Green Arrow, legs spread,
fist,son hips, casting about impetiently. Beaners stuck two fingers between his lips and whistled.

"Let'sgo, move your big assl” Green Arrow said. He headed toward the gate at abrisk clip.

Beaners hustled and fell into step behind him. He imagined that if he had awife and knew shewas at this
very moment being banged in awhorehouse, held be testy too.

"What did you find out?’ Beaners asked, trying to keep up.

"Dianawasn't very cooperative. One of her prospective clients may never walk again.” Green Arrow
flashed a‘that'smy girl’ sort of grin. “ So they sold her."

"Whereto?'
"Circus Town.” Green Arrow paused to let it snk in. “What would Circus Town want with Diana?"

Beaners didn't want to answer. No one wants to hear bad news from a clown. “No oneworksin Circus
Town who wasn't born in Circus Town. It's an incestuous place.”

"Well, evidently some peopledo.”
He swallowed. “ People have seen women being taken underground.”

Green Arrow stopped walking. Underground, where Management operates. Where no onewho isn't
Management, not even a superhero with aquiver of arrows, could ever reach.

"What would she be doing there?” Green Arrow said.

Beaners shrugged. Entertaining Management was his guess, but he didn't volunteer that. “ That'swhere
clownscomefrom,” hefindly sad.

"That's where everyone comes from. What does that have to do with Diana?”

"Nothing. | wasjust saying.” He hadn't known that superheroes came from underground, too. No one at
Circus Town ever told him anything, except other clowns, and they didn't know anything.

A working girl approached them. She started to say something to Green Arrow. He cut her off witha
dashing hand gesture and a curse. She hurried away.



"In any case, Dianaisunderground, that I'm sure of,” Beaners said.

"Then that's where we're going.”

"Y ou know we can't do that,” Beaners said. “Wed need an army to get in there."
"Damnit!” Green Arrow said, pounding hisfig into hispam.

Beaners barely noticed this; most of his attention was turned inward, where the whedswere turning. He
had an idea—the sort of insane idea people sometimes get and then quickly discard, because as soon as
they congder it at any length, adozen flaws quickly become evident, exposing the idea as an absurd
impossibility. But thisidea, as staggering and insane asit was, ill held together after Beaners picked at it
for awnhile, during which time Green Arrow had resumed walking.

"Wait. | may haveanidea,” Beanerssaid.

Green Arrow went on walking.

"Hey!” Beanerssaid, clutching at theend of hisjerkin. “1 have anidea.”

Green Arrow glanced a Beaners, but didn't dow. “I'm listening.”

"We go to the King of Mediaevad Village, and convince him to invade Circus Town."
"Invade it?" He stopped, spun on Beaners with wide, incredulous eyes.

"Invadeit,” Beaners said. “Wetdl the King that the clowns are ready to rise up, that we can take out the
security measures for the walls and open the gates from the inside. In exchange, he agreesthat your wife
and any other women underground go free. And so do the clowns."

"The clowns are ready to rise up?’ Green Arrow asked.

"Let meworry about that,” Beaners said.

Green Arrow stared hard at Beaners. “Can you redlly do this, clown? Are you serious?’
"Do | look serious?’

Green Arrow searched Beaners' face. He nodded.

* k x %

Beanerswas surethat if helooked down at his chest, he would see his heart thudding underneath the
purple suit jacket he was wearing. He approached the entry turngtiles to Circus Town on wobbly legs.
“Thiscan't possbly work,” hesaid.

"Thisisthe only part of the plan that | have confidencein,” Green Arrow said. He looked Beaners up
and down. “Y ourethe spitting image of The Joker."

Beaners had seen afew Jokersin Circus Town, and they did resemble clowns. There were not nearly as
many Jokers as there were Batmans and Spidermans, so he and Green Arrow were banking on no one
in Circus Town noticing that Beaners was awfully short, and had awfully big feet, for a Joker. He touched
his forehead and looked at hisfinger, reassuring himself once again that the white grease paint covering
the red and blue parts of hisface was not swesting off. The green hair dye would take weeksto grow
out, but the greasepaint left him one smudge from disaster.



"Oh, by the way, | never asked how your own quest in Sextown went,” Green Arrow said asthey
moved donginline

Beaners said nothing, but his eyes spoke volumes. They were the eyes of a clown who has glimpsed the
infinite

"I'm sure she took a hot shower immediately afterward. And scrubbed her skinwith lye.”

Beaners chuckled but didn't laugh. His laugh would give him away. “ She said | wasthe best clown shed
ever had."

Green Arrow swiped his cash card at the turngtile, and they cruised into Circus Town, just two
superheroes on ajaunt.

As planned, they separated at the Ferriswhed. Green Arrow doubled back to set up in asheltered spot
near the gates. If dl went well, he would open them as soon as Security was distracted putting down the
insurrection. He'd serve as a sniper once the siege began.

Beaners headed to the clowns' tent.

"Sinky, it'sme,” Beaners said, grabbing afriend's shoulders. “Beaners,” he added when Slinky continued
to stare blankly.

"Beaners?’ Sinky said. “Beaners!” He rubbed the tufts of green hair on the sdes of Beaners head.
"Beaners?’ another clown named Gonzo said, turning. “Where the hell have you been?’

"Outside,” Beanerssaid. “ Outside the town.” Others gathered round, many of them clowns held known
al hislife. He could hear hiswords being passed through the tent, muttered from one cluster of clownsto
the next. Beaners had been out of the town.

"Here, hep mewith this” Beaners said, grabbing one end of acot. Sinky grabbed the other, and they
stacked one cot on top of another, and then athird on top of that. Beaners climbed atop the wobbly
dais. Helooked into the sea of colorful faces, trying to think of what to say.

"I've seen things,” hefindly shouted to the quieting, colorfully dressed crowd. “Y ou would not believe the
things I've seen.” Beaners paused, giving them timeto imagine.

"| talked to al sorts of people.” A buzz went through the crowd.

"| ate Mark food.” The buzz got louder, peppered with exclamations of darm.

"I bought sex from a woman! "

The crowd roared with shock, then howls and cheers and whistles broke out.

"And | want todoit again! All of it! And | want you al tojoin me!"

Some cheered, others exchanged dubious glances. “ Sure, welll al sneak out together,” someone shouted.

"No,” Beaners sad, pointing at the shouter, “well storm out together! Ten thousand knights are waiting,
hidden in the trees outside the gates, with guns and swords and giant spiked balls on the ends of chains. If
we have the guts to rise up, to cause acommotion and divert Security's attention, then freedom, and
jobs, and sex with women will be ours!” Beaners pulled two dozen of the King's finest chocolate bars out
of his purple suit pants and tossed them into the crowd. “ Taste it! Take apiece and passit on. Just taste



what welve been missng!”

It isaperilousthing, to alow the downtrodden even adiver of hope, aghost of achance. When your life
ismisery, you'l risk it even when the odds are stacked a thousand to one against you. Beaners showed
them how to cut the fiberglass support poles from underneath the cots, and how to sharpen them.

They burst out of the tent sporting wide painted smiles, and set upon two Security guyslounging just
outside the tent, stabbing them from al sides.

If he could have, Beaners may have cdled the whole thing off after he watched the men die. It was awful
and brutal, the way they screamed. Their pain wasred ; he hadn't realized how redl it would be. It was
like sex, or chocolate, only bad.

The clownstore through tents and upended pretzdl stands, laughing their whooping, hiccupy laughs.

Elephants howled and sedls bleated. Lion tamers and stilt-walkers stepped aside and watched, wide
eyed. Marks ran screaming in dl directions. The clowns didn't harm the Marks—they had no quarrel
with the Marks. But the few members of Management who happened to be out were torn to pieces.

Security arrived—ahorizonta line of blue men with guns and shoulder-fired lasers and cluster grenades
that diced off aclown'slegs so cleanly that it took amoment for the clown to redlize they were off.

The clowns kept moving, kept laughing, and began to die in mounting numbers. The plan wasto spread
out so Security couldn't use their heavy weapons without risking injury to Marks, and to cauise as much
commotion as possible. They executed this plan well, because clowns are smart. They haveto be
smart—it's not possible to be funny and stupid. It's possible to be funny and look stupid. People often
confuse the two.

"Come on, come on,” Beaners said, scanning the far end of Main Street through the chaos. A Security
man spotted him, raised hisgun ... and then jerked backward, an arrow jutting from his chest.

A hearty wet whinny rose above the commotion. Dozens of knights cantered into view, led by Sir

Clarke. The clowns cheered. Beanersfdt the strangest, most wonderful feeling glide down hisback ashe
watched those knights race into view—knights who were, for the moment, their alies. Green Arrow,
riding beside Sir Clarke, lowered hisbow and gave Beaners a salute.

The clowns shifted tactics, joining the knightsin attacking Security rather than attempting to evade them.
Soon the outnumbered security forceslay dead or dying. Knights and clowns fanned out, seeking more,
until nothing moved except knights and clowns, jugglers and fat ladies, lions, trapeze artists, and Marks.

Beanersturned at the sound of an approaching horse. “Where would she be kept?” Green Arrow asked
from astride the braying horse. Beanersled him to the entrance of the underground. The heavy steel door
was sedled. Eight knights with atungsten battering ram turned it into so much twisted foil.

Beanerswatched as Sir Clarke led a phalanx of knights, and Green Arrow, inside. As each stepped in,
they were whisked silently down an incline. Almost immediately, there were shouts, flashes and screams.
More knights raced into the entrance, guns raised.

Beaners waited until there was no more commotion, and many of the knights had returned back up (a
few of them dead, carried by comrades), before venturing inside.

For some reason Beaners had aways pictured the underground as a nest of narrow concrete tunnels and
cramped rooms, but it was nothing of the sort. A huge, opulent expanse met him at the bottom. There
were vast moving pictures on polished marble walls, sparkling blue-green streams pouring into gushing



fountains, big glass bals tumbling through the air. All was slent. Beaners wandered from one cavernous
room to the next, looking for Green Arrow. Occasionally he came upon the mangled corpse of someone
from Management. He crossed agiant hall filled with glassballs. It had no floor save for anarrow, railed
walkway. Below, glass bdls disgppeared into bright violet light.

On the other side of the hall, Beaners encountered six beautiful, astonished-looking women in abig round
pool of whirling water. Hewas too far away to seeif they were naked, but close enough to see that they
weren't Management. A couple were superheroes (a Scarlet Witch and a Supergirl), and the others
looked like they could be from Sextown.

"Have you seen Green Arrow?’ he asked. Supergirl pointed toward an archway. Beanerstipped hislittle
hat and forged on.

Beanersfound them Sitting on abed of floating marshmallows, in acourtyard. Green Arrow was
comforting Diana, who was crying. Dianawas a Wonder Womarn—she had long black hair and ared,
white, and blue costume, with hot pants that showed off long legs. Beaners got alump in histhroat
watching them. Heimagined comforting Roxy like thet.

"Didthey ... harm you?’ Green Arrow asked Diana.

She shook her head. “No. But | was forced to undergo a.... medical procedure. Otherwise they left us
done”

"Do you have any ideawhat they wanted?"
Dianashrugged. “They bardly talked to us."

"It doesn't matter,” Green Arrow said. “ Y ou're safe, that's al that matters. Let's go home.” They headed
back, with Beanersleading the way, Dianaand Green Arrow lagging and talking, their arms wrapped
around each others waists.

A scrum of knights were lounging in along hallway, smoking. A short, chubby knight pointed at a
gaircase. “ Take alook down yon. Y ere not going to believeit.” A degp humming emanated from below.

The stairsled to aroom of polished sted. Giant bronze pigs, each adozen feet high, lined the room like
golden idols. The humming vibrated deep in Beaners belly. He eyed the pigsunesslly.

"What in blazesisthis?’ Green Arrow said.

"Look at this” Diana caled from behind one of the pigs down the long row. As Beaners and Green
Arrow joined her she pointed at its posterior.

The pig'stall wasrising. Its hind end bulged—something gummy expanded, asif the pig wasblowing a
bubble out its back end. The bubble grew, swirling with colors, the wals of the bubble stretching and
thinning, becoming opaque, until it was apparent that the colors and movement wereinside...

Without warning, the bubble burst. Three smdl, naked clowns tumbled out, landing in aheap at Beaners
feet. “Whoa” one of them cried in adiminutive voice.

They were dick with goo, their eyes haf-closed and fluttering, straining against the bright light. Therewas
along, awkward moment when no one spoke.

"Evidently,” Beanerssad, “clownsare born of pigsafter dl."



"I'm sorry,” Green Arrow said, staring down at the clowns asif his head were bowed in prayer.

"l don't understand any of this,” Beaners moaned. He lurched, dragging his gaze away from the little
clowns, who werefdling over each other, pinwheding their little arms. He continued down the length of
the room, to the wide double-doorway at the other end. It led to along, doping tunne. A far-off
vibration echoed out of the tunnel, and a breeze wafted out, tickling the tufts of Beaners' hair.

Beanersturned, found Green Arrow and Diana behind him, standing arm-in-arm. Without aword,
Beaners headed into the tunndl.

The breeze varied asthey descended—rising to awhigtle, then faling away to nothing, then risng again
after afew moments.

"It must be the machinery that runsthis place,” Green Arrow ventured as the breeze rose again. Beaners
couldn't imagine what was down there, but he was going to find out.

Ahead, the tunndl opened to their |eft and right. Beaners hurried, rushed to reach the big entryway just as
the breeze was at its peak.

A hundred Spidermen hurtled past, seated in rows of identical plastic seats. They were dl deeping, their
heads |olled back or resting on the shoulder of the Spiderman beside them. They disappeared, streaks of
red and blue, out through the end of the cavernous room and into darkness.

Beaners, Green Arrow, and Dianaventured to awide yellow line painted on the floor. Beyond it, the
ground hummed with energy, waiting to carry more seats along. Thewind rose; dl three peered to their
left expectantly.

A seaof scarlet flesh rose out of the darkness. Beaners backpedaed, gawking at the monstrous thing
that lay unmoving on aplatform. He glimpsed long, sharp teeth ingde its open mouth. Neither Beaners
nor his companions had ever seen adinosaur, so they had no name for the beast that coasted past them
and disappeared back into darkness.

The next transport to arrive was empty. It stopped. They looked at each other, perplexed.

"Has it stopped to pick up lions, or clowns, but there's no one here to bring them down?’ Diana
wondered.

"That seemslike agood guess,” Green Arrow sad. “But whereisit going?”

"There's only oneway to find out.” Beaners crossed the yellow line, stepped onto the platform and took
asedt. Dianaand Green Arrow followed reluctantly.

"Y ou found what you came for,” Beaners said to Green Arrow. He waved at them with the back of his
hand. Y ou two go home. Thisis my quest, not yours."

Green Arrow shook his head. “ Some of my best friends are Spidermen. One of them may have been on
that trangport. Thisaffectsdl of us™"

Beanersdidn't argue. It wastrue, and besides, he didn't want to go into that dark tunnel aone. “If we see
anyone, we should pretend we're deeping,” he suggested. The platform began to move. Green Arrow
pulled an arrow from his quiver, clenched it against his bow. It grew dark, with no sound except for the
high-pitched whistling of wind. Beanerswondered if the clownsin Circus Town had fled yet. He should
have told them to go, to split up and spread out. Two thousand clowns marching around would quickly
draw attention, athough Beaners wasn't sure whose attention they would draw at this point. If Circus



Town's Management was dead, was there anyone left who cared where clowns went? Maybe. The
Spidermen passing under Circus Town suggested Management in each town was not independent.

The platform dowed; Beanerslaid his head againgt the back of the seat and mostly closed hiseyes.
Through dits he watched as they passed through a station that looked just like the one under Circus
Town, only thefloor waslined with deeping knightsin full armor. Four people, Management types, were
working around them, one running athick machine carrying apile of knightsin ascoop. There were
strange black marks on thewall.

It grew dark again. They passed through another station. Vampiresin black capeslay dongside
werewolves and green-skinned Frankensteins. They were below Monster World. The stations kept
coming, and Beaners kept watching, and thinking.

"Clown,” Green Arrow whispered in the darkness between two stations. “If we come upon a station with
only one or two persons, we're going to legp off and take them captive, and find out what in blazesis
going on.” It seemed areasonable plan. They had no ideawhere they were going—thistrail could lead to
afurnace. Best to get informed.

They hit astretch that was longer than usud. The next station was unoccupied; the floors were stacked
with crates, rather than deeping people. There were some of those funny marks on the sides of the
crates.

The next station was the same, and the next as well; nothing changed except the size and shape of the
crates.

Findly they passed through a station where alone graying man was bent over an open crate, his back to
them. Green Arrow leapt off, shoulder-rolled agilely and landed in a crouch, with Dianaright behind.

Beaners leapt off the transport, landed on his nose, skidded, then flipped onto his back with athud. By
the time he got hiswits about him, Diana had the man's arm pinned up near his shoulder blade, and Green
Arrow had an arrow pointed at his chest.

"What the hdll isthis?’ the old man whimpered. “Who unlocked you?"

"Who unlocked us?” Green Arrow spat. “We unlocked ourselves.”

The man lunged forward. Dianayanked hisarm; he winced extravagantly.

"What town isthis?’ Green Arrow asked. The man looked away; Green Arrow tensed his bow anotch.
"Bet Buckleborough,” the man said.

Beaners squinted. “What'sits theme?'

The man looked at Beaners asif he were mentally challenged. “Bédlt buckles."

"Oh,” Beanerssad, frowning.

"What's the matter?” Green Arrow asked. “ Belt buckles must come from somewhere."

"But it doesnt fit with either story we've heard about how things began! Do shoes come from some
other time or dimension? No. Would people take vacationsin atown that made belt buckles? No."

"Wdll, maybe atown decided to make belt bucklesto sl to the vacation towns,” Green Arrow
suggested.



"Why not ask our friend?’ Diana suggested, nodding toward their captive.
"What isdl this?” Green Arrow demanded. “Whereisdl of thisgoing?'

The man looked at his shoes. It appeared that he was not going to tell them, that he would rather take an
arrow to the chest.

Green Arrow jabbed the man in the thigh with his arrow; not deep, but deep enough to break the skin.
Theman squedled in pain.

"Whereisit going?'

"Out, to theworld.”

"Out to the world? Aren't wein the world?’ Diana asked. When the man didn't respond, Green Arrow
brandished the arrow.

"All right!” The old man held up hisfree hand to ward off the arrow. He took a deep breath, exhaled
through his nose. “ Shit. Shit, shit,” he hissed. “Thisisafactory.”

"Well, obvioudy,” Beaners said, gesturing toward the boxes. “ Tell us where those people are going.
Those Spidermen we saw. All the clowns.”

The man shook his head, his expresson amixture of pity and disgust. “ Some of the factories produce
belt buckles, some circus performers, some living exhibits for the historic recreetion attractions. Historic
recregtion isvery big inthe United States. They can't get enough of it. Clowns sdll best in France and the
Soviet Confederation.”

Beaners dapped the man'sface. Hiswhite glove (now more brown, after days of wandering and warring)
did not result in acrigp dapping sound; it was more of athump. “Y ou're purposdy explaining this so we
don't understand! Tell usl What are those giant metal pigs under Circus Town?"

"I'mtrying,” theman said. “It'scomplicated.” He collected himself for amoment. “ The mechanical pigs
alow Texicorp—the corporation that owns al this—to get around the | etter of internationa law. Y ou're
technicdly not human if you're birthed by an animal. Of course, the metd pigsaren't animals, it hasto do
with how the law was origindly written, and everyone looks the other way and accepts the loophole,
because they want their clowns and superheroes and whores.”

" Superheroes come from pigsaswel?’ Diana asked. Shelooked badly shaken.
"Y es, anything bought and sold has to come from pigs.”

"So, when clowns disgppear from Circus Town...” Beaners struggled to understand. It felt like two giant
fingerswere pinching histemples.

"They're sold to circuses, out in theworld,” the man said, nodding asif Beaners was catching on. But he
wasn't, redly.

"When you say ‘out intheworld,” which way isthe world from here?’ Beaners asked.
"It'sdl around, in every direction, once you get past the factories.”

"And were al the same as bdt buckles out there?"



"Now you're getting it,” the man said.

To the extent that Beaners understood this new explanation, it sounded truer than either of the previous
ones. There were no supernatural eventsinvolved, and it was nasty.

"Why isal thiskept from us?’ Beaners asked.

The man shrugged. “It's chegper. Y ou manage yourselves, police yoursalves, train yourselves. And
theré's the authenticity factor—a superhero wouldn't be much of an attraction if he didn't believe hewasa
genuine superhero.”

Green Arrow looked a Beaners, his eyesround. “Can he possbly betelling the truth?"

"Of course I'm telling the truth!” the man interjected. A seam of blood had welled up where Green Arrow
poked him.

"I don't know,” Beaners said. “I've heard so many stories about how the world began that | don't know
what to believe any more.” In hisgut, though, Beaners knew it was the truth. The M anagement woman
they had passed on the road to Sextown had said she was from outside. She hadn't meant outside the
towns, she'd meant outside.

The wind through the tunnd kicked up. Moments later, atransport breezed into view, filled with deegping
clowns. Hundreds of them, stacked two and three to a seet. Beaners watched them pass, dumbfounded.

"How can that be?’ Green Arrow asked. “We sacked Circus Town! Theclownsare al free."

"You sacked Circus Town?’ the man said. “Y ou mean abunch of superheroes stormed the town and
took control of it?'

"No,” Green Arrow said, “abunch of knights and clownstook control of it. And the underground.”

Now the old man looked dumbfounded. “ That's how you got down here unlocked.” He shook his head
dowly, absorbing everything, muttering under hisbreeth. “ That'swhy there are so many of them.
Management got wind of it, went in and cleaned house. They'll have to offer deep discounts to move so
much circus Suff at once."

"They cleaned house? Y ou mean they got everyonein Circus Town? That fas?’ Beanerssaid, hislips
numb.

"It wouldn't take long. They'd bubble it over, lock everyone down, send in acrew. Lots of overtime pay,
though, on such short notice. They'll start Circus Town over.”

Green Arrow set the arrow with the bloody tip back in his quiver. He sighed, shook his head.
"What now,” Dianawhispered, fighting back tears.
Another transport went by, piled with deeping elephants.

"| dways knew that any day, any moment, you could be gone,” Green Arrow said, his voice shaking,
“pbut I didn't understand what that meant."

Beanersfinaly had his answers, athough he didn't like them much. He watched Green Arrow and Diana
communein slence, the old man between them with his head hanging. At least they had each other. For

the hundredth time Beaners thought of Roxy. Wasthere any way she would have him, not as a custome,
but as a companion? Beaners didn't even careif there was sex involved (well, not much, anyway); hejust



wished he could have more conversations with her. Green Arrow had said that if Beaners answered the
age-old question of where people went when they disappeared, held be the most famous clownin
history. Would that impress Roxy? Maybe. In any case, Beanersredlized, he knew what came next.

"Takethisguy'sclothes,” Beaners said to Green Arrow, gesturing at the man. “ Then find clothes for
Diana, and get outsde. Whao'll know you're superheroes?!

The old man grunted amusement.
"What's 0 funny?’ Green Arrow asked.

"Who'll know you're superheroes? Only every scanner you walk through. Y our best chanceto surviveis
to give yoursdlf up to Management.”

It was Beaners' turn to laugh. “Oh, sure. Maybe they'll give usjobs. Us and the belt buckles.” No one
laughed. If the circumstances were different, Beaners was sure that crack would have gotten laughs. “I
say we go into the preaching business. Let's go back and tell everyone. Let's shout it from the rooftops.”

"Wholl believe us? What proof do we have?’ Green Arrow asked.

Beaners considered. He pointed to abox of belt buckles. “Well take one of those, with the funny
markingson it, and,” Beaners pointed at the old man, “weéll take him."

Green Arrow and Dianalooked at each other. Diana nodded.
"Y ou're making amistake. There's no telling how Management will react if you do this,” the man said.
"l guesswell find out,” Beaners said.
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They came a dawn. The sun had flared on the horizon and made the still seabeaten gold. | was drawing
Christ on the Marias foredeck, mindful of the Lord as| looked out on the water.

"Sagenae! Sagenag!”

Panic sharpens voices.

"Fucking corsaird"

| stepped back from therail. Someone ran past me.
"Below decks! Maestro, below!"

Hard, murderous ships carving in towards us, black outlines on the white glare of sea. Behind me, iron
dashing—

"Takeone, thisone..."

"Fuck me, | thought we had more swords..."

"Liberanos, quaesumus, Domine, ab omnibus malis, da propitius pacem in diebus nodtris..."
"Starboard! Starboard!"

The sweetest of hard morning breezes.

Then they were on uslike the entry of ademon.

Our trabaccol o shaken, first once, then twice—swearing, a scream—and men, it seemed, climbing out of
the very sea, up from the burning waves and into our boat, black shapes barely there they moved so fagt.

"Fucking Lazarus Fucking Lazarus! The Fenicians fucking warned usl™

The fight was over ingtantly, the corsairs astorm the crew could not stand up to. The cargo bell a the
Fenice Exchange would toll for us.

A bird called, and | remembered Azantium, Theo's Harbour there; the salt, charred taste of mackerel on
soft, fresh bread. Death isagreat seathat waitsfor usall.

"Y ou, boy—there—with the others."



Rough hands and the reek of swest. | was pulled back to the stern, sstumbling over something soft and
wet. | thought of the crimes of the Firentine artists. The mainsail had broken free and cracked back and
forth above me. | hid my Christ.

"What'sthat?"

They had aready stripped out haf the cargo. A chain of men across the deck, tossing sacksto each
other. The crew were pushed up against the deckhouse. The cook had wet himsdlf. Others were crying.

"What's that?"

He had abeard, | remember, and the hardest hands I'd ever felt. His breath stank of fish, of the open
sea.

"Fuck me, that's beautiful.”
The Christ gazed up at him. Thereis no judgement in art. My feet were wet. Red footprints on the deck.
"You did that? Oy, Lazlo—an artist!"

Thereisachapd in St Mark's Fenicethat | will never paint, now. | will not add to the glory of that
golden city.

The sun blazed into day and they took me.
"Wewon't harm you."

