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The Ants of Flanders
 By Robert Reed
 | 18453 words 
The author of such novels as The Well of Stars, Down the Bright Way, and An Exaltation of Larks, Robert Reed is one of the most prolific short-fiction writers at work today. (The sixty-nine stories he has published in our magazine since 1988 almost certainly make him our most prolific story contributor of the past twenty years.) 

A native of Nebraska, Mr. Reed manages to find time to check in at www.robertreedwriter.com occasionally between finishing stories. His latest is a rousing series of adventures featuring a young man with an unusual trait. 

  
  

A Tale of Five Adventures 

  

INTRUDERS 
THE MASS OF A COMET was pressed into a long, dense needle. Dressed with carbon weaves and metametals, the needle showed nothing extraneous to the universe. The frigid black hull looked like space itself, and it carried nothing that could leak or glimmer or produce the tiniest electronic fart—a trillion tons of totipotent matter stripped of engines but charging ahead at nine percent light speed. No sun or known world would claim ownership. No analysis of its workings or past trajectory would mark any culpable builder. Great wealth and ferocious genius had been invested in a device that was nearly invisible, inert as a bullet, and flying by time, aimed at a forbidden, heavily protected region. 


The yellow-white sun brightened while space grew increasingly dirty. Stray ions and every twist of dust were I pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netor every thth of the hazards. The damage of the inevitable impacts could be ignored, but there would always be a flash of radiant light. A million hidden eyes lay before it, each linked to paranoid minds doing nothing but marking every unexpected event. Security networks were hunting for patterns, for random noise and vast conspiracies. This was why secrecy had to be maintained as long as possible. This was why the needle fell to thirty AU before the long stasis ended. A temporary mind was grown on the hull. Absorbed starlight powered thought and allowed a platoon of eyes to sprout. Thousands of worlds offered themselves. Most were barren, but the largest few wore atmospheres and rich climates. This was wilderness, and the wilderness was gorgeous. Several planets tempted the newborn pilot, but the primary target still had its charms—a radio-bright knob of water and oxygen, silicates and slow green life. 
Final course corrections demanded to be made, and the terrific momentum had to be surrendered. To achieve both, the needle's tail was quickly reconfigured, micron wires reaching out for thousands of miles before weaving an obedient smoke that took its first long bite of a solar wind. 
That wind tasted very much like sugar. 
  
The penguins were coming. With their looks and comical ways, Humboldt penguins meant lots of money for the Children's Zoo, and that's why a fancy exhibit had been built for them. People loved to stand in flocks, watching the comical, nervous birds that looked like little people. But of course penguins were nothing like people, and while Simon Bloch figured he would like the birds well enough, he certainly wasn't part of anybody's flock. 
Bloch was a stubborn, self-contained sixteen-year-old. Six foot five, thick-limbed and stronger than most grown men, he was a big slab of a boy with a slow unconcerned walk and a perpetually half-asleep face that despite appearances noticed quite a lot. Maybe he wasn't genius-smart, but he was bright and studious enough to gain admission to the honors science program at the Zoo School. Teachers found him capable. His stubborn indifference made him seem mature. But there was a distinct, even unique quality: Because of a quirk deep in the boy's nature, he had never known fear. 
Even as a baby, Bloch proved immune to loud noises and bad dreams. His older and decidedly normal brother later hammered him with stories about nocturnal demons and giant snakes that ate nothing but kindergarteners, yet those torments only fed a burning curiosity. As a seven-year-old, Bloch slipped out of the house at night, wandering alleys and wooded lots, hoping to come across the world's last T. rex . At nine, he got on a bus and rode halfway to Seattle, wanting to chase down Bigfoot. He wasn't testing his bravery. Bravery was what other people summoned when their mouths went dry and hearts pounded. What he wanted was to stare into the eyes of a monster, admiring its malicious, intoxicating power, and if possible, steal a little of that magic for himself. 
Bloch wasn't thinking about monsters. The first penguins would arrive tomorrow morning, and he was thinking how they were going to be greeted with a press conference and party for the zoo's sugar daddies. Mr. Rightly had asked Bloch to stay late and help move furniture, and that's why the boy was walking home later than usual. It was a warm November afternoon, bright despite the sun hanging low. Three hundred pounds of casual, unhurried muscle was headed east. Bloch was imagining penguins swimming in their new pool, and then a car horn intruded, screaming in the distance. And in the next second a father down the street began yelling at his kid, telling him to get the hell inside now. Neither noise seemed remarkable, but they shook Bloch out of his daydream. 
Then a pair of cars shot past on Pender. Pender Boulevard was a block north, and the cars started fast and accelerated all the way down the long hill. They had to be doing seventy if not a flat-out eighty, and under the roar of wasted gas subsequentb aTorhe heard the distinct double-tone announcing a text from Matt. 
It was perfectly normal for Bloch's soldier-brother to drop a few words on "the kid" before going to bed. 
SO WHAT THE HELL IS IT, Bloch read. 
WHATS WHAT, he wrote back. But before he could send, a second cryptic message arrived from the world's night side. 
THAT BIG AND MOVING THAT FAST SHIT GLAD IT'S PROBABLY MISSING US AREN'T YOU 
Bloch snorted and sent his two words. 
The racing cars had disappeared down the road. The distant horn had stopped blaring and nobody was shouting at his kids. Yet nothing seemed normal now. Bloch felt it. Pender was hidden behind the houses, but as if on a signal, the traffic suddenly turned heavy. Drivers were doing fifty or sixty where forty was the limit, and the street sounded jammed. Bloch tried phoning a couple friends, except there was no getting through. So he tried his mother at work, but just when it seemed as if he had a connection, the line went dead. 
Then the Matt-tones returned. 
A BIG-ASS SPACESHIP DROPPING TOWARD US CATCHING SUN LIKE A SAIL ARE YOU THE HELL WATCHING????? 
Bloch tried pulling up the BBC science page. Nothing came fast and his phone's battery was pretty much drained. He stood on a sidewalk only four blocks from home, but he still had to cross Pender. And it sounded like NASCAR out there. Cars were braking, tires squealing. Suddenly a Mini came charging around the corner. Bloch saw spiked orange hair and a cigarette in one hand. The woman drove past him and turned into the next driveway, hitting the pavement hard enough to make sparks. Then she was parked and running up her porch steps, fighting with her keys to find the one that fit her lock. 
"What's happening?" Bloch called out. 
She turned toward the voice and dropped the key ring, and stuffing the cigarette into her mouth, she kneeled and got lucky. Finding the key that she needed, she stood up and puffed, saying, "Aliens are coming. Big as the Earth, their ship is, and it's going to fucking hit us." 
"Hit us?" 
"Hit the Earth, yeah. In five minutes." 
On that note, the woman dove into her house, vanishing. 
Perched on a nearby locust tree, a squirrel held its head cocked, one brown eye watching the very big boy. 
"A starship," Bloch said, laughing. "That's news." 
Chirping in agreement, the squirrel climbed to its home of leaves. 
An image had loaded on the phone's little screen—black space surrounding a meaningless blur painted an arbitrary pink by the software. The tiny scroll at the bottom was running an update of events that only started half an hour ago. The starship was huge but quick, and astronomers had only just noticed it. The ship seemed to weigh nothing. Sunlight and the solar wind had slowed it down to a thousand miles every second, which was a thousand times faster than a rifle slug, and a clock in the right corner was counting down to the impact. A little more than four minutes remained. Bloch held the phone steady. Nothing about the boy was genuinely scared. Racing toward the sun, the starship was shifting its trajectory. Odds were that it would hit the Earth's night side. But it was only a solar sail, thin and weak, and there was no way to measure the hazard. Mostly what the boy felt was a rare joyous thrill. If he got lucky with the stoplights, he could run across the intersection at the bottom of the hill, reaching home just in time to watch the impact on television. 
But he didn't take a step. Thunder or a low-flying jet suddenly struck from behind. The world shook, and then the roar ended with a wrenching explosion that bled into a screeching tangle of lesser noises. Brakes screamed and tires slid across asphalt, and Bloch felt something big hammering furiously at the ground. A giant truck must have lost control, tumbling down the middle of Pender. What else could it be? Fast-moving traffic struggled to brake and steer sideways. Bloch heard cars colliding, and the runaway truck or city for hundreds of years. coy hbus kept rolling downhill. Turning toward the racket, toward the west, he couldn't see Pender or the traffic behind the little houses, but the mayhem, the catastrophe, rolled past him, and then a final crash made one tall oak shake, the massive trunk wobbling and the weakest brown leaves falling, followed by a few more collisions of little vehicles ending with an abrupt wealth of silence. 
The side street bent into Pender. Bloch sprinted to the corner. Westbound traffic was barely rolling up the long, gentle hill, and nobody was moving east. The sidewalk and one lane were blocked by a house-sized ball of what looked like black metal. Some piece of Bloch's brain expected a truck and he was thinking this was a damn peculiar truck. He had to laugh. An old man stood on the adjacent lawn, eyes big and busy. Bloch approached, and the man heard the laughter and saw the big boy. The man was trembling. He needed a good breath before he could say, "I saw it." Then he lifted a shaking arm, adding, "I saw it fall," as he slapped the air with a flattened hand, mimicking the intruder's bounce as it rolled down the long hill, smacking into the oak tree with the last of its momentum. 
Bloch said, "Wow." 
"This is my yard," the old man whispered, as if nothing were more important. Then the arm dropped and his hands grabbed one another. "What is it, you think? A spaceship?" 
"An ugly spaceship," Bloch said. He walked quickly around the object, looking for wires or portholes. But nothing showed in the lumpy black hull. Back uphill were strings of cars crushed by the impacts and from colliding with each other. A Buick pointed east, its roof missing. Now the old man was staring at the wreckage, shaking even worse than before. When he saw Bloch returning, he said, "I wouldn't look. Get away." 
Bloch didn't stop. An old woman had been driving the Buick when the spaceship came bouncing up behind her. One elegant hand rested neatly in her lap, a big diamond shining on the ring finger, and her head was missing. Bloch studied the ripped-apart neck, surprised by the blood and sorry for her but always curious, watchful and impressed. 
People were emerging from houses and the wrecked cars and from cars pulling over to help. There was a lot of yelling and quick talking. One woman screamed, "Oh God, someone's alive here." Between a flipped pickup and the Buick was an old Odyssey, squashed and shredded. The van's driver was clothes mixed with meat. Every seat had its kid strapped in, but only one of them was conscious. The little girl in back looked out at Bloch, smiled and said something, and he smiled back. The late-day air stank of gasoline. Bloch swung his left arm, shattering the rear window with his elbow, and then he reached in and undid the girl's belt and brought her out. What looked like a brother was taking what looked like a big nap beside her. The side of his face was bloody. Bloch undid that belt and pulled him out too and carried both to the curb while other adults stood around the van, talking about the three older kids still trapped. 
Then the screaming woman noticed gasoline running in the street, flowing toward the hot spaceship. Louder than ever, she told the world, "Oh God, it's going to blow up." 
People started to run away, holding their heads down, and still other people came forward, fighting with the wreckage, fighting with jammed doors and their own panic, trying to reach the unconscious and dead children. 
One man looked at Bloch, eyes shining when he said, "Come on and help us." 
But there was a lot of gasoline. The pickup must have had a reserve tank, the fuel sliding past the van and the Buick. Bloch was thinking about the spaceship, how it was probably full of electricity and alien fires. That was the immediate danger, he realized. Trotting up ahead, he peeled off his coat and both shirts, and after wadding them up into one tight knot, he threw them into the stinking little river, temporarily stopping the flow. 
The screaming woman stood in the for hundreds of years. coy hold man's yard. She was kind of pretty and kind of old. Staring at his bare chest, she asked, "What are you doing?" 
"Helping," he said. 
She had never heard anything so odd. That's what she said with her wrinkled, doubtful face. 
Once more, Bloch's phone made the Matt noise. His brother's final message had arrived. EVERYTHINGS QUIET HERE EVERYBODYS OUTSIDE AND I BET YOU WISH YOU COULD SEE THIS BIG BASTARD FILLING THE SKY, B, ITS WEIRD NO STARS BUT THIS GLOW, AND PRETTY YOU KNOW???YOU WOULD LOVE THIS 
And then some final words: 
GOOD LUCK AND LOVE MATT. 
  
TAR AND NANOFIBERS had been worn as camouflage, and an impoverished stream of comet detritus served as cover. A machine grown for one great purpose had spent forty million years doing nothing. But the inevitable will find ways to happen, and the vagaries of orbital dynamics gave this machine extraordinary importance. Every gram of fuel was expended, nothing left to make course corrections. The goal was a small lake that would make quite a lot possible, but the trajectory was sloppy and it missed the target by miles, rolling to a halt on a tilted strip of solid hydrocarbons littered with mindless machinery and liquid hydrocarbons and cellulose and sacks of living water. 
Eyes were spawned, gazing in every direction. 
Several strategies were fashioned and one was selected, and only then did the machine begin growing a body and the perfect face. 
  
Brandishing a garden hose, the old man warned Bloch to get away from the damn gas. But an even older man mentioned that the spaceship was probably hot and maybe it wasn't a good idea throwing cold water near it. The hose was grudgingly put away. But the gasoline pond was spilling past the cotton and polyester dam. Bloch considered asking people for their shirts. He imagined sitting in the street, using his butt to slow things down. Then a third fellow arrived, armed with a big yellow bucket of cat litter, and that hero used litter to build a second defensive barrier. 
All the while, the intruder was changing. Its rounded shape held steady but the hull was a shinier, prettier black. Putting his face close, Bloch felt the heat left over from slamming into the atmosphere; nevertheless, he could hold his face close and peer inside the glassy crust, watching tiny dark shapes scurry here to there and back again. 
"Neat," he said. 
Bystanders started to shout at the shirtless boy, telling him to be careful and not burn himself. They said that he should find clothes before he caught a cold. But Bloch was comfortable, except where his elbow was sore from busting out the van window. He held the arm up to the radiant heat and watched the ship's hull reworking itself. Car radios were blaring, competing voices reporting the same news: A giant interstellar craft was striking the Earth's night side. Reports of power outages and minor impacts were coming in. Europe and Russia might be getting the worst of it, though there wasn't any news from the Middle East. Then suddenly most of the stations shifted to the same feed, and one man was talking. He sounded like a scientist lecturing to a class. The "extraordinary probe" had been spread across millions of square miles, and except for little knots and knobs, it was more delicate than any spiderweb, and just as harmless. "The big world should be fine," he said. 
On Pender Boulevard, cars were jammed up for blocks and sirens were descending. Fire trucks and paramedics found too much to do. The dead and living children had been pulled out of the van, and the screaming woman stood in the middle of the carnage, steering the first helpers to them. Meanwhile the cat-litter man and hose man were staring at the spaceship. 
"It came a long ways," said the litter man. 
"Probably," said the hose man. 
Bloch joined them. 
"Aren't you cold?" the hose man asked. 
The boy shrugged and said nothing. 
And that topic was dropped. "Yeah, this ship came a long waysI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacH h," the litter man reported. "I sure hope they didn't mean to do this." 
"Do what?" asked his friend. 
"Hurt people." 
Something here was wrong. Bloch looked back at the Buick and the sun, waiting to figure out what was bothering him. But it didn't happen. Then he looked at the spaceship again. The shininess had vanished, the crust now dull and opaque except where little lines caught the last of the day's light. 
Once again, Bloch started forward. 
The two men told him to be careful, but then both of them walked beside the sixteen-year-old. 
"Something's happening," the hose man said. 
"It is," his buddy agreed. 
As if to prove them right, a chunk of the crust fell away, hitting the ground with a light ringing sound. 
Bloch was suddenly alone. 
Radio newscasters were talking about blackouts on the East Coast and citizens not panicking, and some crackly voice said that it was a beautiful night in Moscow, no lights working but ten centimeters of new snow shining under a cold crescent moon. Then a government voice interrupted the poetry. U.S. military units were on heightened alert, he said. Bloch thought of his brother as he knelt, gingerly touching the warm, glassy, and almost weightless shard of blackened crust. Another two pieces fell free, one jagged fissure running between the holes. Probe or cannonball or whatever, the object was beginning to shatter. 
People retreated to where they felt safe, calling to the big boy who insisted on standing beside the visitor. 
Bloch pushed his face inside the nearest gap. 
A bright green eye looked out at him. 
Swinging his sore elbow, Bloch shattered a very big piece of the featherweight egg case. 
  
"Beautiful," bystanders said. "Lovely." 
The screaming woman found a quieter voice. "Isn't she sweet?" she asked. "What a darling." 
"She?" the hose man said doubtfully. 
"Look at her," the woman said. "Isn't that a she?" 
"Looks girlish to me," the litter man agreed. 
The alien body was dark gray and long and streamlined, slick to the eye like a finely grained stone polished to shine in the reflected light. It seemed to be lying on its back. Complex appendages looked like meaty fins, but with fingers that managed to move, four hands clasping at the air and then at one another. The fluked tail could have been found on a dolphin, and the face would have been happy on a seal—a whiskerless round-faced seal with a huge mouth pulled into a magnificent grin. But half of the face and most of the animal's character was focused in those two enormous eyes, round with iridescent green irises and perfect black pupils bright enough to reflect Bloch's curious face. 
The egg's interior was lined with cables and odd machines and masses of golden fibers, and the alien was near the bottom, lying inside a ceramic bowl filled with a desiccated blood-colored gelatin. The body was too big for the bowl, and it moved slowly and stiffly, pressing against the bone-white sides. 
"Stay back," bystanders implored. 
But as soon as people backed away, others pushed close, wrestling for the best view. 
The screaming woman touched Bloch. "Did she say something?" 
"I didn't hear anything." 
"She wants to talk," the woman insisted. 
That seemed like a silly idea, and the boy nearly laughed. But that's when the seal's mouth opened and one plaintive word carried over the astonished crowd. 
"Help," the alien begged. 
People fell silent. 
Then from far away, a man's voice shouted, "Hey, Bloch." 
A short, portly figure was working his way through the crowd. Bloch hurried back to meet Mr. Rightly. His teacher was younger than he looked, bald and bearded with white in the whiskers. His big glasses needed a bigger nose to rest on, and he pushed the glasses against his face while staring at the egg and the backs of strangers. "I heard about the crash," he said, smiling in a guarded way. "I didn't know you' subsequentb aTord be here. Did you see it come down?" 
"No, but I heard it." 
"What's inside?" 
"The pilot, I think." 
"An alien?" 
"Yes, sir." 
Mr. Rightly was the perfect teacher for bright but easily disenchanted teenagers. A Masters in biology gave him credibility, and he was smarter than his degree. The man had an infectious humor and a pleasant voice, and Bloch would do almost anything for him, whether moving furniture after school or ushering him ahead to meet the ET. 
"Come on, sir." 
Nobody in front of them felt shoved. Nobody was offended or tried to resist. But one after another, bodies felt themselves being set a couple feet to the side, and the big mannish child was past them, offering little apologies while a fellow in dark slacks and a wrinkled dress shirt walked close behind. 
To the last row, Bloch said, "Please get back. We've got a scientist here." 
That was enough reason to surrender their places, if only barely. 
The alien's face had changed in the last moments. The smile remained, but the eyes were less bright. And the voice was weaker than before, quietly moaning one clear word. 
"Dying." 
Mr. Rightly blinked in shock. "What did you just say?" 
The creature watched them, saying nothing. 
"Where did you come from?" the litter man asked. 
The mouth opened, revealing yellow teeth rooted in wide pink gums. A broad tongue emerged, and the lower jaw worked against some pain that made the entire body spasm. Then again, with deep feeling, the alien said to everybody, "Help." 
"Can you breathe?" Mr. Rightly asked. Then he looked at Bloch, nervously yanking at the beard. What if they were watching the creature suffocate? 
But then it made a simple request. "Water," it said. "My life needs water, please, please." 
"Of course, of course," said the screaming woman, her voice back to its comfortable volume. Everyone for half a block heard her declare, "She's a beached whale. We need to get her in water." 
Murmurs of concern pushed through the crowd. 
"Freshwater or salt?" Mr. Rightly asked. 
Everybody fell silent. Everybody heard a creaking noise as one of the front paddle-arms extended, allowing the longest of the stubby, distinctly childlike fingers to point downhill, and then a feeble, pitiful voice said, "Hurry," it said. "Help me, please. Please." 
  
DOZENS OF STRANGERS fell into this unexpected task, this critical mercy. The hose man returned, eager to spray the alien as if watering roses. But the crashed ship was still warm on the outside, and what would water do to the machinery? Pender Slough was waiting at the bottom of the hill—a series of head-deep pools linked by slow, clay-infused runoff. With that goal in mind, the group fell into enthusiastic discussions about methods and priorities. Camps formed, each with its loudest expert as well as a person or two who tried making bridges with others. Mr. Rightly didn't join any conversation. He stared at the alien, one hand coming up at regular intervals, pushing at the glasses that never quit trying to slide off the distracted face. Then he turned to the others, one hand held high. "Not the Slough," he said. "It's filthy." 
This was the voice that could startle a room full of adolescents into silence. The adults quit talking, every face centered on him. And then the cat-litter man offered the obvious question: 
"Where then?" 
"The penguin pool," said Mr. Rightly. "That water's clean, and the penguins aren't here yet." 
The man's good sense unsettled the crowd. 
"We need a truck," Mr. Rightly continued. "Maybe we can flag something down." 
Several men immediately walked into the westbound lanes, arms waving at every potential recruit. 
Mr. Rightly looked at Bloch. "How much do you think it weighs?" 
Bloch didn't need urging. The hull was cooling and the interior air was hot but bearable. He threw a leg into the shattered spaceship and crawled wondered what acH h inside. Delicate objects that looked like jacks lay sprinkled across the flat gray floor. They made musical notes while shattering underfoot. A clean metallic smell wasn't unpleasant. Bloch touched the alien below its head, down where the chest would be. Its skin was rigid and dry and very warm, as if it was a bronze statue left in the sun. He waited for a breath, and the chest seemed to expand. He expected the body to be heavy, but the first shove proved otherwise. He thought of desiccated moths collecting inside hot summer attics. Maybe this is how you traveled between stars, like freeze-dried stroganoff. Bloch looked out the hole, ready to report back to Mr. Rightly, but people were moving away while an engine roared, a long F-350 backing into view. 
Two smiling men and Mr. Rightly climbed inside the ship, the egg... whatever it was. One of the men giggled. Everybody took hold of a limb. There was no extra room, and the transfer was clumsy and slow and required more laughs and some significant cursing. Mr. Rightly asked the alien if it was all right and it said nothing, and then he asked again, and the creature offered one quiet, "Hurry." 
Other men formed matching lines outside, and with the care used on babies and bombs, they lifted the valiant, beautiful, helpless creature into the open truck bed, eyes pointed skyward, its tail dangling almost to the pavement. 
Mr. Rightly climbed out again. "We'll use the zoo's service entrance," he announced. "I have the key." 
The hose man finally had his target in his sights, hitting the alien with a cool spray. Every drop that struck the skin was absorbed, and the green eyes seemed to smile even as the voice begged, "No. Not yet, no." 
The hose was turned away. 
And the screaming woman ran up, daring herself to touch the creature. Her hands reached and stopped when her courage failed, and she hugged herself instead. Nearly in tears, she said, "God bless you, darling. God bless." 
Bloch was the last man out of the spaceship. 
Mr. Rightly climbed up into the truck bed and then stood, blinking as he looked at the destruction up the road and at the shadows cast by the setting sun. Then Bloch called to him, and he turned and smiled. "Are you warm enough?" he asked. 
"I'm fine, sir." 
"Sit in the cab and stay warm," he said. "Show our driver the way." 
Their driver was three weeks older than Bloch and barely half his size, and nothing could be more astonishing than the extraordinary luck that put him in this wondrous place. "I can't fucking believe this," said the driver, lifting up on the brake and letting them roll forward. "I'm having the adventure of a lifetime. That's what this craziness is." 
There was no end to the volunteers. Everybody was waving at traffic and at the truck's driver—enthusiastic, chaotic signals ready to cause another dozen crashes. But nobody got hit. The big pickup lurched into the clear and down the last of the hill, heading east. People watched its cargo. Some prayed, others used phones to take pictures, catching Bloch looking back at the children and the paramedics and the bloody blankets thrown over the dead. 
"Can you fucking believe this?" the driver kept asking. 
The radio was set on the CNN feed. The solar sail had reached as far as Atlanta. Power was out in there, and Europe was nothing but dark and China was the same. There was a quick report that most of the world's satellites had gone silent when the probe fell on top of them. There were also rumors that an alien or aliens had contacted the U.S. government, but the same voice added, "We haven't confirmed anything at this point." 
They crossed Pender Slough and Bloch tapped the driver on the arm, guiding them onto Southwest. The driver made what was probably the slowest, most cautious turn in his life. A chain of cars and trucks followed close, headlights and flashers on. Everything they did felt big and important, and this was incredible fun. Bloch was grinning, looking back through theI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacH h window at his teacher, but Mr. Rightly shot him a worried expression, and then he stared at his hands rather than the alien stretched out beside him. 
"Hurry," Bloch coaxed. 
The zoo appeared on their left. An access bridge led back across the Slough and up to the back gate. Mr. Rightly was ready with the key. Bloch climbed out to help roll the gate open, and a couple trailing cars managed to slip inside before a guard arrived, hurriedly closing the gate before examining what they were bringing inside. 
"Oh, this gal's hurt," he called out. 
Bloch and his teacher walked at the front of the little parade, leading the vehicles along the wide sidewalk toward the penguin exhibit. 
Mr. Rightly watched his feet, saying nothing. 
"Is it dead?" Bloch asked. 
"What?" 
"The alien," he said. 
"No, it's holding on." 
"Then what's wrong?" 
Mr. Rightly looked back and then forward, drifting closer to Bloch. With a quiet, careful voice, he said, "She was rolling east on Pender. That means that she fell from the west." 
"I guess," Bloch agreed. 
"From the direction of the sun," he said. "But the big probe, that solar sail... it was falling toward the sun. And that's the other direction." 
Here was the problem. Bloch had felt this odd worry before, but he hadn't been able to find words to make it clear in his own head. 
The two of them walked slower, each looking over a shoulder before talking. 
"Another thing," said Mr. Rightly. "Why would an alien, a creature powerful enough and smart enough to cross between stars, need water? Our astronauts didn't fly to the moon naked and hope for air." 
"Maybe she missed her target," Bloch suggested. 
"And there's something else," Mr. Rightly said. "How can anything survive the gee forces from this kind of impact? You heard the sonic booms. She or it... whatever it is... the entity came down fast and hit, and nothing alive should still be alive after that kind of crash." 
Bloch wanted to offer an opinion, but they arrived at the penguin exhibit before he could find one. Men and the screaming woman climbed out of the trailing cars, and like an old pro, the pickup's driver spun around and backed up to the edge of the pond. Half a dozen people waved him in. In one voice, everybody shouted, "Stop." Night was falling. The penguin pool was deep and smooth and very clear. Mr. Rightly started to say something about being cautious, about waiting, and someone asked, "Why?" and he responded with noise about water quality and its temperature. But other people had already climbed into the truck bed, grabbing at the four limbs and head and the base of that sad, drooping tail. With barely any noise, the alien went into the water. It weighed very little, and everyone expected it to float, but it sank like an arrow aimed at the Earth. Bloch stood at the edge of the pool, watching while a dark gray shape lay limp at the bottom of the azure bowl. 
The screaming woman came up beside him. "Oh God, our girl's drowning," she said. "We need to jump in and help get her up to the air again." 
A couple men considered being helpful, but then they touched the cold November water and suffered second thoughts. 
Another man asked Mr. Rightly, "Did we screw up? Is she drowning?" 
The teacher pushed his glasses against his face. 
"I think we did screw up," Mr. Rightly said. 
The body had stopped being gray. And a moment later that cute seal face and those eyes were smoothed away. Then the alien was larger, growing like a happy sponge, and out from its center came a blue glow, dim at first but quickly filling the concrete basin and the air above—a blue light shining into the scared faces, and Bloch's face, too. 
Leaning farther out, Bloch felt the heat rising up from water that was already most of the way to boiling. 
The woman ran away and then shouted, "Run." 
The driver jumped into his truck and drove off. 
Only two people were an unusual number of should aTorleft at the water's edge. Mr. Rightly tugged on Bloch's arm. "Son," he said, "we need to get somewhere safe." 
"Where's that?" Bloch asked. 
His teacher offered a grim little laugh, saying, "Maybe Mars. How about that?"   

THE LEOPARD 
  
ANY LONG STASIS means damage. Time introduces creeps and tiny flaws into systems shriveled down near the margins of what nature permits. But the partial fueling allowed repairs to begin. Systems woke and took stock of the situation. Possibilities were free to emerge, each offering itself to the greatest good, yet the situation was dire. The universe permitted quite a lot of magic but even magic had strict limits and the enemy was vast and endowed with enough luck to have already won a thousand advantages before the battle had begun. 


Horrific circumstances demanded aggressive measures; this was the fundamental lesson of the moment. 
The sanctity of an entire world was at stake, and from this moment on, nothing would be pretty. 
  
"Did you feel that?" 
Bloch lay stretched out on the big couch. He remembered closing his eyes, listening to the AM static on his old boom box. But the radio was silent and his mother spoke, and opening his eyes, he believed that only a minute or two had passed. "What? Feel what?" 
"The ground," she said. Mom was standing in the dark, fighting for the best words. "It was like an earthquake... but not really... never mind...." 
A second shiver passed beneath their house. There was no hard shock, no threat to bring buildings down. It was a buoyant motion, as if the world was an enormous waterbed and someone very large was squirming under distant covers. 
She said, "Simon." 
Nobody else called him Simon. Even Dad used the nickname invented by a teasing brother. At least that's what Bloch had been told; he didn't remember his father at all. 
"How do you feel, Simon?" 
Bloch sat up. It was cold in the house and silent in that way that came only when the power was out. 
She touched his forehead. 
"I'm fine, Mom." 
"Are you nauseous?" 
"No." 
"Radiation sickness," she said. "It won't happen right away." 
"I'm fine, Mom. What time is it?" 
"Not quite six," she said. Then she checked her watch to make sure. "And we are going to the doctor this morning, if not the hospital." 
"Yeah, except nothing happened," he said, just like he had twenty times last night. "We backed away when the glow started. Then the police came, and some guy from Homeland, and Mr. Rightly found me that old sweatshirt—" 
"I was so scared," she interrupted, talking to the wall. "I got home and you weren't here. You should have been home already. And the phones weren't working, and then everything went dark." 
"I had to walk home from the zoo," he said again. "Mr. Rightly couldn't give me a ride if he wanted, because he was parked over by the crash site." 
"The crash site," she repeated. 
He knew not to talk. 
"You shouldn't have been there at all," she said. "Something drops from the sky, and you run straight for it." 
The luckiest moment in his life, he knew. 
"Simon," she said. "Why do you take such chances?" 
The woman was a widow and her other son was a soldier stationed in a distant, hostile country, and even the most normal day gave her reasons to be nervous. But now aliens were raining down on their heads, and there was no word about what was happening in the larger world. Touching the cool forehead once again, she said, "I'm not like you, Simon." 
"I know that, Mom." 
"I don't like adventure," she said. "I'm just waiting for the lights to come on." 
But neither of them really expected that to happen. So he changed the subject, telling her, "I'm hungry." 
"Of course you are." Thankful for a normal task, she hurried into the kitchen. "How about cereal before our milk goes bad?" 
Bloch stood and pulled I pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacH hon yesterday's pants and the hooded Cornell sweatshirt borrowed from the zoo's lost-and-found. "Yeah, cereal sounds good," he said. 
"What kind?" she asked from inside the darkened refrigerator. 
"Surprise me," he said. Then, after slipping on his shoes, he crept out the back door. 
  
Mr. Rightly looked as if he hadn't moved in twelve hours. He was standing in the classroom where Bloch left him, and he hadn't slept. Glasses that needed a good scrubbing obscured red, worried eyes. A voice worked over by sandpaper said, "That was fast." 
"What was fast?" Bloch asked. 
"They just sent a car for you. I told them you were probably at home." 
"Except I walked here on my own," the boy said. 
"Oh." Mr. Rightly broke into a long, weak laugh. "Anyway, they're gathering up witnesses, seeing what everybody remembers." 
It was still night outside. The classroom was lit by battery-powered lamps. "They" were the Homeland people in suits and professors in khaki, with a handful of soldiers occupying a back corner. The classroom was the operation's headquarters. Noticing Bloch's arrival, several people came forward, offering hands and names. The boy pretended to listen. Then a short Indian fellow pulled him aside, asking, "Did you yourself speak to the entity?" 
"I heard it talk." 
"And did it touch you?" 
Bloch nearly said, "Yes." But then he thought again, asking, "Who are you?" 
"I told you. I am head of the physics department at the University, here at the request of Homeland Security." 
"Was it fusion?" 
"Pardon?" 
"The creature, the machine," Bloch said. "It turned bright blue and the pond was boiling. So we assumed some kind of reactor was supplying the power." 
The head professor dismissed him with a wave. "Fusion is not as easy as that, young man. Reactors do not work that way." 
"But it asked for water, which is mostly hydrogen," Bloch said. "Hydrogen is what makes the sun burn." 
"Ah," the little man said. "You and your high school teacher are experts in thermonuclear technologies, are you?" 
"Who is? You?" 
The man flung up both hands, wiping the air between them. "I was invited here to help. I am attempting to learn what happened last night and what is occurring now. What do you imagine? That some cadre of specialists sits in a warehouse waiting for aliens to come here and be studied? You think my colleagues and I have spent two minutes in our lives preparing for this kind of event?" 
"I don't really—" 
"Listen to me," the head professor insisted. 
But then the ground rose. It was the same sensation that struck half a dozen times during Bloch's walk back to the zoo, only this event felt larger and there wasn't any matching sense of dropping afterwards. The room remained elevated, and everyone was silent. Then an old professor turned to a young woman, asking, "Did Kevin ever get that accelerograph?" 
"I don't know." 
"Well, see if you can find either one. We need to get that machine working and calibrated." 
The girl was pretty and very serious, very tense. Probably a graduate student, Bloch decided. She hurried past, glancing at the big boy and the college sweatshirt that was too small. Then she was gone and he was alone in the room with a couple dozen tired adults who kept talking quietly and urgently among themselves. 
The head physicist was lecturing the bald man from Homeland. The bald man was flanked by two younger men who kept flipping through pages on matching clipboards, reading in the dim light. An Army officer was delivering orders to a couple soldiers. Bloch couldn't be sure of ranks or units. He had a bunch of questions to ask Matt. For a thousand reasons, he wished he could call his brother. But there were no phones; even the Army was working with old-fashioned tools. The officer wrote on a piece of paper and tore it off the pad, handing it to one scared grunt, sending him and those important words off to "The Site."|up aTor 
Mr. Rightly had moved out of the way. He looked useless and exhausted and sorry, but at least he had a stool to perch on. 
"What do we know?" Bloch asked him. 
Something was funny in those words. 
Laughing along with his teacher, Bloch asked, "Do you still think our spaceship is different from the big probe?" 
As if sharing a secret, Mr. Rightly leaned close. "It came from a different part of the sky, and it was alone. And its effects, big as they are, don't compare with what's happening on the other side of the world." 
The professors were huddled up, talking and pointing at the ground. 
"What is happening on the other side?" 
Mr. Rightly asked him to lean over, and then he whispered, "The colonel was talking to the Homeland person. I heard him say that the hardened military channels didn't quit working right away. Twenty minutes after the big impact, from Europe, from Asia, came reports of bright lights and large motions, from the ground and the water. And then the wind started to blow hard, and all those voices fell silent." 
Bloch felt sad for his brother, but he couldn't help but say, "Wow." 
"There is a working assumption," Mr. Rightly said. "The Earth's night side has been lost, but the invasion hasn't begun here. Homeland and the military are trying not to lose this side too." 
Thinking about the alien and the dead kids, Bloch said, "You were right, sir. We shouldn't have trusted it." 
Mr. Rightly shrugged and said nothing. 
Some kind of meeting had been called in the back of the room. There was a lot of passion and no direction. Then the Homeland man whispered to an assistant who wrote hard on the clipboard, and the colonel found new orders and sent his last soldier off on another errand. 
"What's the alien doing now?" Bloch asked. 
"Who knows?" Mr. Rightly said. 
"Is the radiation keeping us away?" 
"No, it's not...." The glasses needed another shove. "Our friend vanished. After you and I left, it apparently punched through the bottom of the pond. I haven't been to The Site myself. But the concrete is shattered and there's a slick new hole reaching down who-knows-how-far. That's the problem. And that's why they're so worried about these little quakes, or whatever they are. What is our green-eyed mystery doing below us?" 
Bloch looked at the other faces and then at the important floor. Then a neat odd thought struck him: The monster was never just the creature itself. It was also the way that the creature lurked about, refusing to be seen. It was the unknown wrapped heavy and thick around it, and there was the vivid electric fear that made the air glow. Real life was normal and silly. Nothing happening today was normal or silly. 
He started to laugh, enjoying the moment, the possibilities. 
Half of the room stared at him, everybody wondering what was wrong with that towering child. 
"They're bringing in equipment, trying to dangle a cable down into the hole," Mr. Rightly said. 
"What, with a camera at the end?" 
"Cameras don't seem to be working. Electronics come and go. So no, they'll send down a volunteer." 
"I'd go," Bloch said. 
"And I know you mean that," Mr. Rightly said. 
"Tell them I would." 
"First of all: I won't. And second, my word here is useless. With this crew, I have zero credibility." 
The physicist and colonel were having an important conversation, fingers poking imaginary objects in the air. 
"I'm hungry," Bloch said. 
"There's MREs somewhere," said Mr. Rightly. 
"I guess I'll go look for them," the boy lied. Then he walked out into a hallway that proved wonderfully empty. 
  
EVERY ZOO EXISTS somewhere between the perfect and the cheap. Every cage wants to be impregnable and eternal, but invisibility counts for something, too. The prisoner's little piece of the sky had always been steel mesh reaching down to a concrete wall sculpted to resemble stone, and people|up aTor would walk past all day, every day, and people would stand behind armored glass, reading about Amur leopards when they weren't looking at him. 
Sometimes he paced the concrete ground, but not this morning. Everything felt different and wrong this morning. He was lying beside a dead decorative tree, marshaling his energies. Then the monster came along. It was huge and loud and very clumsy, and he kept perfectly still as the monster made a sloppy turn on the path, its long trailing arm tearing through the steel portion of the sky. Then the monster stopped and a man climbed off and looked at the damage, and then he ran to the glass, staring into the gloomy cage. But he never saw any leopards. He breathed with relief and climbed back on the monster and rode it away, and the leopard rose and looked at the hole ripped in the sky. Then with a lovely unconscious motion, he was somewhere he had never been, and the world was transformed. 
  