My master Gianni Giambono had talked of the Corsairs of Omis, while we were painting the Last
Judgement in St Mary Blachernae. “Think of that horror, Michadl, think of being taken by
them—knowing they'll whip you, cut you, break you, saw away & your neck with ablunt saw and mount
your head on the prow of one of their sagenae! Terrorists ... imagine the damned knowing such torments
await, and paint that fear in them—the flames are coming for them and they know it!"

Now | was one of the damned. | would not stay and be tortured. They had not tied me up. The deck of
their ship waslow on thewater. | ran, and dived.

The cold shocked me and | thought of St Peter. Before | had entered Gianni's service | used to race my
friends across Theo's Harbour.

There was shouting and another splash. | pushed through the little waves, sat water bresking against my
mouth—and then he was on me—

"Y oull drown, you fucking clown."

| pushed back against him and we sank together. Silence beneath the water and | struggled. | remember
soft blue light and his arms wrapped around me. | could not escape him. He held me close. All thought
left me.

| came round to the wide and empty sky, asail taut with wind, the concerned faces of dangerous men. |
was lying on soft stolen sacks of wheat.

"Captain, he's come back to us."

Hewasatal man, with adark, dightly shaggy beard, thick black hair, even blacker eyes. Hisnose
hooked out of ataut face—skin stretched like canvas across strong bones. He had opened my portfolio.



His clothes were soaked.

"Good morning, artist. | am Lazlo Subic. Y ou know of me?"
"Y ou're a sodomite and murderer, adestroyer of virtu."
Hesmiled. A gold tooth flashed.

"So they say. And you draw with most excedllent precision and have led—I am sure—an entirely
blamdesslife”

"Why did you save me?'

"Every man hastheright to live. Besides, | haveausefor you."

* k k %

Omisruns down the hill to the sea, ahuddle of atown pouring off the cliffs. Sandbanks run before the
port, blocking the harbour off to al except those who grew up here; walk up the Sestina River and soon
asteep, hard ravine closes around you. Thereisawall acrossit, spiked with aguard tower like abroken
tooth in acrone's mouth. The hills beyond the town are guarded by the Palijican Highlanders. A pirate's
eyrie; impenetrable.

"Normally wekill srangerswho seethistown,” Subic said. | wastending asmal firein alittle meta
grate. “We don't give them ahouse."

| watched the face of Christ burn. Firelicked at him like dancing gold, a blasphemy. Paper browned,
sparkslifted up and away. Every image carries some small relic of the perfection it describes. | had never
seen him look so dive. Thelittle blaze burnt out. | reached for another sketch—an Annunciation.

| had copied these figures from the finest Azantine modelsto shine before the guildsmen of Fenice. | had
imagined that | would work with my master's brother and dazzle them.

"All thiswe saved for you. Rescued!” Subic sighed. “You are an artist. Y ou will make more.”
| reached for theflints.

"Youwill paint our church for us™"

| struck the stones together. Sparks legpt from my hands. Fire snatched at parchment. “No."

Subic laughed. | imagined hisface; shadows dancing acrossit in thefireight. It would look devilish,
burning angelsreveding the truth of the man.

"You will stay with usfor ayear and aday. If then you will paint, we have bare wals for you, and such
picturesto fill them with. If you would leave, you will leave with our blessing.”

Gianni Giambino had taught me so carefully. | had traced the lines of the cartoons held sketched onto
rough plaster, mixed up his pigments, spread the day's painting areawith soft, wet plaster. 1'd watched as
he picked up his brushes and made heaven appear, then hell, then given life to saints, angels, to the
Madonna, the divine Trinity. | had been thefirst to witness his greatest work, and the last.

Afterwards, | had listened to tales of hisglory daysin Fenice, of the great masterpiecesthat his brother
was gtill making there. By then, he had found peace, of sorts, in the bottle.

| had carried that sodden, exiled man home so many times.



| paid for hisburial in the Pauper's Cemetery.
"If you are not going to paint for us, perhaps you should aso burn your books."
Subic was holding the Alberti out towards me. Histouch wasin itsdf a desecration.

Earlier, he had leafed through my sketches, commending this one, questioning that—my meal cooling
beforeme. | would not drink hiswine, or egt at histable. He had talked of his plansfor the smal village
church.

"Y ou understand me, artist? Y ou know now what it isto care for these people. Thistown ismy father,
these people my children.”

Alberti, Manetti, Filarete—the Firentine teachers my master had bequeathed me. His brother would not
wait for mein Fenice, and another would paint the Mascoli Chapel.

| took the book from him, but | could not burn it.

"I will seethat you arefed, artist.”

* * * %

Weeks passed. The wall that blocked the ravine was well guarded. Two, three timesthey caught me
there, and returned me to Omis. | thought of ending my life. The Christ dways pulled me back. | have
seen so many painted Chrigts, but at that time 1 could only imagine him drowning in flames.

Onecold dawn | tried to steal aboat, achild's sailing dinghy. | had to be rescued when a strong breeze
trapped me againg the harbour wall, haf capsized.

| kept apart from the people of Omis, and sketched in my house by day, walking at night when | could
be surethat dl dept. Pacing through the slent village | imagined the horrorsthet the terroristsin each
house had committed.

Learning from Alberti, | made mysdf anintersecting veil. One day, | was amusing mysdlf by usingit to
draw ajug. | had opened my small window, to make surethat | had light to work by. And then thejug
fdl into shadow, and avoice said—

"What'sthat?"

A smdl child'sface. | had heard them play—but somehow | had not connected them with this
community, or imagined that the town of Omis could harbour such beaming innocents.

| had vowed not to talk with these people.
"My mother leaves you food, you know."

| kept sketching, ignoring him.

"Andyou et it. All of it."

It was difficult to pretend that he was not there. The jug wasin shadow, so | could hardly seeit through
thevail.

"l canteach youto sail.”



"You can't sail. We saw. | can teach you."
"They won't let you.”
He laughed, sunlight catching at him and making him gold.

"It will be asecret. And you will draw me. For my mother. To say thank you. And every night | will teach
you how to use boats."

* * * %

| had never had asubject likethat child. It is not the Azantine way to draw from life. Theintersecting lines
| had drawn on the vell defined hisface for me as| looked through them, a him. | had laid out the same
pattern of lines on parchment, and copied the pattern of his features from the one to the other.

Once, in hiscups, Gianni Giambino had whispered to me of blasphemies committed by Firentine
artists—of the dead dissected, of bodies cut into to show the materia foundations of life. I had hushed
him, fearful that he would be overheard, that it would be believed that we endorsed such crimes against
God. Now—sketching that boy—I began to understand the Firentine passion for such accuracy.

Life blew across hisface like atiny breeze, expression flaring and shifting beneath it. | found it so hard to
catch hislikeness. | had painted a dozen Christs, a hundred disciples, athousand angels—each one
reproduced from amodel in afresco, an altarpiece, a copybook—but | had never tried to capture such
breathing vividness before.

* * * %

A month later the pox came and it seemed that the whole town lay sick. Ladidav wept oneday as| drew
him. All my drawingswere failures, but they pleased him. | was not yet sailor enough to be free. His
mother wasill. Hisfather, one of Subic's chief lieutenants, was away. Food supplies were running short.
Subic had taken the few able bodied men that remained to him, and sailed in two sagenae to pillage for
vittles

| found mysdlf cooking for Ladidav and his mother, Elena. Thelr cottage was small and sparsdly
furnished. | had imagined corsair orgiesin theselittle houses, but there was no place for them here. Elena
would watch me at work, sweating palely in the doorway. Subic had allocated her extrarationsto care
for me, but il therewaslittleto est.

"Don't usetoo much rice! That's for the month, that jar” or “ Save some of those, for pickling.” After a
few minutes she would start to cough. Once she trusted me to carefully ration each ingredient she
stopped watching me. At firgt, | eft her food on her bedside table. When | realised how ill shewas, |
began to feed her by hand.

Thewalls of her room were rough plaster, whitewashed. A crucifix faced the bed, the Christ carved by
hand from driftwood. “He madethat,” she said, “Ladidav'sfather.” There were words painted benegth it:
every man hastheright to live. The pirate's Christ had adightly shaggy beard, thick black hair, anose
hooking out of atiny gaunt face. | did not recognise him, then. “Y ou mustn't judge them,” shewould say.
“Wemud edt.”

| remember Sitting up in her room, as much to comfort Ladidav asto carefor her. Hewould not deep if
shewasaone. Asshe dept | drew her—the light planes of her face, the darkness round her eyes, her
palelips. | tried to catch the softness of her breathing in the quiet hatchings of my pencil. The candle
flickered and | thought of her husband, far out at sea; the care and love he would return to.

* * % %



She was sitting in the kitchen, watching me cook, when Subic kicked open the door. “ The Fenicians have
taken him. They have his sagena, his crew.”

Elenawasweeping. Ladidav clutched a her, wrapping himsdlf in her nightgown.

"Y ou! Hisboy hastaught you to sall, to row, my best men are captured or sick. Come, painter, | will
show you these Fenicians of yours. Come, we will save them.”

His voice rasped and wheezed out of him. He was swaying alittle. His shirt and tunic had been torn
open, and there were thin red lines across his chest. One eye was black. The bruise had swollen his
eyelids shut and pulled hisface out of true. He took a step into the room and fell. He would not wake for
awesek.

Hisfever spared him the Sight of the Fenicians' message. At dawn two days |ater they beached the
captured sagena on the outer shoals of the bay. | volunteered as rescue crew. | remembered Ladidav's
father from our first meeting and would know him again. | wondered at the mercy of the Fenicians,
returning boat, perhaps captives, to us.

The sun nudged at the edge of the sea, staining the sky the lightest pink-red. WWe moved dowly through
the sandbanks that protected the port. | had not been in the company of so many men for along time. All
looked to the floor asthey dragged their oars through the till st water.

Cold shadows ran through the boat. A lone bird's call diced at the sky. The dawn was behind the black
boat ahead. We never seemed to faceit directly.

They had butchered the crew. The deck was clotted and soft. Thetiller had been tied off, aman lashed
toit. Histhroat had been cut, his nose pulled away. Thick bondessfingers, whole hands, floated loosein
the bilges. Gullslifted off aswe boarded—they had been silent, too busy for noise.

Mogt of the dead had no faces. There was birdshit everywhere, white and yellow on open pink flesh. |
had set light to the anatomical sketches my master had |eft me—sedled in an envelope, for my eyes
only—but | cannot burn out my memories of that day. Walking among these battered corpses, |
understood how gracefully and with how much respect and love the Firentines had carved out their
knowledge.

We towed the ship back to shore and beached it. There was a great pyre on the beach. It blazed al
night. The priest sood with us, periodically shouting in Latin. Thewiveswerealittle clump of lossin the
dark. Every so often the flames would illuminate an empty face—and then it would be hidden again in the
darkness. Jagged sobs enshrouded us all. | stayed until the embers glowed in the dawn. The pork reek of
burnt flesh clung to my clothes—the dead so reluctant to leave us—and later | had to burn them too.

Firetook my master's heart. Staring into the pyre | was an apprentice again, gazing into &t Mary
Blachernae asit burnt. He was weeping beside me. The face of the Christ receding into flame; angels
winged with fire reaching up to him, the damned and the saved beneath him, the blaze dancing through
and around them like the Holy Spirit itself. All so golden, so dusive; so log. | learned then how easily a
man may be broken. The soul flareslike parchment at the touch of God. Certainly Gianni guttered out,
whesdling and swearing through the bars of Azantium.

Thetown was quiet after that. The pox lifted and left us, dmost asif it were ashamed. | found that | was
sharing Elena's bed. Every night she would sob hersdlf to deep, shaking, clutching at me. Sometimes she
would cal Ladidav to her. Sometimes he would stand in the doorway and stare. | sat up with him too.
He spoke very little. | had not known the rhythms of the town before. Now there was only abroken
absence.



* * % %

Subic came and invited meto dinewith him. | ate and let him talk. The Fenicians had decided to crush
the Corsairs of Omis. There was a sea blockade. They had hired an English Condotierro to ravage the
Palijicans. There were reports of burnt villages, ravaged crops. His gold tooth flashed in the candidight.

"Thirty years ago we were a peace—then the taxes, and we run goods without paying—and the
Feniciansfine us, and try to take our young for their galeys. Wedo not let them ... and then..."

Hewould rail at the butchers of Fenice, then at their guildsman masters. “They arelied to, artit, lied to,
and asyou did they think we are mongters.” Then hewould cry. “ Aren't they men too?"

* k k %

Elenaasked me to sketch her husband for her. After | completed the portrait she kept it close to her.
Other wives came to me and made the same request. | protested that | could not draw men | had not
seen. Their sad, earnest sense of 10ss overpowered me. | sat with them one by one. Each described her
man to me, and | followed their caring, precise guidance until | had made a picture that satisfied them.

Subic found me one day. He carried some of these drawings.

"Y ou burnt your Christ and Apostlesand | |et you, because you copied them for the men of Fenice. Now
you have found your new modesfor them."

"l cannot..."

Helad theimages down on the table in front of me. He pointed. “He was strong and will be Peter. He
was kind and will be Andrew. | will tdll you the others.”

"Captain, truly, | cannot. To be holy the apostles must be painted from the models..."

Hisrage was luminous. “And what better models than these, who died out of care for those they loved?
And what could be better for those they loved, than to see them set on the walls of a church, unchanging
and dways caring for them?"

| thought of the figures that my master had copied. It had taken fire to make them live.

"I will paint your church.”

* k x %

The wallswere parchment white. The nave was rectangular, with two small sde chapels set into the north
and south walls. A small dtar—little more than atable with a crucifix mounted on it—sat in an equaly
modest gpse. There was no choir, no space to separate the priest from his people. Windows ran down
ether sde of the nave. The wooden roofing above looked like an upturned ship.

Ladidav had accompanied me. “We used to sing here every Sunday.” There were dried flowers. A
woman, swaddled in ablack shawl, prayed out astream of soft, indistinguishable words. Ladidav's hand
wassafein mine. “These arethe saints.”

The men of Omis had carved rough faces and bodies from driftwood. “ Thisis Saint Anthony of Padova
He protects againgt shipwrecks.” We walked to the other side of the church. “Thisisthe Madonna Stella
Maris"

We stood beforethe dtar. “Thisisour Christ.” Sailors knotstied him off againgt the cross. A crudered
line of paint had clotted against the rough, hacked at wood that was his skin.



| taught Ladidav how to burn wood to make charcod crayons, and then we began.

| started by sketching historiae. | would show Christ caming the storm, then walking on water. | went to
the harbour to watch the men of Omisat work in their boats.

Spring became summer. Sagenae went out, returned; piracy so small apart of their activities. They
smuggled Polijican refugees through the Fenician blockade, used night to run supplies past Fenician and
Azantine tax ingpectors. Occasiondly they attacked a ship, but only—Subic said—for food. | am sure
that there was brutdity; but there was nothing to match the cruelty of the Fenicians. Our ships outran
thers.

One evening, | was sketching by the dock. The sun had spent itself against the horizon and the light was
faling away. Thelast blaze of the day had turned the sky to fire, the sea benegth it to gold. | turned and
looked up a Omis. The glory of the moment seared itsalf againgt the white walls of the town. Everything
was made flame.

The Fenicianstightened their grip on usand | lost mysdlf in my masterpiece. | usethewordinitsold
sense. As| planned and drew, | realised that | was no longer an apprentice. My master, his brother,
could have taught me nothing more. Thought became art and vision blazed in me.

| showed the crowd dispersing from the feeding of the five thousand. | showed the disciples among them,
al men | had known—men lost to me, to their families. | drew joyful faces, made them rich with
amazement at the so easy satisfaction of such basic, perpetua needs. Seek, and you will find; ask, and
you shdl begiven.

| showed the Christ commanding his men to take ship. | painted the seaas| had seen it, that morning on
the Maria—a serene, blazing void. | showed the disciples—fishermen dl—at homein ther craft, the
rituas of preparation, of navigation. | thought of Ladidav, teaching meto sail. | showed them asthey |eft
the safeland behind.

| showed the Christ praying. | made them tiny on the seabeyond him. | showed him grieving for their
weekness, for histerrible inability to do anything else but send them into danger.

| showed the storm that blew up. | scraped linesin the wall, jagged and terrible, creating a violence that
could not be withstood. | showed the fishermen afraid in their little boat, men who knew the seatoo well
to pretend that they could be saved.

| showed the Christ walking out to them, the great storm become nothing more than avehicle for his
presence. | showed their awe, their relief, their joy. | showed Peter, stepping from the boat, laughing as
hefound himsdlf safewithin the tearing of things.

| sat in that room for so long, looking at an empty space.

Ladidav mixed up new inks, made mefresh crayons. | did not use them. | listened to reports of the
burning of Polijican towns, of sagenaelost to Fenician pirates. | heard of the death of men | had known,
and | consoled their wiveswith drawings. | helped Subic drink againgt hisgrief. | talked with the
refugees. | heard tales of English mercenaries; of murder, rape and pillage.

| would not let my apostlessink. | would not let the Christ fail them, and so | showed Peter walking, and
| had the rest step into the storm and join him, and | made them all secure against the burning rages of
life. | drew the women too, and made a great scene of the dead and the living, dive to each other despite
al theworld. I made them strong together, blazing with love for and faith in each other.



But I could not complete my work. | could never find aface for my Christ. The figure that watched over
them al was aways crowned with aslent, empty ova. | could never see how to fill that space.

And we had no pigments and no gesso; and no possibility of either, as mercenaries besieged our little
town walls, and the Fenician ships grew more and more daring. And so my work was never more than
lines carved in black, on brilliant whitewadls.

* k x %

Onour last night in Omis—before the flight dong the secret cliff paths, before the pretence of
occupation, thefina resistance that Subic and his volunteers would make, buying the hours needed to
free us—we gathered in that little chapel.

| had not thought that it could contain us, but it seemed to grow and embrace us all, a Misericordiamade
stone. | thought again of the loaves, and of the st taste of fish, of the heresies of consolation that | had
created. We sang, and prayed, and | looked at the pictures on the wall and the faces of the congregation.
The candle light was soft, blurring the two together. In my memory, the dead stand amongst the living and
comfort them with their presence.

And then there was silence, and | was alone. | let the last of the candles burn out as | gathered and
packed my tools. | had been working until the very last, dropping in small details here and there. | had
sent Ladidav on ahead, with hismother. | was hidden in acorner, packing sketchesinto albums and styli
into cases. In the soft light the empty chapel felt like agreet silent cave.

There were footstepsin the church, and | saw atal man. Hewas smply dressed in awhite smock. He
had adark, dightly shaggy beard, thick dark hair, ash black eyes. His nose hooked out of ataut
face—skin stretched like canvas across strong bones. He did not see me. | did not reved mysdif.

He went to every face and looked &t it, murmuring words to each one. Sometimes he would laugh.
Sometimes| saw him cry. Then there would be afarewell touch, akiss, and he would move on to the
next one,

| had made so many different people there, but he knew them dl. The church was hislittle kingdom
and—asthelight from small flames danced around and in him—he moved through it and possessed it, a
once aproud king and the humblest of servants.

Once he had visited them all, he knelt before the altar and prayed. | listened to the soft murmur of his
words. Then, there was silence.

He had |eft the doors open.

| waited to the last, and watched from the cliff path asthe bluff ended and Subic fired the town. The
church went quickly, blazing more fiercely than the other buildings. | had packed the pews and dtarswith
kindling. My work was for the people of Omisaone.

| imagined the completed face of the Chrit, shining out within flames—ablazing out from void and lossto
console usdl, amidst the crackling, burning shocks of life.

* k% k %

| have not been back to Omis. Thereis nothing to return to. Now, | am an artist. | travel through the
small towns, the fishing ports and the shepherd villages, thelittle hamlets of thisworld, and | givewhét |
can and move on.

| take their faces, their small lives, and set them onto the empty walls. | cast them into the grest tale of



that caring, forgiving, angry man, remaking the storieswhere | need to, and show them the life that
sugtainsthem againg life. Every man hastheright to live.

The faces of the apostles dways change. Here asailor, here an innkeeper, here a shepherd, here a cook.
Sometimes, | find myself painting adeed fisherman. For amoment he flaresin my mind; then, | finish my
work, and he will live beyond memory, for aslong as hisimage glows on that wall.

There are dways children. | tell them the stories of these remembered men, and make sure they know
not to forget them. Ladidav laughs a mefor this, but then heisyoung. His mother understands. He will
find his own facesto treasure, and he will make them live again, in histurn. | see the mastery in him now;
deegping lightly, awaiting the soft touch of lossto kindleit tolife.

The face of the Christ never changes. He isaman with sharp eyes and adark, shaggy beard. | paint him
burning with life on the cross, looking out at his people. Heistheir master; heistheir servant. | no longer
seeadigtinction. | have seen him diefor them, and so now heisimmortdl.

| tell his story too, and the children spread it. And so the blazing face of the pirate Christ looks out on dll
those he gave himself for; and because the guildsmen of Fenice dandered him, and then came to destroy
him, herises again, time after time, theliving, golden, human flame of every work | make.

Copyright © 2009 Al Robertson
[Back to Table of Contents]



C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Authors-IS221.htm

SAVING DIEGO—Matthew Kressel

* * * %

* k k %

[llustrated by David Gentry
Matthew Kressdl's fiction has appeared or is forthcoming in such publications as Naked City: New
Tales of Urban Fantasy (edited by Ellen Datlow), Electric Velocipede, Apex Science Fiction &
Horror Digest, Abyss & Apex, and elsawhere. Heisaso the publisher of Sybil's Garage magazine. In
April of 2008 he took over from Gavin Grant as the co-host of the KGB Fantastic Fiction reading series
in New Y ork City. Matthew isamember of the Altered Fuid writing group where, he says, heis
continualy humbled by histaented peers ... Hiswebsite is matthewkressd .net.

* * * %

| had traveled twelve thousand, seven hundred and sixty light-years to see my friend, but the hardest part
of thetrip was the last seventy one flights of stairs. Goddamn the Nefanesh and their ass-backwards
ways! | struggled to catch my bresth as| moved down adim hallway covered with dust. Oil lamps
flickered from high places, and the doors sported knobs and hinges, like some virt park for kiddies, a
rehash of adead era. But, no, the Nefanesh preferred their realtime antique, the fucks. Why Diego had
comeal the way out here, to thisworld & the edge of the galaxy where the planet-munching numens
roam, | could only guess. | hadn't seen my friend in Sx years.

At the end of the hallway a door leaned open, and | pushed it aside. An emaciated man sat cross-legged
in the corner with his back against the wdl, smiling like the Buddha. He wore nothing but apair of ripped
shorts, and the room was as bare as him, asingle lamp burning at his feet.

"Mika!” hesaid in avoice weary and dow, so different from the one | remembered. “I've been waiting
forever for you."

Diego had aways been thin, scruffy, two days past a shower. But now hisribsjutted from his chest, and
his face was as thin as the dead. A mop of greasy gray hair hung to his shoulders, and his beard was|ong
and shaggy. Diego, | knew, wasthirty one yearsold, by Earthca. Whatever had happened to himin the
last six years, it hadn't been kind. “Diego?’ | said, skepticdly. Wasthisreally the sameman | had
known?

"It seems s0 long since we've seen each other, Mikal,” he said. “But dso like yesterday.” He stared at
me with the starry, probing look of amystic. But helooked so disgusting, so different than theman |
remembered, | had to look away.

"Y ou must be exhausted, Mikal. Don't worry, | have amed prepared.”

He struggled to hisfeet, grabbed the metal lamp, and crept like an old man into an adjoining room. |
resisted the urge to help him; | didn't want to touch his pasty skin. When hewasn't looking, | shivered.

The next room was bare too, except for asmall table that rose afew inches above the floor. It had been
set with fine glasses, plates and silverware, and looked very out of placein this empty apartment. A pot
seamed besideiit, smelling ddlicious; | hadn't eaten since | |eft the highliner many hours before.

"St, Mika! Eat!"

| threw my bag down and devoured chunks of amesty stew while Diego watched. Behind him, the
windows of Hasriyu flickered like stars. In auniversefilled with flits and dipstreams, these people had



chosen candles over dectric light.

Diego poured me sometea. “1 knew you'd come,” he said.
"Anything for afriend,” | said.

"Mikd, you look great.”

"l suppose,” | sad, though | couldn't say the samefor him. | studied my friend, the empty apartment. It
took me awhileto build up the courage and ask him, “ Are you sck, Diego?”’

"Itsdl reaive,” hesaid. “My body doesn't look hedlthy, | know, but my mind is sharper than ever.”

| looked down at the food, atable prepared for two. | didn't see akitchen, and | doubted Diego had
cooked thismed himsdf. Maybe abot?“Areyou heredone?’ | said.

"Most of thetime."
"Diego, why am | here?'

Diego pulled out along, curving pipe from his pocket, and lit it. He puffed it dowly, making little
arabesgues of smoke that twirled up to the ceiling. It reeked like adead rat caught in afurnace.

"That shit smdlsawful,” | sad. “What isit?"

"It's called the sweet jisthmus. The Nefanesh useit to reach transcendent states of consciousness.”
"Andyou?'

"I'vefound it to be the most introspective of al the herbs. It helps methink."

"Why am| here, Diego?'

He pulled his pipe from hislips. “Because, Mikal, | need you to help me stop smoking it.”

| looked at hiswithered body and understood. He had become addicted, and it was killing him.
"l need to start over,” hesaid. “A new life. But | need help.”

"Areyou sdling?’ | didn't want to get caught up in that scene again.

"No,” hesaid.

"How did you get the money for my ticket out here?"

"| do favorsfor someone. In return, she providesfor me."

| didn't want to imagine what kind of favors he meant. “Why didn't you ask her?'

"Well, she's pretty particular about what she doesfor me.”

"And no one ese here could help you? There's no rehab for junkies?'

"To these people, jishmusisagodsend. They don't understand my need to stop smoking it. But you and
|, we've shared so many tripstogether. You get me, Mikd. Y ou know when to push and when to let go.
And you'rethe only onel trust. | thought we might—when | get clesn—gtart alittle business. We used to



work so well together, Mikal."
"Youwant to sdl agan?'

"Nothing illegal. We could sdll custom virts, or blandybanes, or lumps of dirt. It doesn't matter. | know
anything we do together will succeed.”