Cranes and generators were rumbling beside the penguin pond. Temporary lights had been nailed to trees, and inside those brilliant cones were moving bodies and purposeful chaos, grown men shouting for this to be done and not that, and goddamn this and that, and who the hell was in charge? Bloch was going to walk past the pond's backside. His plan, such as it was, was to act as if he belonged here. If somebody stopped him, he would claim that he was heading for the vending machines at the maintenance shed—a good story since it happened to be true. Or maybe he would invent some errand given to him by the little physicist. There were a lot of lies waiting inside the confusion, and he was looking forward to telling stories to soldiers holding guns. "Don't you believe me?" he would ask them, smiling all the while. "Well, maybe you should shoot me. Go on, I dare you." 
The daydream ended when he saw the graduate student. He recognized her tight jeans and the blond hair worn in a ponytail. She was standing on the path ahead of him, hands at her sides, eyes fixed on the little hill behind the koi pond. Bloch decided to chat with her. He was going to ask her about the machine that she was looking for, what was it called? He wanted to tell her about carrying the alien, since that might impress her. There was enough daylight now that he could see her big eyes and the rivets in her jeans, and then he noticed how some of the denim was darker than it should be, soaked through by urine. 
The girl heard Bloch and flinched, but she didn't blink, staring at the same unmoving piece of landscape just above the little waterfall. 
Bloch stopped behind her, seeing nothing until the leopard emerged from the last clots of darkness. 
Quietly, honestly, he whispered, "Neat." 
She flinched again, sucking down a long breath and holding it. She wanted to look at him and couldn't. She forced herself not to run, but her arms started to lift, as if ready to sprout wings. 
The leopard was at least as interested in the girl as Bloch was. Among the rarest of cats, most of the world's Amur leopards lived in zoos. Breeding programs and Russian promises meant that they might be reintroduced into the Far East, but this particular male wasn't part of any grand effort. He was inbred and had some testicular problem, and his keepers considered him ill-tempered and possibly stupid. Bloch knew all this but his heart barely sped up. Standing behind the young woman, he whispered, "How long have you been here?" 
"Do you see it?" she muttered. 
"Yeah, sure." 
"Quiet," she insisted. 
He said nothing. 
But she couldn't follow her own advice. A tiny step backward put her closer to him. "Two minutes, maybe," she said. "But it seems like hours." 
Bloch watched the greenish-gold cat eyes. The animal was anxious. Not scared, no, but definitely on edge and ready to be scared, and that struck him as funny. 
The woman heard him chuckling. "What?" 
"Nothing." 
She took a deep breath. "What do we do?" 
"Nothing" was a u for hundreds of years. coy hseful word. Bloch said it again, with authority. He considered placing his hands on her shoulders, knowing she would let him. She might even like being touched. But first he explained, "If we do nothing, he'll go away." 
"Or jump us," she said. 
That didn't seem likely. She wasn't attacked when she was alone, and there were two of them now. Bloch felt lucky. Being excited wasn't the same as being scared, and he enjoyed standing with this woman, listening to the running water and her quick breaths. Colored fish were rising slowly in the cool morning, begging out of habit to be fed, and the leopard stared down from his high place, nothing moving but the tip of his long, luxurious tail. 
Voices interrupted the perfection. People were approaching, and the woman gave a start, and the leopard lifted his head as she backed against a boy nearly ten years younger than she. Halfway turning her head, she asked the electric air, "Who is it?" 
Soldiers, professors, and the Homeland people—everybody was walking up behind them. If they were heading for the penguin pond, they were a little lost. Or maybe they had some other errand. Either way, a dozen important people came around the bend to find the graduate student and boy standing motionless. Then a soldier spotted the cat, and with a loud voice asked, "How do you think they keep that tiger there? I don't see bars." 
Some people stopped, others kept coming. 
The head physicist was in the lead. "Dear God, it's loose," he called out. 
Suddenly everybody understood the situation. Every person had a unique reaction, terror and flight and shock and startled amusement percolating out of them in various configurations. The colonel and his soldiers mostly tried to hold their ground, and the government people were great sprinters, while the man who had ordered the woman out on the errand laughed loudest and came closer, if not close. 
Then the physicist turned and tried to run, his feet catching each other. He fell hard. Something in that clumsiness intrigued the leopard, causing it to slide forward, making ready to leap. 
Bloch had no plan. He would have been happy to stand there all morning with this terrified woman. But then a couple other people stumbled and dropped to their knees, and somebody wanted people to goddamn move so he could shoot. The mayhem triggered instincts in an animal that had killed nothing during its long, comfortable life. Aiming for the far bank of the pond, the leopard leaped, and Bloch watched the trajectory while his own reflexes engaged. He jumped to his right, blocking the cat's path. Smooth and graceful, it landed on the concrete bank, pulling into a tuck, and with both hands Bloch grabbed its neck. The leopard spun and slashed. Claws sliced into one of the big triceps, shredding the sweatshirt. Then Bloch angry-lifted the animal, surprised by how small it felt, but despite little exercise and its advanced years, the animal nearly pulled free. 
Bloch shouted, "No!" 
The claws slashed again. 
Bloch dove into the pond—three hundred pounds of primate pressing the cat into the carp and cold water. The leopard got pushed to the bottom with the boy on top, a steady, loud, angry-happy voice telling it, "Stop stop stop stop stop." 
The water exploded. Wet fur and panicked muscle leaped over the little fake hill, vanishing. Then Bloch climbed out the pond, relieved and thrilled, and he peeled off his sweatshirt, studying the long cuts raking his left arm. 
Eyes closed in terror, the young woman hadn't seen the leopard escape. Now she stared at the panicked fish, imagining the monster dead on the bottom. And she looked at Bloch, ready to say something, wanting very much to thank the boy who had swept into her nightmare to save her life. But then she felt the wet jeans, and touching herself, she said, "I can't believe this." She looked at the piss on her hand, and she sniffed it once, and then she was crying, saying, "Don't look at me. Oh, Jesus, don't look." 
  subsequentb aTor 
He slept. 
The medicines made him groggy, or maybe Bloch was so short of sleep that he could drift off at the first opportunity. Whatever the reason, he was warm and comfortable in the Army bed, having a fine long dream where he wrestled leopards and a dragon and then a huge man with tusks for teeth and filthy, shit-stained hands that shook him again and again. Then a small throat was cleared and he was awake again. 
A familiar brown face was watching him. "Hello." 
"Hi." 
The physicist looked at the floor and said, "Thank you," and then he looked at the boy's eyes. "Who knows what would have happened. If you hadn't been there, I mean." 
Bloch was the only patient in a field hospital inflated on the zoo's parking lot. One arm was dressed with fancy military coagulants, and a bottle was dripping antibiotics into Bloch's good arm. His voice was a little slow and rough. "What happened to it?" 
Bloch was asking about the leopard, but the physicist didn't seem to hear him. He stared at the floor, something disgusting about the soft vinyl. "Your mother and teacher are waiting in the next room," he said. 
The floor started to roll and pitch. The giant from Bloch's dream rattled the world, and then it grew bored and the motion quit. 
Then the physicist answered a question Bloch hadn't asked. "I think that a machine has fallen across half the world. This could be an invasion, an investigation, an experiment. I don't know. The entire planet is blacked out. Most of our satellites are disabled, and we can barely communicate with people down the road, much less on the other side of the world. The alien or aliens are here to torture us, unless they are incapable of noticing us. I keep listening for that God-voice. But there isn't any voice. No threats or demands, or even any trace of an apology." 
Rage had bled away, leaving incredulity. The little man looked like a boy when he said, "People are coming to us, people from this side of the demarcation line. Witnesses. Just an hour ago, I interviewed a refugee from Ohio. He claims that he was standing on a hilltop, watching the solar sail's descent. What he saw looked like smoke, a thin, quick, slippery smoke that fell out of the evening sky, settling on the opposite hillside. Then the world before him changed. The ground shook like pudding and trees were moving—not waving, mind you, but picking up and running—and there were voices, huge, horrible voices coming out of the darkness. Then a warm wind hit him in the face and the trees and ground began flowing across the valley before him and he got into his car and fled west until he ran out of gas. He stole a second car that he drove until it stopped working. Then he got a third and pushed until he fell asleep and went off the road, and a state trooper found him and brought him here." 
The physicist paused, breathing hard. 
He said, "The device." He said, "That object that you witnessed. It might be part of the same invasion, unless it is something else. Nobody knows. But a number of small objects have fallen on what was the day side of the Earth. The military watched their arrival before the radars failed. So I feel certain about that detail. These little ships came from every portion of the sky. Most crashed into the Pacific. But the Pender event is very important, you see, because it happened on the land, in an urban setting. This makes us important. We have a real opportunity here. Only we don't have time to pick apart this conundrum. The quakes are more intense now, more frequent. Ground temperatures are rising, particularly deep below us. One hypothesis—this is my best guess—is that the entity you helped carry to the pond has merged with the water table. Fusion or some other power source is allowing it to grow. But I have no idea if it has a different agenda from what the giant alien is doing. I know nothing. And even if I had every answer, I don't think I could do anything. To me, it feels as if huge forces are playing out however they wish an unusual number of should aTor, and we have no say in the matter." 
The man stopped talking so that he could breathe, but no amount of oxygen made him relax. Bloch sat quietly, thinking about what he had just heard and how interesting it was. Then a nurse entered, a woman about his mother's age, and she said, "Sir. She really wants to see her son now." 
"Not quite yet." 
The nurse retreated. 
"Anyway," the physicist said, "I came here to thank you. You saved our lives. And I wanted to apologize, too. I saw what you did with that animal, how you grabbed and shook it. You seemed so careless, so brave. And that's one of the reasons why I ordered the doctors to examine you." 
"What did you do?" Bloch asked. 
"This little hospital is surprisingly well stocked," the physicist said. "And I was guessing that you were under some kind of alien influence." 
Bloch grinned. "You thought I was infected." 
The little man nodded and grimaced. "The doctors have kept you under all day, measuring and probing. And your teacher brought your mother, and someone finally thought to interview the woman. She explained you. She says that you were born this way, and you don't experience the world like the rest of us." 
Bloch nodded and said nothing. 
"For what it is worth, your amygdala seems abnormal." 
"I like being me," Bloch said happily. 
The physicist gave the floor another long study. Then the ground began to shake once again, and he stood as still as he could, trying to gather himself for the rest of this long, awful day. 
"But what happened to the leopard?" Bloch asked. 
The man blinked. "The soldiers shot it, of course." 
"Why?" 
"Because it was running loose," the physicist said. "People were at risk, and it had to be killed." 
"That's sad," the boy said. 
"Do you think so?" 
"It's the last of its kind," Bloch said. 
The physicist's back stiffened as he stared at this very odd child, and with a haughty voice, he explained, "But of course the entire world seems to be coming to an end. And I shouldn't have to point out to you, but this makes each of us the very last of his kind." 
*   *   * 
  



THE PENDER MONSTER 
  
BLOCH WAS supposed to be sleeping. Two women sat in the adjoining room, using voices that tried to be private but failed. Fast friends, his mother and his nurse talked about careers and worrisome children and lost men. The nurse's husband had abandoned her for a bottle and she wanted him to get well but not in her presence, thank you. Bloch's father died twelve years ago, killed by melanoma, and the widow still missed him but not nearly as much as during those awful first days when she had two young sons and headaches and heartaches, and God, didn't she sound like every country song? 


It was the middle of a very dark night, and the warm ground was shaking more than it stood still. The women used weak, sorry laughs, and the nurse said, "That's funny," and then both fell into worried silence. 
Bloch didn't feel like moving. Comfortable and alert, he sat with hard pillows piled high behind him, hands on his lap and eyes half-closed. The fabric hospital walls let in every sound. He listened to his mother sigh, and then the nurse took a breath and let it out, and then the nurse asked his mother about her thoughts. 
"My boys," Mom said. Glad for the topic, she told about when her oldest was ten and happy only when he was causing trouble. But nobody stays ten forever. The Army taught Matt to control his impulses, which was one good thing. "Every situation has its good," she said, almost believing it. The nurse made agreeable sounds and asked if Matt always wanted to be a soldier, and Mom admitted that he had. Then the nurse admitted that most military men were once that way. They liked playing Army as boys, so much so they couldn't stop when they grew up. 
"Does that ever happen?" Mom asked. "Do they should aTor actually grow up?" 
The women laughed again, this time with heart. Mom kept it up longest and then confessed that she was worried about Bloch but it was Matt that she was thinking of, imagining that big alien ship crashing down on top of him. She gave out one sorry breath after another, and then with a flat, careful voice, she wondered what life was like on the Night Side. 
That's what the other half of the world had been named. The Night Side was mysterious, wrong, and lost. For the last few hours, refugees had been coming through town, trading stories for gasoline and working cars. And the stories didn't change. Bloch knew this because a group of soldiers were standing outside the hospital, gossiping. Every sound came through the fabric walls. Half a dozen men and one woman were talking about impossible things: The land squirming as if it were alive; alien trees black as coal sprouting until they were a mile high; and then the trees would spit out thick clouds that glowed purple and rode the hot winds into the Day Side, raining something that wasn't water, turning more swathes of the countryside into gelatin and black trees. 
What was happening here was different. Everybody agreed about that. The ground shivered, but it was only ground. And people functioned well enough to talk with strained but otherwise normal voices. Concentrating, Bloch could make out every voice inside the hospital and every spoken word for a hundred yards in any direction, and that talent didn't feel even a little bit peculiar to him. 
He heard boots walking. An officer approached the gossiping soldiers, and after the ritual greetings, one man dared ask, "Do we even stand a chance here, Lieutenant?" 
"A damned good chance," the lieutenant said loudly. "Our scientists are sitting in a classroom, building us weapons. Yeah, we're going to tear those aliens some new assholes, just as soon as they find enough glue guns and batteries to make us our death rays." 
Everybody laughed. 
One soldier said, "I'm waiting for Earth viruses to hit." 
"A computer bug," somebody said. 
"Or AIDS," said a third. 
The laughter ran for a time and then faded. 
Then the first soldier asked, "So this critter under us, sir... what is it, sir?" 
There was a pause. Then the lieutenant said, "You want my opinion?" 
"Please, sir." 
"Like that zoo teacher says. The monster came from a different part of the sky, and it doesn't act the same. When you don't have enough firepower to kick the shit out of your enemy, you dig in. And that's what I think it is doing." 
"This is some big galactic war, you mean?" 
"You wanted my opinion. And that's my opinion for now." 
One soldier chuckled and said, "Wild." 
Nobody else laughed. 
Then the woman soldier spoke. "So what's that make us?" 
"Picture some field in Flanders," said the officer. "It's 1916, and the Germans and British are digging trenches and firing big guns. What are their shovels and shells churning up? Ant nests, of course. Which happens to be us. We're the ants in Flanders." 
The soldiers quit talking. 
Maybe Mom and the nurse were listening to the conversation. Or maybe they were just being quiet for a while. Either way, Mom broke the silence by saying, "I always worried about ordinary hazards. For Matt, I mean. Bombs and bullets, and scars on the brain. Who worries about an invasion from outer space?" 
Bloch pictured her sitting in the near-darkness, one hand under her heavy chin while the red eyes watched whatever was rolling inside her head. 
"It's hard," said the nurse. 
Mom made an agreeable sound. 
Then with an important tone, the nurse said, "At least you can be sure that Matt's in a good place now." 
Mom didn't say anything. 
"If he's gone, I mean." 
"I know what you meant," Mom said. 
The nurse started to explain herself. 
Mom cut her off, saying, "Except I don't believe in any of that." 
"You for hundreds of years. coy h don't believe in what?" 
"The afterlife. Heaven and such." 
The nurse had to breathe before saying, "But in times like this, darling? When everything is so awful, how can you not believe in the hereafter?" 
"Well, let me tell you something," Mom said. She leaned forward in her chair, her voice moving. "Long ago, when my husband was dying for no good reason, I realized that if a fancy god was in charge, then he was doing a pretty miserable job of running his corner of the universe." 
The new friendship was finished. The two women sat uncomfortably close to each other for a few moments. Then one of them stood and walked over the rumbling floor, putting her head through the door to check on their patient. Bloch remained motionless, pretending to be asleep. The woman saw him sitting in the bed, lit only by battery-powered night-lights. Then to make sure that she was seeing what she thought she was seeing, she came all the way into the room, and with a high wild voice she began to scream. 
  
THE DEFENDER HAD LANDED far from open water, exhausted and exposed. Fuel was essential and hydrogen was the easy/best solution, but most of the local hydrogen was trapped in the subsurface water or chemically locked into the rock. Every atom had to be wrenched loose, wasting time and focus. Time and focus built a redoubt, but the vagaries of motion and fuel had dropped the defender too close to the great enemy, and there was nothing to be done about that, and there was nothing to work with but the drought and the sediments and genius and more genius. 
Emotion helped. Rage was the first tool: A scorching hatred directed at a vast, uncaring enemy. Envy was nearly as powerful, the defender nurturing epic resentments aimed at its siblings sitting behind it in the ocean. Those lucky obscenities were blessed with more resources and considerably more time to prepare their redoubts, and did they appreciate how obscenely unfair this was? Fear was another fine implement. Too much work remained unfinished, grand palisades and serene weapons existing only as dream; absolute terror helped power the furious digging inside the half-born redoubt. 
But good emotions always allowed the bad. That was how doubt emerged. The defender kept rethinking its landing. Easy fuel had been available, but there were rules and codes concerning how to treat life. Some of the local water happened to be self-aware. Frozen by taboos, the defender created a false body and appealing face. The scared little shreds of life were coaxed into helping it, but they were always doomed. It seemed like such a waste, holding sacred what was already dead. One piece of water that was ready to douse the defender with easy water. That first taste of fuel would have awakened every reactor, and the work would have commenced immediately. Yes, radiation would have poisoned the weak life, yes. But that would have given valuable minutes to fill with work and useful fear. 
The mad rush was inevitable, and speed always brought mistakes. One minor error was to allow a creative-aspect to escape on the wind. The aspect eventually lodged on the paw of some living water, and then it was injected into a second piece of water, dissolving into the cool iron-infused blood, taking ten thousand voyages about that simple wet body. But this kind of mistake happened quite a lot. Hundreds, maybe thousands of aspects had been lost already. The largest blunder was leaving the aspect active—a totipotent agent able to interface with its environment, ready for that key moment when it was necessary to reshape water and minerals, weaving the best soldier possible from these miserable ingredients. 
For every tiny mistake, the entity felt sorry. It nourished just enough shame to prove again that it was moral and right. Then it willfully ignored those obscure mistakes, bearing down on the wild useless sprint to the finish. 
  
Soldiers ran into the hospital and found a monster. Spellbound and fearful, they stared at the creature subsequentb aTor sitting upright in the bed. Two prayed, the woman talking about Allah being the Protector of those who have faith. Another soldier summoned his anger, aiming at the gray human-shaped face. 
"Fucking move and I'll kill you," he said. 
Bloch wasn't sure that he could move, and he didn't try. 
"Do you fucking hear me?" the soldier said. 
Bloch's mouth could open, the tongue tasting hot air and his remade self. He tasted like dirty glass. A voice he didn't recognize said, "I hear you, yeah." Monsters should have important booming voices. His voice was quiet, crackly, and slow, reminding him of the artificial cackle riding on a doll's pulled string. 
He laughed at the sound of himself. 
His mother was kneeling beside his bed, weeping while saying his name again and again. "Simon, Simon." 
"I'm all right," he said to her. 
The nurse stood on the other side of him, trying to judge what she was seeing. The boy's skin looked like metal or a fancy ceramic, but that was only one piece of this very strange picture. Bloch was big before, but he was at least half a foot taller and maybe half again thicker, and the bed under him looked shriveled because it was. The metal frame and foam mattress were being absorbed by his growing body. Sheets and pillows were melting into him, harvested for their carbon. And the gray skin was hot as a furnace. Bloch was gone. Replacing him was a machine, human-faced but unconvincing, and the nurse felt well within her rights as a good person to turn to the soldiers, asking, "What are you waiting for? Shoot." 
But even the angry soldier wouldn't. Bullets might not work. And if the gun was useless, then threats remained the best tactic. 
"Go get the colonel," he said. "Go." 
The Muslim soldier ran away. 
Two minutes ago, Bloch had felt awake and alert but normal. Nothing was normal now. He saw his kneeling mother and everything else. There wasn't any darkness in this room, or anywhere. His new eyes found endless details—the weave of Mom's blouse and the dust in the air and a single fly with sense enough to hang away from the impossibility that was swelling as the fancy bed dissolved into his carapace. 
"It's still me," he told his mother. 
She looked up, wanting to believe but unable. 
Then the colonel arrived, the physicist beside him, and the lieutenant came in with Mr. Rightly. 
The colonel was gray and handsome and very scared, and he chuckled quietly, embarrassed by his fear. 
Bloch liked the sound of that laugh. 
"Can you hear me, boy?" 
"No." 
That won a second laugh, louder this time. "Do you know what's happening to you?" 
Bloch said, "No." 
Yet that wasn't true. 
More soldiers were gathering outside the hospital, setting up weapons, debating lines of fire. 
The physicist pointed at Bloch, looking sick and pleased in the same moment. "I was right," he boasted. "There is a contamination problem." 
"Where did this happen?" the colonel asked. 
"While people were carting the spaceman around, I'd guess," said the physicist. 
Bloch slowly lifted his arms. The tube from the IV bottle had merged with him. His elbow still felt like an elbow except it wasn't sore, and the raking marks in his triceps had become permanent features. 
"Don't move," the angry soldier repeated. 
Mom climbed to her feet, reaching for him. 
"Don't get near him," the nurse advised. 
"I'm hot, be careful," Bloch said. But she insisted on touching the rebuilt arm, scorching each of her fingertips. 
Mr. Rightly came forward, glasses dangling and forgotten on the tip of his moist little nose. "Is it really you?" 
"Maybe," the boy said. "Or maybe not." 
"How do you feel, Bloch?" 
Bloch studied his hands with his fine new eyes. "Good," he said. 
"Are you scared?" 
"No." 
The colonel whispered new orders to the lieutenant. 
The lieutenant and a private pulled on le should aTorather gloves and came forward, grabbing the teacher under his arms. 
"What is this?" Mr. Rightly asked. 
"We're placing you under observation, as a precaution," the colonel explained. 
"That's absurd," said Mr. Rightly, squirming hard. 
On his own, the private decided that the situation demanded a small surgical punch—one blow to the kidneys, just to put the new patient to the floor. 
The lieutenant cursed. 
Bloch sat up, and the shriveled bed shattered beneath him. 
"Don't move," the angry soldier repeated, drawing sloppy circles with the gun barrel. 
"Leave him alone," Bloch said. 
"I'm all right," Mr. Rightly said, lifting a shaking hand. "They just want to be cautious. Don't worry about it, son." 
Bloch sat on the floor, watching every face. 
Then the physicist turned to the colonel, whispering, "You know, the mother just touched him, too." 
The colonel nodded, and two more soldiers edged forward. 
"No," Bloch said. 
One man hesitated, and irritated by the perceived cowardice, his partner came faster, lifting a pistol, aiming at the woman who had a burnt hand and a monstrous child. 
Thought and motion arrived in the same instant. 
The pistol was crushed and the empty-handed soldier was on his back, sprawled out and unsure what could have put him there so fast, so neatly. Then Bloch leaped about the room, gracefully destroying weapons and setting bodies on their rumps before ending up in the middle of the chaos, seven feet tall and invulnerable. With the crackly new voice, he said, "I've touched all of you. And I don't think it means anything. And now leave my mother the hell alone." 
"The monster's loose," the angry soldier screamed. "It's attacking us." 
Three of the outside soldiers did nothing. But the fourth man had shot his first leopard in the morning, and he was still riding the adrenaline high. The hot target was visible with night goggles—a radiant giant looming over cowering bodies. The private sprayed the target with automatic weapons fire. Eleven bullets were absorbed by Bloch's chest, their mass and energy and sweet bits of metal feeding the body that ran through the shredded wall and into the open parking lot, carefully drawing fire away from those harmless sacks of living water. 
  
A few people joined up with the refugee stream, abandoning the city for the Interstate and solid, trusted ground to the west. But most of the city remained close to home. People didn't know enough to be properly terrified. Some heard the same stories that the Army heard about the Night Side. But every truth had three rumors ready to beat it into submission. Besides, two hundred thousand bodies were difficult to move. Some cars still worked, but for how long? Sparks and odd magnetisms shared the air with a hundred comforting stories, and what scared people most was the idea that the family SUV would die on some dark stretch of road, in the cold and with hungry people streaming past. 
No, it was better to stay inside your own house. People knew their homes. They had basements and favorite chairs and trusted blankets. Instinct and hope made it possible to sit in the dark, the ground rolling steadily but never hard enough to shake down the pictures on the wall. It was easy to shut tired eyes, entertaining the luscious idea that every light would soon pop on again, televisions and Google returning in force. Whatever the crisis was, it would be explained soon. Maybe the war would be won. Or an alien face would fill the plasma television—a brain-rich beast dressed in silver, its rumbling voice explaining why the world had been assimilated and what was demanded of the new slaves. 
That was a very potent rumor. The world had been invaded, humanity enslaved. And slavery had its appeal. Citizens of all persuasions would chew on the notion until they tasted hope: Property had value. Property needed to be cared for. Men and women sat in lounge chairs in their basements, making subsequentb aTorready for what seemed like the worst fate short of death. But it wasn't death, and the aliens would want their bodies and minds for some important task, and every reading of history showed that conquerors always failed. Wasn't that common knowledge? Overlords grew sloppy and weak, and after a thousand years of making ready, the human slaves would rise up and defeat their hated enemies, acquiring starships and miracle weapons in the bargain. 
That's what the woman was thinking. She was sitting beside the basement stove, burning the last of her Bradford pear. She was out of beer and cigarettes and sorry for that, but the tea was warm and not too bitter. She was reaching for the mug when someone forced the upstairs door open and came inside. She stopped in mid-reach, listening to a very big man moving across her living room, the floorboards complaining about the burden, and for the next mad moment she wondered if the visitor wasn't human. The zoo had ponies. The creature sounded as big as a horse. After everything else, was that so crazy? Then a portion of the oak turned to fire and soot, and something infinitely stranger than a Clydesdale dropped into the basement, landing gently beside her. 
"Quiet," said the man-shaped demon, one finger set against the demon mouth. 
She had never been so silent. 
"They're chasing me," he said with a little laugh. 
He was wearing nothing but a clumsy loincloth made from pink attic insulation. A buttery yellow light emerged from his face, and he was hotter than the stove. Studying his features, the woman saw that goofy neighbor boy who walked past her house every day. That was the boy who was standing outside just before the aliens crashed. Not even two days ago, incredible as that seemed. 
"Don't worry," he said. "I'm no monster." 
Unlikely though it was, she believed him. 
A working spotlight swept through the upstairs of her house. She saw it through the hole and the basement windows. Then it was gone and there was just the two of them, and she was ready to be scared but she wasn't. This unexpected adventure was nothing but thrilling. 
The boy-who-wasn't-a-monster knelt low, whispering, "I'm having this funny thought. Do you want to hear it?" 
She nodded. 
"Do you know why we put zoo animals behind bars?" 
"Why?" 
"The bars are the only things that keep us from shooting the poor stupid beasts."   

WAR OF THE WORLDS 
  
WHATEVER IS INEVITABLE becomes common. 


Fire is inevitable. The universe is filled with fuel and with sparks. Chemicals create cold temporary fires and stars burn for luxurious spans, while annihilating matter and insulting deep reality result in the most spectacular blazes. 
Life is inevitable. Indeed, life is an elaborate, self-aware flame that begins cold but often becomes fiercely hot. Life is a fire that can think and then act on its passionate ideas. Life wants fuel and it wants reasons to burn, and this is why selfishness is the first right of the honest mind. But three hundred billion suns and a million trillion worlds are not enough fuel. Life emerges too often and too easily, and a galaxy full of wild suns and cold wet worlds is too tempting. What if one living fire consumed one little world, freely and without interference? Not much has been harmed, so where is the danger? 
The danger, corrupting and remorseless, is that a second fire will notice that conquest and then leap toward another easy world, and a thousand more fires will do the same, and then no fire will want to be excluded, a singularly awful inferno igniting the galaxy. 
Morality should be inevitable, too. Every intelligence clings to an ethical code. Any two fires must have common assumptions about right and about evil. And first among the codes is the law that no solitary flame can claim the heavens, and if only to protect the peace, even the simplest and coldest examples of life must be held in safe places and declared sacr wondered what acH hed. 
  
The city was exhausted, but it was far from quiet. The ground still rumbled, though the pitch was changing in subtle ways. Mice were squeaking and an owl told the world that she was brave, and endless human voices were talking in the darkness, discussing small matters and old regrets. Several couples were making spirited love. A few prayed, though without much hope behind the words. A senile woman spoke nonsense. And then her husband said that he was tired of her noise and was heading outside to wait for the sunrise. 
Bloch was standing in the middle of Pender when the man emerged. This was the same old fellow who saw his brave oak stop the rolling spaceship. Cranes and a National Guard truck had carried away the useless egg case. Extra fragments and local dust had been swept into important buckets, waiting for studies that would never come about. But the human vehicles were left where they crashed, and Bloch saw every tire mark, every drop of vigorous blood, and he studied a blond Barbie, loved deeply by a little girl and now covered with dried, half-frozen pieces of her brother's brain. 
The old man came out on his porch and looked at the apparition, and after taking careful stock of everything, said, "Huh." 
Nobody was hunting Bloch anymore. The initial panic and search for the monster had spread across the city and then dissolved, new and much larger panics taking hold. One monster was nothing compared to what was approaching, and the Army had been dispatched to the east—Guard soldiers and policemen and a few self-appointed militia hunkering down in roadside ditches, ready to aim insults and useless guns at the coming onslaught. 
The old man considered retreating into his house again. But he was too worn down to be afraid, and he didn't relish more time with his wife. So he came down the stairs and across the lawn, leaning his scrawny body against the gouged trunk. Pulling off a stocking cap, he rubbed his bald head a couple times, and using a dry, slow voice, explained, "I know about you. You were that kid who climbed inside first." 
Bloch looked at him and looked east, too. Dawn should be a smudged brightness pushing up from a point south of east. But there was no trace of the sun. The light was purple and steady, covering the eastern horizon. 
"Do you know what's happening to you?" the old man asked. 
"Maybe," Bloch said. Then he lifted one hand, a golden light brightening his entire arm. "A machine got inside me and shouldn't have. It started to rebuild me, but then it realized that I was alive and so it quit." 
"Why did it quit?" 
"Life is precious. The machine isn't supposed to build a weapon using a sentient organism." 
"So you're what? Half-done?" 
"More like three percent finished." 
The old man moved to where Bloch's heat felt comfortable. Looking up at the gray face, he asked, "Are you just going to stand here?" 
"This is a fine place to watch the battle, yes." 
The man looked east and then back at Bloch. He seemed puzzled and a little curious, a thin smile showing more in his eyes than his mouth. 
"But you won't be safe outside," the boy cautioned, new instincts using his mouth. "You'll survive longer if you get into your basement." 
"How long is longer?" 
"Twenty or thirty seconds, I would think." 
The man tried to laugh, and then he tried to curse. Neither worked, which was when he looked down the hill, saying, "If it's all the same, I'll just stay outside and watch the show." 
The purple line was taller and brighter, and the first trace of a new wind started nudging at the highest oak limbs. 
"Here comes something," the man said. 
There was quite a lot to see, yes. But following the man's eyes, Bloch found nothing but empty air. 
"That soldier might be hunting you," the man said. 
"What soldier?" 
"Or maybe he's a deserter. I don't see a gun." This time the laugh worked—a sour giggle accompanied by some hard s subsequentb aTorhaking of the head. "Of course, you can't blame the fellow for running. All things considered." 
"Who is he?" Bloch asked. 
"You don't see him? The old grunt walking up the middle of the road?" 
Nothing else was alive on Pender. 
"Well, I'm not imagining this. And I wasn't crazy three minutes ago, so I doubt if I am now." 
Bloch couldn't find anybody, but he felt movement, something massive and impressive that was suddenly close, and his next instinct touched him coldly, informing him that a cloaked warrior had him dead in its sights. 
"What's our soldier look like?" 
"A little like you," the old man said. 
But there was no second gray monster, which made the moment deliciously peculiar. 
"And now he's calling to you," the man said. 
"Calling me what?" 
"'Kid,' it sounds like." 
And that was the moment when Bloch saw his brother standing in front of him. 
  
Matt had always looked like their father, but never so much as now. He was suddenly grown. This wasn't the shaved-head, beer-belching boy who came home on leave last summer. This wasn't even the tough-talking soldier on Skype last week. Nothing about him was worn down or wrinkled, yet the apparition carried himself like their father did in the videos—a short, thick fellow with stubby legs churning, shoulders squared up and ready to suffer any load. He was decked out in the uniform that he wore in Yemen, except it was too pressed and too clean. There was a sleepless, pained quality to the face, and that's where he most resembled Dad. But those big eyes had seen worse than what they were seeing now, and despite cares and burdens that a little brother could never measure, the man before him still knew how to smile. 
"How you doing, kid?" Matt asked. 
With the doll-voice, Bloch said, "You're not my brother." 
"Think not?" 
"I feel it. You're not human at all." 
"So says the glowing monster decked out in his fancy fiberglass underwear." Matt laughed and the old man joined in. Then Matt winked, asking Bloch, "You scared of me?" 
Bloch shook his head. 
"You should be scared. I'm a very tough character now." He walked past both of the men, looking back to say, "March with me, monster. We got a pile of crap to discuss." 
Long legs easily caught the short. 
Turning the corner, Bloch asked where they were going. Matt said nothing. Bloch looked back. The old man had given up watching them, preferring to lean against the wrecked Buick, studying the purples in a long sky that was bewitched and exceptionally lovely. 
"We're going to the zoo," Bloch guessed. 
Matt started to nod and then didn't. He started to talk and then stopped himself. Then he gazed up at the giant beside him. 
"What?" Bloch asked. 
"Do you know what an adventure is?" 
"Sure." 
"No, you don't," Matt said. "When I was standing outside the barracks that night, texting you, I figured I was going to die. And that didn't seem too awful. A demon monster was dropping from the heavens and the world was finished, but what could I do? Nothing. This wasn't like a bomb hiding beside the road. This wasn't a bullet heading for me. There wasn't any gut-eating suspense to the show, and nothing was left to do but watch. 
"Except that spaceship was just a beginning. Like the softest, most wonderful blanket, it fell over me and over everything. An aspect found me and fell in love with my potential. Like you've been worked on, only more so. I learned tons of crazy shit. What I knew from my old life was still part of me, still holding my core, but with new meanings attached. It was the same for my unit and the Yemeni locals and even the worst bad guys. We were remade and put to work, which isn't the same as being drafted, since everybody understood the universe, and our work was the biggest, best thing any of us could ever do." 
They passed the house where Bloch had spent the night, hiding in the basement. "What for hundreds of years. coy h about the universe?" he asked. 
"We're not alone, which you know. But we never have been alone. The Earth wasn't even born, and the galaxy was already full of bodies and brains and all sorts of plans for what could be done, and some of those projects were done but a lot of them were too scary, too big and fancy. There's too little energy to accomplish everything that can be dreamed up. Too many creatures want their little piece of the prize, and that's why a truce was put in place. A planet like the Earth is a tempting resource, but nobody is allowed to touch it. Not normally, they aren't. Earth has its own life, just like a hundred and six other planets and moons and big comets. And that's just inside our little solar system. Even the simplest life is protected by law and by machines—although 'machine' isn't the best word." 
"We live in a zoo," Bloch said. 
"And 'zoo' is a pretty lousy word, too. But it works for now." Matt turned at the next intersection, taking a different route than Bloch usually walked to school. "Rules and regulations, that's how everything is put together. There's organizations older than the scum under our rocks. There's these systems that have kept the Earth safe from invaders, mostly. But not always. I'm telling you, this isn't the first time the Earth has been grabbed hard. You think the dinosaurs died from a meteor attack? Not possible. If a comet is going to be trouble, it's gently nudged and made safe again. Which is another blessing of living inside a zoo, and I guess we should have been thankful. If we knew about it before, that is." 
"What killed them?" 
"The T. rexes ? Well, that depends on how you tell the story. A ship came out of deep space and got lucky enough to evade the defensive networks—networks that are never as fancy or new as is possible, by the way. Isn't that the way it always works? Dinosaurs got infected with aspects, and the aspects gave them big minds and new skills. But then defenders were sent down here to put up a fight. A worldwide battle went pretty well for the defenders, but not well enough. For a little while it looked as if maybe, just maybe, the Earth could be rebuilt into something powerful enough to survive every one of the counterattacks. 
"But the machines above us managed one hard cleansing attack. Cleansings are a miserable, desperate tactic. Flares are woven on the sun and then focused on the planet, stripping its crust clean. But cleansing was the easy trick. Too much had to be rebuilt afterwards, and a believable scenario had to be impressed into the rock, and dinosaurs were compromised and unsafe. That's why the impact craters. That's why the iridium layer. And that's why a pack of little animals got their chance, which is you and me, and the next peace lasted for about sixty-five million years." 
Small houses and leafless trees lined a road that ended with a tall chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. 
"This war has two sides," said Matt. "Every kind of good is here, and there is no evil. Forget evil. A starship carrying possibilities struck the Earth, and it claimed half of the planet in a matter of minutes. Not that that part of the war has been easy. There's a hundred trillion mines sitting in our dirt, hiding. Each one is a microscopic machine that waits, waits, waits for this kind of assault. I've been fighting booby traps ever since. In my new state, this war has gone on a hundred years. I've seen and done things and had things done to me, and I've met creatures you can't imagine, and machines that I can't comprehend, and nothing has been won easily for me, and now I'm back to my big question: Do you know what adventure is?" 
"I think I know." 
"You don't, kid. Not quite yet, you don't know." 
The fence marked the zoo's eastern border. Guardsmen had cut through the chain-link, allowing equipment too big for the service entrance to be brought onto the grounds. Inside the nearest cage, a single Bactrian camel stood in the open, in the violet morning subsequentb aTor light, shaggy and calm and imbecilic. 
Bloch stepped through the hole, but his brother remained outside. 
The boy grew brighter and his voice sounded deeper. "So okay, tell me. What is an adventure?" 
"You go through your life, and stuff happens. Some of that stuff is wild, but most of it is boring. That's the way it has to be. Like with me, for instance. The last hundred years of my life have been exciting and ordinary and treacherous and downright dull, depending on circumstances. I've given a lot to this fight, and I believe it's what I want to do. And we've got a lot of advantages on our side: Surprise; an underfunded enemy; and invading a target that is the eighth or ninth best among the candidates." 
"What is best?" Bloch asked. 
"Jupiter is the prize. Because of its size, sure, but also because its biosphere is a thousand times more interesting than ours." Matt stood before the gaping hole, hands on hips. "Yeah, my side has its advantages and the momentum, but it probably will fall short of its goal. We'll defeat the booby traps, sure, and beat the defenders inside their redoubts, but we probably won't be ready for the big cleansing attack. But what is happening, if you care... this is pretty much how the Permian came to an awful end. In four days, the Earth became something mighty, and then most everything went extinct. That's probably what happens here. And you know the worst of it? Humans will probably accept the villain's role in whatever the false fossil says. We killed our world from pollution and heat, and that's why the fence lizards and cockroaches are going to get their chance." 
Bloch was crying. 
"Adventure," said Matt. "No, that's not the crazy, stupid, heroic shit you do in your life. Adventure is the story you tell afterwards. It's those moments you pick out of everything that was boring and ordinary, and then put them on a string and give to another person as a gift. Your story." 
Bloch felt sick inside. 
"Feel scared, kid?" 
"No." 
"Good," his brother said, pulling a string necklace out of his shirt pocket and handing it to him. "Now go. You've got a job to do."   

BLOCH'S ADVENTURE 
  
THE CAMEL WAS CHEWING, except it wasn't. The mouth was frozen and the dark dumb eyes held half-closed, and a breath that began in some past age had ceased before the lungs were happy. The animal was a statue. The animal was some kind of dead, inert and without temperature, immune to rot and the tug of gravity while standing in the middle of a pen decorated with camel hoof prints and camel shit and the shit-colored feed that was destined for a camel's fine belly—the emperor resplendent in his great little realm. 


Bloch turned back to his brother, wanting explanations. But Matt had vanished or never was. So he completed one slow circle, discerning how the world was locked into a moment that seemed in no particular hurry to move to the next moment. But time must be moving, however slowly. Otherwise how could an eye see anything? The light reflected off every surface would be fixed in space, and frozen light was as good as no light, and wasn't it funny how quickly this new mind of his played with the possibilities? 
The pale, broad hand of a boy came into his face, holding the white string of the necklace just given to him. Little candy beads looked real and felt real as his fingers made them dance. "Neat," he said, his newest voice flat and simple, like the tone from a cheap bell. But the hands and body were back where they began, just ten million times quicker, and the fiberglass garb was replaced with the old jeans and Cornell sweatshirt. This is nuts, he thought. And fun. Then for no particular reason, he touched the greenest candy against his tongue, finding a sweetness that made it impossible not to shove all of the beads into his mouth, along with the thick, rough string. 
Each candy was an aspect, and the string was ten aspects woven together, and Bloch let subsequentb aTor them slide deep while waiting for whatever the magic would do to him next. 
But nothing seemed to change, inside him or without. 
The camel was a little deeper into its breath and its happiness when the boy moved on. He did not walk. He thought of moving and was immediately some distance down the concrete path, and he thought of moving faster and then stood at the zoo's west side. His school was a big steel building camouflaged behind a fake fire station and a half-sized red caboose. He knew where he needed to be, and he didn't go there. Instead he rose to the classroom where Mr. Rightly and his mother shared a little bed made of lost clothes. They were sitting up on the folded coats, a single camping lamp shining at their feet. Mom was talking and holding the teacher's hand. Mr. Rightly had always looked as old as his mother, but he wasn't. He was a young man who went gray young, sitting beside a careworn woman ten years his senior. Bloch leaned close to his mother and told her about seeing Matt just now. He said that his brother was alive and strong, and he explained a little something about what her youngest son was doing now, and finally enough time passed for that despairing face to change, maybe recognizing the face before her, or at least startled by the shadow that Bloch cast. 
Several people shared the dim room. The girl who had recently faced down the wild leopard was sitting across from Bloch's mother, bright tears frozen on the pretty face. In her lap were an old National Geographic and a half-page letter that began with "Dear Teddy" and ended with "Love" written several times with an increasingly unsteady hand. Bloch studied the girl's sorrow, wishing he could give her confidence. But none of the aspects inside could do that. Then he turned back to his mother's slow surprise and poor Mr. Rightly who hadn't slept in days and would never sleep again. That's what Bloch was thinking as he used his most delicate touch, one finger easing the sloppy glasses back up near the eyes. 
He moved again, no time left to waste. 
The penguin's new pond was empty of water but partly filled with machines, most of them dead and useless. A yellow crane was fixed in place, reaching to the treetops, and one steel cable dangled down to a point ten feet above the concrete deck. Flanking cherry pickers were filled with soldiers working furiously to arm what was tethered to the cable's end: A small atomic warhead designed to be flung against tank columns in the Fulda Gap. The soldiers were trying to make the bomb accept their commands. It was a useless activity; for endless reasons, the plutonium would never become angry. But Bloch was willing himself into the air, having a long, penetrating look at what might be the most destructive cannonball the human species would ever devise. 
At the edge of the pond, the terrified physicist and the equally traumatized colonel stood arguing. The intricacies of their respective viewpoints were lost, but they were obviously exhausted, shouting wildly, cold fingers caught in mid-thrust and the chests pumped up, neither combatant noticing the boy who slipped between them before leaping into the waterless pond, tucking those big arms against his chest, pointing his toes as he fell into the deep, deep hole. 
  
Damaged aspects returned to the nub on occasion, begging for repairs or death. Death was the standard solution, but sometimes the attached soldier could be healed and sent out again. There weren't enough soldiers, and the first assault hadn't begun. But the defender had to be relentlessly careful. Infiltrators moved among the wounded. Sabotage was licking at the edges and the soft places, at the less-than-pivotal functions, and worse were the lies and wild thoughts that would begin in one place and flow everywhere, doing their damage by cultivating confidence, by convincing some routine that it was strong—one little portion of the defender believing itself a bold, rock-solid savior of the redoubt, shrugging aside ten microsecond for hundreds of years. coy hs of lucid doubt as it did what was less than ideal. 
Among the mangled and failed was an aspect carried inside a sack of water. Tiny in endless ways, the aspect managed to escape notice until it had arrived—a dull fleck of material that would never accomplish any mission or accidentally hinder even the smallest task. Ignoring such debris was best, but some little reflex took charge eventually. The defender told that aspect to be still and wait, and it was very still and very patient while tools of considerable precision were brought to bear on what had never worked properly. The aspect was removed from its surroundings. The aspect was destroyed. And different tools reached for what seemed like common water, ready to harvest a drop or two of new fuel. 
But then flourishes and little organs appeared on the wet, or maybe they were always there, and one of the organs spoke. 
  