"l haveajob now,” | said. “A red job.” | didn't mention that | had quit so | could heed Diego'scal,
nostagiafor my former life pulling me acrossthe gaaxy.

"But doesit make you happy?'
| looked away from his probing eyes.

"C'mon, Mikd. Let'slive again! Remember what we had together? That was bliss, man. So you got
clean. Now it'smy turn. | just need alittle help.”

I'd spent yearstrying to get sober. | could navigate that dipstream blindfolded. And Diego wasright. The
past few years had been the dullest of my life, nothing but the same monotonous routine day after day
after day. Thethought of hanging out with Diego again filled me with an excitement | hadn't felt in years.
“Yeah, I'll help you, you old bag of shit,” | said.

"I knew you would, Mikal. | just knew it!"

* k *x %

Six years ago, Diego and | were squatting in an abandoned Seoul co-op, dropping tabs of virginize and
fucking virtsin VR. We had agood connection down in Andong, avestie with acock and breastswho
brought us shit once per week, and we'd sall tabs to junkies with a huge markup. We dropped dmost as
much as we sold, so even though we were making gobs of cash, money was dways scarce. But Diego
and |, we made it work somehow. And, man, those were some of the best times I've ever had. The
gtories| could tell.

So one day our Andong hookup gives usthis new shit, said it was going to blow our minds, make usrich,
that we could buy an air condo with the cash it would bring. Diego and | wanted to drop it together, but
then he said to me, “What if we OD? Or what if we're so fucked up we want to jump out awindow?
Maybe I'd better do it aone, and you watch me."

He was dways the brave one, the guy who walked fearlessy into shady dleysto make dedswith
nervous junkies, who dropped heroic hits of xeno, so | agreed. He put on his lucky necklace, a gaudy
thing made of cobalt and hematite that he adored. Then, after we downed half abottle of whiskey, Diego
dropped asingle tab. For the first thirty minutes, he felt nothing, and we thought we'd been jacked. But
then, Diego suddenly said, “Oh. My. God!"

"Areyoudl right?'

"Mika. Mika, my friend. We haven' lived! We haven' lived asingle moment in our pathetic lives!"
"Soyou fed it?'

"Thequestionis, Mikal, do you fed it?"

"l didn't drop, Diego."

"Life, Mika! Life, it'sal around usl | can seeit now. It'sin everything. It'sin you and me and everyone.”



"It'sgood then?’ | said. “We're going to berich?’
Diego smiled, off in hisown trance of bliss.

| heard dogs barking and several loud bangs. | glanced out the window and saw six police officers storm
the building. Threeflyers circled overhead, beaming spotlightsinto the windows. | ran out into the hall.
On thefloors below, cops pried open adoor, wipesin their hands. They burst into the apartment and
exploded out again with drooling squattersin tow. They moved to the next door and the next. |
remembered we had athousand hits of gheebong stashed under the bed. A single tab could land you five
yearsin redtime.

"Diego! Diego, get thefuck up!” | shouted. “The cops are here! We got to bail!"
"Oh, Mikal, you don't see.”

"Diego, shut the fuck up! Get your assup!” | tried to lift him, but he was too heavy.
"Youremy friend, Mikd,” hesad. “Y ou dways have been. | loveyou."

| heard the whine of an ascending discus; the cops would be on thisfloor in seconds. | couldn't go to
prison, couldn't get fullwiped and refocused. | had too much lifeleft to live.

"I'm sorry, Diego,” | said.

| climbed out the rear window onto the fire escape; the flyer turned its spotlight in my direction as|
leaped across the gap to the next building. | jJumped over a couple fucking, hopped adiscusto the
basement, and snuck out through an old tunnel. | fled Korea Xin afew days|ater inside the cargo hold of
ascramdoop, nearly dying from oxdep.

Y eah, | wanted to look up my friend, to seeif hewas safe, but | knew that any nets grep would finger me
if hed been busted, so | tried to forget about Diego and move on with my life. | got clean—eventually
—and got ajob tending newsents on the freeweb, making sure those nascent Alsdidn't eat through
decades worth of connections. It wasn't my dream job—the pay was shit—but | made enough to be
comfortable, to fal into akind of deep, | guess.

Then one morning, three months ago, | received aflit inviting me out to Gilder Nefan, an ass-backwards
planet a the edge of the galaxy, dong with athousand terrans, ashit-ton of money, and apleafor help.
Diego, it seemed, had found me.

* k% k %

| woke up to sainging. Outside, in a parapet high above the city, amuezzin chanted prayersasagiant red
sun rose behind him. Through the stone walls and hallways | heard echoes of more chanting, asif the
entire city sang with him. The food from the night before had been cleared while | dept. For years1'd
squatted in gpartments where people came in and out like fliesto shit and | didn't bat an eye. But now,
knowing that someone was here while | dept cregped me the fuck ouit.

| found Diego in the next room, sitting by the window, smoking his ass-reeking herb. He nodded to me,
but hiseyeswere far away. | sat down and told him of my plan, how | would wean him off of his habit,
and he quietly agreed. It was the same plan | had used to get mysalf clean.

For my firgt task, | had to buy more jishmus. Diego couldn't quit cold turkey, and his supply was running
low. With two hundred terrans of Diego's cash in my pocket, | descended the seventy one flights of
dairs, dready dreading the return trip, and wandered deep into the city's crooked streets.



There were no plasmasents to guide my way, no kiosks or netportsto plug into. My clothes were
different too—the Nefanesh were obsessed with mud browns and greens—it made me fedl exposed as|
walked. The sun didn't reach thisfar down between the stone buildings, so the people hung thousands of
lamps aong the doping walls and bridges. The lights had been arranged to form stars and birds and trees
and hundreds of other shapes, whilethe air stank of burning ail, jishmus and dust.

The women here were beautiful, in arugged way. No plastica or juve supplements for them. Freegenes, |
guessed. And the men, with their dark beards, looked identical asthey walked past me. A few spoke
Angla well enough to guide me to Usha Square, a park in the center of the city.

| found ajisthmus merchant near the park's edge, under aspindly tree and arusting statue. His pavilion
was filled with wooden dishes, pipes, and bizarre tapestries hanging from the flapping walls.

"How much for adecagram of jishmus?’ | said.

The merchant looked me over with deep brown eyes. “Y ou from Earth?’ he said in awful Anglai.
"es"

"Come hereto get high?'

"No. I'm herefor afriend."

"Gilder Nefan no placefor junkies.”

"How much?’ | barked.

"Nine hundred shekels"

"Do you take terrans?”

He scoffed, then said, “One eighty terrans.”

"That's fucking ridiculous,” | said, and Sarted to walk away.

"No!” he said. “ Jisthmus cheaper no place else. Bazaar istwo months away. Hard to buy until then. |
have best price. You see.”

My stomach rumbled, and | was dready exhausted, so | paid the outrageous sum and crept back into the
shadowed streets. | ate some foul mesat from a vendor, and on the way home passed a squat merchant
woman salling cheap jewelry. | bought a cobalt necklace from her, much like the one Diego used to
wear. A little gift, | thought, to remind him of the old days. When | reached his building, the people
bowed and sang in another fit of prayer. They kndlt in the lobby, bobbing their heads like pigeons
pecking at crumbs. They leered as| walked past them, and some flicked their fingers oddly at me, | think
in somekind of curse.

An hour later, completely exhausted from the seventy-one-flight climb, | entered Diego's gpartment to
find him naked on thefloor, shivering. A puddle of vomit glimmered in the lamplight next to his head.

"Diego!” | screamed.
"No more, Saal” hewhimpered. “Leave me done! Go away, Saal"

He stank like puke and shit. | picked him up and carried him into the washroom, then placed him on a
small stool and used my shirt as a sponge to clean hisface; there were no towels anywhere. He had shit



himsdlf, and for amoment | regretted my new job. But | thought of our future together, roaming the
gaaxy on one adventure after another. Thiswas only apassing moment. So | took off his pants, cleaned
him up, and set him to rest in the main room on athin mat. Tomorrow, | told mysdf, I'd buy him some
new clothes and some towels.

L ater, asthe sun was going down, as the muezzin bellowed for the third time that day, Diego awoke.
“Mikd?Mikd!"

| cameto him. Hewas shivering violently.
"My pipe!” hesad. “Hurry."
| stuffed his pipewith asmal bit of jishmus. “Jugt alittle” | said.

| watched him smoke, smelled the reek of that ass-stinking herb, until asmall amount of color filled his
cheeks. His shivering subsided as night dowly crept into the room.

| lit the lamp and said, “What happened before?’

He shrugged.

"Who is Saa? Is she the one that cooks your meals?"

His head snapped in my direction. “I was halucinating,” he said.

"Y ou didnt hdlucinate the puke.”

He frowned. “Now you see one more reason why | need help.” His voice had become dow and thick.

| sat and wrapped my hands around my knees. “ So thisiswhat you do?’ | said. “ Just smoke and puke
and waste away ?'

He stared out the window. “No. | think."

"About what?'

He paused. “Mosdtly, | think about the numens.”

"The planet-smashers? The gods?*

"They're not gods, Mika. Areyou agod to a cockroach?'

"Inaway,” | said. “I can crush it whenever | want."

Diego shivered. “ The numens areintelligent creatures, like you and me—"

"Y eah, that eat planets. What wasit? Ecruga, Oxwei, Charlotte's World. All obliterated by numens. And
they weren't too far from here either.”

"That was more than twenty years ago. And the numens didn't understand what they were doing. When
you see a cockroach scuttling by, you crush it because you were told that they're diseased and swimin
shit. But what if you knew that each one had a soul, aconscience? Would you kill it then?'

"Y egh. They'redisgudting little buggers”

Hefrowned. “It'sal about points of view. People convinced the numensthat certain planets were being



infested by vermin—humans—and so the numens destroyed them.”
"People?’ | said. “How did people convince the numens of anything?”
"Did you ever own apet?’

"l once had acat.”

"Okay, so you fed your cat, right? Changed itslitter box?"

"I letit shit outside.”

"But you were doing things for your pet, giving it thingsit wants, like food. And in return, it givesyou
what you want: affection, acompanion. A soft thing to rub when you're londly and cold.”

"What are you saying? That a human was a pet to one of these numens?"

"That's exactly what I'm saying. Once these humans were adopted, it was just a matter of Smple
coercion to convince their numen mastersthat, in order to be happy, the numen had to destroy aplanet.”

"That's fucked up.”
"It'sthetruth.”
"How do you know this?'

Hetook another hit. “1 told you, I've had alot of time to think. The jisthmus helps me reach subtle states
of consciousness where the numens roam. Y ou might say | plucked the answers out of the ether.”

" think you've plucked enough ether for onenight,” | said, taking the pipe from his hands. “I'm rationing
your jishmus from now on."

He nodded solemnly.

"Oh, | dmost forgot,” | said. “1 have something for you.” | pulled out the cobalt necklace | had bought
earlier. “1 remembered your lucky necklace. Thislooked alot likeit."

Hetook it and smiled. “| remember. | lost it when | went to prison.”

Wefdl slent for atime. Eventudly | said, “Why did you come al the way out to this planet, Diego?'
"Do you remember that drug | took our last night together?”

| nodded.

"Our Andong hookup was right; it was like touching the face of God. Then | came down.”

"Did you goto prison?’

He nodded. “They refocused me. | avoided fullwiping by pretending to have schizophrenia They thought
it might make meworse. But refocusing isjust asfucked up.”

"God,” | said. “What wasthat like?"

"Likeevery day isthefirgt day of school. Everything isnew and utterly terrifying. | felt like awhole new
person, new behaviors, new fedings. The prisons are crowded, you know, so eventualy they just let me



go. Threeyearslater | was serving drinks at adinky bar in the Ukraine when someflicky popsmeinthe
head with a bottle ‘ cause his meds had run out or something. When | awoke in a puddie of my own
blood, | fdtlikemy old saIf again.”

"What did you do?’ | said.

"l quit my job and just sat in my gpartment for weeks. | remembered that night in Seoul, how 1'd touched
the face of God. | sarted obsessing about that fedling. | wanted to touch heaven again. But | couldn't go
back to Korea Xin, and no one in the Ukraine had ever heard of that drug. But I'd heard stories of a
planet, way out on the gaactic edge, with people that devoted their livesto godliness, where they
smoked an herb which supposedly opened their minds to higher redms. | thought, what better placeto
seek nirvanaagain? | had saved enough money for ahighliner, found ajob as awoodworker, and began,
through jisthmus, to search for that feding | had logt.”

"And did you find it?'

"Yes And no."

"Whichisit?'

Hesghed. “Theold sayingis, ‘ Thefirst highisawaysthe best'.”
"That'sthetruth.”

"Not redlly. With Jsthmus, theré's no first high. The past and future are one continuum. In someways,
I'm il experiencing that night in Seoul. Part of meisdill in prison. And another part of me, isinamenta
prison.”

"From therefocusng?'

"No. | touched something out here, Mikal. Something I'm having trouble getting free from.” Hisface
twisted asif he was about to say something, but then he sighed and stared down at his bony fingers.

My stomach rumbled loudly. “I don't suppose you have any food?'
"The medl's been ready for over an hour.” He pointed into the next room.

| turned around and saw a small table set with plates and food. | hopped to my feet to investigate. The
apartment was empty, except for us.

"Thisisfreaking meout,” | said. “Who's preparing the food?!

"She doesn't like to be seen.” Diego leaned against the window, dl skin and bones.

| shook off my nerves and helped him to the table. “Come,” | said. “Y ou need to eat.”
"Mikal,” he said ashetook asip of soup, “about Seoul, Sx years ago..."

"Yeah,” | sad, “1've been meaning to talk to you about that.”

"Why, Mika?Why did you leave me?'

| had to look away from his probing eyes. “1 told you we had to bail, but you wouldn't listen. The cops
were coming. And you were so heavy..."



"But you were my lookout. Y ou were supposed to protect me.”
"l didn't know what to do. | panicked, Diego."
"How come you never visted mein prison, or found me after?”

| lost my appetite and put down the fork. “I thought that if | found you, the cops would find metoo. | got
clean, and | guess| just wanted to start over. Diego, | know this doesn't mean much to you now. Buit |
realy am sorry. | don't know what elseto say..."

He stared at mefor along time before sighing deeply. “1've imagined this moment a thousand times, and
each time | was unableto forgive you. But | keep thinking that you've traveled al the way out here. For
me. | didn't want to forgive you, Mikal, but when | look at your face, my heart saysthat | do.”

"Eat your soup,” | said. But inside, | smiled.

* k k %

| thought I'd be bored without the distraction of virt and vid, of nets and polysents, but | found myself
relaxing for thefirst timein years. The days melded pleasantly together as| got used to the short days of
Gilder Nefan. Weformed asmpleroutine: 1'd ration out portions of jisthmus for Diego, weaning him of
of thedrug until hefelt thefirst severe symptoms of withdrawa. Then I'd allow him to smoke avery small
amount. While high, held entertain me with stories of hisintellectua wanderings, and | sarted to ook
forward to my daily dose of Cosmic philosophy. | had never truly known how smart my friend was, the
grange places his mind was willing to go.

Our mysterious cook placed mealsin the apartment every day. Often, I'd Sit in the next room, just out of
view, waiting for her. But awatched table never gets set; she never camewhilel hid. Then, I'd get up to
pissor to look out the window, and when | returned, the food was there. Freaky.

Diego smoked that decagram faster than |'d expected, so before the end of the first week | returned to
the vendor in Usha Square to buy more jishmus.

"If you smoke the sweet jigshmus without grounding in faith, it will est your mind,” the vendor said.
"It'snot for me,” | said.

"Y ou Terrans, you come here and think sweet jishmusisfun, agameto get high and touch the Ein Sof.
Do you know the story of Musa?'

"Moses?!

"When Musawent up the mountain of 11ah, he commanded his peopleto look away. It is—how you say
in Anglai>—a metaphor. Musawas pure and could glimpse the endless above the crown. But his people
weredirty. If they look on theinfinite, it shatter them. Y ou are like the impure who disobey and look
upon El Shaddai . Jsthmuswill bresk you unlessyou purify your soul.”

| thought of Diego and how the drug had destroyed his body. He had no faith that | knew of. “ Areyou
going to sAl methejishmusor not?'

He frowned and handed me a cloth bundle wrapped with leather twine. | paid him and turned to leave.
“Wait,” hesaid. “Thisisfor you.” He fetched asmall book from under the table: areal hardbound, paper
pagesand dl. “1t has Anglai trandation.”

"l don't doreligion,” | said.



"Thisisnot religion,” hesaid. It save you from the abyss."

| took the book out of curiosity for its paper pages and itsinteresting script rather than any wordsinside
of it, and headed back to Diego's apartment. | began to feel achill, even though the air was desert hot.
Perhaps | was getting afever. And that would be piss on shit if it was true, because | knew these
Nefanesh didn't believe in nanomed, that their doctors would probably shove awooden pole up my ass
and call me cured.

Back in the apartment, Diego sat by the window, wearing the cobalt necklace and some of the new
clothes| had bought for him. In the reflected light, hisface resembled the one | remembered, with round
ears and soft cheekbones. He was beautiful. And | thought, though the change was smdll, that he had
gained alittleweight.

| offered him the bundle of jisthmus.

He shook hishead. “No. I'm going to wait."
"Redly?’ | said. *Y ou sure you don't want some?"
"No."

"| think you need alittle bit to—"

"No!” he snapped. “Ian't that your goddamned job?"
"Yeah..” | said. “Yegh. Sorry."

"You're shivering, Mikd,” hesaid.

"I think I'm getting acold.”

"Well, you'd better get some rest. I'm going to deep early tonight too. | want to seeif | can go without
jighmusuntil morning.”

| nodded and dipped into the next room. | tried to deep, but my nerveswouldn't let merest. What if I'd
caught the cur-flu on the highliner out here? What if | developed afever and didn't have the energy to
descend the stairs? Diego was still not in any condition to fend for himself, let alone for another. | sat on
the floor and rocked back and forth, while | flipped through the holy book the vendor had given me. The
words blurred together, and | couldn't read more than a sentence before | felt awave of nauseaand fear.

There had been something profoundly grounding while Sitting next to Diego as he smoked hisjisthmus
and spoke of his philosophy, and | thought that right now that was the one thing | needed. But my job
wasto help him quit, and we'd never get off this planet if | kept him hooked.

| opened the bundle of jisthmus and looked at it closdly for thefirgt time. It resembled buds of ganj, but
was much darker, dmost black. Not burning, it smelled pretty tolerable, like black teaand sage. |
thought that if | put alittle bit into Diego's pipe and lit it, not to smoke, of course, but just to smdll itin the
ar, likean incense, it might settle my nerves.

| put asmdl amount into the bowl and held amatch to it, pointing the ssem away from my lips. The herb
was moist, however, and didn't catch. So, with the same lit match, | puffed on the pipe. | never planned
toinhae, but years of smoking dl of sorts of things made the action involuntary. | inhaled asmall bit
before| realized what 1'd done and threw the pipe away.



Theworld shifted.

My nausea, shakes, and fear stopped instantly. The walls, bare and brown before, took on new life. |
saw, in each and every crevice and bump, an entire universe of history. | thought of the people who had
built these giant towers without modern machines, how each stone waslaid by hand, of the mason who
placed the bricks of thiswall, how my presence here, in this room, wasimpossible without his meticulous
work. | suddenly wanted to meet him and thank him.

And—my god!—outside, the stars—when had the sun set?—the stars glimmered with light amillion
years old and yet born anew every second. Below them acity of such smple beauty. And on the floor by
my feet was abook. | picked it up and read the cover: Ohr Ha'Olam, The Light of the Universe. And
it waslit too. The book glowed brighter than the stars outside, brighter than the lamp besdeme. |

opened to page one and read, ‘ The universeis nothing but Light, and the light of the One pervadesall.’
Yes, | thought. Yes.

And | understood, and read, and knew the Cosmos as afriend.

A voice cdled to me from sweet and heavy dreams, pulling me awake. It was Diego, screaming.
"Mikd! Mikd!"
| ranto him, groggily. For thefirst time, | had dept through the muezzin's morning song.

"My pipe, Mikd! Get my pipe!”

| ran back into the other room, and when | saw the packed pipe, the open bundle of jisshmus, and The
Light of the Universe open to page two hundred and seventy three, | remembered: | had smoked
jisthmuslast night. | cursed mysdf as| emptied the contents of the pipe outside the window to hide my
guilt from Diego, then rewrapped the bundle to makeit look asif it hadn't been opened. How could | let

this happen?

| returned to Diego, reopened the bundle, and packed his pipe. As he smoked his herb, | relaxed again
into the thick smdll that filled the air. With the scent, memories of the evening returned to me as he spoke.
“What took you so long?’ he said.

"I'mtired.” Despair isthe respite of fools, for none enter the Lord's house without joy. Thewords
flashed in my mind.

"Areyou feding better?'

The Light of one's houseis dim or bright according to hisneed. “Yes” | said after atime. Intruth, |
felt rather sick. | took a deep breath, trying to inhae some of the second-hand smoke. | wanted to reach
out and take the pipe from him. But | stedled mysdif. | could not let mysalf become addicted to this drug.

"l had astrange dream last night,” he said. “1 need to tell it to you. Maybe you can interpret it."

"Okay,” | said groggily.

"l dreamed | was a cat that wanted to be human. | watched my master, how she did her human things,
and when shewas gone | imitated her. She'd come home and stroke me, and it would fedl wonderful, but
each time she petted me | felt more like acat and lesslike a person. So one day she came home and |
hid from her. She called and cdled, but | didn't come. | hid from her for days, until | wasweak and
hungry. Shefindly found me, an emaciated thing hiding ingde thelamp in the ceiling. To punish me, she



cut off my legsand tore off my eydids. She returned to her human things, while | could do nothing but
watch her. But the worst part of al wasthat she till petted me.”

"That sounds horrible,” | said.

"Itis” hesad, garing at me. “What do you think it means?’

His dream made me feel even worse. “Look, | need to get someair. Isit okay if | go for awhile?’
Hefrowned. “Hidethejishmusfirg,” he sad.

| quickly hid the bundle then left him. Alone, | wandered the city Streets, drinking buckets of water,
seeking the wide open spacesto clear my lungs. | had to remove that poison from my body. But jisthmus
wasal | could think abouit.

| sat on abench, shaking my legs, willing myself to think of something else, when aNefanese girl sat
down next to me. Her eyeswere swirls of green and brown, with pupilsliketiny black stars.

"Y ou from offworld?’ she said in accented Anglai.

| nodded.

"Eath?’

"Yegh"

"I've never been to Earth,” she said.

"Therésalot moreto do there."

"I like your face,” she said. “No beard. Can | touch it?’

Before | could answer sheran her finger down my jaw.

"There are some empty pavilionsin Usha Square,” she said. “Where two people could be done.”
"Y ou wouldn', by any chance, have somejisthmus?’ | said.
"l do. Butit'snot yet Zizuhr."

"Zi-what?'

"Noon prayer."

"Do you haveto wait until then to smokeit?

She looked at me strangdly, then frowned. “ Of course we do.”
"Can we smokealittle now?'

"No,” shesaid gternly.

"Why not?"

"Becauseit's forbidden."

"C'mon, let'sjust smoke alittle.”



"Have you no reverencefor Elohim?'
"Elo-who? Why can't you smoke whenever you want?'

She abruptly stood, spat in my face, and dapped me. She made the finger gesture | had seen the others
do, then shouted foreign words in Nefanesh. | dowly waked away, and when | turned the corner, she
wasdll shouting.

Angry, confused, | wandered the streets. I'd come down here to be free of the jisthmus, and instead |
found mysdf seeking more. Back in the gpartment, | knew Diego would want to smoke again soon. | felt
trapped. To kegp my mind occupied, | ate from every vendor | passed, until my stomach hurt and | was
heavy with food. For atime, | didn't want the drug anymore, only deep.

| trudged up the many flightsto Diego's apartment. At first | thought | was on the wrong floor. The many
walls had changed, rearranged into anew pattern. | checked the floor and apartment number, but both
were correct, and when | re-entered Diego's room, | saw him rocking back and forth. His hair waswild
and hisface wastwisted in pain.

"Where the fuck wereyou?’ hesaid.
"What did you do to the gpartment”?’
"What do you mean?"

"Thewadlls, they'redl different,” | said.
"Different?'

"|sthisthe same gpartment?"

"Areyou feding okay?"

"No,” | sad, gtting down. “I'm tired.”

"You're tired?’ Diego sad. “I'vejust spent the entire afternoon looking for my jishmus. Fuck, Mikdl, if |
found whereyou hid it, I'd have smoked the whole bundle! All my progresswould be for shit.”

"I'msorry,” | said.
"Go!” hesad. “Get my pipe!"

| ran into the next room—a different next room from the one I remmembered—and found the pipe and
bundle behind aloose brick in the window sill. That part, at least, hadn't changed. | packed the pipe, lit it,
and took apuff. With it, all my anxiety left me. | took asecond puff and athird. Then | remembered
Diego.

| stepped into the next room.

"It'saready lit,” hesad.

"l got it going for you."

He puffed on his pipe and hisface relaxed.

"Thewdls,” | sad, “thewdlsaredifferent.”



"Thewallsare dways different,” he said, and | understood what he meant. Everything around me was
moving, dive, burging with life. In every ingtant, the walls were born anew. The light of the setting sun
moved across Diego's face as hefell adegp, and with hiseyes closed | took another puff and another. |
thought of reading more of The Light of the Universe, but | wastoo lazy to move.

| fell adeep, and dreamed of amonstrous hand reaching across light-years of space to stroke me. Its
touch was the most pleasurable and the most vilething | have ever felt. Pleasurable, like athousand
orgasms. And vile, because each stroke said to me | was nothing but a speck of flotsam in an infinite sea.

* k% k %

Things grew hazy after that. | continued weaning Diego off of his habit and watched him get stronger each
day, while snuck more and more jisthmus when he wasn't looking. | stopped bathing, let my beard
grow, and would only eat every other day. Diego, on the other hand, grew strong enough to descend the
many flights of stairs. | offered to go with him, but he refused, said he needed to prove to himsdlf that he
wasaman again. | didn't argue. | was all too happy to be aone to smoke more.

By the end of the third week, we ran out of lamp ail. | promised to get more, but kept forgetting. So we
spent the nightsin the dark, until one night | broke aglass. Without light, we kept cutting our feet on the
shards, so | used the only source of kindling | had: apage from The Light of the Universe. The pages
had anaturd oil to them, and | found that if | twirled them into little tubes, they made excdllent, if
short-lived, candles.

"The Bazaar's coming in two weeks,” Diego said to me one night.
"What'sthat?’ | said, my mind wandering into etheredl dimensions.

"TheHinini traders come with goods from offworld. All those empty tentsin Usha Squarefill with
vendors. It'sthe best time to buy jisthmus.”

"Good to know,” | said dreamily.
"But I'm not going to buy any more."
"What?' | said, Stting up.

"I'm choosing that day to quit. I've saved enough for two highliner tickets. Enough for you and meto go
anywhere. Some place far away from jishmus."

"That'sgreat,” | heard mysdf say, “I'm proud of you. You've come sofar.” But ingde, | wasfilled with
dread. | wasn't ready to leave jisthmus behind.

"We have comefar, Mikd. We have"

* * % %

| knew the Bazaar's arriva by its sound. The skies buzzed with trader ships, huge highlinersfloated in
orbit, and thousands of jumpers crisscrossed the sky. Today, Diego would quit, and we'd leave this
planet together. But | wasn't ready to leave.

| didn't deep at dl that night; | was up before the sun. Shipsin silhouette descended from the sky as|
puffed jighmus, thinking of dl theways| might smuggle abundle onto ahighliner. | fdt the now familiar
bending of my mind, the opening of al thingsinto infinity, thetransence of al. Diego walked into the
roomwhile | had the pipeto my lips. | coughed and exhaed the blue smoke.

"Diego!” | screamed.



He sat down across from me. He had cut his hair, shaved, and bathed. Besides afew extrawrinkles and
amop of gray hair, helooked much like the man | had known back in Seoul. “ Y ou don't haveto hideit
anymore, Mikal. | should have guessed, but | was too preoccupied. The bundles disappeared too fast.”

"I'm sorry. It'sjust ... | mean, | was..."
"Dont try to explain. It's pointless now."

"I'll quit. Just like you did. Let me pack my things. Well take that highliner to Datsu, or Woll Ye. Itll be
likeoldtimesagan!"

"Y ou can't quit cold turkey, Mikal. It'l kill you."
"I'll bring somewith me. Y ou can wean me off of it, just like| did for you."

"Youll never get it past customs. And even if you did, | don't want it around me anymore. I've worked
too hard to get free.”

"Diego, just give meaweek or two. I'll quit, and we can take the next highliner out of here.”
"The highliners only come with the Bazaar, every three months. | don't want to wait that long."
"Why not? | helped you! Won't you do it for me?"

"It's more complicated than that, Mikal. 1t's not just the jisthmus I'm running from. | came hereto find
heaven again, but | found something el se instead, something beyond matter. | found aworld of thought
and emotion, an entire realm beyond the physical.”

"I'vefdtittoo,” | sad. “With thejighmus.

"That'swhere the numensroam,” Diego said. “1 was exploring it, when | came to the attention of one of
them. She calshersdf Saa”

"You called her namethat day | found you naked on thefloor,” | said.

He nodded. “ Saa liked how | stayed put, how my thoughts returned to her day after day. We shared ...
conversations, redly just exchanges of raw emotion. To her, | waslike astray cat that vists every day.
She thought | needed ahome. One day, she reached out and petted my soul. It was bliss, and it was hell.
Nothing so cemented my human condition asthat stroke of affection. | was, | saw, little more than an
atomin abillion light-year void. She sensed my loneliness and adopted me,

"Once | was hers, shewouldn't let me go. My body could roam the physica world, but my mind was
caged. It fet like fdling, for ever and ever, into nothingness. | told her | wanted to be free, but she said
that the Cosmos was dangerous, that | was safe with her as her pet, her prisoner.

"She gave me materia thingsto keep me happy. Food, money, physica pleasure beyond anything | have
ever known. But ill, | wasin her mentd cage, faling, faling. But then | redized it wasthe jigshmusthat
was keeping me bound to her. If | could stop smoking it, I'd be free."

"Why didn't you tell methisbefore, Diego?'

"Shewouldn't let me. | tried to tell you in roundabout ways, through dreams and stories and metaphors,
hoping you'd catch on. But now that I'm free of jisthmus, her hold over me has weakened. | haveto leave
Mikd. Today. | can't be here anymore. | can't go back in her cage again.”



"Diego!” | said. “Y oureleaving me?'

"Y ou've left me no choice, Mikd. If | don't leave now, I'll missthe highliner. I'm sorry, Mikal, but | have
to go. | guessthings comefull circle”

His eyes watered as he unfastened his cobalt necklace, and placed it on the floor before me. Then heleft
me on thefloor. | tried to stand, but my legs were so weak | couldn't even get to my knees. “Diego!” |
cdled. “Dont leave me!"

But hewas gone.

To try and comfort mysdlf, | reached for the holy book the vendor had given me, but I'd torn out al the
pages. | shivered asthe sun rose and the muezzin sang his morning song. | smoked a dozen pipes of
jishmus until 1 was numb, when the walls suddenly shimmered and moved. They exploded outward into
theair, though the individua bricks remained solid and unbroken. | found mysdf floating in mid-air,
cross-legged, motionless. | felt like | wasfaling, but my body remained still. Then the bricks collected
agan into anew gpartment, with new dimensions, new walls. A brilliant light shone onto my back, and
dowly, dowly, | turned to face it as something the size of a universe gently reached out to caress my
shoulder.
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Her mother had never cried, but dways closed her eyes when she laughed. Only in degth did Pineki
seem to weep, her cheeks wet from the ocean. Her eyesjoyoudy closed.

Thekiller had left Pineki belly-down in the sand. A mottled crab scuttled from the cavity in the back of
her head, imperfectly obscured by clumps of dark, bloody hair. Itstiny claw held agobbet of red flesh.

Just anorma sunrise. Just the normd tides. Just the norma crabs. Lellani's mother was dead. Asapure,
rationd fact, it was easy enough for her to accept. Pineki'sinfuriating, unheeding, raw, wild spirit—she
swam too far not to be caught in someone's net. Everyone would tell her they'd seen it coming.

Imagining these conversations, Leilani pinched her eyebrows together. She wagged her tonguein the wet,
sdty early-morning air. She would have to be understanding; she would have to see their sympathy in the
context of her mother'slife. They would fed bad for Lellani, but they would not keep the smugnessfrom
their voices, their unassailable conviction that whoever had smashed in her mother's skull and left her for
the crabs and the tides and the beach had righted an imbaance in their world.

Pineki's lipswere alurid purple-red and so full it seemed she had plumped them with straw. They grazed
the sand like shewasteasing it, like it was the luckiest sand in the world: kissed by awoman il aluring
evenin degth.

* * % %

"Le ... I'msosorry.”

Okilani was not gpologizing for her mother's deeth.

"Not even adiver'sburid?’ Lelani had not anticipated this.
"We can't. She hadn't dovein years."

"Shedid it every day!"

Thewind blew back Okilani's graying hair, rattled her mandagah-jewel necklace. “Not with the others,
La."

Leilani bit her bottom lip, but stopped before she drew blood. She would not throw one of her mother's
fits. Shewould not. “Isthat al that matters?’ she asked, her tone combative, her posture submissive,

Okilani gestured with her head to the group of elders still seated ceremonioudly in the great kukui grove.
Thefive stared straight ahead, but Leilani knew where their atention wasriveted.



Okilani did too. “Tothem,” shesaid. Loudly.

Leilani looked past the one she till loved, to the others she now despised. Levaula, the head elder, met
her gaze with the same gentle smile she dwayswore. Lelani had dways thought her expresson an
indication of deep piety, of amind focused on other, higher matters. Levaulagripped her knobbed
kukui-wood walking stick like a scepter, she wore her red mandagah jewel like a proclamation. She had
been an eder for aslong as Leilani had been dive and Leilani couldn't help but fed alittle awein her
presence.

Six elders. Pineki had been the seventh, before the council declared her unworthy, a vow-breaker. Pineki
had laughed at the idea of chastity, and now they refused to even burn her body in the grove.

"Whoever didit,” Lelani said, “they took her jewel.” A shimmering, mesmerizing drop of paest orange,
given to Pineki unexpectedly three years ago by a dying mandagah fish. The elders had reluctantly taken
thiswayward child, older than anyone marked in recent memory, into their collective bosom. And then,

oneyear later, they spat her out again. Pineki had never been to everyone'staste.

Uku, the only male elder and the youngest of the six, stood. “Y our mother lost her right to the sacred gift.
Hopefully the new owner will make better use of it."

He seemed furious. Leilani stared at him, confused. He had abody like akukui tree—dark and lean and
chisded asonly years of the tides and fishermen's nets could make you. The younger diverswould joke
about how it was a shame that such a specimen had as much interest in them asthe great grove itsdlf.
And Pineki would awayslaugh—Dblind and so delighted it hurt to watch.

Uku seemed infuriated by Lellani's sllence. He took a step toward them. Okilani threw him asharp look
and he paused. “Lei,” shesaid, alittle desperately. “We don't want—"

"Enough.” Lellani left the grove.

* k k %

The body began to stink, and so she rubbed her mother with salt while she waited for the sunset. She did
not touch the head, where strange red and pink bruises had begun to tinge the tip of her mother's nose
and right cheek. Her skin had turned a sickening dmost-gray beneeth the deep nut brown that had
aways been Pineki'sjoy. Even without the gaping hole in the back of her head, smashed like the egg of a
moa, she looked to Leilani like acarcass, adead body asfar from life as a grouper on astick.

Pineki's leibo were dry now, but they had been wet this morning. At least her murderer had alowed that
one concession, afind dive. Lelani looked in the deep pockets of the bone-white diving pants and found
threejewels. All were beautiful specimens; Pineki had aknack for only seeking out the hedlthiest
mandagah for their jewds.

Theflies came when the sun had just passed its zenith and even the sdt could not retard the smell. Leilani
peded off her shirt and swatted at them vicioudy until her arms burned and she nearly fainted from
exertion.

She could hear her mother's laugh. “ So much effort. So little result.”
Leilani stared at the corpse. “Thiswould never have happened if you had just done asthey said!™

But her mother's sweet, mildly mocking delight <till echoed in her head and she sat Hill. Theflies began to
feast on the brain. They stayed away from her mother's eyes.

Lelani did not know why she avoke so early this morning, why she had known something was wrong.



They lived together, despite everything. Pineki even occasiondly spent her nightsat home. Y esterday
Pineki had given her a pinegpple the size of her torso, afruit so massive that she had been forced toroll it
up the garslikeagiant log.

"What isthis?’ Lellani had asked, when her mother presented it with an air of most uncharacteristic
solemnity.

"Y ou used to love them when you were ababy. Y ou would chew my fingersto get at thejuice.”

"Oh, Piki,” she said, using the nickname that could so clearly express s multaneous affection and
annoyance, “we left that along time ago.”

Her mother had smiled at her, but so sadly that Leilani nearly burst into tears. Her mother never cried.
Her joy seemed to guard against that kind of abject expression, or perhaps even made it redundant.
Lelani almost never cried, and sometimes the effort to resist was so grest it felt like every tearless
moment was one bargained for in blood.

Pineki left without another word. Leilani, busy in contemplation of the monstrousfruit, did not even watch
her go.

* * * %

Kapafound her, shaking and dry-eyed. “1 heard,” he said, standing back diffidently. Pineki had dways
intimidated him. Degth, as Lelani was discovering, changed little.

Or everything. “It must be dl over theidand by now.” Her voice wasvery cam. “Y ou're the only one
who came.

Kapalooked at the rotting body, the cloud of flies. “We heard the elders refused ... | think the othersare
just worried. They'll come.”

"Of course.” Lessthan aday ago, Pineki had rolled agiant pinegpple up the stairs. Lessthan aday, and
it would gtretch until the end of her life.

"Leilani,” hesad, alittle heplesdy. He still hadn't touched her. He hadn't even moved close enough for
her to smell the fishy scent that ways seeped into his clothes after aday's labor. Kapa's parents had
died years before, drowned on aboat in astorm. He had survived by clinging to a plank of wood. He
was aterrible fisherman, but he knew hisway around alute. They had met right after his parents died.
Pineki introduced them ("Make this poor child fedl better!” she had said, and so commanded, Leilani
tried her best).

Kapa began to cry. “Who would do thisto her?’” Leilani envied him the ease of hisrelease even as she
despised himfor it.

"Who wouldn't?” She began to take a deep breath and then thought better of it when the stench from her
mother's corpse nearly overwhelmed her. “Who was she degping with?”

Kapalooked shocked. “I ... How would | know?’ Recent years had stripped most of the child-like
fleshinessfrom hisface. Leilani noted, in dispassonate surprise, that her childhood friend was dmost
handsome. Not such a paragon of beauty as Uku, but well enough. She wondered, for the first time, if
other girls had noticed.

Kapa's question had given her agod, a question for which an answer could be sought. Someone had
murdered her mother. Their identity had not seemed so very important this morning, but it was areason
to not St beside her mother'srotting corpsein a stupor.



"What will you do with...” Kapa gestured awkwardly to the body.
"Burn her at sunst.”

Helooked shocked again. Leilani dmost laughed. His sengibilities, as Pineki would say, were ddlicately
guarded. “But the ldersrefused afunerd!”

"I'm burning her & sunset.”

* * * %

Kapafollowed her to the hillsin the center of theidand, where the dopes and valleys were covered with
small plots of land that produced aimost al of their food. She rarely ventured here. The diverswerea
class above the common farmers, and the women of her family had been diversfor centuries. Shewas
proud of her legacy, though of course Pineki had viewed this attitude with amused tolerance. Shewas
moreinclined to think of the unbroken line of mothers and daughters as the product of “luck, and aknack
for holding our breath.”

Leilani only saw gentle dopes covered in rich black soil and the flowers of taro plants, but Kapaled her
unhesitatingly through the fields and into the valley beyond. It occurred to her that his mother must have
farmed, before she died. Perhaps he had spent his childhood in the fruit groves. The farmers—men and
women with sunbaked skin and bare torsos glistening with sweat—stopped and stared as she walked
past. They did not whisper. That madeit worse.

She rested undernesth some orange trees, out of their immediate Sght, and just afew feet away from the
disappointingly normd pineapple plants. Where had her mother found the monster? Had she conjured it
up from abit of twine and spit, like in the tales? Had the spirits then taken their revenge for her
presumption?

A man on the other side of the pinegpple plants waved and began walking towards her. He was too far
away to recognize.

"Ld,” Kgpasad, startling her. She had forgotten he was there.

In the distance, apair of moas chortled their deep love song. The trees were heavy with ripe

orange-green fruit—she could practicaly fed its sharp fragrance on her skin. Liketheinitid shiver of
jumping into the morning ocean.

"I've been meaning to ask ... | mean, | know how hard thismust be ... and now with the elders, and | just
wanted you to know that I've dways...” He paused and cleared histhroat. Leilani glanced at him, but
kept her gaze focused on the approaching figure. He looked more familiar as he came closer, even
through the heat shimmer of |ate afternoon in the harvest season.

"I make agood income from thefish,” he said quietly. “Maybe together—"

"Ukede!” Leilani exclaimed, when the man was close enough to see clearly. Uku's dmost-as-handsome
farmer brother was crying as he approached them.

"l just heard,” he said, embracing her fredly. Strange, she thought, and Kapa had yet to touch her. “My
sorrow istoo grest for words."

Shelooked at him thoughtfully, remembering his brother's obvious hatred earlier thismorning. Thetwo
were bound by blood, not temperament. And she, after dl, should know something of that.

"Did she deep with you?’ she asked.



Kapagrimaced, but Ukele merely laughed and wiped hiseyes. “ Ah, there's some Pineki in you, then?
Yes, | had that pleasure. Only twice, but yes."

Lucky Piki, Lelani surprised hersdf by thinking. But great Kal, those were two beautiful brothers. His
hair was curly and cropped close to his head. His skin was darker than Uku's, which made the
sand-brown of hisirises stand out like mandagah jewdls.

"Lelani, | swear, if | find out who did this..."

She shook her head, and wondered if Ukele and Kapa were the only two people on theidand who truly
regretted her mother's murder. Pineki had lived to offend, to transgress, to break taboos and laugh at the
pleasure. And now she had died for it.

"Ukele, this sounds strange, but yesterday she gave me agiant pineapple. Do you know—"

He put ahand over her lipsto stop her question and looked around. Then he motioned silently for them
to follow.

They left the shade of the oranges and walked into the full glare of the sun. She could fed the swest
dripping down the back of her neck and under her arms. The sdlt-sméll of the ocean was faint here,
overpowered by manure and soil. Already, her bresth came out in shdlow little bursts. All around her,
anonymous figures hacked into the earth to harvest her food. In the distance, awoman raised her voicein
an eerie, ululating chant.

If diving was alegacy, what wasthis?

* * * %

At firg glance, it looked like paradise. A land of the giants, where every seed planted grew vast and
plentiful fruit. Degp within the still-unripe coconut groves and hidden by afew steep hills, grew pinegpples
the sze of her body, oranges larger than a coconut, plantainsfit to feed afamily of pygmy eephantsand a
taro with a sprout so large she thought it would take five men to pluck the tuber from the earth. An
earthworm poked its head out of the ground nearby. Its body was thick as her handspan, and decorated
with red and white bands as sharply defined as alayered rock.

"Great Kai,” Kapasad, reverently.

Lelani's heartbeat sounded like adrum in her ears. Thiswas al so beautiful. And so unnaturd. “ Did
Pineki..."

Ukeewascrying again. “ Thiswas her gift,” hesaid. “To our families.

Last year's harvest had been nearly destroyed by an early rainy season, sherecalled. The farmers had,
ironically, been the onesleast able to afford the remaining food. Pineki had hardly esten until the rains
stopped, much to Lellani's annoyance. Recalling how she had snapped at her mother for what she saw as
put-upon martyrdom, Leilani felt dmost physicaly ill.

"Le.."

There was anote in Kapas voice that made her turn to him immediately. He was pointing to one of the
massive coconut treesin the corner of the hidden patch. These, unlike the normal crops surrounding i,
werefully ripe. Severd of itsfruits had been knocked from the branches and something heavy had
smashed through both the outer and inner shells. In some cases, the coconuts |ooked as though they had
shattered under the force of multiple blows.



There was nothing overtly disturbing about the scene, and yet the three of them were mute in momentary
horror. There were visible dentsin the base of the tree trunk where something dmost unimaginably strong
had struck it. A splatter of juice had dried to ashiny film on the fronds scattered among the fruit. Gobbets
of white flesh hung by fibrous tendrils from the inner casing. Thiswas rage and thiswas satisfaction.

At least no crabs stole the flesh, but she knew the flieswould comefor it soon. She had, sheredlized,
past experience.

Leilani kndt quietly among the carnage. She vomited.

* * * %

"I'm burning her at sundown."

Quietly, steadily, she said thisto everyone she passed. Kapafollowed her like alost moa chick, but she
barely noticed his presence. She had two facts now. Two pieces of knowledge that she knew would lead
her to an answer. She would force them to.

Fact number one: Someone had murdered her mother. Straightforward and unassailable. Just like when
she had come upon the body, aone, this morning. There had been no moment of denia. No frantic
caling of her mother's name and pleading for her to be dive. She had seen and she had known.

Fact number two: Her mother had been playing with the spirits, and someone didn't likeit.

How dseto explain the fruit grove? Nothing could grow so large naturaly. Pineki had been an elder, one
of the select few who learn the mysteries of geas bindings and the wild earth spirit. And though they had
stripped her of her rank after only ayear, she was clever enough to learn what she could while she had
the chance. The elders thought they had kicked her out, but perhaps Pineki had merely decided to leave.

"Where are you going?’ Kapaasked, when they had |eft the farms.
"What else can agirl do before she burns her mother?

Kapajust stared at her like he could spesk from his pores.

She shook her head. “I'm going diving."

"Before sundown? What about the day-eels?*

"You cantdl Okilani."

* k k %

Shetook off first her swesaty, dusty shirt and then her leibo. Naked, the sun fell on her back likea
bonfire. The freshwater eddied around her feet. Kapa had gone, of course, terrified enough of the
day-edlsto take her advice.

Shelooked out at the water breaking over the shore, at the innocuoudy clear ocean surface and felt a
shiver of something she had never properly experienced: the ddight of anticipating terror. Isthiswhat her
mother had loved? I s thiswhy she dways sought to offend and to shock—for that frisson of pleasurein
the very act of defiance? Lellani had dwaysfound her pleasurein tradition, in reason, in fulfilling
expectations. When her mother had become an elder, it had never occurred to Leilani that she might not
want it. That the strictures againgt marriage and sex would be as laughable to Pineki as ones against
diving or breathing. She hadn't been abad mother, precisely, but she certainly hadn't embraced the
virtues of respongibility either. Shewould leave Leilani with friendsfor days a atime while she vanished
on some adventure. Shefirst took Lelani diving a age three—dangeroudly young, according to the



elders. The respectable had condemned her for it, but those dives were Lellani'sfirst memories. Their
magic still made her breath catch.

Leilani had spent most of her life hating her mother. She had interpreted Pineki's carel essness as not
caring, her multiple loversas not loving.

She had thought awoman who didn't cry never wanted to.
She had not anticipated enigmatic gifts of massve pinegpples. She had not anticipated violent deeth.

Leilani noted the position of the sun—four hours after noon. The day-eelswould be out in force. She
took a deep, practiced breath and dove under the surface.

Thewater did around her bodly like the finest cloth from the inner idands—cool and supple. The water
was not very deep here, and the sunlight penetrated straight to the cora floor. The mandagah were
nowhereto be found at thistime of day, but for sheer physical beauty nothing could match their idand's
natural cord. It roselike a castle from the deep, built by some mad designer with afetish for bright colors
and retractable parts. A massive purple fan waved lazily beneath her until covered by her shadow. It
vanished fagter than she could blink, leaving nothing but an unremarkable piece of porous gray stone
behind. She shook her head in delight, but did not stay to watch its dow re-emergence. Pineki always
swims too far, the diverswould complain to Leilani when their entreaties did not seem to penetrate her
mother'slaugh. She dives too deep. It was unspeakably rude to leave your partner done on adive. Even
worsg, it was dangerous, and Pineki aways | eft anyone behind who couldn't keep up.

"Why can't you just stay with the othersl” Leilani screamed once, after another incident. “Even you aren't
totally feerlessl"

Pineki hadn't laughed, though Leilani could tell shewanted to. “Oh, keika. I'm not fearless at dll.
Nothing'sany funif you'refearless”

That was before Pineki had refused atogether to dive with the group.

Lelani had madeit apoint of pride to dways divejudicioudy and accommodate her partner. Her
etiquette had been impeccable, as though she had thought it would make up for her mother's wildness.
Pineki had taken a perverse pride in Leilani's conformity. She had once boasted to another diver that her
daughter had “ never once dipped below thirty feet.”

Abruptly, Lellani swam to the surface. Three steadying breaths and she was ready to try again. How
strange, to come so close to crying when your eyes are dready submerged in water.

* k% k %

The edswere massive, amost worthy of the fruit in Pineki's secret garden. Their heads alone dwarfed
her torso. Their unhinged mouths could swalow her in onetiny gulp. Their swiveling bodieslooked as
long asfive of her in arow. Shewasforty feet under now, with plenty of air in her earsto easethe
pressure. Sherested very il in the water, and the three eels nearby did not deign to pay her much
attention. Ther naturd prey wasthe large ahi fish. Fishermen dso laid their netsin these waters, and the
talestold by the survivors of those on boats unfortunate enough to catch aday-ed had giventhem a
fearsome reputation. Asfar as she knew, no one but Pineki had ever tested the legend of their taste for
human flesh. Their iridescent blue skin that flashed green when they were about to strike, their massive
sze, and the baeful cast of eyesashig as oranges all conspired to make the worst stories eminently
credible. Everyone wasterrified of them. Maybe even Pineki. But her mother had stayed in the water and
watched the edsfor hours. Pineki had redlized that S0 long as she didn't threaten them, they cared about
asmuch for her asthe crab scuttling along the sandy floor. She had stayed until sundown, when she saw



alone mandagah fish among the seaweed. Thinking to get at least one jewe out of her day among the
eds, she had goneto it and received the shock of her life. It deposited two jewelsin her hand. One was
white and the other that rare color of the sun that always marked an elder.

Pineki said she cursed, and then shrugged. Shewas willing to try everything at least once.

Lelani decided she was running out of air and dowly swam to the surface, letting the pressure ease
gently. Halfway there, one of the eds came racing up from below her, its skin crackling green. She stared
at it, frozen in acombination of awe and terror. It missed her by amere two inches beforefaling on an
ahi fishlikealiving, hungry waterfall. Her skin tingled from its passage and she shook from the shock.

She shot to the surface like acork. No, she would never match her mother.

* k x %

Okilani waswaiting back at the shore. Leilani tried to smile at her like sheimagined Pineki would have,
but it felt so brittle and terrified instead of calm and daring that she just gave up.

"I hope you enjoyed that,” Okilani said. Her voice was harsh but her eyes were gentle. Okilani was
everything she had awaysimagined amother should be.

Lellani took her leibo from the sand and pulled them over her clammy legs. “It was ... amazing,” she said,
truthfully. “I'll never doit again.”

Okilani looked into her eyes and then away abruptly. “Y our mother gave you just enough of hersdlf,
didn't she? Too much, and...” Okilani's voice had gotten very tight.

"How much did Piki know? How much power did she have when you tossed her out?
Okilani looked surprised. “We ... weren't sure. We didn't teach her anything very explicit, but..."
"She's Pineki."

"Oh. | dmost forgot. Levaulawantsto seeyou.”

* k k %

Her muscles, weak from her dive, burned like acohol on an open wound after the climb to Levaulas
tree house. The head elder's home was built into the largest and most ancient of the kukui treesin the
sacred grove. Across from it wasthe tree traditional ly reserved for diver and elder funerals of the kind
they had refused Pineki.

Leilani was not inclined to be charitable when she knocked on the door, but Levaula seemed so much
like the same warm but absentminded mystic she had known dl her life that it wasimpossible to maintain
her anger. She even smdled familiar, like honeysuckle and coconuts.