"I'm not here to fight," Bloch said to the darkness. 
It was his original voice, mostly. There was gravel at the edges, and it felt a little quick, but he liked how the words sounded in his head. And it was his head again, and his big old comfortable, clunky body. Time was again running at its proper speed, and the air was like a sauna, no oxygen to be found. "I'm not here to fight," he said, and then his head began to spin. One moment he was standing in some imprecise volume never intended to be a room, and then he was on his knees, gasping. 
The uneven floor flattened. New air rushed in, and light came from everywhere while the floor rose around him, creating a bright bubble that isolated him from everything else. 
The boy breathed until he could remember what felt normal, and he got up on his knees, wiping his mouth with the gray sleeve of his sweatshirt. 
"Better," he said. 
Then, "Thanks." 
Nothing changed. 
"I'm not here to fight," Bloch repeated. "I'm just delivering a message, and the other side went through a lot of trouble to put me here, which means maybe you should be careful and kill me now." 
Then he paused, waiting. 
Anticipating this moment, Bloch imagined a creature similar to what he found inside the spaceship. It would be larger and more menacing, but the monster of his daydreams always sported green eyes that glared down at the crafty little human. Except there were no eyes and nothing like a face, and the only presence inside the bubble room was Bloch. 
He laughed and said, "I thought I might get scared. But nope, I'm not." 
Then he sat, stretching his legs out before him. 
"Maybe this sounds smug," he said, "but for the last half-day or so, I've been telling myself that I was always part of some big plan. Your aspect gets loose. The leopard picks it up with his front paw. Some careful scheme puts the cat where he can find me, and he cuts me, and I get infected, and after running wild and getting strong, I find my brother. Then Matt gives me a heads-up and points me on my way. 
"Except that's not how it works, is it? 
"If there was a fancy plan, it could be discovered. It could be fooled with or a million things could go wrong naturally, or maybe the gains wouldn't match the hope. And that's why real intelligence doesn't bother with plans. You don't, I bet. You've got a set of goals and principles and no end of complications, and everything changes from minute to second, and what the smart mind does is bury itself inside the possibilities and hope for the best." 
Bloch paused, listening to nothing. Maybe the world outside was still shaking, but he felt nothing. Probably nobody was listening, but he had nothing else to do with his day. Pulling his legs in, he crossed them, Indian-style. 
"I'm here because I'm here," he said. "Your enemy didn't go looking for a mentally defective human who couldn't feel fear. It's just chance that you're not facing down that blond girl or the leopard or maybe a little penguin. Any creature would have worked, and I shouldn't take this personally. 
"Bu subsequentb aTort I bring something odd and maybe lucky to this table. I don't get scared, and that's an advantage. When everybody else charges around, hands high and voices screaming, I'm this clear-eyed animal watching everything with interest. When you bounced along Pender, I saw people wrestling with every kind of fear. You were dumped into the water, and I studied Mr. Rightly's face. Then there's my mother who gets scared on her happiest day, and the government people and the professors trying to deal with you and each other, and everybody and everything else, too. I've been paying attention. I doubt if anybody else has. The world's never been this lost or this terrified, and during these last couple days, I've learned a great deal about the pissing of pants." 
Bloch paused for a moment. Then he said, "I would make a lousy soldier. Matt told me that more than once. 'If you don't get scared, you get your head shot off,' he said. Which means, Mr. Monster, that you're probably sick with worry now, aren't you? A good soldier would have to have some fear. You're little more than nothing to your enemy. You're just one grunt-soldier, in his hole and facing down an army. Except that army isn't the real monster either. From what I've been told, the invader is pretty much sure to lose. No, the scary boy in this story is what turns the sun against its planet, scorching all this down to where everything is clean again. Clean but nearly dead. The monster is those laws and customs trying to keep the galaxy from getting consumed by too much life trying to do everything at once. That's the real beast here. You know it and your enemy would admit as much, I bet, and that's not the only similarity you two have. 
"Yeah, I think you must be shit-in-your-pants scared. Aren't you?" 
Bloch stood again. The message had to be delivered, and he would do that on his feet. That felt best. He straightened and shook his arms, a heart indistinguishable from his original heart beating a little faster now. Then with the gravelly voice, he said, "Your enemy wants you to fight. It expects nothing but your best effort, using every trick and power to try to delay him. But your walls are going to collapse. He will absorb you and push to the Pacific and those next battles, and nothing will be won fast enough, and then the sun is going to wash this world with so much wild raw energy. 
"Your enemy doesn't believe in plans," Bloch said. "But possibilities are everywhere, and I'm bringing you one of the best. Not that it's perfect, and maybe you won't approve. But the pain and terror are going to look a little more worthwhile in the end, if you accept what I am offering you. 
"I have a set of aspects inside me. They're hiding other aspects, and I think they might be inside my stomach. 
"You'll have to cut me open to find them, and sorry, I can't help you decipher them. But you're supposed to hold them until you're beaten, and then you can choose to accept your enemy's offer. Or refuse it. The decision is going to be yours. But talking for my sake and the survival of most everybody I know and love, I sure hope you can find the courage to push the fear aside. 
"Shove the terror where it doesn't get in the way. 
"And make your decision with those eyes open. Would you do that much for me, please?"   

BLOCH STOPPED TALKING. 


He wasn't standing in the bubble anymore. He was floating in a different place, and there was no telling how much time had passed, but the span felt large. Bloch floated at one end of an imprecise volume that was a little real but mostly just a projection—one enormous realm populated by tens of millions of earthly organisms. 
Closest were the faces he knew. His mother and Mr. Rightly were there, and the scientists and that blond girl whose name he still didn't know. And the camel had been saved, and the rest of the surviving zoo animals, and two hundred thousand humans who in the end were pulled from their basements and off their front porc should aTorhes. The penguins hadn't made it to town in time, and the leopard was still dead, and Matt eventually died in the Pacific—an honored fighter doing what he loved. 
Billions of people were lost. They had been gone for so long that the universe scarcely remembered them, and nobody ever marked their tragic passing. But inside this contrived, highly compressed volume, his species persisted. The adventure continued. Another passenger asked to hear Simon Bloch's story, and he told it from the beginning until now, stopping when he had nothing to add, enjoying the stares and the respectful silence. 
Then he turned, throwing his gaze in a better direction. 
Their starship was born while a great world died, and the chaos and rage of a solar flare had thrown it out into deepest space. Onboard were the survivors of many worlds, many tragedies, collected as a redoubt against the inevitable. The galaxy had finally fallen into that ultimate war, but Bloch preferred to look ahead. 
In the gloom and cold between galaxies, a little thread of gas and weak suns beckoned—an island where clever survivors could make a second stab at perfection. 
It made a man think hard about his future, knowing that he was bound for such a place. 
A different man might be scared. 
But not Bloch, no. 
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I. 
  
THE FIRST THING YOU NEED to understand about Bronsky is that he was a talker, which is probably why he kept talking about death. 
The second thing you need to understand is that he couldn't help himself. But we'll go back to the first thing first. 
There's nothing wrong with being a talker. In Bronsky's case, his tendency to talk and talk and talk had served him well in a formidable career as a salesman. In his life, Bronsky had bounded from one company to the next to the next, and at various times it was women's clothing, women's underwear, cosmetics, medical supplies, plumbing supplies, office supplies, books, auto parts, body parts (artificial), body parts (genuine; don't ask), and so on and so on. There was not a part of the country that Bronsky had not flown over or walked upon or driven across or ridden by bus or by rail. 
Bronsky's salesmanship was so comprehensive that he was able to sell himself as still being a salesman even as his years crept upward along with the mileage, both geographical and physical. Eventually the years caught up with him, and the companies told him as politely as they could that it was time to hang it up, and not even Bronsky's famed gift could talk the bosses out of it. So he gracefully, if noisily, eased himself into retirement. 
But he didn't stop talking. 
He talked about everything and anything that was on his mind. And when he did, he spoke with absolute honesty and candor. That is doubtless what contributed to his superb salesmanship. People typically don't trust salesmen because they figure that salesmen will say whatever is necessary to move the product, whether they believe it or not. Bronsky was psycholog| talkingacHth of the ically incapable of that. He sold things because he believed in them, and because he believed in them, they sold. There's something about the truth that is irresistible. The look in the eye, the tone in the voice. It's unmistakable; it's captivating. George Burns once said that ninety percent of acting is sincerity, and once you could fake that, you had it made. Bronsky didn't have to fake it. He told the truth. He had to. 
The reason for that, so the family said, lay during the time when he fought in the war (which one? Pick one. There's always one). He took a bullet to the head and the doctors removed it (the bullet, not the head), and it was pretty much touch and go for a while. But he recovered, and at first there didn't seem to be any brain damage to young Bronsky. (He was always addressed by his surname. He claimed to have been called Bronsky since he was six months old. He had a first name, but it had atrophied from lack of use.) 
But then Bronsky slowly began to discover that whatever part of a person's brain it is that screens out the things he shouldn't be talking about... wasn't there anymore. He talked with relentless earnestness about all the things you shouldn't talk about. Politics, religion, whether that dress makes you look too fat, anything and everything, nothing was off-limits for Bronsky, especially if someone asked him. He was incapable of dissembling. This was something of a trial for his young wife, who was just so happy to have him back alive that she resolved to live with it and learned to avoid certain questions or, if at all possible, change the subject to something less inflammatory. She salvaged more than one dinner party that way. 
Time passed, and Bronsky didn't change, aside from getting older, which his wife was considerate enough to do as well. And as he reached the advanced point in his life where his dates with death commenced, it seemed—at least to his wife and daughter and to his friends, as few as there were—that the thing he talked about the most was his impending demise. 
Bronsky wasn't actually dying, per se. He had a lot of the things that could lead him to die. He had type 2 diabetes. He had high blood pressure. He had an extra thirty or so pounds that he was carrying around his gut, the type that didn't go away no matter how much you exercised and ate right, which would have been a factor had Bronsky been eating right and exercising, except he did neither, so, you know, not so much. He had arthritis in the right knee and hip which made it hard for him to sleep and even harder to get out of bed in the morning. He took so many different types of colored pills in the morning that it was like having a bag of M&Ms for breakfast. 
But actually dying ? The kind of thing where the doctor looks at you gravely, shakes his head, and tells you that you have six months to get your affairs in order? No. Not as such, no. 
That didn't stop Bronsky from talking about it. Endlessly. Incessantly. Without cess did Bronsky talk about it. 
"You're not dying, Bronsky," his wife said. (Yes, she called him Bronsky, too. Only one person in the world didn't call him Bronsky.) "Stop talking about it. You're upsetting yourself." 
"You're not dying, Dad," his daughter said (she's the one person, obviously). "Stop talking about it. You're upsetting me." 
His daughter, Penny—grown-up, smart, an account executive for some company he couldn't remember, but it didn't make him any less proud—was the light of his life. He tried to explain: "I'm not talking about dying. I never say 'dying.'" 
"You've been getting all your affairs in order, consolidating bank accounts, making sure everything is paid off. I call you, I ask how you are, you say, 'I'm winding down.' You say, 'I'm not going to be here much longer.' What are you talking about, if not dying?" 
"That's how you always talk when you're planning to go on a trip," Bronsky said. 
"What trip? Mom didn't say anything about a trip." 
"Well...." for hundreds of years. c. She h Bronsky shifted uncomfortably in his chair, the phone pressed against his ear. Penny lived in Minnesota. He hated that she lived in Minnesota. He wished like hell she was with him. "It's... kind of a one way trip, without her—" 
" Dad! " 
"Look, honey, I'm just not afraid of death, that's all," Bronsky said. "I've seen a lot, I've done a lot. I have no regrets. It'll be fine. Death is fine." 
There was a pitiful pause over the phone, and then, with a little tremble in her voice, his daughter said, "Don't you love me, Daddy?" 
"Certainly I do!" Outrage shook his body. "How can you think otherwise?" 
"Because I don't want to think about being without you, and Mom doesn't either. Are you that anxious to leave us?" 
"No! Of course not!" 
"Well, we don't want you to leave us, and we don't want to think about it happening, so stop talking about it and acting like it's no big deal." 
Except, to Bronsky, it wasn't. Obviously, though, that wasn't the case for his daughter or his wife. So, to appease them both, he promised he'd stop talking about it. And then he said to his daughter, his Penny: "By the way... can I interest you in a time-share?" 
She laughed. She always laughed, because it was a family joke, left over from when Bronsky had a job selling time-shares and he'd practice on Penny, who was six years old at the time. She'd looked at him blankly and then said, "Maybe later," because she didn't know what the hell he was talking about and wanted to get back to important things, like her stuffed toys that she was busy arranging into a zoo. It had become a running gag, and it was how he signed off most of their conversations. "Maybe later," she would say in the same patient tone she always used, and then remind him one more time not to talk so blithely about death. He would promise one more time. 
And he would mean it. 
But within a day or so, he'd go right back to talking about it, and he and his wife and/or daughter would tolerate it until they couldn't and they'd have the exact same discussion or some variation thereof. 
And so it went. And it didn't bother Bronsky because he knew that time was on his side and it would be settled sooner or later by death. Probably sooner. 
II. 
  
BRONSKY'S FIRST DATE with Death began one autumn morning when he discovered the note. A mouse was standing on his desk when he came into his study, upright on its little feet, holding the note in its mouth, standing so perfectly still that at first Bronsky thought it was some sort of tiny porcelain statue. When he noticed it was breathing, he started to reach for his shoe to hit the thing. Before he could do so, the mouse put the note down on his desk, bounded to the open window and out. Bronsky, who didn't remember leaving the window open, slammed it firmly and then picked up the paper. He was almost about to throw it out, assuming it to be some random scrap the creature had picked up somewhere, but then he noticed that his name was on it. As you know, your name tends to pop out at you if you hear it said in passing or it's written down somewhere, and so it was here. The note read quite simply: 


" BRONSKY: We have a date today. The park. The bench by the playground. 11:37 precisely." And it was signed " Death. " 
Curiously, Bronsky never once thought it might be a joke of some sort. Instead all he said was, "Morning or evening?" 
The letters "AM" were suddenly next to the 11:37 where they hadn't been before. 
"Uh-kay," said Bronsky, which seemed the reasonable thing to say under the circumstance. 
His wife had gone out shopping, which meant the car wasn't an option, but the park wasn't all that far a walk, despite the pain in Bronsky's knee and hip. He was a proud man, was Bronsky, and didn't use a cane. He preferred to limp. He felt it made him look more willing to bear up under the eternal series of miseries that life tended to toss at you. So limp to the parI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacnostb hk he did. It was certainly a decent enough day for it. 
There was one bench near the playground, where children were actively bounding around in various play structures. They were all plastic, and the ground was covered with some sort of rubbery material to cushion the impact from a falling child. 
A gray cat with haunting yellow eyes hopped up onto the bench and looked at Bronsky quizzically as Bronsky harrumphed at the playground. "They coddle children nowadays," he said to the cat. "When I was a kid, the playground had this big log structure made of rotting wood. The ground was blacktop. We got splinters from what we crawled on, and if we fell off, we cracked our heads open good. You know what it taught us to do? Watch where we crawled and not fall off. Anyone who couldn't learn that, pbthh, " he blew a raspberry. "Better off with them taken out of the gene pool when they're children, 'cause they're not going to get any smarter. Instead now the dumb ones survive and grow up to make even more stupid ones, and that's why the government is the way it is." 
"What way is that?" said the cat. 
"Stupid," said Bronsky, before it dawned on him that the cat had spoken. 
The cat was grooming itself. 
"Death?" said Bronsky. 
Death licked its genitals and then nodded. "Yes." 
"This isn't exactly how I pictured you." 
"Let me guess: Cloak? Skeletal face? Black wings? A scythe?" said the cat. "I figured this form is going to make it easier for you to understand." 
Bronsky stared at Death. "Except I'm not sure I do understand. Is it my time?" 
"Yes," said Death. 
Bronsky had wondered whether all his talk about accepting death had been some sort of defense mechanism. That when the time actually did come, he would cry and beg and plead for one more month, one more day, one more minute of life. When he opened his mouth to respond, he truly wasn't sure what was going to come out. 
"Uh-kay," said Bronsky, which for some odd reason he found comforting. It was nice to know he had the consistency of his convictions. "So... are we doing it right here? Because that might upset the children. Maybe—" 
"Shut up. We're not doing it here," said Death. "We're not doing it at all." 
Bronsky was now completely lost. "I don't understand. You just said—" 
"I'm not taking you because you keep waiting for me to take you." 
"That does not clarify matters to the degree that you might have hoped," said Bronsky. 
People were walking past and not giving Bronsky or the cat the slightest glance. The fact that they weren't paying attention to Bronsky wasn't particularly strange. They probably just assumed he was speaking on a Bluetooth in his ear. Nobody was glancing at the cat either, though, which led Bronsky to believe that he was the only one who was hearing the cat speak. 
"I don't do well with expectations," said Death. He licked his paws delicately for a bit. "It is my nature to be contrary. Why else would good, sinless people die before they've experienced life, while evil people with tons of bad habits live to a ripe old age?" 
"'The Rum Tum Tugger is a terrible bore: When you let him in, then he wants to be out; He's always on the wrong side of every door.'" 
Death stopped licking himself and looked up at Bronsky with interest. "You know your T. S. Eliot." 
"I read," said Bronsky with a shrug. "Sitting around waiting for you, there isn't all that much else to occupy me." 
"There you go again." 
"I'm sorry," said Bronsky, genuinely apologetic. "Seriously? You can't take someone if they keep talking about accepting death?" 
"Not can't. Won't. As I said," and Death's tail twitched, "it's my nature." 
"Why not just take me in my sleep?" 
"Because your thoughts are still present when you sleep. Where do you think dreams come from? You carry your attitudes with you while you slumber." 
"People die in comas," Bronsky pointed out. "All the time."|up orTor 
"I know that. I invented comas. When you've slipped into a coma and you're there long enough, eventually you stop being you. That's when I step in." 
"What about suicides? They want you. They embrace you." 
"That's not me," said Death, and his voice filled with disgust. His body pulsed, his neck stretched, and he coughed up a hairball onto the bench. Where it struck, some paint sizzled and then chipped away. "That's a different Death. You wouldn't want to meet him ; trust me. He takes you places you wouldn't want to go." 
"Well... uh-kay, then," said Bronsky. "So... what do you want from me?" 
"Just stop talking about me and saying you're ready and winding down and all of that. It's putting me off and causing me to run behind schedule. That would be bad for everyone." 
"Bad as in the different Death bad?" 
"Not that bad. But pretty bad." 
Death glanced upward at a bird, a robin, that was twittering in its nest. Death licked its chops. The robin suddenly went stone stiff and toppled from its nest. Death caught it neatly in his jaws, hopped off the bench, and strolled away from Bronsky. A growling dog approached until Death glanced at it, and then the dog turned tail and ran. 
"Uh-kay," said Bronsky. He swore to himself that he would heed Death's command and stop talking about him. If nothing else, his wife and daughter would be grateful. Not a word would he say. Nothing. 
III. 
  
MRS. BRONSKY STARED DOWN the dinner table at him. "You had a date with Death?" 