"l hear you are going to contravene the council'swishes,” she said, when Lellani seated hersalf on the
floor. Levaula had taken achair, forcing Leilani to gaze up at her.

"I'm going to burn my mother at sunset.” It was harder, somehow, to say the words in thiswoman's
presence. They seemed so belligerent, and she seemed so benign.

"Wll, you know, keika, we forbade her afuneral. She was your mother. | know you must have loved
her and seen parts of her hidden from the rest of us, but by her actions she forfeited theright to a
consummation, by geasor by fire. Y ou must understand that."



Shesaid ‘must’ asthough it were the most natura and reasonable thing in the world. She looked
sorrowful a what she had to do, but firm. She spoke like a parent, one who made decisions based on
pragmatic rules and bedrock principles.

Lelani found hersdlf nodding. “Yes” shesad, “1 understand that.”

Levaulasmiled. One side of her mouth curved up alittle more than the other, like she had forgotten to
smile properly or something had just made her particularly happy.

"So | trust you'll reconsider your decison? | know | cannot force you ... but you might not like the
consequencesif you don't. Perhaps aburiad would suffice. The farmers always sppreciate the fertilizer.”

She could hear Pineki's laugh so clearly she nearly covered her earsto block out the sound.

"I'll consider it,” she said, her voice wobbling. Why couldn't shejust say no? How had her mother defied
thiswoman?How could Leilani? Levaula somehow made the entire act of defiance seem childish and
just alittle disgppointing.

"Good,” Levaulasaid, rapping the floor with thetip of her walking stick in salf-satisfied emphasis. “You
can show yourself out, dear. I'm getting a bit old to walk to and from the door like | used to."

I'm going to burn my mother at sunset. But she only thought the words.

* * * %

Kapawas holding Uku face down in the sand, his knee on the small of hisback, with only adead woman
aswitness. Leilani stared at the tableau for along, uncomprehending moment.

"Kagpa, what—"

"l wasjust paying my final respectsto your sweet mother,” Uku said, the venom in hisvoice obvious
despite the muffling sand. And to think that Ukele, his brother, had wegpt.

"He spat on her body, Lei. He says Pineki cursed him.” Kapas voice was quiet, steadying.
"Lethimgo."

After amoment, Kapanodded and stood up. Uku scrambled to hisfeet and looked as though he would
take aparting shot at Kapa, but Leilani stood in hisway.

"She's dead, Uku. Y ou've dishonored her enough aready, don't you think?”

"| could feed her to the wormsin my garden and urinate on her every morning and it wouldn't be
dishonor enough.”

"What did she do to you?’ Facts. She needed more. The ones she had now weren't enough.

Helaughed. “ She was deeping with my brother. | told her to leave him done, and she cursed me with the
holy powers we taught her!"

Lifewith Pineki had trained her to spot al brands of sexud infatuation. Especialy jedousy. “ She dept
withyou."

"Shelsawhorel"

'Whore'. That ugly, inner-idand word. It was a concept she knew only from books and hearsay.



"We have no whoreson thisidand,” shesad.
Hate twisted hisface into a hideous mask. Had she ever found him attractive?

"Youreright,” hesaid. “Shejust died.”

* k x %

They started to come an hour before sunset, defying the council's ban in twos and threes, until sheer
numbers protected them. Leilani was surprised—she had been prepared to do this alone. She had laid
the body out on apile of dry pam and kukui fronds. She removed her mother's leibo and covered her
naked body with three fresh leaves. On each of them she put one of the mandagah jewels from her
mother's dive thismorning. If the elders refused to give her mother the honor she deserved, then Leilani
would do as much as she could herslf. It had been aremarkably easy decision, after Uku had left. How
could she giveinto that hate? How could she not honor the spirit of her mother's laughter? She was
coming to redize how much pain that carefree sound had dways held. How much defiance.

"They could bar you from diving,” Kapasaid, asthe sun began to dip and the silent people approached
the body. “1 think .. thisisright. But you should know what they'll do.”

Thistime Leilani laughed. “ Do you think anyone ever warned Pineki like that? Don't deep with thisman,
Piki, he'sfilled with hate and may bash your skull inwith hisfi?” And when he does, no one will
punish him, because he's an elder and they think you deserved it?

Kapastood very closeto her. She dmost thought he might take her hand. “ Do you think you should
have?'

"| think she knew every consequence sherisked. | think sheliked it that way."

Kapamust have heard something in her voice she wasn't even aware of herself, because he suddenly
gripped her shoulderslike he could prevent her from falling. There. Sheliked histouch. It was cool and
hisfingerswere strong. “Le,” he said, “you can't be your mother. There are other legitimate waysto
live"

Hewas exactly her height. She amiled. “Legitimate ... but worthwhile?"

* * % %

Sunset. Shelet Kapalight the torch. The crowd behind her was huge—a sea of people and she didn't
even recognize haf. How was that possible? Their idand wastiny; she had lived here her wholelife. She
fdlt like she had cloistered hersdlf while her mother lived enough for ten people. And 4iill ... thefading
light took the harsh edge off of her mother's fiff, bruised face. Shelooked young again and beautiful.

"I seeyou didn't heed my advice.” Levaula

Lellani took adeep breath and turned to face the head elder. 1 didn't think it was worth heeding.” Her
voice, but Pineki'swords. Shefdt arush, like her firg taste of pam wine or her first dive. Pineki wasn't
fearless, but she knew how to usefear.

Levauldssmilewasdmost aggressively forgiving. Lelani wondered if something selay
beneath—vindictiveness rung with tradition and guarded by the authority of her red mandagah jewd.

"I'm afraid | can't vouch for your future asadiver if you go through with this, dear,” Levaulasad. “It
would be ashame to see such agood daughter destroyed by such abad mother.”

Okilani had moved slently behind the head elder, and she winced. In the degpening dark, by the light of



Kapastorch, Lellani met Levaulas eyes. Even they smiled. Even now. “ She was not a bad mother.”

"Youloved her.” Levaulasaid it asthough the emotion were alisp, an unfortunate affliction of the kind
some must bear.

"Did you know Uku killed her?"

The elder'slipsturned down gracefully and she Sighed. “ Y es, | suspected as much. Y our mother's wiles
were enough to seduce even our proud kukui tree. He had provocation.”

Lelani laughed. Great Kai, it felt so good and free that she had to close her eyesto just encompassthe
absurdity and perverse beauty of it al.

She opened her eyesto see Levaulastaring like she had seen aghost.
"| thought you were different from her, Lelani.”
Leilani took the torch from Kapa. “ Of course | am. But she taught me morethan | knew."

Levauladrew hersdf up very sraight. “Thisismy last warning.” She gave no hint of kindness anymore.
Perhaps thiswas the true power of Pineki'slaughter: it reveded what lay underneath.

She was about to turn from the elder when the light from the torch made something gleam on the top of
Levaulaswalking stick. Sowly, asthough she had no inkling of theimplied discourtesy, Leilani |eaned
over and sniffed.

Coconut milk. A few hairsfrom the outer shell remained stuck in thefilm.
Lellani looked up. “Y ou washed off the blood, but forgot the coconut.”

Levaulatried to laugh, but the sound was unconvincing. “ Y ou slly girl. I'm much too fegbleto go running
around bashing grown women's headsin. Even if their favorite pastimeis breaking vows and misusing

power."

Behind the head eder, Okilani had an expression on her face Leilani couldn't even hopeto read. “True,”
Okilani said, surprising them both. “But you're capable of using ageasto make yourself temporarily
sronger.”

Lelani understood. “ Strong enough to smash agiant coconut with just astick.”
"Giant coconuts? Y ou have lost your mind. | trust afondnessfor coconut juiceisno crime.”

"No. Too bad none of the regular trees have ripened yet. The only fruits ripe enough for juice arein my
mother's specid garden.”

Deliberately, hoping her very brazenness would prevent Levaulafrom acting, Leilani put her hand deep
in the right-hand pocket of the elder'sleibo. They both stared at her discovery for a quiet moment: an
iridescent, pale orange jewel, strung on abroken chain.

"Levaula” Okilani put afirm hand on her shoulder. “Let the girl send off her mother.”

Lelani thought of spitting, or dapping her or demanding justice from the council. But her mother was il
dead. Shefound she didn't yet have the energy to punish anyone.

Lellani turned away from them, her mother's murderer and her mother'sfriend. She walked to the pyre.



"Thank you,” she said, “for the pinegpple.”
She tossed the torch on the tinder.

* k k %

"Kapa,” she said, many hours later when the flames had dl but vanished, leaving apile of bone and ashes
for the next tide. “Why don't we get married?’

He nearly ssumbled to hisknees. “Lei!” Hisvoice cracked and he cleared histhroat. “ Are you serious?'
She laughed at him, but just alittle, and not so he would hate her for it later. “Of course.”

He closed hiseyes and she kissed him.

* * * %

Home. She hadn't been back here since ... thismorning. She could almost imagine that Pineki would be
coming back later that night, her cheeks flushed with wine and love and good conversation. The
pinespple was till there, taking up haf of their tiny kitchen area.

"Givemeyour fishing knife

Kapaobliged and she used it to hack through the tough, prickly skin to get to the white-gold flesh
beneath. She was swesting by the time she succeeded in tearing off adice, but Kapa prudently didn't ask
her if she needed any help. She cut off two bits of flesh asbig as her hand and gave oneto her
husband-to-be.

"Can| eat it?" he asked. Hisvoice wavered just alittle. He loved Pineki, too.
"Of course. That'swhat she madeit for. Eating.”

She bit into the stringy flesh and held it on her tongue. Thejuice coated the inside of her mouth, so tart
and sweet she had to pucker her lips. She was aware of a perverse desire to imprison this moment
forever, to refuse to chew or swallow, to merely exist in this pinegpple-induced gustatory orgasm. But
habit overcame her. The flesh did down her throat, passed from joy into memory, and she knew Pineki
would understand.

Something occurred to her. “Kapa,” she said, “do you know what curse Pineki put on Uku?"

Kapalooked blank for amoment and then began to laugh. “Well...” He reached for her hand. “I heard
that for about amonth, every time he was attracted to awoman, his penis shrunk to the size of akukui

Lelani beganto giggle. “Levaulacaled him akukui tree. So Piki turned the kukui treeinto a kukui nut!"

She threw back her head. She closed her eyes. She laughed until she couldn't breathe, until she had to
stop, until the pinegpple between her lips was both saty and sweet, with no red difference between
them.

Copyright © 2009 Alaya Dawn Johnson
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HOME AGAIN—Paul M. Berger
Paul Berger has been a Japanese bureaucrat, aHarvard graduate student, an M.1.T. program
adminigtrator, an internet entrepreneur, a butterfly wrangler and aWall Street recruiter, which, inthe
aggregate, may have prepared him for nothing except the crestion of speculativefiction. Hiswork has
appeared infon Polyphony 6, Twenty Epics, All-Sar Zeppelin Adventure Sories, |[deomancer and
Escape Pod, and he wrote the first true-life memoir published in Weird Tales. Paul isafounding member
of the Altered Fluid writing group and a 2008 graduate of the Clarion Writer's Workshop.

* k% k %

Juliawasthefirst oneto redize Father's ship had jumped home. She had been reaching to help hersdlf to
apiece of fruit just asit happened—one moment she was extending her arm to snatch anice heavy pear
from the basket in the kitchen, and the next her hand closed around abunch of plum-grapes. Without that
little schism between intent and sensation, she wouldn't have noticed at dl, no more than anyoneelse. The
basket was asilver latticework madeto look asif it had been woven of living rushes. Father had brought
it back from the other end of histrade route, which was aworld called Arkillawhere they had three
moons and the people were marveloudly clever with their hands. He loved that basket. He also loved
plum-grapes. There were no pearsin it now.

Sheranto tell Mother, and sure enough, ten minutes later the phone rang, and it was Father linked in
from orbit to say he had arrived. The next afternoon, her little sister Elleen caled out when she saw his
car start up thelong, tree-lined driveway, and the three of them dropped everything to greet him.

Father came through the door, and Mother, Elleen and Juliaflew to hisarms and they were dl glad,
because he had been away for weeks. He held them tight and touched their hair and smelled their necks.

"l swear,” hesaid, “you three ladies get abit more beautiful each timel seeyou.” Then he gave Elleen
and duliatheir gifts little jewd sfilled with light, which would run like water when you told them to, and
could be draped around awrist or neck or ankle like atiny coiling river. Elleen'swasred, and Julidswas
purple, which were their favorite colors.

"Take good care of these,” hetold them. “They're about to become the hottest fashion accessory in
human space, and you're the first to own one.”

He said he would save his gift for Mother for later, when they were alone, and she put her hand on his
chest and grinned at him with a heavy-lidded gaze. Julia hoped she would grow up to look like Mother,
because everyone thought she was the prettiest woman they had ever seen.

After that they gave Father the quiet time he needed, and he inspected every detail of the house, squinting
at the colors of paint on thewalls, running hisfingertips over the weave in the cloth backs of chairs,
working the doors until they made just the squesk he recalled, and tilting his head to watch the shadows
that his birch trees cast through the broad windows across the kitchen floor. It was avery nice house,
and Father loved it.

Juliacame up slently behind him. When he noticed her, he smiled and asked, “How'd | do, kiddo?’ He
always asked that when he returned.

"Pretty good, | guess,” which waswhat she dways said. “ Except for the pears.”
"What pears?’ Hissmilewas gone.
"l was taking a pear from your basket, but then al it had were plum grapes. It'show | knew."



"Well,” he sad. “Let's hope that wasthe only thing."
"I'msureit was.” She believed in Father, and it wasimportant he knew it.
Helifted her onto hislap and said, “ Tell me everything you did while | was gone.”

Thiswas aso part of their ritual, so she recounted everything she could remember, to help him envision
what she had thought and felt during his absence: the picnic she and Elleen had made (what they laughed
about and what they ate, and the crumbs they had thrown the ants as an offering so that they'd leave them
in peace); and the warm praise her math teacher had given her in front of the class; and which of her
friends were not dways as kind as they pretended to be to her face. Findly, shetold Father about the
sciencefair, and how her partner had gotten theflu at the last minute so she stayed up dl night and did
the whole project hersdf, and won first place.

When shefinished, he said, “No secrets?

"No secrets,” she promised, and she smiled, even though the pit of her ssomach roiled a bit. If she held
anything back, it was because she wasn't such alittle girl any more, and she knew somethings were
meant to be al her own.

"I'm so proud of you,” he said, and squeezed her. “Y ou're achieving so much, and you're at the best age
now, and I'd keep you just like thisforever if | could. Y ou'll start high school soon, and high schoal girls
think about silly things like boys and clothes. Keep your mind on math and science, theway | did, and
therell be nothing you can't do.”

Elleen heard their voices and came running to them. She held her wrist againgt ulids, and their bracelets
twined together, looping both their armsin a shimmering figure-eight. The loop stretched but made no
resistance when Julia pulled on it, and then without transition was two separate bands again. Julia
laughed, and then Elleen did too, because Elleen'sjewd was around Julias wrist, and Julia's was around
Elleen's.

"Minesthered!” Elleen ingsted. So they touched and pulled gpart again, and now the red was on Elleen,
and the purple was back on Julia

"I bet you can sdll these anywhere,” Juliatold Father.

"Even Earth!” said Elleen.

"No, you silly,” Juliasaid. “ Of course not Earth. Father tellsus dl thetime that he can't go to Earth.”
"That'strue, honey,” Father said more gently. “Thought-ships aren't dlowed there."

No one even knew how far away Earth was. The only way to reach it was with athought-ship, but they
were outlawed in the core systems. A thought-ship could take you anywhere, innotimeaat dl. They
worked by stepping outside redity into a place that was nowhere, surrounded by nothing. Then they
jumped back into the real world—or perhaps summoned the world back into being. Only askilled pilot
like Father, hismind linked tightly to al the sysems of hisvessdl, could guide his ship and the universeto
meet a the right point. Good pilots were rare and very va uable, and they could have the best of

everything.
"The peoplein the core sysems are afraid, aren't they?” Juliasaid.

"W, those places are very crowded and rich, so they don't think it'sworth therisk,” Father explained.
“They didn't like thinking that aship could jump into the wrong place ... or maybe make changes asit



camein."

Elleen listened without comprehending, but Juliaasked, “ How come you aways come back just right?!
Father hugged them both and said, “ Because of you!™

"'

"Because | love you so much. Y ou two, and your mother. When my ship jumps out of the world, and I'm
aoneand adrift in al that blankness, | have to build my destination in my mind, and when | put enough
detailsin, just like that, we're back. No one redlly understandsit. Like when you stand at the edge of the
pool, and you tip over alittle bit, alittle bit more, and the next thing you know you've falen over into the
water? That's how it feedlswhen | come home."

"Only you're not swvimming, youreflying,” said Elleen.

He nodded. “ Every pilot needs to have people and things waiting for him at the other side. It'sa
regulation. Y ou are the touchstones | use to establish my redity. Once | get those partsright, the rest of it
fdlsinto perfect order.”

"Mostly perfect order,” teased Julia, remembering the pears.

"Modtly perfect,” Father conceded gravely. “But the colonies don't mind so much, because we need the
resources and the trade the thought-ships bring. And aslong as | can come back to the people| love, |
don't mind elther.”

"So when your ship returns—" Juliastroveto fit words to the concept “—isit like when you dive into the
pool and make ripples? Or doesit re-create the world around you?"

Father beamed at her with red pride. “That doesn't matter, aslong asyou're just how | remember you."

Juliawore Father's gift until after dinner. Then sheran into her bedroom, and from the back of the closet
did out her box of treasures, where she hid the things she needed to protect from Elleen or which were
too specid to share with anyone. She wrapped the jewd carefully in tissue paper and tucked it inside.
Just before she replaced the lid she noticed aflash of color at the bottom and tugged it out—it was a
fancy purple dress like someone would wear to a high school dance.

Juliawas nonplussed; the dresswastoo frilly for her, and obvioudy cut for an older girl. She wondered if
maybe Father had gotten confused and thiswas a gift he had intended for his other family waiting for him
on Arkilla. Then she noticed that the ruffle a the hem had been pulled away, asif by the misstep of a
clumsy dance partner. Perhapsit was hers, and for some reason she had neglected to tell him about it.
But she couldn't imagine why shewould leave out athing like that.

Then she thought about how much she loved him and how important it was thet they al be happy, and
sheran out to the living room where everyone was sitting together.

Copyright © 2009 Paul M. Berger
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Aninterview with Bruce Sterling follows the story in our Book Zone feature

* * * %

The ethica journalist protects a confidentia source. So | protected ‘Massmo Montado', although |
knew that wasn't his name.

* * * %

Massimo shambled through the tall glass doors, dropped his valise with athump, and sat acrossthetable.
We were meeting where we dways met: indde the Caffe Elena, adark and cozy spot that fronts on the
biggest plazain Europe.

The Elenahas two rooms as narrow and dignified as mahogany coffins, with lofty red callings. Thelittle
place has seen its share of stricken wanderers. Massimo never confided his persona troublesto me, but
they were obvious, asif held smuggled monkeysinto the cafe and hidden them under his clothes.

Like every other hacker in the world, Massmo Montado was bright. Being Itdian, he struggled to look
suave. Massimo wore stain-proof, wrinkle-proof travel gear: ablack merino wool jacket, an American
black denim shirt, and black cargo pants. Massimo aso sported black athletic trainers, not any brand |
could recognize, with eerie bubble-filled soles.

These skeletd shoes of hiswere half-ruined. They were strapped together with rawhide boot-laces.

Tojudge by his Swiss-Italian accent, Massmo had spent alot of timein Geneva. Four times he'd |eaked
chip secrets to me—crigp engineering graphics, apparently snipped right out of Swiss patent applications.
However, the various bureaus in Geneva had no records of these patents. They had no records of any
‘Massmo Montado), ether.

Each time I'd made use of Massmo'sindiscretions, the traffic to my weblog had doubled.

| knew that Massmo's commercia sponsor, or more likely his spymaster, was using me to manipulate the
industry | covered. Big bets were going down in the markets somewhere. Somebody was cashing in like
abandit.

That profiteer wasn't me, and | had to doubt that it was him. | never financialy speculatein the
companies| cover asajourndist, because that isthe road to hell. Asfor young Massmo, hisroad to hell
was aready well-trampled.

Massmo twirled the frail stem of his glass of Barolo. His shoes were wrecked, his hair was unwashed,
and helooked like he'd shaved in an airplane toilet. He handled the best wine in Europe like a scorpion
poised to sting hisliver. Then he gulped it down.

Unasked, the waiter poured him another. They know me &t the Elena.

Massmo and | had a certain understanding. Aswe chatted about Italian tech companies—he knew them
from Aless to Zanotti—I discreetly passed him useful favors. A cdllphone chip—bought in another man's
name. A plastic hotel pass key for alocal hotel room, rented by athird party. Massmo could use these



without ever showing apassport or any identification.

Therewere eight ‘Massmo Montaldos' on Google and none of them were him. Massmo flew in from
places unknown, he laid his eggs of golden information, then he paddled off into dark waters. | was
protecting him by giving him those favors. Surely there were other people very curious about him, besides

mysdif.

The second glass of Barolo eased that ugly crease in his brow. He rubbed his beak of anose, and
smoothed hisunruly black hair, and leaned onto the thick stone table with both of his black woolen
elbows.

"Luca, | brought something specid for you thistime. Are you ready for that? Something you can't even
imagne”

"l suppose,” | said.

Massimo reached into his battered lesther valise and brought out ano-name PC |gptop. This much-worn
machine, its corners bumped with use and its keyboard dingy, had one of those thick super-batteries

clamped onto its base. All that extra power must have tripled the computer's weight. Small wonder that
Massmo never carried spare shoes.

He busied himsdf with hisgrimy screen, fixated by his private world there.

The Elenais not acelebrity bar, which iswhy celebritieslikeit. A blonde televison presenter swayed into
the place. Massimo, who was now deep into histhird glass, whipped hisintense gaze from hislaptop
screen. He closely studied her curves, which were upholstered in Gucci.

An Itdian televison presenter bears the relationship to newsthat American fast food bearsto food. So
couldn't fed sorry for her—yet | didn't liketheway he sized her up. Genius gearswereturning visibly in
Massmo's brilliant geek head. That woman had dl the raw, compelling apped to him of some difficult
math problem.

Left donewith her, hewould chew on that problem until something clicked loose and fell into his hands,
and, to do her credit, she could fed that. She opened her dainty crocodile purse and slipped on abig pair
of sunglasses.

"Signor Montaldo,” | said.

He was rapt.

"Massmo?'

Thiswoke him from hislustful reverie. He twisted the computer and exhibited his screen to me.

| don't design chips, but I've seen the programs used for that purpose. Back in the 1980s, there were
thirty different chip-design programs. Nowadays there are only three survivors. None of them are
nativized in the Itdian language, because every chip geek in the world speaks English.

Thisprogramwasin Itaian. It looked elegant. It looked like avery stylish way to design computer chips.
Computer chip engineers are not stylish people. Not in thisworld, anyway.

Massimo tapped at hisweird screen with agnawed fingernail. “ Thisis just a cheap, 24-k embed. But do
you see these?'



"Yes| do. What arethey?"
"These are memrigtors.”

In heartfelt darm, | stared around the cafe, but nobody in the Elenaknew or cared in the least about
Massmo's stunning revelation. He could have thrown memristors onto their tablesin hegps. They'd never
redize that he was tossing them the keysto riches.

| could explain now, in gruelling detail, exactly what memristors are, and how different they are from any
standard e ectronic component. Suffice to understand that, in electronic engineering, memristors did not
exist. Not & al. They were technically possible—we'd known that for thirty years, since the 1980s—but
nobody had ever manufactured one.

A chip with memristors was like aracetrack where the jockeys rode unicorns.

| Spped the Barolo so | could find my voice again. “Y ou brought me schematics for memristors? What
happened, did your UFO crash?'

"That'svery witty, Luca."
"Y ou can't hand me something like that! What on Earth do you expect me to do with that?"

"l am not giving these memrigtor plansto you. | have decided to give them to Olivetti. | will tell you what
to do: you make one confidentia cal to your good friend, the Olivetti Chief Technica Officer. Youtel
him to look hard in hisjunk folder where he keeps the spam with no return address. Interesting things will
happen, then. Hell be grateful to you.”

"Olivetti isafine company,” | sad. “But they're not the outfit to handle amongter likethat. A memrigtor is
grictly for the big boys—Intel, Samsung, Fujitsu.”

Massimo laced his hands together on the table—he might have been at prayer—and stared a me with
weary sarcasm. “Luca,” he said, “don't you ever get tired of seeing Italian genius repressed?”

Theltdian chip businessisrather modest. It can't dways makeits ends mest. | spent fifteen years
covering chip tech in Route 128 in Boston. When the dmighty dollar ruled the tech world, | was glad that
I'd made those connections.

But times do change. Nations change, industries change. Industries change the times.

Massmo had just shown me something that changesindustries. A disruptive innovation. A breaker of the
rules

"Thismatter isserious,” | said. “Yes, Olivetti's people do read my weblog—they even comment there.
But that doesn't mean that | can leak some breakthrough that deserves aNobd Prize. Olivetti would
want to know, they would have to know, the source of that."

He shook his head. “ They don't want to know, and neither do you."

"Ohyes, | most definitely do want to know."

"No, you don't. Trust me."

"Massmo, I'm ajourndist. That meansthat | dwayswant to know, and | never trust anybody.”

He dapped the table. “Maybe you werea‘journaist’ when they till printed paper ‘journas. But your



dot-com journals are all dead. Nowadays you're ablogger. Y ou're an influence peddler and you spread
rumorsfor aliving.” Massimo shrugged, because he didn't think he wasinsulting me. “ So: shut up! Just
do what you dwaysdo! That'sdl I'm asking."

That might be al that he was asking, but my whole business wasin asking. “Who crested that chip?’ |
asked him. “1 know it wasn't you. Y ou know alot about tech investment, but you're not Leonardo da
Ving."

"No, I'm not Leonardo.” He emptied hisglass.

"L ook, | know that you're not even ‘Massimo Montaldo—whoever that is. I'll do alot to get news out
on my blog. But I'm not going to act asyour cut-out in aschemelikethig! That'stotally unethical! Where
did you sted that chip? Who made it? What are they, Chinese super-engineersin some bunker under
Beijing?'

Massimo was struggling not to laugh at me. “I can't reved that. Could we have another round? Maybe a
sandwich? | need a nice toasty pancetta.”

| got the waiter's attention. | noted that the TV star's boyfriend had shown up. Her boyfriend was not her
husband. Unfortunately, | was not in the celebrity tabloid business. It wasn't thefirst time I'd missed a
good bet by consorting with computer geeks.

"Soyourean industrid spy,” | told him. “And you must be Itaian to boot, because you're dways such a
patriot about it. Okay: S0 you stole those plans somewhere. | won't ask you how or why. But let me give
you some good advice: no sane man would leak that to Olivetti. Olivetti's aconsumer outfit. They make
pretty toysfor cute secretaries. A memrigtor chip is dynamite.”

Massimo was staring raptly at the TV blonde as he awaited his sandwich.

"Massimo, pay attention. If you lesk something that advanced, that radical ... achip likethat could
change the world's military balance of power. Never mind Olivetti. Big American spy agencieswith three
lettersin their nameswill comecdling.”

Massimo scratched hisdirty scalp and rolled hiseyesin derision. “Are you o terrorized by the CIA?
They don't read your sorry little one-man tech blog.”

This crass remark irritated me keenly. “Listen to me, boy genius. do you know what the CIA does here
inltaly?Weretheir ‘rendition’ playground. People vanish off the streets.”

"Anybody can ‘vanish off the sireets. | dothat al thetime."

| took out my Moleskin notebook and my shiny Rotring technical pen. | placed them both on the Elenas
neet little marble table. Then | dipped them both back inside my jacket. “Massmo, I'm trying hard to be
sensible about this. Y our snotty attitude is not helping your case with me."

With an effort, my source composed himsdlf. “It'sall very smple,” helied. “1've been here awhile, and
now I'mtired of thisplace. So I'm leaving. | want to hand the future of eectronicsto an Italian company.
With no questions asked and no strings attached. Y ou won't help me do that smple thing?'

"No, of course| won't! Not under conditions like these. | don't know where you got that data, what,
how, when, whom, or why ... | don't even know who you are! Do | look like that kind of idiot? Unless
you tell meyour story, | can't trust you."

He madethat evil gesture: | had no balls. Twenty years ago—wadll, twenty-five—and we would have



stepped outside the bar. Of course | was angry with him—>but | aso knew he was about to crack. My
source was drunk and he was clearly in trouble. He didn't need afist-fight with ajournalist. He needed
confesson.

Massmo put abold sneer on hisface, watching himsdlf in one of the Elenastall spotted mirrors. “If this
tiny gadget istoo big for your closed mind, then I've got to find another blogger! A blogger with some

outd
"Grest. Sure. Go do that. Y ou might try Beppe Grillo."

Massmo tore his gaze from his own reflection. “ That washed-up TV comedian? What does he know
about technology?*

"Try Berlusconi, then. He owns dl thetelevison sations and haf the Itaian Internet. Prime Minister
Berlusconi isjust thekind of hustler you need. Hell free you from dl your troubles. Hell make you
Minigter of something.”

Massmo lost dl patience. “I don't need that! 1've beento alot of versions of Italy. Y oursisacomplete
disgrace! | don't know how you people get dong with yourselves!”

Now the story was tearing loose. | offered an encouraging nod. “How many ‘versonsof Italy’ do you
need, Massmo?"

"I have sixty-four versons of Italy.” He patted histhick laptop. “Got them al right here.”
| humored him. “Only sixty-four?"

Histipsy face turned red. “I had to borrow CERN's supercomputers to calculate all those coordinates!
Thirty-two Italiesweretoo few! A hundred twenty-eight ... I'd never have thetimeto vist al those! And
asfor your Italy ... well ... | wouldn't be hereat all, if it wasn't for that Turinesegirl."

"Cherchez lafemme,” | told him. “That's the oldest trouble-story in the world."

"I did her somefavors” he admitted, mournfully twisting hiswineglass. “Like with you. But much more
0."

| felt logt, but | knew that his story was coming. Once I'd coaxed it out of him, | could put it into better
order later.

"So, tell me: what did she do to you?'

"She dumped me,” he said. He wastdlling methe truth, but with alogt, forlorn, bewildered air, like he
couldn't believe it himsdlf. “ She dumped me and she married the President of France.” Massmo glanced
up, his eyelashes wet with grief. “1 don't blame her. | know why she did that. I'm avery handy guy for a
woman like her, but Mother of God, I'm not the President of France!"

"No, no, you're not the President of France,” | agreed. The President of France was a hyperactive
Hungarian Jewish guy who liked to sing karaoke songs. President Nicolas Sarkozy was an exceedingly
unlikely character, but he was odd in avery different way from Massimo Montado.

Mass mo's voice was cracking with passion. “ She saysthat hell make her the First Lady of Europe! All
I've got to offer her isingder-trading hints and afew extramillionsfor her millions.”

The waiter brought Massimo atoasted sandwich.



Despite his broken heart, Massmo was starving. Hetoreinto hisfood like a chained dog, then glanced
up from hismayonnaise dip. “Do | sound jedlous? I'm not jealous.”

Massmo was bitterly jealous, but | shook my head so asto encourage him.

"I can't bejedlous of awoman like her!” Massmo lied. “Eric Clapton can bejeaous, Mick Jagger can
be jedlous! She'sarock star's groupie who's become the Premiere Dame of France! She married
Sarkozy! Y our world isfull of journaists—spies, cops, cregps, whatever—and not for one minute did
they ever stop and consider: *Oh! This must be the work of acomputer geek from another world!™”

"No,” | agreed.
"Nobody ever imaginesthat!"

| called the waiter back and ordered mysdlf adouble espresso. The waiter seemed quite pleased at the
way thingswere going for me. They were akindly bunch at the Elena. Friedrich Nietzsche had been one
of their favorite patrons. Their dark old mahogany walls had absorbed dl kinds of lunacy.

Massmo jabbed his sandwich in the dip and licked hisfingers. “ So, if | leek amemristor chip to you,
nobody will ever stop and say: * some unknown geek eating a sandwich in Torino isthe most important
man inworld technology.” Because that truth isinconceivable.”

Massmo stabbed aroaming olive with atoothpick. His hands were shaking: with rage, romantic
heartbreak, and frustrated fury. He was also drunk.

Heglared at me. “Y ou're not following what | tell you. Areyou redly that stupid?”
"I do understand,” | assured him. “Of course | understand. I'm acomputer geek myself.”

"Y ou know who designed that memristor chip, Luca? You did it. Y ou. But not here, not in this version of
Italy. Here, you're just some smadll-time tech journdidt. Y ou created that devicein my Itay. Inmy Itay,
you are the guru of computationa aesthetics. Y ou're afamous author, you're a culture critic, youre a
multi-talented genius. Here, you've got no guts and no imagination. Y ou're so entirely usaless here that
you can't even change your own world."

It was hard to say why | believed him, but | did. | believed him instantly.

Massimo devoured hisfood to the last scrap. He thrust his bare plate aside and pulled a huge nylon
wallet from his cargo pants. This overstuffed wallet had color-coded plastic pop-up tags, like the monster
files of some Orwellian bureaucracy. Twenty different kinds of paper currency jammed in there. A huge
riffling file of varicolored plagtic ID cards.

He sdlected alarge bill and tossed it contemptuoudy onto the Elend's cold marble table. 1t looked very
much like money—it looked much more like money than the money that | handled every day. It had a
splendid portrait of Gdileo and it was denominated in ‘ Euro-Lira.

Then he rose and stumbled out of the cafe. | hastily dipped the weird bill in my pocket. | threw some
euros onto thetable. Then | pursued him.

With his head down, muttering and sour, Massimo was weaving across the millions of square stone
cobbles of the huge Piazza Vittorio Veneto. Asif through long experience, he found the emptiest spot in
the plaza, astony desert between a handsome line of ornate lamp-posts and the deek sted railings of an
underground parking garage.



He dug into atrouser pocket and plucked out tethered foam earplugs, the kind you get from Alitaiafor
long overseasflights. Then heflipped hislaptop open.

| caught up with him. “What are you doing over here? Looking for wifi sgnals?'
"I'mleaving.” Hetucked the foam plugsin hisears.
"Mindif | comedong?'

"When | count to three,” he told me, too loudly, “you haveto jump highinto the air. Also, stay within
range of my laptop.”

"All right. Sure.
"Oh, and put your hands over your ears."
| objected. “How can | hear you count to threeif | have my hands over my ears?'

"Uno.” He pressed the f1 function key, and his laptop screen blazed with sudden light. “Due.” Thef2
emitted ahumming, cracking buzz. “Tre.” He hopped intheair.

Thunder blasted. My lungs were crushed in aviolent billow of wind. My feet stung asif they'd been
burned.

Massimo staggered for amoment, then turned by instinct back toward the Elena. “Let'sgo!” he shouted.
He plucked one ydlow earplug from his head. Then he tripped.

| caught his computer as he sumbled. Its mongter battery was sizzling hot.
Massimo grabbed his overheated machine. He stuffed it awkwardly into hisvaise.

Massmo had tripped on aloose cobblestone. We were standing in a steaming pile of loose
cobblestones. Somehow, these cobbl estones had been plucked from the pavement beneath our shoes
and scattered around uslike dice.

Of course we were not alone. Some witnesses sat in the vast plaza, the everyday Italians of Turin, Spping
their drinks & little tables under distant, elegant umbrellas. They were sensbly minding their own

business. A few were gazing puzzled at the rich blue evening sky, asif they suspected some passing sonic
boom. Certainly none of them cared about us.

We limped back toward the cafe. My shoes squeaked like the shoes of abad TV comedian. The
cobbles under our feet had broken and tumbled, and the seams of my shoes had gone loose. My shining
patent-leather shoes werefoul and grimy.

We stepped through the arched double-doors of the Elena, and, somehow, despite al sense and reason,

| found some immediate comfort. Because the Elenawas the Elena: it had those round marble tables with
their curvilinear legs, those maroon leather chairs with their shiny brass studs, those colossal time-stained

mirrors... and asmdl | hadn't noticed therein years.

Cigarettes. Everyonein the cafe was smoking. The air in the bar was cooler—it felt chilly, even. People
wore sweaters.

Massmo had friends there. A woman and her man. Thiswoman beckoned us over, and the man,
athough he knew Massmo, was clearly unhappy to see him.



Thisman was Swiss, but he wasn't thejolly kind of Swiss| was used to seeing in Turin, some harmless
Swiss banker on holiday who pops over the Alpsto pick up some ham and cheese. This Swiss guy was
young, yet astough asold nails, with aviator shades and along narrow scar in his hairline. Hewore black
nylon gloves and araw canvasjacket with holster room in itsarmpits.

The woman had tucked her impressive bust into a hand-knitted peasant swesater. Her sweater was
gaudy, complex and aggressively gorgeous, and so was she. She had smoldering eyesthick with
mascara, and talon-like red painted nails, and athick gold watch that could have doubled as brass
knuckles.

"So Massmoisback,” said the woman. She had acordia yet guarded tone, like awoman who has
escagped aman's bed and needs compelling reasonsto return.

"| brought afriend for you tonight,” said Massmo, helping himsdlf to achair.
"So | see. And what does your friend have in mind for us? Does he play backgammon?’

The pair had abackgammon set on their table. The Swiss mercenary rattled dicein acup. “Werevery
good at backgammon,” he told me mildly. He had the extremely menacing tone of a practiced killer who
can't even bother to be scary.

"My friend hereisfrom the American CIA,” said Massmo. “We're here to do some serious drinking.”

"How nice! | can speak American toyou, Mr CIA,” thewoman volunteered. She aimed adazzling smile
a me. “What isyour favorite American baseball team?”

"| root for the Boston Red Sox."
"I love the Sedttle Green Sox,” shetold us, just to be coy.

Thewaiter brought us a bottle of Croatian fruit brandy. The peoples of the Balkanstake their drinking
serioudy, so their bottles tend toward a rather florid design. This bottle was frankly fantastic: it was squat,
acid-etched, curvilinear, and flute-necked, and with atriple portrait of Tito, Nasser and Nehru, all
toagting one another. There werethick flakes of gold floating in its pardyzing murk.

Massimo yanked the gilded cork, stole the woman's cigarettes, and tucked an unfiltered cig in the corner
of hismouth. With hisdopping shot-glassin hisfingers he was a different man.

"Zhivai!” the woman pronounced, and we al tossed back ahearty shot of venom.
Thetemptress choseto call hersdf * Svetland, while her Swiss bodyguard was calling himsdlf * Simon..

| had naturdly thought that it was insane for Massmo to announce me asa CIA spy, yet thisgambit was
clearly helping the situation. As an American spy, | wasn't required to say much. No one expected meto
know anything useful, or to do anything worthwhile,

However, | was hungry, so | ordered the snack plate. The attentive waiter was not my favorite Elena
waiter. He might have been acousin. He brought us raw onions, pickles, black bread, a hefty link of
sausage, and awooden tub of creamed butter. We aso got a notched pig-iron knife and a battered
chopping board.

Simon put the backgammon set away.

All these crude and ugly things on the table—the knife, the chopping board, even the bad sausage—had



al been madein Italy. | could seelittle Italian maker's marks hand-etched into al of them.
"So you're hunting herein Torino, like us?’ probed Svetlana.

| smiled back at her. “Yes, certainly!"

"So, what do you plan to do with him when you catch him?Will you put him on trid ?"

"A far trid isthe American way!” | told them. Simon thought this remark was quite funny. Simon was not
an evil man by nature. Simon probably suffered long nights of existential regret whenever he cut aman's
throdt.

"So,” Simon offered, caressing the rim of hisdirty shot glass with one nylon-gloved finger, “ So even the
Americans expect ‘the Rat’ to show hiswhiskersin herel”

"The Elenadoes pull acrowd,” | agreed. “ Soiit al makes good sense. Don't you think?"

Everyonelovesto betold that their thinking makes good sense. They were happy to hear me dlegethis.
Maybe | didn't ook or talk much like an American agent, but when you're aspy, and guzzling fruit
brandy, and gnawing sausage, these minor inconsistencies don't upset anybody.

Wewered| being sensble.

Leaning his black elbows on our little table, Massmo weighed in. “The Rat is clever. He plansto snesk
over the Alpsagain. Hell go back to Nice and Marsellles. Hell rdly hismilitias.”

Simon stopped with aknife-stabbed chunk of blood sausage on the way to hisgullet. “You redly believe
thet?'

"Of course | do! What did Napoleon say?* The death of amillion men means nothing to aman like me!’
It'simpossible to corner Nicolasthe Rat. The Rat has astar of destiny.”

The woman watched Massmo's eyes. Massmo was one of her informants. Being awoman, she had
heard hislies before and was used to them. She aso knew that no informant liesal thetime.

"Then hesherein Torino tonight,” she concluded.
Massimo offered her nothing.
Sheimmediately looked to me. | slently stroked my chinin asagely fashion.

"Listen, American spy,” shetold me politely, “you Americans are asmple, honest people, so good at
tapping phonecals... It won't hurt your feglings any if Nicolas Sarkozy isfound floating face-down in the
River Po. Instead of teasing me here, asMassimo is so fond of doing, why don't you just tell me where
Sarkozy is?1 do want to know."

| knew very well where President Nicolas Sarkozy was supposed to be. He was supposed to bein the
Elysee Palace carrying out extensive economic reforms.

Simon was more urgent. “Y ou do want us to know where the Rat is, don't you?’ He showed me a st of
teeth edged in Swissgold. “Let usknow! That would save the Internationa Courts of Justice alot of
trouble”

| didn't know Nicolas Sarkozy. | had met him twice when he was French Minister of Communication,
when he proved that he knew alot about the Internet. Still, if Nicolas Sarkozy was not the President of



France, and if hewas not in the Elysee Palace, then, being ajourndist, | had a preity good guess of his
wheregbouts.

"Cherchez lafemme” | said.

Simon and Svetlana exchanged thoughtful glances. Knowing one another well, and knowing their
gtuation, they didn't have to debate their next course of action. Simon signalled the waiter. Svetlana
threw a gleaming coin onto the table. They bundled their backgammon set and kicked their leather chairs
back. They |eft the cafe without another word.

Massmo rose. He sat in Svetlana's abandoned chair, so that he could keep awary eye on the cafe's
double-door to the street. Then he helped himself to her abandoned pack of Turkish cigarettes.

| examined Svetlana's abandoned coin. It was large, round, and minted from pure silver, with agaudy
engraving of the Tgy Mahd. * Fifty Dinars, it reed, in Latin script, Hindi, Arabic, and Cyrillic.

"The booze around here really gets on top of me,” Massimo complained. Unsteadily, he stuffed the
ornate cork back into the brandy bottle. He set a dashed pickle on a buttered dice of black bread.

"Ishe coming here?"
"Who?'
"Nicolas Sarkozy. ‘Nicolasthe Rat'."

"Oh, him,” said Massmo, chewing hisbread. “In thisverson of Italy, | think Sarkozy's aready dead.
God knows there's enough people trying to kill him. The Arabs, Chinese, Africans ... he turned the south
of France upsde down! There'sabounty on him big enough to buy Olivetti—not that there's much left of
Olivetti."

| had my summer jacket on, and | was freezing. “Why isit so damn cold in here?"

"That's climate change,” said Massimo. “Not in this Itdly—in your Italy. Inyour Itay, you've got a

messed-up climate. In thisltaly, it'sthe human race that's messed-up. Here, as soon as Chernobyl

collapsed, a big French reactor blew up on the German border ... and they all went for each other's
throatsl Here NATO and the European Union are even deader than the Warsaw Pact.”

Massimo was proud to be teling methis. | drummed my fingers on the chilly tabletop. “ It took you a
whileto find that out, did it?"

"Thebig trangtion aways hingesin the 1980s,” said Massimo, “ because that's when we made the big
breakthroughs."

"Inyour Itay, you mean."

"That's right. Before the 1980s, nobody understood the physics of parale worlds ... but after that
trangition, we could pack azero-point energy generator into alaptop. Just boil the whole problem down
into one Sngle micro-electronic mechanica system.”

"So you've got zero-point energy MEMS chips,” | said.
He chewed more bread and pickle. Then he nodded.

"Y ou've got MEMS chips and you were offering me some fucking lousy memristor? Y ou must think I'ma
red chump!”



"Y ou're not achump.” Massimo sawed afresh dice of bad bread. “But you're from thewrong Itay. It
was your own stupid world that made you this stupid, Luca. In my Italy, you were one of the few men
who could talk senseto my Dad. My Dad used to confidein you. He trusted you, he thought you were a
great writer. Y ou wrote hisbiography.”

"'Massimo Montado, Senior',” | said.
Massmo was startled. “ Y eah. That'shim.” He narrowed his eyes. “Y ou're not supposed to know that.”
| had guessed it. A lot of newsis made from good guesses.

"Tel me how you fed about that,” | said, because thisisawaysaussful question for an interviewer who
haslost hisway.

"| fed desperate,” hetold me, grinning. “ Desperate! But | fed much less desperate here than | was when
| was the spoilt-brat dope-addict son of the world's most famous scientist. Before you met
me—Massmo Montaldo—had you ever heard of any ‘Massmo Montaldo'?"

"No. | never did."

"That'sright. I'm never in any of the other Itadies. There's never any other Massmo Montado. | never
meet another verson of myself—and | never meet another version of my father, either. That'sgot to
mean something crucid. | know it means something important.”

"Yes” | told him, “that surely does mean something.”

"l think,” he said, “that | know what it means. It means that space and time are not just about physics and
computation. It meansthat human beings redly matter in the course of world events. It meansthat human
beings can truly change the world. It meansthat our actions have consequence.”

"Thehuman angle,” | said, “adways makes agood story."

"It'strue. But try telling that story,” he said, and he looked on the point of tears. “ Tell that story to any
human being. Go on, doit! Tl anybody in here! Help yoursdlf."

| looked around the Elena. There were some peoplein there, theloca customers, normal people, decent
people, maybe adozen of them. Not remarkable people, not freakish, not weird or strange, but normal.
Being norma people, they were quite at ease with their lot and accepting their daily existences.

Once upon atime, the Elenaused to carry daily newspapers. Newspapers were supplied for customers
on those specia long wooden bars.

In my world, the Elenadidn't do that any more. Too few newspapers, and too much Internet.

Here the Elena dtill had those newspapers on those handy wooden bars. | rose from my chair and | had a
good look at them. There were stylish imported newspapers, written in Hindi, Arabic and
Serbo-Croatian. | had to look hard to find aloca paper in Italian. There were two, both printed on afoul
gray paper full of flecks of badly-pul ped wood.

| took the larger Itdian paper to the cafe table. | flicked through the headlinesand | read all the lede
paragraphs. | knew immediately | wasreading lies.

It wasn't that the news was so terrible, or so deceitful. But it was clear that the people reading this
newspaper were not expected to make any practical use of news. The Italians were amodest, colonia



people. The newsthat they were offered was a set of feeble fantasies. All the serious news was going on
elsawhere,

There was something very strong and lively in theworld called the * Non-Aligned Movement'. It stretched
from the Bdlticsdl the way to the Balkans, throughout the Arab world, and al the way through India
Japan and China were places that the giant Non-Aligned superpower treated with guarded respect.
Americawas some kind of humbled farm where the Y ankees spent their time in church.

Those other places, the places that used to matter—France, Germany, Britain, ‘ Brussels—these were
obscure and poor and miserable places. Their names and locales were badly spelled.

Cheap black ink was coming off on my fingers. | no longer had questions for Massmo, except for one.
“When do we get out of here?

Massimo buttered histattered dice of black bread. “1 was never searching for the best of al possible
worlds,” hetold me. “1 waslooking for the best of al possbleme's. Inan Itay likethisitay, | redly
matter. Y our verson of Italy is pretty backward—but this world had a nuclear exchange. Europe had a
civil war, and most citiesin the Soviet Union are big puddies of black glass.”

| took my Moleskin notebook from my jacket pocket. How pretty and deek that fancy notebook
looked, next to that gray pulp newspaper. “ Y ou don't mind if | jot thisdown, | hope?"

"I know that this sounds bad to you—»but trust me, that's not how history works. History doesn't have
any ‘badness’ or ‘goodness. Thisworld has afuture. The food's cheap, the climateis stable, the women
are gorgeous ... and since theré's only three billion people | eft dive on Earth, thereésalot of room.”

Massmo pointed his crude sausage-knife at the cafe's glass double door. “Nobody here ever asksfor
ID, nobody cares about passports ... They never even heard of eectronic banking! A smart guy like you,
you could walk out of here and start a hundred tech companies.”

"If | didn't get my throat cut.”

"Oh, people dways overdate that little problem! The big problem is—you know—who wantsto work
that hard? | got to know this place, because | knew that | could be a hero here. Bigger than my father.
I'd be smarter than him, richer than him, more famous, more powerful. | would be better! But thet isa
burden. ‘Improving theworld,’ that doesn't make me happy at dl. That'sa curse, it'slikedavery."

"What does make you happy, Massmo?"'

Clearly Massmo had given this matter some thought. “Waking up in afine hotel with agorgeous stranger
inmy bed. That'sthetruth! And that would be true of every manin every world, if he was honest.”

Massimo tapped the neck of the garish brandy bottle with the back of the carving knife. “My girlfriend
Svetlang, she understands dl that pretty well, but—there's one other thing. | drink here. | liketo drink, |
admit that—but they really drink around here. Thisversion of Itdy isin theamighty Y ugodav sphere of
influence”

| had been doing fine so far, given my circumstances. Suddenly the nightmare sprang upon me, unfiltered,
total, and wholesale. Chills of terror climbed my spinelikeicy scorpions. | fet asirong, irrationa, animal
urge to abandon my comfortable chair and run for my life.

| could run out of the handsome cafe and into the twilight streets of Turin. | knew Turin, and | knew that
Massmo would never find methere. Likely he wouldn't bother to look.



| lso knew that | would run straight into the world so badly described by that grimy newspaper. That
terrifying world would be where, henceforth, | existed. That world would not be strange to me, or
strange to anybody. Because that world was redlity. It was not astrange world, it was anormal world. It
was |, me, who was strange here. | was desperately strange here, and that was normal.

This conclusion made me reach for my shot glass. | drank. It was not what | would call a‘good’ brandy.
It did have strong character. It was powerful and it was ruthless. It was a brandy beyond good and evil.

My feet ached and itched in my ruined shoes. Blisterswere risng and stinging. Maybe | should consider
mysdf lucky that my aching dien feet were il attached to my body. My feet were not smply dashed off
and abandoned in some black limbo between the worlds.

| put my shot-glass down. “Can we leave now? Is that possible?”

"Absolutely,” said Massmo, sinking deeper into his cozy red lesther chair. “Let's sober up first with a
coffee, eh?It'saways Arabic coffee here at the Elena. They boail it in big brass pots.”

| showed him the silver coin. “No, she settled our bill for us, eh? So let'sjust leave.”

Massimo stared at the coin, flipped it from head to tails, then dipped it in apants pocket. “Fine. I'll
describe our options. We can cdll thisplacethe‘ Yugodav Itay,” and, like | said, this place hasalot of
potentia. But there are other versons.” He started ticking off hisfingers.

"Therésan Ity where the ‘No Nukes movement won big in the 1980s. Y ou remember them?
Gorbachev and Reagan made world peace. Everybody disarmed and was happy. There were no more
wars, the economy boomed everywhere ... Peace and justice and prosperity, everywhere on Earth. So
the climate exploded. Thelast Itdian survivorsareliving highin the Alps.”

| sared a him. “No."

"Ohyes. Yes, and those are very nice people. They really treasure and support each other. There are
hardly any of them |eft dive. They're very sweet and civilized. They're wonderful people. You'd be
amazed what nice ltdiansthey are."

"Can't we just go straight back to my own version of Italy?’

"Not directly, no. But therésaverson of Italy quite close to yours. After John Paul the First died, they
quickly elected another Pope. He was not that Polish anticommunist—insteed, that Popewas a
pedophile. There was a colossal scandd and the Church collapsed. In that version of Italy, eventhe
Modems are secular. The churches are brothels and discotheques. They never usethewords ‘faith’ or
‘mordity’."