Bronsky hadn't intended to tell her. It had just slipped out somewhere between the salad and the meat loaf. He had tried to keep it to himself, he really had, but as mentioned earlier, he just wasn't terribly good at not talking about things. 
"Yes," said Bronsky. 
"And what does that mean, exactly? You went to a candlelit dinner? A show? Did you have sex with Death?" She didn't sound upset, which actually disturbed Bronsky a bit. Instead she just sounded curious. 
"Maybe 'date' is the wrong word. It was more like a meeting." He then, as quickly as he could, told his wife everything that had transpired that morning. Even as he did, he mentally scolded himself because this was exactly what he wasn't supposed to be doing, talking about the whole thing. But he couldn't help himself. He was never able to help himself. The old salesmanship instincts kicked in and he had to try and sell her on the idea that everything he was saying was one hundred percent genuine. 
When he finally lapsed into silence, she studied him for a long moment. He had no idea what he was expecting her to say. Finally she did speak, and what she said surprised him greatly: 
"Where's the note?" 
"Note?" he said, and then understood. "Oh! The note! The one from—" 
"Death." 
"Right." He reached into his pocket where he had shoved the note. His hand came up empty. The note wasn't there. Bronsky attempted a smile that he knew must have looked incredibly weak. "Uhm...." 
"It's gone, right?" She didn't sound the least bit surprised. 
"Yeah." 
She folded her hands in front of her. "You hate my meat loaf, don't you." 
"What? No!" 
"If you didn't want to eat it, you could have just said so." 
"It has nothing to do with your meat loaf!" said Bronsky with such intensity that he slammed his fist on the table. The jolt was so violent that it upended his plate and the meat loaf, along with the green beans, clattered to the floor. He stared down at the mess, and then back to his wife. 
Without a word, she went into the kitchen, came back with a dust pan and brush, and cleaned up the mess. He said nothing the entire time until finally she returned to her chair, sat down once more in a manner resembling a queen sitting on a throne, and she said, "You need to talk to someone, because this is getting out of hand. You have an unhealthy obsession with death." 
"I don't have an obs for hundreds of years. c. She hession with it! It is what it is!" 
"You keep talking about dying." 
"That's because I'm too old to talk about living." 
"You need to stop talking about it." 
Bronsky wasn't entirely sure he understood. "You want me to talk to someone about it... so that I can stop talking about it?" 
"Exactly." 
"That makes no sense to me." 
"It does to me and that's what matters." 
"Uh-kay," said Bronsky. 
So she made an appointment for him with a psychiatrist. Bronsky didn't know how she happened to pick this particular one, but she seemed quite fixed on the notion that he was definitely the ideal person to sit down with Bronsky and cure him of this annoying acceptance of death. So off Bronsky went, his wife driving the car and him sitting in the passenger seat with his hands neatly folded in his lap as if he were a recalcitrant child being shepherded to the principal's office. 
She brought him to a nondescript office building in an area of town that he hadn't been to before and would have been perfectly happy never to go to again. An elevator brought them up to the eighth floor and she led him into a tidy, if sterile, outer office where a tidy, if sterile, woman in a blue dress informed him that the doctor would be right with them. Bronsky was a bit concerned because the woman in the blue dress appeared to be suffused with a certain radiance. The receptionist was, in fact, transcendent. But his wife wasn't giving her a second look, instead burying her nose in a magazine with a cover date from six months previously. So Bronsky kept stealing sidelong glances at the receptionist but otherwise tried to focus on just about anything else in the room. 
The glowing woman finally told him that it was his turn to go in. Bronsky found this a little odd, because no one had emerged. If it was his turn to go in, shouldn't someone else have gone out? He said as much to his wife, but she just blew air impatiently between her teeth, so he simply got up and headed for the door. His wife followed directly in his heels, but the woman behind the desk said, "I'm sorry, ma'am. It's not your time yet." 
This struck Bronsky as rather curious phrasing, but his wife sat down with such obedience that she could have been trotted out at a pet show as an example to all the others. Bronsky then walked into the adjoining room, shutting the door behind him. 
A man was sitting behind a desk and he stood when Bronsky walked in. There were two chairs set up facing each other. No couch. Bronsky had thought there would be a couch. 
"I thought there would be a couch," said Bronsky. He tilted his head and studied the man, whom he took to be the doctor. The doctor was in his sixties, rail thin, wisps of brown and gray hair, an overlarge nose whereupon thick black glasses were perched. He looked like Woody Allen. "You look like Woody Allen, you know that?" 
"You're killing me, Bronsky. You're absolutely killing me," said the doctor. He didn't move toward either of the chairs, nor did he indicate that Bronsky should sit. He just stood there, looking forlorn. 
Bronsky stared at him. "Death?" 
"Of course Death. Who else but Death? I look like Woody Allen because under these circumstances, that's how you see me. It's very subjective." 
Bronsky realized he should have been surprised. Instead he was not; somehow it all seemed to make perfect sense. "Oh, hey: Do you know what Woody Allen said about death?" 
"He's said a lot of things. He's almost as bad as you in that respect. What did he say in particular?" 
"He said," and Bronsky grinned at the recollection, "'I don't want to achieve immortality through my work. I want to achieve immortality by not dying.'" 
Death did not so much as crack a smile. "He's a riot," said Death flatly. 
"So what are you doing here?" said Bronsky as if greeting an old friend. 
"What am I doing here?" said Death, thumping himself on the chest. "What are you doing here? What are we |up orTordoing here? I told you. I told you not to talk about me. What part of 'don't talk about death' did you not get?" 
"I got it all. But people keep asking me how I am, or what I'm up to, or how things are going with me. And I have to tell them. I can't help it. And frankly," Bronsky said with growing impatience, "I don't get any of this. I mean, you said you were like a cat. Wrong side of every door and like that. But you're not a cat now. So if you're going to take me, then just take me. Right now." He thought of his wife in the outside office and how she'd react upon discovering that he'd just keeled over right then and there. It should have daunted him. It didn't. 
Death was very aware of this. "You're not at all afraid." 
Bronsky shrugged. "No. I know maybe I should be, but I'm not. I'm thinking maybe that part of my brain got shot off, too, and I'm only just now finding out about it. It's not like I don't care whether I live or die, but, you know... life. Nobody gets out alive. Right?" 
"Right," said Death, looking more uncomfortable with every passing moment. 
"Okay then, so... just... make it quick so it doesn't hurt. I got a low pain threshold." 
He met Death's gaze evenly, his head held high. 
"Stop watching me," said Death. 
"What?" 
"You're watching me. Stop it. You're making me nervous." 
"I'm making you nervous? You're Death! What do you have to be nervous about?" 
"Just stop looking." 
"Jeeez," said Bronsky, but he obediently turned around. He couldn't fathom what Death's problem was. It wasn't as if he didn't have job security. People had to die, after all. 
He closed his eyes and waited. "Is my life going to flash before my eyes?" he said. "I always wondered about that. And is it just the memorable parts, or is it more or less everything? Or would you know that? Can you actually read people's minds when they—" 
" Shut up! " 
"Okay, fine," said Bronsky, and he made a "zipper lip" gesture. Then he waited. And waited. The clock on the wall seemed stuck at 11:37. He glanced at his own watch. It had stopped moving as well. 
"Why'd my watch stop moving?" 
" Oh, for God's sake! " Death cried out. Bronsky could hear the crunch of leather and knew that Death had sunk into one of the seats. "Can't you stop talking for five minutes?" 
"Well," said Bronsky reasonably, turning around, "I'll have eternity to stop talking, right? So what's wrong with using my last few moments to make myself heard? Am I really so out of line?" 
Surprisingly, Death chuckled ruefully. "No. No, you're not. And it's not you. It's me." 
"You wanna talk about it?" said Bronsky, sitting in the opposite chair. 
Death shrugged. A housefly directly overhead stopped buzzing, fell, and bounced off the desk. Death ignored it. "You'll think it's stupid." 
"I'm sure I won't." 
Death didn't continue immediately; Bronsky waited patiently. 
"It's not just the cat thing. That's not it at all, really. It's just... I get nervous if somebody's expecting it. Expecting me to, you know... do my thing. I stand there and nothing happens." 
"You mean it's like, whattaya call it, electoral misfunction?" 
"That's erectile dys— no ! It's not like that at all," Death said defensively, his back stiffening. "It's just... it's hard to describe. It's like...." 
"Nervous bladder?" 
"What is it with you, Bronsky, that you think everything has to do with that part of the body? Okay, look," and suddenly he was holding two small horseshoe-shaped magnets. "Look. See how they resist each other?" He tried to push them together but they fought him. "It's because they're alike. Positive to positive, negative to negative... they resist each other. When they say 'opposites attract,' they're talking about more than polarity. They're talking about the metaphysical setup of the universe. I can do my job because people either aren't thinking about me or wondered what acnostb h actively don't want me. The more you think about me, the more you talk about me, the more you drive me away." 
"You're saying I could wind up living forever just because I'm talking about you?" 
"No," said Death with concern on his face. "That's not going to be allowed to happen. I mean, eventually you'd slip into a coma and then I'd take you, but 'eventually' won't cut it here. These things run on a schedule. The longer you're around, the more you set the schedule out of whack, and that isn't allowed to happen. You're a nice guy, Bronsky. I wouldn't wish that on my worst enemy." 
"You have a worst enemy?" 
Death didn't respond at first, and when he did, it wasn't to answer the question. "Stop talking about Death, Bronsky. Stop telling everyone you're ready to go. If someone says, 'How do you feel?' just say, 'I feel fine. Couldn't be better.' Don't say, 'I'm winding down, getting ready to die.' Do this for me. Do this for yourself. Okay?" 
"I'll try," said Bronsky, "but I'll probably fail." 
IV. 
  
BRONSKY WAS as good as his word. He tried. In short order, he failed. Spectacularly. 


It lasted as long as it took for his wife to go down with him to the car. She turned on the ignition and said, "So how did it go with the doctor?" 
With absolutely no hesitation, Bronsky told her. 
She didn't drive so much as an inch. She just sat there in the parking garage with the engine running and listened. When Bronsky was done talking, she turned off the ignition, said, "Wait here," and exited the car. 
She was gone for a good long time. So long that Bronsky was starting to worry about her before she finally returned with an expression so grim that it would have made the Grim Reaper nervous. She sat down in the car once more but did not turn on the engine. 
"He does not look like Woody Allen," she said with no preamble. "He looks nothing like Woody Allen." 
"Who does he look like?" Bronsky said with interest. 
"It doesn't matter. What matters is that he said he sat there and talked to you and talked to you but you said absolutely nothing." 
"What's he going to do? Tell you the truth?" 
She had been looking straight ahead; now she fixed her gaze upon him. "Yes. Because he has no reason to lie." 
"But you know I never lie." 
"I know," and now there was unutterable sadness in her voice. "I know." 
Then she said nothing else, which was disturbing to Bronsky because as voluble as he was, his wife was no slouch in that regard and was rarely at a loss for words. In this case, though, that seemed to be exactly what she was. She looked like she wanted to say a great many things and could not bring herself to utter any of them. And so she remained silent and thoughtful, and Bronsky coaxed her and cajoled her the entire way home but she said nothing more. 
She dropped Bronsky off at home and said firmly, "Stay here. Do not go anywhere until I get back." 
"Where are you going?" 
She didn't reply. Instead she pulled out and left Bronsky standing at the front door. He was glad he had his house keys in his pocket. 
His wife did not come back that evening. This worried him a bit, but not a lot. He reasoned that she just needed some time to herself. He even wondered if this would somehow satisfy Death's preference that he not discuss life's end. Perhaps his wife would return and find him slumped over in his chair, thus solving everyone's problems. 
"That would solve everyone's problems," said Bronsky. "That would be fine with me. Let death come and take me right now. I'm ready. It would mean I don't have to stand up again, with my hip hurting and my back is bothering me now. I have all my affairs in order; it wouldn't be that big a deal. And I know, I know, that sounds self-pitying, but it's not really meant to be. I just have a reasonable expectation that the world will go on fine without me, since it did fine before I got here. Which makes me for hundreds of years. c. She h think that—" 
He went on like that for hours, talking to himself, until his throat got sore and he tilted his head back to rest for a bit, and then he fell asleep. 
Death swung by and looked in on him, but Bronsky was muttering in his sleep about dying, shmying, so what, big deal, and Death rolled his white, empty eyes and left again. 
When Bronsky awoke, vaguely recalling having dreamt of Ping-Pong balls staring at him, his stomach informed him that he was hungry. He groaned as he hoisted himself from his chair, meandered into the kitchen, and was just in the process of finishing up cornflakes in milk when he heard the car pull up into the driveway. His instinct was to run out there, to ask a hundred questions about where his wife had vanished to, but he decided to play it cool instead. He calmly finished his cereal, and then neatly placed the bowl in the sink after washing it out. Then, as if he had all the time in the world, he strolled in leisurely fashion into the living room. 
Penny was standing there, her cherubic face swathed in curls. She was holding a small overnight bag, which she set down. Bronsky's wife was busy hanging up her coat. 
"Hi, Dad," said Penny. 
He breathed out a sigh of relief; he could not recall the last time he had been quite so happy to see someone. In a flash, he was years younger, and she was an infant, no bigger than his forearm. He was lying on his back in bed one lazy morning, drifting in and out of sleep, his wife downstairs making pancakes, the smell wafting up the stairs. And Penny was sound asleep on his chest, the top of her head just under his chin, her feet not quite reaching to his navel. She rose and sank in perfect tandem with his breathing, and it was as if she had no weight at all. They lay heart-to-heart. And in her slumber, the infant started to half-turn, and even though she didn't have the upper body strength to flip over, it was enough to send her sliding to the side. Uninterrupted, she would have tumbled right off him, possibly off the bed and onto the floor. And Bronsky, who was ninety percent asleep, instantly became one hundred percent awake, and he brought up his arm and caught her before she'd slid much more than an inch. He slid her back into place. Her eyes remained closed and she slept on, blissfully unaware of the near calamity. "I'll always catch you," he whispered. 
He wished it was always that easy to keep her safe. 
Bronsky moved from one side of the living room to another so quickly that it seemed as if he'd just teleported without bothering with the steps in between, and he enfolded her into his arms. He felt her heart beating against his. It had slowed considerably from the hummingbird-like speed it had possessed back when she was lying on his chest, but it was strong and steady and, hopefully, would continue unabated for a good long time to come. 
"What are you doing here? I know! Time-shares. You finally—" 
"Mom asked me to come, and I had some time off coming, so...." She shrugged. 
He didn't understand. He would have if he'd given it any thought, but he was so happy to see her that thinking about it just went right out of his head. 
Penny gave her mother a significant look, which her mother exchanged with equal significance, both of which went right past Bronsky. "Let's go somewhere and talk, Daddy," and she squeezed his hand once. 
"Oh," said her mother, "while you're out, could you pick up a couple of things at the deli?" 
"Sure, Mom," said Penny, and her mother handed her a list with a few scribbled items on it. Penny took it and tucked it into the pocket of her jacket. 
And Bronsky and his daughter went out for a walk, from which one of them would not come back. 
V. 
  
"AND IT WAS RIGHT THERE, right where you were sitting. That's where the cat was," said Bronsky. 


Penny, who was seated on the park bench, looked down as if the animal were under her. "The cat that was Death," she said. subsequentborTor 
"Right," said Bronsky, nodding. 
Bronsky had already told her the entire story. Now they were simply going back over the details because, Penny had said, she wanted to make sure she understood all of it. Bronsky was so pleased that what he was saying wasn't being dismissed out of hand that he was happy to go over it as many times as she asked. Why not? His little girl was there, and he drank in the presence of her as if it were a narcotic. 
"And he was a black cat with yellow eyes. And when he was the psychiatrist he looked like Woody Allen," she said. 
"To me," said Bronsky. "To you he might have looked like some younger actor who's kind of a nebbish. I don't know their names. I don't keep track of the new crop of actors. You ask me, there hasn't been a good movie made since Brando died. Streetcar Named Desire. The Godfather. Those were movies." 
"Daddy...," began Penny, something different in her voice. 
"Your mother asked you to come." He had figured it out by that point. "She thinks I'm lying." 
"No. We know you don't lie. That's what scares her. And me. We know you believe every single word you're telling us." She placed a hand on his. "Daddy... Mom's afraid that it's starting." 
"What's starting?" He stared at her blankly. 
"It. You know. When... you get older...." Penny cleared her throat. "And your mind starts to go...." 
He stared at her, appalled. "You think I'm going senile?" 
"Mom is afraid—" 
"Is that what you think?" 
"Dad, it's not about what I think. It's about Mom and what she—" 
"I don't care what she thinks!" Bronsky said, his voice rising. He was on his feet now. 
Penny stood as well, and there was fear in her voice, but also iron determination. "Well, you'd better, Dad! Because she's the one who's here, and she's the one who has to plan for it, and she can't go through it again! You know what I'm talking about." 
Bronsky did indeed know. His wife's mother had passed away, leaving behind her only daughter—Bronsky's eventual wife—to be the primary caretaker for her father. Her father's mind had started to go in very short order, and she had described it like being in a rowboat going over a waterfall very, very slowly, watching disaster unfolding before her and only being able to hold on without being able to affect the outcome. Little more than a teenager at the time, she had watched him slip away, dying by degrees, until he had no idea who she was and expressed outrage every time she came near him. She'd come in one morning to find him dead, having choked on his own vomit, and she was grief-stricken and also relieved. 
And Bronsky understood instantly what his daughter was saying. 
"She wants to put me away," Bronsky said softly. 
"No, Daddy, she doesn't." She sounded like her voice was about to crack. "Neither of us does. But she's terrified because of all the things you've been talking about. It was bad enough when you couldn't even answer a simple question, like, 'How are you?' without saying you were getting ready to die, but this whole thing, it's just... it's too much. She's lived in terror of this happening, and now it is, and—" 
"I need you to stop talking now," said Bronsky. 
"Daddy—" 
"I thought you, of all people, would understand. I thought you...." He shook his head. "I tried, Penny. I really tried. But I am what I am. I say what I say, and if others can't deal with it—" 
"We're just scared for you. Mom has a place she wants you to look at; it's very nice, and—" 
"I don't care how nice it is. Go back to Minnesota. Go back to your good life. I'm sorry you had to come all this way." He turned and strode away from her, his hip screaming at him to slow down. He ignored it. 
"Daddy!" she called, and she started to run after him. 
He shouted back over his shoulder, " Don't follow me! I mean it! " 
She stopped in her tracks, stunned by the tone of voice that her father had taken shouldorTor with her. A voice that was filled with fury and tragedy and betrayal and hurt, so many roiling emotions that it served to freeze her. Bronsky kept walking and didn't look back. 
He reached the sidewalk, taking big strides, and his hip began to complain in a way that would no longer be ignored. Bronsky slowed out of necessity, but his mind was still whirling with so many emotions. He had distanced himself from Penny because he knew he would not be able to control himself, and he had no desire to say to her all the things that he was thinking, because that was not going to end well for anyone. 
He didn't know how long he was walking, or where he was going. All he knew was that life was becoming an unendurable agony, and he could not wait for Death to take him. 
A honk from a car parked at curbside startled him and he reflexively began to move away from it. But then a soft voice called from within, "Get in, Bronsky." He looked more closely at the car. It was a pale Ford Bronco. 
The passenger's side door had opened. He couldn't see the driver clearly; he seemed cloaked in shadow even though it was sunny out. 
"Death?" 
"Yes." 
"We're doing this again? I told you, I can't change." 
"You've told me nothing. You haven't met me before. Get in." 
Bronsky wasn't sure what he was talking about, but then he remembered what Death had warned him about. That there was another Death that Bronsky really didn't want to meet. 
Apparently he was going to meet him now. 
"Uh-kay." 
Bronsky didn't hesitate. He climbed into the car and automatically buckled himself in. 
From the shadow of the driver's seat, Death said, "You buckle in? You, of all people, taking safety measures?" He spoke in a whispery monotone. 
"It's the law," Bronsky said primly. Then he leaned forward. "Wait a minute. You look familiar to me." 
Death leaned forward out of the shadows. "I look familiar to everyone." 
"Brando?" Bronsky wanted to laugh, but he was also appalled. "You made yourself look like Marlon Brando? For me?" 
"You said it yourself: it's how you see me." He turned on the car and it rolled out of its parking space onto the street. Death handled the wheel with confidence. 
"So... you're a different Death than the one I was talking to before?" Bronsky had to shake off the impulse to tell Death how much he loved his work in On the Waterfront. 

"I'm the enforcer. I'm the one who handles the aberrations from the way things are supposed to go. Suicides, martyrs... and the occasional off-the-beaten-path problems such as yourself." Death shook his head. "What have I ever done to make you treat me so disrespectfully?" 
"I can't help it. It's my brain—" 
"No, it's not. You've been saying that for years, believing that for years. It's an excuse, a crutch," said Death. "Your brain is fine. You've convinced yourself that you have no means of restraining yourself so that you can say whatever you like. The fact is that you could control yourself if you want. But you like the freedom from responsibility. You're hardly unique in that respect. I see it all the time. Usually it's movie stars or people in power. Celebrities who believe that they control every aspect of their world. And their arrogance convinces them that they can even control Death. They do the same thing you do: They keep talking about how they welcome it, that they're not afraid of it. And they're usually surrounded by Yes Men who nod and smile and don't tell them to stop talking about it. And the same thing happens with them that happened with you: My brethren show up and warn them to stop. And they won't, because they're used to doing things their way. That's when I'm called in." 
"And... what do...." Bronsky hesitated, strangely afraid to ask. "What do you do? I mean, how do you handle it? Do you just—" He made a throat-cutting gesture across his neck. 
"Yes, but... not them. I tell them I'm going to take other people like them subsequentborTor. People whose time isn't actually up yet, but I have some leeway." 
"People 'like them'?" 
"Other celebrities. I tell them who is going to die, and then I take them. And sometimes they still don't believe, and so I tell them again and take another. Then they believe. Then they show fear. Then they shut up. That's why famous people seem to die in threes. The third one is the one who was really supposed to go; the first two were just warning shots." 
"Oh," said Bronsky, who didn't quite know what to make of that. He was only half-listening, actually, trying to reassess the entirety of his life. Was Death right? Had he really been deluding himself all this time into thinking he physically had no self-control? His thoughts wandered, and Death said nothing to fill in the silence until finally everything Death had said began to sink in. Suddenly he turned to Death and said, "Wait. Are you saying you're... you're going to start killing famous people in order to get me...?" 
Death came as close to a laugh as he was capable. It sounded like the creaking of a coffin hinge. "You may have some renown within limited circles, Isadore," he said, and Bronsky suddenly felt naked with the speaking of his first name, "but famous? You? Hardly. Hardly that. No... I think that, in order for you to understand the gravity of your situation, we're going to have to hit you a bit closer to home." 
He was staring straight ahead, and Bronsky turned to see where Death was looking. His eyes widened in horror and for a split instant his heart forgot to beat. 
Penny had just emerged from the deli. She was holding a small white bag filled with assorted groceries. There was a bag of flour, which indicated that Bronsky's wife was probably going to bake cupcakes, Penny's favorite, that evening. Penny looked distracted and even from this distance, Bronsky could see that there were tearstains on her face. 
Then Bronsky heard the engine roar to full strength. Death slammed his foot on the pedal and drove the car straight at Penny. 
Penny turned, saw it, froze, her mouth opened in a perfect "O" of surprise. 
With a scream of horror, Bronsky lunged for the steering wheel. The seat belt held him back. He unbuckled and grabbed at the wheel, struggling furiously with Death as the pale Bronco bore down upon his daughter. 
And for that instant—just for that instant—death was the most terrifying thing that Bronsky could conceive. The notion of it horrified him, terrified him, and pain slammed through his chest like a meat cleaver and he prayed to hold on, just for a moment, just long enough, please, Oh God, please, I don't want to die, I don't, don't take me, not yet, give me one more month, one more day, one more minute of life, and he lurched the wheel as hard as he could while still in the passenger seat. The car swerved, so close to Penny that she could feel the breeze of it passing by and the heat of its exhaust, and then it slammed at full speed into the deli. A foot to the right and it would have crashed through the front display window. Instead it struck the brick face and collapsed like an accordion. 
It took emergency services twenty minutes to get there with the Jaws of Life to extract Bronsky from the wreck. He was gone long, long before that. 
There was no one else in the car. 
VI. 
  
PENNY HAD BEEN lost in thought, replaying the entire scene with her father over and over in her mind, trying to figure out how she could have handled it better. Nothing was occurring to her, which bothered her, because Penny had always considered herself a problem solver. She resolved right then and there that she was going to find some way to square things with her father. She didn't know how, but she would find a way to make things okay. 