Massmo sighed, then rubbed his nose. “Y ou might think the desth of religion would make alot of
difference to people. Well, it doesn't. Because they think it'snormal. They don't missbelievingin God
any morethan you missbeieving in Marx."

"Sofirst we can go to that Itay, and then nearby into my own Itay—isthat the idea?"

"That Italy isboring! The girlsthere are boring! They're so matter-of-fact about sex there that they're like
girlsfrom Holland.” Massmo shook his head ruefully. “Now I'm going to tell you about aversion of Itay
that'struly different and interesting.”

| was staring at around of the sausage. The bright piece of gristlein it seemed to be the severed foot of
somesmdl animd. “All right, Massmo, tel me."



"Whenever | move fromworld to world, | dways materidize in the Piazza Vittorio Veneto,” he sad,
“because that plazais so huge and usudly pretty empty, and | don't want to hurt anyone with the
explosion. Plus, | know Torino—I know al the tech companies here, so | can make my way around. But
once | saw aTorino with no eectronics.”

| wiped clammy sweat from my hands with the cafe's rough cloth ngpkin. “ Tell me, Massmo, how did
you fed about that?"

"It'sincredible. Theré's no dectricity there. There'sno wiresfor the eectrica trolleys. There are plenty of
peoplethere, very well-dressed, and bright colored lights, and some things are flying in the sky ... big
arcraft, big as ocean-liners. So they've got some kind of power there—but it's not eectricity. They
stopped using electricity, somehow. Since the 1980s."

"A Turinwith no dectricity,” | repeated, to convince him that | was listening.

"Y eah, that's fascinating, isn't it? How could Italy abandon eectricity and replace it with another power
source? | think that they use cold fusion! Because cold fusion was another world-changing event from the
1980s. | can't explore that Torino—because wherewould | plug in my laptop? But you could find out
how they do dl that! Because you're just ajourndigt, right? All you need isa pencil!”

"I'm not abig expert on physics,” | said.

"My God, | keep forgetting I'm talking to somebody from the hopel ess George Bush World,” he said.
“Ligten, stupid: physicsisn't complicated. Physicsis very smple and elegant, becauseit's structured. |
knew that from the age of three."

"I'm just awriter, I'm not ascientist.”
"Wdl, surdy you've heard of ‘ congdlience’.”
"No. Never."

"Yesyou havel Even peoplein your stupid world know about * consilience'. Consilience meansthat all
forms of human knowledge have an underlying unity!"

The gleam in hiseyeswastiring me. “Why doesthat matter?"

"It makes dl the difference between your world and my world! In your world there was a great physicist
once... Dr Italo Calvino."

"Famous literary writer,” | said, “he died in the 1980s."

"Cavinodidnt dieinmy Itay,” he said. “becausein my Itay, Itao Cavino completed his‘ Six Core
Principles.”

"Cdvinowrote‘Six Memas,” | sad. “Hewrote‘ Six Memos for the Next Millennium’. And he only
finished five of those before he had astroke and died.”

"In my world Calvino did not have astroke. He had a stroke of genius, instead. When Calvino
completed hiswork, those six lectures weren't just ‘ memos. He ddlivered six mgjor public addresses at
Princeton. When Calvino gave that sixth, great, final speech, on ‘ Consstency,’ the halls were crammed
with physicists. Mathematicians, too. My father wasthere.”

| took refuge in my notebook. ‘ Six Core Principles, | scribbled hadtily, * Calvino, Princeton, consilience.



"Calvino's parents were both scientists,” Massmo insisted. “Cavino's brother was dso ascientist. His
Oulipo literary group was obsessed with mathematics. When Calvino delivered lectures worthy of a
genius, nobody was surprised.”

"I knew Calvinowasagenius,” | said. I'd been young, but you can't writein Italian and not know
Cavino. I'd seen him trudging the porticoesin Turin, hunch-shouldered, dapping hisfeet, aways|ooking
dy and preoccupied. Y ou only had to see the man to know that he had an agendalike no other writer in
theworld.

"When Calvino finished hissix lectures,” mused Massimo, “they carried him off to CERN in Genevaand
they made him work on the * Semantic Web'. The Semantic Web works beautifully, by the way. It's not
likeyour foul little Internet—so full of spam and crime.” He wiped the sausage knife on an oil-stained
napkin. “I should qualify that remark. The Semantic Web works beautifully—in the Italian language.
Because the Semantic Web was built by Itdians. They had alittle bit of help from afew French Oulipo
writers.”

"Can we leave this place now? And visit this Italy you boast so much about? And then drop by my
Itay?"

"That Stuation is complicated,” Massmo hedged, and stood up. “Watch my bag, will you?'

He then departed to the toilet, leaving me to wonder about al the waysin which our situation could be
complicated.

Now | was sitting alone, staring at that corked brandy bottle. My brain was boiling. The strangeness of
my Stuation had broken some important throttle inside my head.

| considered myself bright—because | could writein three languages, and | understood technical matters.
| could speak to engineers, designers, programmers, venture capitaists and government officiason
serious, adult issues that we all agreed were important. So, yes, surely | was bright.

But 1'd spent my wholelife being far more stupid than | was at this moment.

In thisterrible extremity, here in the cigarette-choked Elena, where the half-ragged denizens pored over
their grimy newspapers, | knew | possessed atrue potentia for genius. | was Itdian, and, being Itdian, |
had the knack to shake the world to itsroots. My genius had never embraced me, because genius had
never been required of me. | had been stupid because | dwelled in a stupefied world.

I now lived in noworld at al. | had no world. So my thoughts were rocketing through empty space.

| deas changed the world. Thoughts changed the world—and thoughts could be written down. | had
forgotten that writing could have such urgency, that writing could matter to history, that literature might
have consequence. Strangdly, tragicaly, I'd forgotten that such things were even possible.

Calvino had died of astroke: | knew that. Some artery broke inside the man's skull as he gamely
struggled with his manifesto to transform the next millennium. Surdly that was agreet loss, but how could
anybody guess the extent of that |0ss? A stroke of geniusis ablack swan, beyond prediction, beyond
expectation. If ablack swan never arrives, how on Earth could its absence be guessed?

The chasm between Massmo's verson of Italy and my Itay wasinvisible—yet dl encompassing. It was
exactly like the stark difference between the man | was now, and the man 1'd been one short hour ago.

A black swan can never be predicted, expected, or categorized. A black swan, when it arrives, cannot
even be recognized as a black swan. When the black swan assaults us, with the wingbeats of somerapist



Jupiter, then we must re-write history.
Maybe a newsman writes a news story, which is history'sfirst draft.

Y et the news never shoutsthat history has black swans. The news never tells usthat our universeis
contingent, that our fate hinges on changes too huge for us to comprehend, or too smal for usto see. We
can never accept the black swan's arbitrary carelessness. So our newsis never about how the news can
make no sense to human beings. Our news is always about how well we understand.

Whenever our wits are shattered by theimpossible, we swiftly knit the world back together again, so that
our wits can return to us. We pretend that we've lost nothing, not one singleillusion. Especialy, certainly,
we never lose our minds. No matter how strange the newsis, we're dways sane and sensible. That is
what wetdll each other.

Massimo returned to our table. He was very drunk, and he looked greenish. “You ever beenina
squat-down Turkish toilet?” he said, pinching hisnose. “Trust me: don't go in there.”

"| think we should go to your Itay now,” | said.

"| could do that,” he allowed idly, “athough I've made some trouble for mysdlf there ... my red problem
isyou."

"Why am | trouble?'

"Therésanother Lucain my Italy. He's not like you: because he'sa great author, and avery dignified and
very wedthy man. He wouldn't find you funny.”

| congdered this. He was inviting meto be bitterly jealous of mysdlf. | couldn't manage that, yet | was
angry anyway. “Am | funny, Massmo?'

He'd stopped drinking, but that killer brandy was still percolating through his gut.

"Yes, you'refunny, Luca. You'reweird. You're aterrible joke. Especidly inthisverson of Italy. And
especidly now that you're findly catching on. Y ou've got alook on your face now like adrowned fish.”
He belched into hisfist. “Now, at last, you think that you understand, but no, you don't. Not yet. Listen:
in order to arrive here—I created thisworld. When | press the Function-Three key, and thefield
trangports me here—without me as the observer, this universe doesn't even exis.”

| glanced around the thing that Massmo called auniverse. It was an Italian cafe. The marble tablein front
of mewas every bit as solid asarock. Everything around me was very solid, normd, redlistic, acceptable
and predictable.

"Of course,” | told him. “And you aso created my universe, too. Becauise you're not just ablack swan.
You're God."

"'Black swan', isthat what you cal me?’ He smirked, and preened in the mirror. “Y ou journdistsneed a
tag-linefor everything."

"You alwayswear black,” | said. “Doesthat keep our dirt from showing?'

Massmo buttoned his black woolen jacket. “It getsworse,” hetold me. “When | pressthat
Function-Two key, beforethefield settlesin ... | generate millions of potentid histories. Billions of
higtories. All with their souls, ethics, thoughts, histories, destinies—whatever. Worlds blink into existence
for afew nanoseconds while the chip runs through the program—and then they dl blink out. Asif they



never were."

"That's how you move? From world to world?’

"That'sright, my friend. Thisugly duckling canfly."

The Elendswaiter arrived to tidy up our table. “A little rice pudding?’ he asked.
Massmo was cordid. “No, thank you, Sir."

"Got some very nice chocolate in thisweek! All the way from South America”

"My, that's the very best kind of chocolate.” Massmo jabbed his hand into a cargo pocket. “I believe |
need some chocolate. What will you give mefor this?!

Thewater examined it carefully. “ Thisisawoman's engagement ring."
"Yes itis”
"It can't be ared diamond, though. This stone's much too big to be areal diamond.”

"Youreanidiot,” said Massmo, “but | don't care much. I've got abig appetite for sweets. Why don't
you bring me an entire chocolate pie?

Thewaiter shrugged and | eft us.

"S0,” Massmo resumed, “I wouldn't call myself a* God—because I'm much better described as severd
million billion Gods. Except, you know, that the zero-point trangport field dways settles down. Then,
herel am. I'm standing outside some cafe, in acloud of dirt, with my feet aching. With nothing to my
name, except what 1've got in my brain and my pockets. It'sawayslike that."

The door of the Elena banged open, with the harsh jangle of brassIndian bells. A gang of five men
stomped in. | might have taken them for cops, because they had jackets, belts, hats, batons and pistals,
but Turinese cops do not arrive on duty drunk. Nor do they wear scarlet armbands with crossed lightning
bolts.

The cafefdl slent asthe new guests muscled up to the dented bar. Bellowing threets, they proceeded to
shake-down the staff.

Massimo turned up his collar and gazed serendly at his knotted hands. Massimo was studiousy minding
his own business. Hewasin his corner, silent, black, inexplicable. He might have been at prayer.

| didn't turn to stare a the intruders. 1t wasn't a pleasant scene, but even for a stranger, it wasn't hard to
understand.

The door of the men's room opened. A short man in atrenchcoat emerged. He had adead cigar
clenched in histeeth, and a snappy Alain Delon fedora

He was surprisingly handsome. People aways underestimated the good |ooks, the mae charm of Nicolas
Sarkozy. Sarkozy sometimes seemed alittle odd when sunbathing half-naked in newsstand tabl oids, but
in person, his charismawas overwhelming. He was aman that any world had to reckon with.

Sarkozy glanced about the cafe, for amatter of seconds. Then he sdled, silent and decisive, dong the
dark mahogany wall. He bent one elbow. There was a thunderclap. Massmo pitched face-forward onto
the small marbletable.



Sarkozy glanced with mild chagrin at the smoking hole blown through the pocket of his stylish trenchcoat.
Then he Sared a me.

"You'rethat journdigt,” hesad.
"Y ou've got agood memory for faces, Monseur Sarkozy."

"That'sright, asshole, | do.” His Itaian was bad, but it was better than my French. “Areyou ill eager to
‘protect’ your dead source here?” Sarkozy gave Massmo's heavy chair one quick, vindictive kick, and
the dead man, and his chair, and histable, and hisruined, gushing head al fell to the hard cafe floor with
one complicated clatter.

"Theresyour big scoop of astory, my friend,” Sarkozy told me. | just gave that to you. Y ou should use
that in your lying commie magazine.”

Then he barked orders a the uniformed thugs. They grouped themsdlves around him in ahepful clugter,
their faces pale with respect.

"Y ou can come out now, baby,” crowed Sarkozy, and she emerged from the men's room. She was
wearing acute little gangster-moll hat, and atailored camouflage jacket. She lugged abig black guitar
case. She aso had a primitive radio-telephone bigger than abrick.

How held enticed that woman to lurk for half an hour in the reeking cafetoilet, I'll never know. But it was
her. It was definitely her, and she couldn't have been any more demure and sereneif she were mesting
the Queen of England.

They al left together in one heavily armed bodly.

The thunderclap insde the Elena had |eft amess. | rescued Massmo's lesther vaise from the encroaching
pool of blood.

My fellow patrons were bemused. They were deeply bemused, even confounded. Their options for
action seemed to lack congtructive possibilities.

S0, one by one, they rose and | ft the bar. They Ieft that fine old place, sllently and without haste, and
without meeting each other's eyes. They stepped out the jangling door and into Europe's biggest plaza.

Then they vanished, each hagtening toward his own private world.

| strolled into the piazza, under apleasant spring sky. It was cold, that spring night, but that infinite dark
blue sky was so lucid and clear.

The laptop's screen flickered brightly as | touched thef1 key. Then | pressed 2, and then 3.
Copyright © 2009 Bruce Sterling
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THE CARYATIDS

Bruce Sterling

Reviewed by lan Sales

In 1930, Hugo Gernsback wrote: ‘Not only is science fiction an idea of tremendous import, but itisto be
an important factor in making the world a better placeto live in, through educating the public to the
possihilities of science and the influence of science on life which, even today, are not appreciated by the
man on the street.” And yet in the decades since then, the genre has ceased to be elther didactic or
predictive. A sciencefiction may have something to say—and most certainly do—but any such
conversation will most likely be about the present.

Bruce Sterling, however, isnot just asciencefiction writer. He has a'so been a‘Visonary in Residence
at both the Art Center College of Design in Pasadena, Cadlifornia, and the Sandberg Indtituut in
Amgterdam. He has eleven science fiction novelsto his name, and five collections of short stories. He has
a so written non-fiction, such as Tomorrow Now and Shaping Things. Hislast three novels could be
described as conversations with the future: in Zeitgeist, it was the commodification of entertainment
product and the ferd capitaism of the ex-Soviet client gates; in The Zenith Angle, it wasthe War on
Terror and ubiquitous surveillance; and now, in The Caryatids, it isthe collgpse of the earth's climate, of
the globa economy, and of nation-states.

The Caryatids of the book'stitle are the four surviving clone ssters of agroup of seven created by a
female Croatian warlord (what is the female equivaent of warlord? warlady? bellatrix?). Veraisa
member of arecovery team on the Adriatic idand of Mljet (known to the Ancient Greeks as Mdlita),
which has suffered toxic pollution. Radmila has married into a powerful Hollywood family andisnow a
mediagar. Sonjaisamedic, living and working for the Chinesein a space city in the Gobi Desert. And
then there's Biserka, who isinsane.

| suspect it's no accident there are seven clone ssters—that's one for each continent. It'sequally telling
that only four have survived. Verais Europe—technological, non-authoritarian, looking for new waysto
live. Radmilais the US—technol ogy-backed spectacle, a salf-imposed role as the guardian of the planet,
and widlding capitalism as aweapon with the clinica precison of ascapd. Sonjais Asa—undefeatable,
strong, and finding away to live that neither Europe nor the US would ever contemplate. And poor
Biserkais Africa—the dark continent, forever at war with itself.

Thereisdso an eighth clone, aman. His name is Djordje—George—and heisaViennese businessman.
He has anice Viennese hausfrau wife and darling children. Heis successful, and makes more than enough
money to keep hisfamily safe and secure. He's not above bending laws, or ethics, when making dedls.
He hasjust started using the latest business tools and he thinks they're wonderful. George is perhapsthe
world asit used to be.

And the ‘ mother'? Sheisthe climate disaster which created the world of The Caryatids. Once she'sdone
her bit, she's hustled off to a space gation in orbit, out of the way of story and history.



Each clone has her ssory—and The Caryatids isastory. And shown to be a story about astory in the
afterword ‘interview’ with Radmilas daughter, Mary Montalban. There are three sections to the nove!:
Vera, Radmilaand Sonja. An epilogue sees dl four meet for the funera of their mother. They are burying
the world's past as much asthey burying their own.

Theworld asitisin The Caryatids is not the world we know. The climate has crashed, billions have
died, and most nation-states have failed. The world is now dominated by two supra-national
societies—the Dispensation and the Acquis. The Dispensation is Cdifornian and supremely capitdidt. Its
memberstalk like theflakiest of Hollywood ‘business people. The Acquis are European.

Asawriter or avisonary, Sterling has never been short of ideas, and there are plenty in The Caryatids.
Most of them seem extrapolated from hisargumentsin Tomorrow Now and Shaping Things
—ubiquitous computing, and complex devices created from simple components using unsophi sticated
techniques. Thisisa‘ spime-dominated future.

Conversations can change minds. They can ater opinions. When conversing about the future,
wiggle-room for such changesis built-in. The Caryatids isnot going to be “educating the public to the
possibilities of science and the influence of scienceon life,” but it may well prove acatdyst for
conversations which will do that. Gernsback might not recognise the 21t century version of his
‘scientifiction’, but for those of usliving in the 21st century and gazing into the abyss of the future, The
Caryatids provides a thought-provoking, entertaining, and perhaps important, roadmap for the decades
ahead.
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Bruce Sterling interviewed by lan Sdles
Do you see The Caryatids as an optimistic novel?

Obvioudy it's about afuture world severdly beset with disasters. Still, the peoplein that book don't waste
much time hand-wringing about their Stuation. They'veinterndized their world, so that they think redlity is
inherently disastrous. The prospectsthat worry them are dl super-disasters.

Do we have much to be optimistic about in therest of thiscentury?

People don't need optimistic things so as to be happy. What we need to be happy is something to be
enthusiastic about. When | do science-fiction world-building, | try hard to get away from intellectud vices
like pessmism and optimism. Choosing aview likethat is akin to putting a patch over one eye—it flattens
the world, it makes you |lose depth and detall. | dways liked Brian Aldiss' ideaof ‘ enantiodromiad—the
notion that over long periods of time, things turn into their opposites. Clouds become silver linings. Silver
linings generate clouds. Our ancestors had many optimistic ideas about us, but the gifts they most wanted
to give us are commonly things we ourselves don't want. Henry Ford wanted to give people power and
freedom, not car exhaust.

In the State of the World 2009 discussion on The Well, you wrote: “ Communism, capitalism,
socialism, whatever: we've never yet had any economic system that recognizesthat we haveto
liveon aliving planet.” In The Caryatids, you've created the Acquis and the Dispensation but,
asfar asl can tdl, both are chiefly capitalist supra-societies. What wer e the indicator s you
used asinspiration for the two societies?

| like to describe those set-ups as ‘ global civil societies. They're not nations, they're not multinational
companies. They are native 21t century ingtitutions. Based in networks, not national boundaries. The



way that we run the world today isjust gone—it evaporated like the Soviet Union. Nobody talks about
the past much. They don't fret much about the minutiae of their power-structures either—they're too busy
fending off emergencies. Obvioudy they're not Smple capitalist enterprises—for thefirst third of the
book, nobody has any money. Their way of lifeis post-monetary. | know that people are painfully
fascinated by economics right now, but you know, even for ascience fiction writer, economicsisthe
most dismal sciencein theworld. Thelessawriter says about it, the more entertaining he gets.

How much of your Well State of the World discussion, your Wired posts, and even this
electronic artsfair you're currently attending, feed into your SF?

Oh, | used to be very clever about this synergetic activity, but frankly, the slos are disintegrating. |
strongly suspect now that people who read me no longer care awhit about the difference. | mean,
supposedly the position of Bruce Sterling as a science-fiction author is quite different from that of Bruce
Sterling thejourndigt, Bruce Sterling the weblogger, Bruce Sterling the futurist, Bruce Sterling the
sometime academic and general-purpose cultural theorist—or whatever ... It's dawning on methat this
polymathic blither is much lessimpressive than it sounds.

It's not that we're becoming Renaissancetitans. It'sthat the older, comfortable divisions between genres
and disciplines have been blurred, blenderized, cruelly smashed by the Internet. We just waltz though the
rubble.

If | try to grab something obscure and ‘feed it into my SF, it will leak back out immediately now. Most
things| find of compelling SF interest explode into public awareness off my weblog long before| can find
the timeto fictionalize them. The cyberpunk SF gameis up, that'sthe story. We're al hip-deep,
neck-deep in cyberculture now. We made that bed and now we haveto deepiniit.

Do you think ther€'sa danger when writing novelswhose plots are based on the béte noire du
jour (if you'll pardon my French) that the storiesare no longer relevant by thetimethey're
published?

Widl, yeah—clearly atrendy novd ‘ripped from today's headlines isgoing look alittle funky when
newspapers no longer exist and we have no headlinesto rip. On the other hand, | think there'sakind of
long-lagting universdity in afictiond Situation that isvery clearly specific. If you can redly feed and groom
that béte noire, if you know something about the black beast that no one else does, that can be news
that stays news, true literature.

In The Caryatids, Mary Montalban says, “ Futureisprediction. We all know that'simpossible.”
Does sciencefiction have a part to play in conver sations about the future?

Wi, not the SF paperback genre necessarily, but the techniques of sciencefiction, yeah, you bet they
have apart to play. There's so much blatant sciencefictiona thinking going on right now that it probably
ought to be renamed without its specul ative-fiction hangover. Maybe renamed something like

‘ Speculative Culture. SF idestion isin web development, design, couture, architecture, the military ...
espionage and religion even ... man, it'sal over the place. Sometimes | worry for the culture's sanity.
Especialy when you contemplate the blue-sky radicaism of the clownswho cdl themsdves
‘consarvative.

Charles Strosshas said, “Weareliving in interesting times; in fact, they're so interesting that
it isnot currently possible to write near-future SF.” Do you agree?

Obvioudy not, since | do rather alot of near-future work, but | know whereof Mr Stross speaks. Much
of the near-future stuff | emit lately islikelier better-described as‘ design fiction’ or even “political
activism' rather than as classic sciencefiction. It's not that the pace of eventsisfreakish, or that were



nearing a Singularity or anything. It'sthat both ‘science’ and ‘fiction’ have changed their socid character.
The ground shifted under them, and under sciencefiction, too. Science fiction writers used to cherry-pick
bits of physics and then candy-coat them in drama, secure in the knowledge that their mostly teenage
readers would appreciate the effort in popularization. Nowadays ateen with physicsinterestswill just
Google the keywords and download afew arXiv e-papers. Or maybe he reads edge.org. Lord knows |
do, and Edge hasfar more brain-bending SF kick than bestsalling SF novels do. Especidly since most
SF bestsdllersare mediatie-ins.

You'vesaid that the“War on Terror bubble’ hasgone, and terrorism barely appearsin The
Caryatids. Unlikein The Zenith Angle. What will kill it?

Terrorism dies out when the people feeding and sheltering the terrorists weary of their noisome presence.
The sense-of-terror doesn't have alot of staying power. Unlessit's comprehensive, State-imposed terror,
it tendsto burn out alot like the sense-of-wonder. 1t would be interesting to see how far a‘War on
Wonder’ would get us.

Couldn't it beargued that SF itsdf isalong-running ‘War on Wonder'? Isour tolerancefor
spectacle increasing with each passing year—we're demanding mor e eyeball-kicksfor the
bucks?

If that were the case, why would anybody read Verne, Wells, Orwell or Huxley? Y et they do. Obvioudy
SF perpetrators are the ‘wonderists whose maunderings should be ruthlessy repressed. Anybody who
reads David Langford's Ansible fanzine would see alitany of mainstiream efforts to Stuff sciencefiction
back under the carpet where it belongs. In that war we're the miserable guerrillas.

Would you ever consder moving away entirely from writing sciencefiction and into * SF
ideation'?

I'm not sure | will even be dlowed that choice. It'slike asking me whether 1'd be willing to move away
from my manua typewriter. Because | had one once, you know. | wrote my first two novelswith those
machines. | used carbon paper . Y ou explain that to adults now, they look at you asif you used to run on
wind-up clockwork. | used to compose on paper. | still publish on paper. But | have few remaining
illusions about any paper-based industry.

Although people don't directly ask meto work at * SF ideation'—not with that term, anyway—I'm doing
more and more work that fits that description. Not for the SF reading public, das, but for clients. People
from product-development teams, or tech startups, or even government agencies. The work is something
like technica writing—clearly they want meto show up, listen to them, and put their vague ambitionsinto
prose... but it isn't technica writing, because they don't want to publish. They don't pay by the word, and
printed matter is not the deliverable. | thought thiswas happening accidentaly. Now I'm starting to
wonder if thisisn't some kind of emergent, post-SF professon. Star bloggers, industry-booster types,
they seem to do awholelot of this. No particular set of definable kills, just ... they're
verba-frameworking guys. Blue-sky ‘ conceptudists. Pundits. Techno-courtiers.

Copyright © 2009 lan Sdles
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Journey into Space
Toby Litt
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Reviewed by Paul Kincaid

One of the key things about sciencefiction, one of itsjoysfor those of uswho are addicted to the stuff, is
that you can change the world. Indeed, if you don't change the world thereis some question asto
whether it isindeed science fiction. But though your science fiction should then, directly or obliquely, be
about the way the world has changed, that isn't al it should be about. Writers who come to science
fiction from outside the genre often seem to have a problem with this: they produce work full of some
sweeping change, but fail to think through what led into and what springs out of that change.

Toby Litt, however, has got that essentia point from theword ‘go'. He has, of course, reveded
knowledge of and interest in the genre before now, but thisis, | think, hisfirst overtly sciencefiction
novd. It seems, in someways, old fashioned. We've had stories of generation starships as a stage upon
whichisacted out socid or cultural or personal disintegration for at least 50 years now. And there are
moments, when he feels the need to repeat technica points, that he reveds ahesitancy, an uncertainty
about how far he can trust hisaudience. Y, dl indl, thisis one of the most satisfying and accomplished
sciencefiction novelsyou are likely to encounter from an otherwise mainstream author.

Thefirgt thing he recognisesisthat smply placing his characters within the confines of ageneraion
garshipisnat, initsef, changing theworld. A journey into spaceisactualy ajourney into onesdlf, and it
isthere that the cataclysm lies. Asthe nove opensthefirst generation has aready al but died out and the
shipisnot yet haf way to its destination. The 100 people aboard the ship (geneticdly far too few, of
course, but dramaticaly just the right number to illuminate the denuding of socid and cultural norms)
leave behind afractious earth, but, unknowingly, astheir contact with earth becomes ever more
attenuated, so their need for those ties becomes ever stronger. They livein asort of panopticon, the
ship's computer system, known as it, alows anyone to watch anyone else a any time. Y et their
environment isfailing, rooms are deserted, facilities are running down, there is no outside stimulus except
each other and the ever more infrequent messages from home. At first this engenders aregimented
atmosphere, an dmost mystica devotion to ‘the Mission', but aready there are rebels.

August and Celeste, dmost identical cousins, escape from the narrowness of ship society into oddly
sensuous word gamesin which they reimagine an earth they have never seen. At first they conduct this
verba affair out of the view of their fellows, but astheir game becomes ever more erotic so they start
coming to the awareness of the crew, and awild incestuous fling awakens dl the puritanica represson of
this closed socid world. But the norms have aready been overthrown. Celeste's son, Orphan, misshapen
and mentaly subnormd, growsinto adictatorid lord of misrule. When word finaly reaches the ship that
the Earth hasfindly blown itsdf up, destroying the prop upon which they al depended, they abandon
socid restraints, giving in to Orphan's pleasure-seeking anarchy. By now the ship has turned around,
heading home out of aneed no one quite understands, and Orphan's daughter, Three, embarkson a
persona quest to write aletter to posterity that somehow encapsul ates the experience of doomed
humanity, necessarily reinventing paper and ink along theway. In her turn, Three becomes the reluctant
object of worship of afundamentalist religion led by her own nephew that takes over the ship asit findly
approaches Earth.

Within the isolated hothouse of the ship, massive socid movementsrise and fal with the generations, all
within ardatively short novel, yet Litt never losessight of theindividudity of hischaracters. It'sanovd in
which the socia and the persond subtly amplify each other, and it couldn't have been written as anything
other than sciencefiction. That iswhat makesit ajoy.
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Escape From Hell
Larry Niven & Jerry Pournele

Escape From Hell!



Ha Duncan
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Reviewed by Paul F. Cockburn

Typical. You wait yearsfor an Escape From Hell to turn up and two come dong more or less at the
sametime. OK, so Duncan's version makes significant use of an exclamation mark, but its effect is
annoyingly spoiled by the publisher's choice of font.

Anyway, here we have afantasy novel and novellanominaly deding with the same subject. Both are
founded on the concept that, after we die, we continue to experience some form of physical existencein
aplane of redity not unconnected to the Judean-Christian view of Hell being a place of punishment for
sns committed during our lives on Earth. Both books aso opt for the administration of Hell to bein
human, rather than satanic, hands—though while NivervPourndlle use thisto take agenerd swipe a the
horrors of bureaucracy, for Duncan it seems amuch more persona dig a US customs!

Being asequd to their 1976 nove Inferno, the Nivern/Pournelle Hell is dready established—in fact, it
was established about six centuries ago. The geography and mechanics are taken wholesale from Dante
Alighieri's 14th century epic poem, ‘ The Divine Comedy": Hell isa series of nine concentric Circles, each
representing agradua increase in the wickedness of inhabitantsinvariably punished by an eternd
repetition of their chief n. Travel right down to the bottom, and you'll find Satan himsdlf, frozen eterndly
at the Earth's core, the only exit from this horrendous domain being to crawl down asmall gap next to his

legs.

Duncan's Hdll, by contrat, is Escape From New York meets Jacob's Ladder ; it “looks not unlike
Manhattan, but ragged and hollow like every window in the city of skyscrapers was smashed, every
building shelled and shot up, every surface painted with dust and ash.” It'samodern Hell of 24/7 *V ox
News on TVsyou cant turn off, of Guantanamo torture rooms and an unbreakable determination to
break the human spirit once and for dl.

In the Niven/Pourndlle Hell, some six centuries have passed since the poet Virgil guided Dante on that
origind journey. Keeping to the Dante template, our modern hero—former SF author Allen
Carpenter—encounters an ongoing parade of real, deceased people mostly from the 20th and early 21st
centuries—conveniently listed in aseven pagelist of *dramatis personae’ at the start and chosen by the
authorsto symbolise particular snsand conditions punished in Hell. Unfortunately this means the book
increasingly resembles an unending parade of judgement on z-list celebrities and non-entities, which
frankly becomes somewhat repetitive. Clearly, each encounter is supposed to push Carpenter and his
new companion—the poet Sylvia Plath, whom he freesfrom the Wood of Suicides—towardsafuller
understanding of the underlying mechanics of Hell, but the book's perfunctory prose echoes alack of
narrative gravity & its heart.

Duncan, by contragt, fills hisHell with vibrant fictiona characters—athough it's probably no coincidence
that the young gay man shares hisfirst name with the US student Matthew Shepard, whose brutal
homophobic murder shocked much of Americain the late 90s. However, by not having anyone's etate
or relatives|ooking over his shoulder, Duncan enjoys far more freedom to use and develop his
characters; asareault, the potentidly clichéd “ hitman, hooker, hobo and homo” from central casting
quickly gain the reader's sympathies as they unite to make the ultimate prison break.

It helps, of course, that Duncan's narrative is powered by such emotive and beautiful writing.
NiveryPournelle may insst that Escape From Hell is*afantasy nove, not atrestise on theology and
sdvation,” but with its plain language it comes over as an adventure novd Ieft high and dry by itsliterary



affectations. Every single chapter starts with a quotation from the authors preferred Dante

trand ation—the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow's, don't you know—uwhich frankly just ingrainsthe
book's too-rigid shadowing of the origind poem. Arguably, this helps highlight the differences between
Dante and his modern successor; unlike the voyeurigtically judgemental Dante, Carpenter genuinely wants
to liberate those who he fedl's deserve a better eterna fate, and so hasreturned to Hell to be absolutely
sure that—at the very least—"everyone can berescued” if they wish to be, and that the universeisn't “in
the hands of infinite power and infinite sadism.”

In Duncan's picture of Hell, there seemslittle doubt that thisis, indeed, the case; there's a suppressed
rage powering dmost every line, which iswhy—strange asit may seem—that exclamation mark in the
titleis so gpt. Sure, in Niven/Pournelle Hell, nasty things can and do happen to people—up to and
including being burned to charcod, or blown to smithereens by a suicide bomber—but whatever happens
the one certainty isthat they'll aways come back in some form. It may take time and alot of pain, but
they'll end up back in the Circle of Hell they were originally assigned to—until, it is suggested, they

accept respongbility for their sinsand so can move on. By contrast, in Duncan's version of Hell, not only
can dead soulsin hell fade from perception asthe “forgotten,” the grim redlity isthat even the dead can
die. Which, if nothing else, adds an easily comprehensible tenson to much of the narrative, as ultimately
al of Hell's police attempt to stop the gang of four.

So. Two Escapes From Hell. Are the heroes successful in getting out? Let'sjust say that in one Escapeit
becomes clear that the heroes have no hope or intention of changing the Hell they find themsdvesin; in
the other, they end up leading thousands—millions—of the damned on an Assault on Heaven itsdlf. You
can guesswhichiswhich.
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Reviewed by Lawrence Osborn

CharlesdeLint isamaster of the art of finding the magic in the everyday, specificadly in the everyday life
of urban North America. Many of his previous novels have been set in and around the city of Newford,
butin The Mystery of Grace he beginsto explore anew setting in the American south-west: atown
cdled Santo dd Vado Vigjo with arich ethnic mix that alows him to draw on European, Mexican and
Indian magica and mythicd traditions.

One of thereasons| dways enjoy de Lint'swriting is hisvery strong characterization and thisnovel isno
exception. The Mystery of Grace is built around two main characters: Grace, a L atina motor mechanic,
and John Burns, an Anglo graphic designer and would-be artist. At the beginning of the novel, Graceis
dowly coming to termswith the recent death of her grandfather while, years after the event, John il
feds guilty about the death of hiskid brother. De Lint hasthe gift of being able to take usto the very
heart of a character's passons—in the case of Grace, her passion for classic cars, rockabilly and tattoos.
His description of the relationships between charactersis aso excellent; for example, he sketchesa
convincing portrayal of Grace's relationship with her grandfather entirdly through her memories. More
important for the development of the book is the way he traces the gradua devel opment of the
relationship between Grace and John, and particularly the hedling it brings about in John'slife. But his gift
for characterization extends beyond the central characters; | think it is because he genuindly likes his
characters that he enables the reader to sympathize with acharacter, to fed that you would want them as
friends,



DeLint'sworld building isas strong as ever. Thistime, he has created a pocket universe inhabited by
those who have died within afew blocks of the Alverson Arms—the gpartment building where Grace
lives. The rules of thisworld have been carefully thought through and dovetail with those of the
otherworldly realms of his other novels and short stories. But unlike those, thisisaclosed claustrophobic
redm and its inhabitants are condemned to mere existence enlivened only by the opportunity for
twice-yearly viststo theworld they have left behind.

And so to the plot, which sadly is very difficult to describe without spoilers. It contains two main story
lines. Oneisaromance: John and Grace meet at a Halloween party. Unfortunately one of them died a
fortnight earlier and isonly alowed to return to thisworld twice ayear. In spite of that restriction, their
relaionship flourishes. Thereisaresolution (at least implicitly) to their problem, but it isby no meansas
graightforward as you might expect about two-thirds of the way into the story.

The other plot strand isthe mystery of the Alverson Armsworld. Who created it? And why? And what
can the soulstrapped in thisworld do? Inevitably thereisavillain behind it, but once again de Lint's gift
for characterization comesto the fore and gives the reader some insight into what has driven her to do
this. Less satisfactory isthereligious dimension that cregps into the resolution of this aspect of the plot. In
most of hisnovels, the centra character finds the inner strength to overcome the problem that confronts
them. However, inthiscase, akind of quasi-rdigiousfath isinvoked by the inhabitants of the Alverson
Armsworld asthey struggle againgt the woman who has trapped them there.

For me, histreatment of faith (and particularly veneration of Our Lady of Altagracia) isasgnificant flaw.
But even aflawed de Lint novd isessentid reading because of the way he brings hisworld and his
charactersto life and the way he imbues the ordinary with a patinaof magic.

* * % %

Ydlow BlueTibia
Adam Roberts

* * % %

* % k% %
Reviewed by Kevin Stone

All of us have thought on the possibility of whether life exists beyond our world. We have dl read the
various reports of people claiming to be abducted, although alack of evidence often quaifies abductions
and sightings as being nothing more than hoaxes. Still, the question can be raised asto why those who
have made such dlaims have had their lives so genuinely affected by these encounters, whilst the rest of us
remain blissfully dismissve of thewhole affair. Thisiswhere Adam Roberts' latest piece of speculative
fiction stepsin and triesto put forth one theory on dl this.

The story beginsin Stdinist Russia after the Second World War, where agroup of sciencefiction writers
are called to atop secret meeting by Stalin himself, to concoct anew greater threet to re-unite the Soviet
people under the banner of Communism—one from beyond the stars. Just as suddenly, the project
though gets shut down, with the writers dismissed back to their lives never to discusstheir fateful meeting
and their ideas with anyone for the rest of their lives. Fast forwarding 40 years later, an apparently
coincidental encounter between two of the writers reveals a shocking truth—everything they planned,
everything they imagined is suddenly, inexplicably coming true...

As dways Roberts has come up with an intriguing and origina piece of SF by taking Stdin'svery red
fascination in diensand using it as aplatform to discuss what he believesisaculturd contradiction
concerning UFOs. It would be unfair to pinpoint this as the only reason to pick up this book though. The
story moves quickly and isdriven by dia ogue which combines humorous banter and philosophica



discussions about UFOs and a so the suggestive nature of science fiction. Towardsthe end, the narrative
stumbles around a bit asit triesto pull al the threads together, but it gets there in time to conclude yet
another stimulating read from one of Britain'sforemost SF writers.

* * * %

One Second After
William R. Forstchen

* * % %

* * * %

Reviewed by John Howard

John Matherson is Professor of History a Montreat Collegein Black Mountain, North Carolina (where
the author livesand is Professor of History in the real world). On one entirely norma afternoon, as
Matherson preparesto celebrate his younger daughter's birthday, all electrica devices suddenly go dead.
Therearenoradio, TV, or mobile phone signds, and dl computersfail. Even dl the vehicleson the
nearby Interstate highway cometo a halt.

Matherson isdow to realise what has happened. A nuclear warhead has been exploded above the
atmosphere, and created an e ectromagnetic pulse (EMP). This has rendered usel ess anything that
depends on acomputer to keep it going—which isnow just about everything. With no power and dmost
no transport, with outsiders stranded there and townspeopl e unable to get back home, Black Mountain
and its surrounding area tarts to descend into chaos. And there's no news from the rest of the country at
al. Although the EMP itsdlf caused relatively few degths, the complete and utter failure of al devicesand
infrastructure dependent on computers means that the body count soon beginsto soar. Itisasif the US
has ceased to exist, and everybody has been thrown back into the tough and lawless world of the early
explorers and pioneers.

One Second After isthelatest in along line of booksin which an author addresses a particular concern
through fiction. An author seeksto warn acomplacent country, its people, and especialy its government
(and/or those who could beinfluentia) of alooming future conflict or other political catastrophe. For
example, in the decades before World War | there was arash of stories of the invasion of Great Britain
or thethresat of the*Ydlow Peril'. A novd like H.G. Wells The Shape of Things to Come (whichis
hardly anove at dl) warned of the world-shattering consequences of modern warfare and itsgrim
immediate aftermath.

Forstchen'sview and that of hisfriendsisthat the danger of an EMP attack is clearly area and present
one. One Second After comes armed with both Foreword and Afterword. In the former, Forstchen's
friend and one-time collaborator Newt Gingrich, the Republican former Speaker of the House of
Representatives, invokes Alas, Babylon by Pat Frank (1959), a post-gpocalyptic novel dealing with the
effect on asmal UStown of asudden nuclear attack. In the latter, Captain Bill Sanders USN, aso
invokes Frank'snovel. The palitica and military impetus (and ancestry) behind One Second After could
hardly belessexplicit.

In practice this can mean that astory never fully takes off asa story, and the serious content is not taken
as serioudy as perhapsit should be, and as the author wishes it to be. Here, the charactersrarely really
come dive: they arethereto go through the motions and fulfil thelr assgned roles against the larger
overshadowing background of a US disabled by its own complacency as much as by an attack from
outsde. Thisis played out against the backdrop of a collapsing smal town, amicrocosm of what is
happening throughout the collapsed nation. Nevertheless, while the characters viewpoints switch back
and forth between the over-sentimental and the brutaly redlitic, this meansthey do actualy engage with



the changing stuations in which they find themsdlves. Asthe story advances, Forstchen gives longer gaps
in time between chapters, which gives an appropriately telescoping effect of acceleration, asfriend and
new foe aike die and more ingtitutions cease to function. Whatever the politicsinvolved, the only regl
grength of the novel isthe mounting sense of mourning for the lass of something that wasbasicaly fine,
and which can never be replaced. That remains. Y ou can't go home again.

* * * %

Seeds of Earth
Michael Cobley

* * * %

* * * %

Reviewed by Peter Loftus

Seeds of Earth (Book One of Humanity's Fire) startswith abang. The year is 2126 and the human
race hasfinaly madefirgt contact. Unfortunately, the speciesin question are tearing through the solar
system like a plague of locusts, hell-bent on wiping humanity off the galactic map. Faced with inexorable
foesand with little or no successin battle, Earth's leaders are forced into a desperate gamble. Three
colony ships are digpatched, each to adifferent part of the gaaxy, in the hope that humanity will survive
the extinction that threatens.

Fast forward 150 years. We learn that at |east one of the shipswas successful in their mission,
establishing a colony on the planet Darien, aworld of secrets, riddled with ancient ruins hinting at hidden
powers from the past. The settlers, mostly of Scottish and Scandinavian stock, have befriended the
locals, amydtica race called the Uvovo.

The status quo is rocked, however, when an unknown vessel appearsin loca space. Humanity on Earth
survived the Swvarm Wars and has dispatched the cruiser Heracles on an ambassadoria misson to
welcome the citizens of Darien back into thefold. The Terran government, now part of the Earthsphere
aliance, has befriended severa dien races and is eager to introduce them to the people of Darien. The
Stuation quickly becomes complicated by events beyond the colonists' control, and we redlise that
Earth's new dlies may not be as honourable asthey seem.

Seeds of Earth ishilled as atake on the classic tropes of space opera, and from the first page the
author'slove of the genreis evident. There are hints of Hothouse, Hyperion and the Seven Suns Saga.
Cobley's grestest strength liesin his ability to conjure up and relate the most striking and memorable
visuals. Nivyesta, Darien's forest moon, dripswith lush greenery. The sacred sites of Darien itsdf arelit
by glowing beetles beneath slarmist and purple night skies. Every single setting is rendered in remarkable
detail and with an artist's grasp of visua aesthetics.

Characterization isalittle less cons stent. One gets the sense that Cobley had more fun with some
characters than with others, with the non-human characters generaly winning the draw. Whileit would be
overly harsh to state that some of the human charactersfed alittle by-the-numbers, the best of the
non-humansfar outdo them, fizzing with humour, creativity and verve. Seeds of Earth istold from the
perspective of anumber of different characters and the fact that some of these are not as successful as
othersinfluences how well each of the story arcs work, to the detriment of one or two of the threads.

One problem with Seeds of Earth isthe amount of info-dumping that goes on in the early stages. Much
of the information given servesto provide abackground for the drama, highlighting the greet lengths
Caobley has goneto in crafting his universe. However, the sheer amount of information and frequency of
interruption, aong with the frequent changes of perspective result in Seeds of Earth being less ble
than one would wish. It isnot until Kao Chih and Drazuma-Ha meet, dmost athird of the way through



the book, that readers perseveranceisrewarded and the story becomes as absorbing as Cobley
deserves.

Asagtand done nove, Seeds of Earth promises much and delivers with varying degrees of success.
The better charactersredly arefirst rate, the setting isincredibly accomplished and, once you get over
theinitid hurdles, it does everything agood space opera should. Asthe sart of asequenceitisan even
stronger proposition. It lays the foundations for an engaging and well thought out drama set againgt a
backdrop familiar enough to be comfortable and origina enough to satisfy those craving an inventive and
entertaining read.

* * * %

The Best of Gene Woalfe
GeneWolfe

* * * %

* * K %
Reviewed by Rick Kleffe

Chinaconfrontsthe futurefive years at atime. UFO in Her Eyes coversonly three but offers much more
than just the future, or aliens, or super-science. Guo's novel paints a hilarious and harrowing portrait of
Chinatoday, in aworld where the future has arrived and is not yet distributed evenly, then steps back
and shows uswhat happens when our past arrivesin China's future. Guo tells her story in an ingenioudy
written series of interviews, spurred by the sighting of a UFO. With Silver Hill in the crosshairs of the
Chinese government, the residents of Roswell can finally grab arest.

UFO in Her Eyesisasariesof official documents, presented to the reader complete with paperclips,
moonscapes and other typographic inventionsthat create an atmosphere of salf-satisfied officiousness.
Thenoved consgts of four ‘Files, each aseries of short interviewswith one of the‘List of Main
Witnesses (Appendix 2)'. The event that kicks off theinvestigation is brief but sgnificant: Kwok Y un,
making her way home through aricefied, hears aloud noise then seesadiver disc overhead.
Afterwards, she finds awounded Westerner, who she helps, and who, in return, sends money to the
village of Silver Hill.

In‘File 1: The 09-11-2012 UFO Case, Beijing Agent 1919 (BJ 1919) and Hunan Agent 1989 (HN
1989) question the inhabitants of Silver Hill about both ther lives and theincident immediately after it
takes place. Theinterview transcripts reved avillage not long out of the Stone Age, peopled with

crabby, angry, illiterate peasants. Guo's prose isto-die-for direct, and as aresult quite funny. Most of the
villagers profess to know nothing of the incident and use the opportunity to complain about their lives. In
‘File 2 Hunan Finance Officer 8 surveys Silver Hill ayear later, asanew five-year plan beginswith the
intent to turn Silver Hill into amodern town and tourist destination. ‘File 3' brings back HN 1989 joined
by HN 1978 to investigate the desth of avillager. ‘File4’ follows up three years after the origina sghting
three yearslater asthe future arrivesin Silver Hill village, with swimming pools, cdll phone factories and
‘modernisation’.

Guo's gorytdling styleis sparse but rich. Each interview offersa perfectly pixelated view from the
ground, and from just one step up, viathe questions of the interrogators. Guo knows how to creste a
character with afew deft stokes, with language that is quite funny to read but Smultaneoudy poignant in
itsimplications. Theinterrogatorstell us nearly as much as those they question in addightfully understated
manner, while theirate villagers often curse like sailors. Readers put the pieces of China's future together
asthe nove unfolds, and it's not a pretty picture. Still, Guo's warm sense of humour and the
comparatively light touch of her complex narrative alow readersto enjoy her raw portrait asa



post-modern folk tale. It'sabreezy joy to read, but Guo layers her work for acumulative effect. UFO in
Her Eyesisapowerful vison of Chinasfuture as our past.

* * * %

UFO inHer Eyes
Xiaolu Guo

* * * %

Reviewed by Rick Kleffel

China confrontsthefuturefiveyearsat atime. UFO in Her Eyes coversonly threebut offers
much morethan just thefuture, or aliens, or super-science. Guo'snovel paintsa hilariousand
harrowing portrait of Chinatoday, in aworld wherethefuturehasarrived and isnot yet
distributed evenly, then steps back and shows uswhat happenswhen our past arrivesin
China'sfuture. Guotellsher story in an ingenioudy written seriesof interviews, spurred by the
sighting of a UFO. With Silver Hill in the crosshairs of the Chinese gover nment, the residents
of Roswell can finally grab arest.

UFO in Her Eyes isaseriesof officia documents, presented to the reader complete with paperclips,
moonscapes and other typographic inventions that create an atmosphere of self-satisfied officiousness.
Thenovd consgtsof four ‘Files, each aseries of short interviewswith one of the‘List of Main
Witnesses (Appendix 2)'. The event that kicks off theinvestigation is brief but significant: Kwok Yun,
making her way home through aricefield, hearsaloud noise then seesaslver disc overhead.
Afterwards, she finds awounded Westerner, who she helps, and who, in return, sends money to the
village of Silver Hill.

In‘File 1: The 09-11-2012 UFO Case, Beijing Agent 1919 (BJ 1919) and Hunan Agent 1989 (HN
1989) question the inhabitants of Silver Hill about both their lives and the incident immediately after it
takes place. Theinterview transcripts reved avillage not long out of the Stone Age, peopled with
crabby, angry, illiterate peasants. Guo's prose isto-die-for direct, and asaresult quite funny. Most of the
villagers profess to know nothing of the incident and use the opportunity to complain about their lives. In
‘File 2 Hunan Finance Officer 8 surveys Silver Hill ayear later, asanew five-year plan beginswith the
intent to turn Silver Hill into a modern town and tourist destination. ‘File 3’ brings back HN 1989 joined
by HN 1978 to investigate the death of avillager. ‘File4' follows up three years after the origind sghting
three yearslater asthefuture arrivesin Silver Hill village, with swimming pools, cdll phone factories and
‘modernisation’.

Guo's gorytdling styleis sparse but rich. Each interview offers a perfectly pixeated view from the
ground, and from just one step up, viathe questions of the interrogators. Guo knows how to creste a
character with afew deft stokes, with language that is quite funny to read but s multaneoudy poignant in
itsimplications. Theinterrogatorstell us nearly as much asthose they question in addightfully understated
manner, whiletheirate villagers often curse like sailors. Readers put the pieces of Chinas future together
asthe noved unfolds, and it's not apretty picture. Still, Guo's warm sense of humour and the
comparatively light touch of her complex narrative alow readersto enjoy her raw portrait asa
post-modern folk tale. It'sabreezy joy to read, but Guo layers her work for acumulative effect. UFO in
Her Eyesisapowerful vison of Chinasfuture as our past.

* * * %
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1942
James Conroy
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Reviewed by Jim Steel

Alternate realities we expect, but alter nate genres can cause surprise. In his
acknowledgements, Robert Conroy statesthat “alternate history isa growing and very
intriguing nichein theworld of historical fiction.” Thisis Conroy'sfourth nove, which, following
the convention of hispreviousthree, isnamed after ayear of war in American history. Thereis
alargereadership for thissort of book in the SF world, but it isfair to say that the readersthat
Conroy iswriting for arelooking for different thingsin a book, and thisleadsto 1942 becoming
progressively lessinteresting to usasit goes on.

There are other flaws, but Conroy has his strengths aswell. In hisintroduction he effortlesdy destroysthe
conspiracy theory that had Roosevelt alowing the Japanese to attack Pearl Harbor in order to bring the
States into the Second World War. Conroy isaso very good on hardware and can concisely summarise
avehicle or weapon in acouple of sentences. Given that most of hisreaderswill aready be familiar with
these things, maybe thisis anecessity. However, when the same techniqueis applied to his characters,
we get people who are painted in flat, primary colours. It'snot anovel of character.

Theturning point isthethird air raid on Pearl Harbor, which never happened in our world, but so
weakened the defences here that the Japanese were able to invade Hawaii. There then followsa
multi-threaded adventure with plenty of rough sex, sadism and fighting. It comes on like a paperback
adventure from another era, and one dmost fedsit should have alurid, painted cover of ablondeina
pointy brabeing ravished by a savage-eyed soldier. It soon becomes obvious that there can only be one
outcome and normd history will be more-or-less resumed by the end. It isthe journey, not the
destination, that isthe point.
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