Screams from people nearby alerted her and she stopped in the middle of the street and looked up. 
She saw her father, in the passenger side of an oncoming car, leaning over and struggl shouldorToring furiously with the wheel. She had absolutely no idea what in God's name her father was doing in this strange vehicle. 
Interestingly, under the circumstances, that wasn't her primary concern. What stunned her into immobility was the driver of the car. 
At first she thought it was some sort of madman in a Grim Reaper costume. He had a face that was a death's-head skull with eyes that seemed to burn right into her soul, and a black hood, and she wasn't sure but she could have sworn he actually had the tops of what appeared to be black wings behind him. 
Barely had she recognized the driver for what he was supposed to be dressed up as when she recognized him for what he actually was. 
She went totally numb, her legs turning to frozen blocks of ice. 
She saw the terrified look in her father's face and then, just like that, the car wasn't there. There was a screech of tires and it took her a few seconds to realize the car was no longer in front of her, because she was still looking fixedly in front of her. Then the heart-rending crash jolted her from her paralysis. 
She ran to the car, screaming her father's name. 
He wasn't there to hear it. 
She sagged back against a lamppost. No one seemed to notice her; they were far too fixed on the car itself. Half a dozen people were dialing 911 simultaneously. 
"Miss? I think you dropped this." 
Penny turned and her vision took a few moments to focus on the young, nerdy-looking guy who was holding up her small shopping bag. She looked down at her own hands as if she expected to see it still there. Then, wordlessly, she nodded. 
He placed the bag at her feet. "People are coming. It's going to be all right." 
"No," she whispered. "It's not all right. It's...." She couldn't form thoughts, much less articulate them. She looked at the kindly-faced young man and it seemed such a non sequitur that she could not comprehend it. He looked like that actor from the film about the pregnant girl... the one who played the young dorky friend who knocked her up.... 
"I'm not him," he said, as if reading her mind. "But I get that a lot." 
She looked from him to the car, and then away. What was visible of her father's mangled body was so horrible that she couldn't watch. She didn't want it in her mind. She just wanted to erase it for all time. 
She turned back to the young geeky guy. 
He was gone as if he hadn't been there. 
There were many questions afterward, investigations into what had actually transpired. The initial thought was that Bronsky had somehow snapped, becoming so angry at his daughter that he had stolen a car and tried to run her over. Penny put a quick end to that speculation, swearing that there had been another man at the wheel and her father had been fighting him. This was buttressed by the fact that Bronsky had been in the passenger seat, his feet firmly planted on that side, making it incredibly unlikely that he had had the slightest thing to do with controlling the forward motion of the vehicle. The driver's whereabouts were a mystery. It was generally conceded that he must have somehow leaped out of the car just before it hit and made a fast getaway. Granted, no witnesses were able to corroborate that scenario, but it was the only thing that made any sense. 
Any further answers—who the man was, how Bronsky had wound up in the car with him, why the man would have tried to run over Penny—all these remained a mystery. 
Penny's mother never remarried. She did remain around long enough to see her daughter marry and provide her with a granddaughter who was named Isadora, or Izzy for short. Grandma passed away some time after Izzy's arrival, complaining about death the entire time. 
Penny lived the rest of her life with regrets, as all of us do, but the greatest was that her last conversation with her father—which she had not realized it was going to be—had been so terrible. That she could have hurt him so badly with that final encounter subsequentborTor settled into her and festered, and there would be nights where she would sob uncontrollably. Her husband eventually grew tired of telling her that she needed to get over it and left her for a younger model with very little baggage or brains to go with it. 
And eventually, many years later, Penny was lying on a bed in a hospital, with more tubes sticking out of her than an old-style television set, her hair gone from chemo that hadn't gotten the job done. The cancer had worked through her incredibly quickly, so much so that she hadn't even told Izzy—who was working in Tokyo for a year—about it. She had reached the stage called "acceptance," but had come to realize that all that meant was that one accepted the inevitability of it, but was still determined to fight it for as long as humanly possible. 
She lay there, staring at nothing, and then she was staring at something. 
Bronsky smiled down at her. 
"Well, look at you," he said. 
She had thought that the radiation had sucked the moisture from her, but she still felt tears welling in her eyes. "Daddy," she whispered, "I'm so sorry." 
"For what? For worrying about me? For acting with what you thought were my best interests at heart?" He blew air dismissively through his lips. "It's okay—" 
"It's not. I hurt you so badly—" 
"I got over it pretty quick. I got a new job. I get to talk about death constantly and no one tries to shush me about it. The guy who had all the problems with taking me? I took over his old route. He seemed glad to be able to move on to other things." 
"That's... that's good." She winced. "Is it going to hurt?" 
"Nah. It's like...." He smiled. "Like when you were little. And you almost rolled off my chest, remember?" 
Penny tried to laugh, but couldn't. "I was maybe a month old, Dad. But I remember you telling me about it. And you caught me." 
"It's the same thing. Heart to heart," and he touched his and then hers, "and then you just roll over, ever so gently, and I'll catch you." 
"Okay." 
Bronsky chuckled. "Hey... can I interest you in some time-shares?" 
She chuckled back, a whispery, paper-thin sound. "Actually... I think I'm finally ready to listen." 
She rolled over... 
...and Bronsky caught his little girl. 
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Well, muses are unpredictable and Mr. Saylor's led him to ancient Rome by way of a crime-solver named Gordianus who has starred now in ten historical mystery novels and two volumes of short stories. But just as villains return to crime scenes, that muse has brought Steven Saylor back to the realm of the fantastic, and thus to our pages. This story is part of a series, set in 92 B.C., that features Gordianus and his traveling companion Antipater as they make their way to the Seven Wonders of the World. 

  
  
  

ON OUR JOURNEY TO SEE the Seven Wonders, Antipater and I saw much else along the way. As a poet, and a Greek, Antipater wished to pay homage to his great predecessors, so we stopped at Lesbos to visit the tomb of Sappho, and at Ios to see where Homer was buried. (Had we wished to see where Homer was born, we would have had to stop at almost every island in the Aegean Sea, according to Antipater, since so many claimed that honor.) 
We saw many remarkable places and things. None could compare with the Seven Wonders, though some came close. The Parthenon in Athens was certainly a marvel; but, having seen the Temple of Art how things are goingoolab. all me backemis at Ephesus, I understood why it was on the list instead. 
We stopped at Delos to see the Altar of Apollo, which some claim should be counted among the Wonders. The altar is made entirely of antlers, ingeniously fitted together without any sort of binding by Apollo himself, who used the horns of deer slain by his sister Artemis. To be sure, the altar was an astonishing sight, but the visit was not pleasant. Under Roman rule, Delos had become one of the largest slave markets in the world, a place of misery and foul odors. Men came to Delos to purchase humans by the thousands, not to wonder at Apollo's altar. 
Of the many sites we visited other than the Seven Wonders, one stands out especially in my memory: the ruins of Corinth. 
After our adventure in Olympia, we hired a driver and a mule-drawn wagon and headed east on the road that crosses the Peloponnese, that vast peninsula that would be an island were it not for the slender spit of earth that connects it to the mainland. The road was a winding one, skirting mountains and passing through clefts in the rugged landscape. At last, toward the end of a long day of travel, Antipater told me that we were drawing near to the isthmus. He explained the details of the local topography for my edification. 
"At its narrowest, the isthmus is less than four miles wide," he said. "A young fellow like you, Gordianus, might easily walk from the Gulf of Corinth on the north to the Gulf of Aegina on the south and back again in a single day, with time for a leisurely lunch beside this road, which at the isthmus links the two parts of Greece." 
"The route is certainly popular," I said. Since leaving Olympia, we were constantly being passed by faster vehicles and travelers on horseback. 
"Yes," said Antipater, "there's always a great deal of coming and going between the cities of the mainland—Athens, Thebes, and the rest—and the cities of the Peloponnese, like Sparta and Argos. But the traffic is especially heavy now, and especially in the easterly direction, since the Games at Olympia have just ended and all the athletes and spectators who poured into the Peloponnese from the mainland are now heading home again. To do so by land, this is the only route." 
The winding road took a turn to the north, skirting a craggy peak to our left that erupted from the earth like a knuckle of sheer rock. As the road crested a hill, I suddenly saw the Gulf of Corinth straight ahead of us, and at the same time, far away to our right, I had my first glimpse of the Gulf of Aegina, a glimmer of silver beyond a long blue ridge. "With the two gulfs so close on either side, and this road the only route from west to east, I should think this would be an ideal location for a city," I said. 
I was rather proud of this astute observation, and expected my old tutor to reward me with a smile. Instead, Antipater scowled. "Gordianus! Do you remember nothing of the geography I've taught you? Do you not realize where we are?" 
I was eighteen, and a man, but Antipater had a way of speaking that made me feel I was a boy again. 
He shook his head. "Fifty-six years ago, for the glory of Rome, Lucius Mummius utterly destroyed the city of Corinth and its people. And you, a Roman, don't even know where Corinth was! Have you ever even heard of Corinth?" 
"Of course I have," I protested. "If that's the Gulf of Corinth, to the north... and this winding road will eventually take us down to the Isthmus of Corinth, over that way... then...." I looked up at the craggy peak to our left. "Do you mean to say that's Acrocorinth, the fortified mountain above the ancient city?" I squinted. "Now that I look, I do see the ruins of what might have been a line of walls up there. But that means the city must have been right over there, at the foot of that sheer cliff." 
I finally saw what had been in plain sight but invisible to my inattentive gaze—a distant jumble of stones and mounds of earth that were all that remained of the once proud city of Corinth an unusual number of shouldorckor. I felt a stirring of curiosity, but the ruins were a considerable distance from the road, and the late summer day was drawing to a close. The cart and the mules cast long shadows on the tall, dry grass beside the road. Antipater leaned forward to speak to the driver. 
"Is there a place nearby where we can spend the night?" 
The driver turned his head and looked at Antipater as if he were a madman. "Here, so near the ruins? Of course not! The Romans won't allow so much as a vegetable stand to be built within a mile of the ancient walls, much less an inn. Besides, this place is...." 
"Yes?" said Antipater. "Go on." 
"Haunted!" The man lowered his voice to a gruff whisper. "This is as close as I care to come to it. I dread passing by here, every time I make this trip." 
"Nevertheless, it's my intention to have a closer look at the ruins," said Antipater. 
The driver snapped the reins and urged the mules to go faster. "You'll be doing so without me, then. I tell you what—up ahead there's a road that branches off to the left. That will take us down to the waterfront, to the old port of Lechaeum. There's a Roman garrison there. The soldiers maintain a few of the docks and warehouses, strictly for military use. There's not much of a town, just a few shops and a brothel that caters to the soldiers, but there's a small inn with a tavern. You and the young Roman can spend the night there." 
"Where will you sleep?" I said. 
"A pile of straw in the stable will be good enough for me," said the driver. 
"After a visit to the brothel, no doubt," whispered Antipater. 
"And tomorrow morning," the driver went on, "if you're still bent on visiting the ruins, I'll drop you off. You can have a look at the place in broad daylight, and then I'll come back and fetch you before nightfall." 
As the road tilted downward we saw the Gulf of Corinth before us, a broad sheet of gold lit by the westering sun. Eventually, the old port appeared as a silhouette of jumbled roofs against the shimmering water. As we drew nearer, the silhouette resolved into ramshackle structures. The inn was the first building we came to. It was a humble-looking place, but after a long day on the wagon I was glad to see it. No people were about, but several dogs were lying in the dusty street. As the wagon came to a halt, a few roused themselves and listlessly wagged their tails, looking worn out by the heat of the day but too hungry to miss an opportunity to beg. The driver shooed them away and went inside to make arrangements for us. 
I looked around, but there was not much to see. The place had a melancholy, deserted air. All the nearby buildings had fallen into disrepair. Walls had given way. Roofs had fallen in. 
"To think, Lechaeum was once one of the busiest ports in all Greece!" Antipater sighed. "The sister port on the other side of the isthmus is probably just as dilapidated." 
"But if the location is so ideal, why do the Romans not rebuild the ports, and reap the profits?" 
"Ask the Roman Senate! It's because they're all so jealous of each other, I suspect. None of them is willing to give the authority to rebuild the port to another Senator—they can't stand to see a rival become rich off such a lucrative commission. So nothing is done." 
"But the driver says there's a Roman garrison." 
"Yes, stationed here not to maintain the port but rather to keep anyone from using it! Because it dared to defy Rome, one of the world's most beautiful cities was destroyed, and because the conquerors squabble among themselves, the ports of ancient Corinth are left to rot." 
I had never heard Antipater express such vehement disdain for Rome. While I was growing up, he had done his best to teach me Greek and to instill in me an appreciation of Greek culture, but regarding recent history, particularly Rome's conquest of Greece, he had always been circumspect. 
The driver returned with bad news: there was no room at the inn. 
"What! But this |up orckorwon't do," declared Antipater. "I shall talk to the innkeeper myself." I helped him dismount from the cart and followed him inside. 
The innkeeper was not a local, but a discharged Roman centurion named Gnaeus who had served for years at the Roman garrison before retiring to run the little inn and tavern. He explained that another party had arrived ahead of us and taken all four rooms. 
"Every room? Who are these people?" said Antipater, speaking Latin in preference to the innkeeper's uncouth Greek. 
"A group of Roman travelers, just come from Olympia. They say they want to stay here for a while and have a look at the old ruins up the hill. That's them in the tavern, having some wine and a bite to eat." The innkeeper nodded toward the adjoining room, from which I heard the murmur of conversation and occasional laughter. 
Antipater glared. "'A look at the old ruins,' you say? The city had a name, you know: Corinth. Now why don't you go ask your other guests to double-up, and free a room for us?" 
The innkeeper scowled and muttered under his breath: "Crazy old Greek!" 
"What did you say?" asked Antipater. 
"Yes, repeat what you just said," I demanded. 
The innkeeper took his first good look at me. His eyes settled on the iron ring on my right hand. 
"You're a Roman?" he said. 
"Indeed I am." 
"Hardly look old enough for that citizen's ring." 
"I'm eighteen." 
He nodded. "Well, that's different. What are you doing, traveling with this old Greek?" 
"Zoticus was my tutor when I was a boy," I said, using the assumed name under which Antipater was traveling. "Not that it's any of your business." 
"Exactly who stays under my roof is very much my business, young man," said the innkeeper, with an edge in his voice that reminded me he had once been a Roman centurion, used to giving orders. "But I like your spirit. I tell you what, I'll do what your Greek friend suggests, and have a word with the other guests. They seem like reasonable men. Maybe I can supply a room for you, after all." 
He stepped into the tavern and returned a few moments later, accompanied by a big man with curly red hair and a bristling beard. We exchanged introductions. The Roman's name was Titus Tullius. 
"Our host tells me you're looking for a room," he said. "And here I thought we were going to have the inn all to ourselves. I'm surprised anyone else even managed to find this place, it's so out of the way. Just come from Olympia, have you?" 
"Yes," I said. 
"First time at the Games? Yes, for me, too. Quite a show, wasn't it? Did you see the boxing matches? When that Athenian with the broken nose—" 
"Will you give up one of the rooms or not?" said Antipater brusquely. 
"Steady on," said Tullius. "It's too early for bed, anyway. Join us in the tavern for a drink." 
"I'm an old man, and I'm weary, and I need to lie down," said Antipater. 
"Well, why didn't you say so? Yes, by all means, take one of our rooms. We'll manage. We were going to split up three to a room, but we can just as easily fit four to a room, I suppose." 
"There are twelve of you? Such a large party," I said. "Did you all attend the Games together?" 
"We certainly did. Now we're seeing a few more sights here in the Peloponnese before we sail back to Rome. I'm the one who insisted on visiting the ruins of Corinth. The rest thought that would be a bore, but I assured them it will be well worth it." 
"That's our intention, as well," I said. I turned toward Antipater, but he was already heading up the stairs. The innkeeper followed after him with a ring of jangling keys in his fist. 
Tullius smiled. "It'll be just us Romans in the tavern, then. There's my group, plus a few off-duty soldiers from the garrison. Come, Gordianus, join us." 
I did so gladly, thinking a cup or two of wine would do much to soothe my travel-stiff limbs. 
Tullius's party consisted entirely of men. I was the youngestI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacnotor in the room, though some of the soldiers were not much older. A single serving woman moved among them. She was neither young nor pretty, and by her gruff manner I judged her to be a freeborn local woman, not a slave. 
"Ismene!" called Tullius. "Bring a cup for my young friend." 
She gave him a sour look, but fetched a wooden cup and pressed it into my hand, then filled it from her pitcher. "Let's hope this handsome fellow has better manners than the rest of you louts," she said. She gave me a warm smile, then glowered at the others. 
"I do believe Ismene is smitten with you, Gordianus!" Tullius laughed. 
"Finally, a man to tempt Ismene!" said one of the soldiers, flashing a broad grin. He had a neck like a bull's and the first touches of silver in his brassy blond hair. In every drunken group, there is someone louder than the rest; he fit the role. 
"Don't tease her, Marcus," said the soldier next to him, who looked frail in comparison. The frown-lines around his mouth betrayed an anxious disposition. 
"Why not, Lucius? Are you afraid of Ismene? Or perhaps you're a bit in love with the old battle-axe?" Marcus laughed uproariously. 
The conversation settled down, and the chief topic was Olympia. The soldiers envied the travelers for having witnessed the games. Since I had seen some events that others had missed, I found myself joining in the conversation and thoroughly enjoying it. At this point in my journey with Antipater, I was beginning to feel a bit homesick. It felt good to be in a room where everyone was speaking Latin. When the conversation turned from Olympia to Rome—the soldiers were eager for news—I felt quite at home, a Roman among Romans. 
"These days, all the talk in Rome is about war," said Tullius. "War looming in Asia with King Mithridates, and war looming in Italy between Rome and her unhappy Italian confederates." 
"But there's no war yet, in either of those places," said Lucius, looking fretful. 
"No—not yet," said Tullius darkly. His companions nodded gravely. "You fellows are well out of it here. Must be pretty quiet duty in a posting like this." 
"As quiet as a grave!" said Marcus with a laugh. 
Lucius made a sign with his hand to avert the Evil Eye. "You shouldn't talk that way, Marcus. You know this place is lousy with ghosts, and rife with magic." 
"Magic?" I said. 
"Black magic!" Lucius raised his thick black eyebrows. "Curses and spells, sorcery and witchcraft. It's everywhere you turn in this part of the world." 
"It seems to me this part of the world is practically deserted," I said. "Except for a few scattered farms, we saw hardly any signs of life along the road. Where would you even find a witch?" 
"You wouldn't have to go far." Lucius looked sidelong at Ismene. She noticed his gaze and glared back at him. 
Marcus laughed. "Lucius, what an old woman you are! Afraid of your own shadow." 
"Am I? Tell me then, why do soldiers die in their sleep here? You remember Aulus, and then Tiberius—both dead, and with no explanation. And why is everyone afraid to go anywhere near the old ruins, especially at night?" Lucius shivered. "Give me Mithridates or a civil war in Italy any day! At least you know what you're up against when it's another man with a sword that's trying to kill you." He shook his head. "I can't believe you fellows intend to go traipsing around those ruins tomorrow. There's something wicked in that place. If you ask me—" 
"Now, really!" Tullius drew back his shoulders and raised his chin. "You're a soldier of Rome, my good man, and I won't have you talking such rubbish. What was Corinth? Just another city conquered by Rome and put to the sword. Was there a massacre? Undoubtedly. Does that mean that no Roman should ever set foot there, for fear of restless spirits seeking retribution? Nonsense! If a Roman should be afraid to go walking in a city defeated by Romans, then I'm afraid we should all have to give up our conquests and go scampering an unusual number of shouldorckor back to Rome! So much for fearing ghosts. As for this magic you speak of, that sort of thing is woman's work. Oh, some women are always cursing each other, especially these Greeks—'Hermes of the Underworld, Ambrosia is prettier than me, please make her hair fall out,' or 'Great Artemis, helper in childbirth, all the girls have babies now except me, can't you make their babies get sick and cry all night?' That sort of rubbish. Women squabbling, and asking deities to take sides—as if the gods have nothing better to do. Hardly the sort of thing for a man to worry about, especially a Roman, and especially a Roman soldier." 
Lucius shook his head. He drained the rest of his cup, then took his leave without another word. 
"Superstitious fellow, that one," said Marcus. "Doesn't like it here. Always brooding. Don't take it personally." 
To show that he didn't, Tullius bought everyone another round. Ismene rolled her eyes, but shambled off to refill her pitcher. 
  
AN HOUR OR SO LATER, I staggered upstairs and crawled into the lumpy bed beside Antipater, having eaten too little and drunk too much. When he roused me at dawn the next morning, my head was full of spiders and my mouth was stuffed with cobwebs. 
Down in the tavern, Gnaeus the innkeeper served us millet porridge with a small dollop of honey—the simple sort of breakfast he had learned to cook in his centurion days, no doubt. The other guests were not yet stirring. I envied them the luxury of sleeping late. 
The wagon driver seemed as hungover as I was. 
"How was your visit to the brothel last night?" asked Antipater cheerfully. 
The man only groaned and shook his head. True to his word, he took us to the outskirts of the old ruins, hissing at every bump in the road, then turned back toward Lechaeum with a promise that he would return for us before nightfall. 
A defensive wall with gates and towers had once surrounded all of Corinth. Only the foundations remained. Within their boundary, it was possible to discern where streets had run and how blocks had been laid out, but almost nothing remained of the buildings except for scattered stones, fallen columns, broken roof tiles, and bits of charred wood amid the high grass. Here and there I saw evidence of a mosaic that had once been part of a floor, but even these had been broken into pieces and scattered. I saw a few pedestals, but no statues. 
The place cast a melancholy spell, especially upon Antipater. He wandered about like a man in a dream. There was a strange look in his eyes, as if somehow he could see the city as it once had appeared. 
"Did you ever visit Corinth, before it was destroyed?" I said. 
He took a deep breath. "I saw it as boy. My father was appointed by the elders of Sidon to consult the oracle at Delphi, and he took me along on the trip. We crossed the isthmus coming and going, and each time we spent a couple of nights here in Corinth. But my memories are a child's memories, vague and dim. It's impossible to know what I actually remember and what I only imagine, and there's nothing here to confirm my recollections. Nothing at all! And yet...." 
He began to wander again, with a more purposeful look on his face. 
"Are you looking for something in particular?" I said. 
"I'll know the right spot when I come to it," he muttered 
I followed him for an hour or more, walking up and down the streets of a city that no longer existed. A warm wind began to blow, whistling amid the ruins and causing the dry grass to shiver. 
At last he came to a halt. He sighed, closed his eyes, and bowed his head. We were in the midst of what once had been a grand house, to judge by the layout of the many rooms and the traces of a garden with a fountain at the center. Antipater threw back his head. With his eyes still shut, he declaimed in Greek: 
"I was Rhodope, the rosy-cheeked, and my mother was Boisca. 
We did not die of sickness. Nor did we die by the sword. 
 wondered what acnotorInstead, when dreadful Ares brought destruction to the city, 
My mother seized a slaughtering knife and a cord. 
With a prayer, she slew me like a lamb upon the altar. 
Then she slew herself, with a noose around her throat. 
Thus died two women of Corinth, untouched and free, 
Bravely facing their end, cursing any who gloat." 
Utter silence followed his recitation, broken only by the sighing of the wind in the grass. Suddenly I heard someone clapping, then a whole group applauding. 
With a start, I spun about. Did I expect to see the ghosts of Corinth? The truth was more prosaic: Titus Tullius and his party had joined us. 
"A most excellent recitation!" declared Tullius. He turned to his companions. "Gentlemen, what you've just heard is a fictitious epitaph for a dead mother and daughter of Corinth, composed by the late Antipater of Sidon. I was planning to recite it for you myself, but good Zoticus here, with his native Greek, has done a far better job than I could have. That was excellent, Zoticus!" 
The party responded with another round of applause. Antipater's poems were as famous as his image was unknown. None of the traveling Romans had any idea that it was Antipater of Sidon himself who stood before them. 
Usually Antipater was delighted to hear his poems praised, but if looks could kill, Tullius would have fallen dead on the spot. Oblivious of Antipater's scowl, Tullius recommenced with what appeared to be an ongoing lecture for the edification of his companions. 
"So, gentlemen, is this really the spot where the distraught Boisca slew her daughter Rhodope and then committed suicide? Probably not, since both women are most likely fictional creations. The poet's intent was not to memorialize two actual women, but to remind us of the pathos and terror that must have attended that final day here in Corinth, when the Roman legionnaires under Lucius Mummius pulled down the walls and, under orders from the Senate itself, proceeded to raze the city to the ground, slaying the men and enslaving the women and children. Any questions?" 
"Other Greek cities joined Corinth in the insurgency against Roman rule," said one of the men, "and yet those cities weren't destroyed. Why Corinth?" 
"An excellent question! First of all, it was Corinth who turned on her peaceable neighbors, who were perfectly content under Roman rule, and incited others to revolt. Also, the Senate never forgot a rather nasty incident that occurred in Corinth before the insurrection, when Roman ambassadors, passing by a private house, had feces and urine poured upon them. Sooner or later, there is a price to be paid for such disrespect! And, finally, it was decided that any future insurrections in Greece could best be forestalled by making a strict example of Corinth. As you will recall, in the very same year, Rome's ancient rival Carthage was utterly destroyed and her people enslaved. As Carthage was annihilated to the west, so Corinth was annihilated to the east. The result: almost sixty years later, all the cities of Greece remain firmly under Rome's control—and greatly to their benefit, I might add, since Rome put an end to centuries of bloody squabbling among them. Sometimes, as terrible as the consequences may be, an example must be made." 
The men around Tullius nodded thoughtfully and grunted in agreement. 
"What utter nonsense!" muttered Antipater. 
"Of course," Tullius went on, "when any city meets its end, there are deeper causes at work. Some contend that divine will engineered the destruction of Corinth, but others argue that her own reckless leadership was quite capable of causing the city's downfall without any intervention from the gods. That the Corinthians had grown corrupt and decadent, no one can deny. There is a theory that proximity to the sea, while it may bring commerce and riches to a city, may also bring the vices of luxury and exotic temptations. Men are distracted from the virtues of discipline and brav an unusual number of shouldorckorery and spurred to compete instead in extravagant shows of wealth. The same decay afflicted Carthage, another maritime city, where the love of commerce and foreign goods made the people soft. Corinth was perhaps doubly at risk in this regard, having not one but two ports on either side of the isthmus, only a few miles apart." He nodded thoughtfully. "I am reminded of another of Antipater of Sidon's laments for Corinth, which alludes to the city's special relationship with the sea. In that poem, the beautiful Nereids, daughters of Ocean, bemoan the city's fate." 
Tullius paused and cleared his throat. "I shall quote the poem now—that is, if Zoticus here does not object?" He smiled, but this rhetorical flourish was strictly for the amusement of his listeners; he did not even glance in Antipater's direction. "Well, then— 
"Where, O Corinth, is your fabled beauty now? 
Where the battlements and ramparts—" 
"Oh, really, this is too much to bear!" said Antipater, who turned about and stalked off. I followed him. The laughter and the quips of the Romans ("Silly old Greek!") rang in my ears. 
"Teacher!" I cried, but rather than halting, Antipater quickened his stride. We reached the ruined walls of the city at the foot of Acrocorinth, and still he hurried on. We appeared to be following the course of what had once been a well-maintained road that skirted the steep face of the mountain and circled around to its far side, where the ascent was much more gradual. The road became little more than a poorly kept footpath, switching back and forth as it wound its way up the slope. I began to think Antipater would reach the top without stopping, but eventually he paused for breath. Whether from exertion or anger at the Romans, his face was bright red. 
At length he caught his breath. "Do you know the tale of Sisyphus?" he asked me. 
"The name is familiar—" 
He shook his head, dismayed yet again at my ignorance. 
"Sisyphus was the founder of Corinth, the city's first king. Somehow he offended Zeus—the tales vary—and he was given a terrible punishment, forced to roll a boulder up a hill only to see it slip away and roll back down again, so that he had to repeat the pointless task over and over again. Some believe this was the very hill where Sisyphus carried out the impossible labor Zeus set for him. That is why this is called the Slope of Sisyphus." 
I looked down the rocky incline, then looked upward. We were about halfway to the top. Antipater resumed the ascent. 
We passed the ruined walls of what must have been a fortress, and at length we arrived at the summit. With the rock-strewn Slope of Sisyphus at our backs, we stood atop the sheer cliff that towered above the remains of Corinth. To the north lay the sea. The wharves at Lechaeum were tiny in the distance, with tiny Roman galleys moored alongside them; the walls of the waterfront garrison were manned by Roman soldiers almost too small to be seen. Below us, at the foot of the cliff, I could clearly discern the course of the old walls and the layout of Corinth. 
The sun was directly overhead. The harsh light and the lack of shadows made everything look stark and slightly unreal, drained of color and parched by the warm, dry wind. From the ruins below I imagined I could hear a sound like many voices whispering and moaning. The ruins themselves appeared to shimmer, an illusion caused by the rising heat and the undulation of high grass amid the stones. I shivered, and felt dizzy from the heat. 
"What really happened here, Antipater?" 
He sighed. "According to our friend Tullius, the Corinthians brought about their own destruction. Typical Roman reasoning: blame the victims! 
"When the Corinthians and their allies in the Achaean League revolted, they lashed out against the Spartans, who remained loyal to Rome. The Romans used that incident as a pretext to mount a full-scale invasion of the Peloponnese—they claimed they were merely coming to the defense of an ally. shouldorckor There were several battles. The Achaean League was crushed, and its leaders were either killed or committed suicide. The climax occurred here, at Corinth. The city opened its gates in surrender, but Lucius Mummius had been given orders by the Senate to make an example of Corinth. His soldiers poured into the city and utterly destroyed it. 
"Men were rounded up and slaughtered. Women were raped; if they survived, they were sold into slavery. The same thing was done to the children. Houses and temples were looted, then burned. The soldiers were allowed to stuff their pockets with all the jewelry and gold they could carry, but the choicest works of art were claimed by Mummius and sent back to the Senate. Rome was enriched beyond measure. Have a look inside any temple in Rome; all the best paintings and statues came from Corinth." 
Antipater paused for a long moment, lost in thought. "There's a painting by an artist named Aristeides, a stunning work. Hercules is in agony, trying to rip off the poisoned shirt given him by his wife, who thought the magical garment would merely make him faithful to her. Deianira is in the background, horrified by what she's done. The scheming centaur Nessus looks on from his hiding place in the woods, laughing. When I was a boy, my father took me to see that painting here in Corinth. How that image fascinated and terrified me! I never forgot it. Then, a few years ago, I had occasion to enter a temple in Rome, and there in the vestibule, I saw it again—not a copy or imitation, but the very painting by Aristeides! That was when my boyhood memories of Corinth came flooding back. That was when I wrote this poem." 
Antipater stepped to the very edge of the precipice. I held my breath, fearful that a gust of wind might push him over, but I didn't dare interrupt him. The words that had sounded pompous and hollow coming from Tullius sounded very different as they poured from Antipater. 
"Where, O Corinth, is your fabled beauty now? 
Where the battlements and ramparts, temples and towers? 
Where the multitudes that lived within your walls? 
Where the matrons holding vigil in your sacred bowers? 
City of Sisyphus, not a trace is left of you. 
War seizes and devours, takes some and then takes more. 
Ocean's daughters alone remain to mourn for you. 
The salt tears of the Nereids lash the lonely shore." 
I stepped beside Antipater. Together we gazed down at vanished Corinth with the moaning of the wind in our ears. 
A movement amid the ruins caught my eye. It was the party of Tullius—or so I presumed. The tiny figures were too distant to be clearly discerned, but among them I thought I recognized Tullius by his bristling red hair and beard. They were no longer standing in a group, listening to Tullius, or following him from place to place. They seemed to be poking amid the rubble and moving bits of it about, but toward what purpose I couldn't imagine. I thought of asking Antipater's opinion, but his gaze was elsewhere, and I didn't wish to agitate him by returning his attention to Tullius. 
The wind continued to rise. Antipater at last stepped back from the precipice and we headed down the slope. 
On the way down, a little off the path, I noticed some ruins that had escaped my attention on the way up. Antipater saw them, too, and we left the path to take a closer look. 
The largest of the ruins had once been a small temple or sanctuary. Drums from a fallen column lay amid the tumbled stones, and in a much-worn painting on a fragment of a wall Antipater claimed to recognize the image of Persephone, wife of Hades and queen of the Underworld. 
"Can you not see her regal headband, Gordianus, and the winnowing fan in her hands? Harvesters use such an implement to sift grain. Persephone uses it to winnow the dead as they descend to Hades, revealing some souls to be wheat and others chaff. Ceremonial winnowing fans like that are used in rituals at sacred sites all wondered what acnotor over Greece." 
"What happens at these rituals?" 
"No man knows, since the acolytes are all women. Presumably they call upon the powers of the Underworld." 
"But that's witchcraft, not worship." 
Antipater shrugged. "Who's to say where one ends and the other begins?" 
The remains of several other small buildings were nearby. Antipater speculated that these might have been used as dining halls and meeting rooms by the women who worshipped at the sanctuary of Persephone. The buildings had all collapsed except one. It was half-buried in rubble but the roof remained intact. It was hardly more than a shack with a door and a window. Antipater pushed open the door and we stepped inside. 
It was normal that the air in the room should be cool, but to me it felt unnaturally so. At first glance the dim little chamber appeared to be empty. But as my eyes adjusted, I saw a few objects scattered about the floor—clay lamps, incense burners, and some thin, flattened pieces of black metal. I picked up one of these tablets, surprised at how heavy it was, and how soft. The metal was easily bent. 
"Put that down!" said Antipater. 
His tone was so urgent that I did so at once. "What is it?" 
"A sheet of lead, for writing on. Don't you realize where we are? We've stumbled into a witch's den!" 
I looked about the room. "Are you sure? We're in the middle of nowhere. Why would anyone—" 
"The Romans demolished her sanctuary, but this spot is still sacred to Persephone. The women of Corinth must have practiced magic here for centuries. Ever since Jason brought the witch Medea back from Colchis and made her his queen, there have been witches in Corinth." 
"But Corinth no longer exists." 
"Yet the witches do. These things have been used recently. See the ash in the incense burners? See the dark spots on the ceiling made by the smoke of the lamps? They meet here at night. Someone is casting spells. While chanting incantations to the forces of darkness, they use the point of a blade to scratch curses on lead tablets, which are then placed near the person whom they wish to destroy." 
"But all these tablets are blank—except for this one." 
I picked up a tablet that was lying apart from the others. The crabbed letters were difficult to read, especially by the dim light, but the Greek was simple. "'I call upon Ananke. I call upon Moira. I call upon Egyptian Ufer of the Mighty Name. Destroy my enemy Eudocia! Destroy her utterly, from the hair on her head to the nails of her toes. Fill her mouth with sawdust. Fill her womb with sand. Fill her veins with black puss and vinegar. Make her—' And then it ends, just like that." 
"Put that thing down, Gordianus!" 
"But why is it still here?" 
"Who knows? Perhaps the curse was interrupted, or the spell went awry, or the person cursing Eudocia changed her mind. Now put it back where you found it, and let's get out of here at once." 
I would have stayed longer, curious to see if there was yet more evidence of magic to be found, but Antipater insisted I follow him. Emerging from the chill and darkness, I was dazzled by the harsh sunlight. Stifling waves of heat rose from the rock-strewn hillside. 
"When is the driver returning for us?" said Antipater. "I've seen enough of Corinth." 
The sun was still high in the sky when we reached the place where we were to await the driver. Antipater found a shady spot under an olive tree and took a nap. I sat against the trunk and listened to the chirring of cicadas in the grass. 
At one point, a Roman soldier came by on horseback. His helmet kept me from recognizing him, until he gave me a mock-salute and spoke. "Hot enough for you?" 
I realized it was Marcus, the soldier at the tavern who had made fun of his comrade for being so fearful of witches. "What are you doing out here?" I said, keeping my voice low so as not to wake Antipater. 
"Just making the rounds." Marcus gave his mount a gentle kick and ambl how things are goingoo—, —ed on. Horse and rider soon disappeared beyond a low hill. 
Every now and again I imagined I heard sounds coming from the ruins—men talking, and a clatter like metal implements being struck against stones. Was it possible that Tullius and his party were still nosing about the ruins? If so, what could they be up to? I thought about going to look for them, but decided it would be irresponsible to leave Antipater alone. It also occurred to me that perhaps the sounds I heard were not being made by the Romans at all, but by the ghosts of vanished Corinth. A foolish idea, I had no doubt; but I stayed where I was. 
Like Antipater, I had seen enough of that desolate, melancholy place. I was glad when the wagon finally arrived to carry us back to the inn at Lechaeum. 
  
ANTIPATER AND I ate an early dinner. Before we headed to bed, we made arrangements to be taken the next morning to the port of Chenchrea on the opposite side of the isthmus, where the wagon driver was sure we could hire a small vessel to take us as far as Piraeus, the port of Athens. Just as I laid my head on the pillow, I heard Tullius's party arrive downstairs, talking loudly and laughing. I feared their carousing would keep me up, but as soon as I shut my eyes I fell asleep. 
I woke at dawn. Nightmares clung to me like a shroud. What had I been dreaming about? Witches and curses, no doubt, but my head was such a muddle I couldn't remember. I regretted having consumed so much wine the night before—then remembered that I had drunk only a single cup of watered wine with my dinner. Nearby, Antipater continued to snore. 
I rose from the bed, feeling a bit unsteady, and unlatched the simple lock on the door. I made my way down the stairs, wondering if Gnaeus or Ismene would be stirring yet. My mouth was parched and I craved water. 
I reached the foot of the stairs, crossed the small vestibule, and stepped into the tavern. What I saw bewildered me at first—my mind could make no sense of it. Then I staggered backwards, retching and clutching my stomach. 
The room was a scene of utter carnage. Bodies lay in heaps, covered with blood. Among them I saw Titus Tullius. His head was thrown back, his eyes and mouth wide open, his limbs twisted. His throat had been cut. The front of his tunic was so soaked with blood that no trace of its original color remained. 
Even as a spectator at gladiator games, I had never seen so much death in one place. Suppressing my nausea, I counted the bodies. There were twelve. The entire party of Romans lay dead on the tavern floor. Every one of them had his throat cut. 
I ran upstairs to wake Antipater. He clung to sleep, but finally I was able to rouse him. He seemed confused and unsteady on his feet, as I had been after waking. By the time we went downstairs, the innkeeper was up. He stood in the tavern, gaping at the slaughter and shaking his head. 
"It's like a battlefield," he whispered. 
"Great Zeus!" cried Antipater. "They've all been murdered. Gordianus, did you hear anything last night?" 
"I slept like a stone." 
"So did I. But how could the noise have failed to wake us? There must have been a terrible struggle. Surely these men cried out." 
I frowned. "And yet, I see no signs of a fight. No benches overturned, nothing broken—and no weapons drawn. It's as if they submitted to what was done to them." 
"Or were taken by surprise," said Antipater. "Who was here last night, Gnaeus?" 
"Only these men, no one else." 
"No soldiers from the garrison?" 
The innkeeper shook his head. 
"What about your serving woman?" 
"Ismene was here, of course." 
"Where is she now?" said Antipater. 
"I don't know. She's usually here by now. She goes home at night to a little hut on the outskirts of town, but she's an early riser and she's usually in the tavern before I get up." 
"Perhaps something's happened to her," said Antipater. 
"Or perhaps she's fled," I said. "YouI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacnotor don't think Ismene could have—" 
Gnaeus snorted. "If you think Ismene played some part in this, you're mad. Why would she want to harm these men? Why would anyone have done this?" 
I thought of the way Tullius had talked about the destruction of Corinth, disparaging its people and blaming them for their own destruction. Antipater had been offended by his remarks. Whom else had Tullius offended, here at the tavern or elsewhere? Had the ghosts of Corinth themselves been stirred to retribution by his slanders? Horrified by the inexplicable slaughter, my imagination ran wild. 
Antipater thought of a simpler motive. "Perhaps they were robbed." 
Gnaeus ran upstairs and returned a few moments later. "Their rooms appear to be untouched. No one's taken their things." He shook his head. "The garrison commander will have to be told. I'll go to him myself." 
Not caring to remain in a room full of corpses, Antipater and I waited in the street outside until the innkeeper returned. He was followed by a troop of armed soldiers marching in formation. The dogs yelped and scattered at their approach. Among the men I recognized Marcus and his superstitious friend Lucius. At their head was a silver-haired officer with a weak chin and a patrician bearing. 
The officer took a good look at Antipater and me. "You two are witnesses?" 
"I found the bodies," I said. "But we didn't witness anything." 
"I'll be the judge of that. Quintus Menenius, commander of the garrison here at Lechaeum. And who are you?" 
"I'm Gordianus of Rome. This is my old tutor, Zoticus. We've just come from the games at Olympia. We were going to cross the isthmus this morning and catch a ship over at Chenchrea—" 
"Not today, you won't. Show me these bodies, Centurion Gnaeus," he said, paying the innkeeper the courtesy of using his old title. "And you two, come along. I may have more questions for you." 
Quintus Menenius had surely witnessed bloodier spectacles in his years of military service, but when he saw the carnage in the tavern he drew a sharp breath and shuddered. 
"All these men were your guests here at the inn, Centurion Gnaeus?" 
"Yes." 
"Were they robbed?" 
"Their rooms appear to be untouched. I don't know about their persons." 
"Lucius! Marcus! Examine the bodies. See if you find any coin purses." 
Moving from corpse to corpse, the two soldiers found small moneybags on each, all apparently intact. 
The commander furrowed his brow. "No robbery? Then why were they killed? And how was it done, without a struggle?" He shook his head. "Put the coin purses back where you found them, men. These are Roman citizens. There will have to be a scrupulous inventory of each victim's property—for the inquest." He uttered the final word with a tone of dread and sighed, as if weary already of the mountain of reports he would be obliged to file. 
Stuffing a coin purse back where he had found it, Lucius suddenly drew back. 
"What do you see, soldier?" said Menenius. 
At the same moment, from the corner of my eye, I noticed Marcus; he, too, was returning a coin purse, this one to the body of Titus Tullius—but did I see him remove an object from the little leather bag? I wasn't sure, and no one else seemed to notice. Then I was distracted, for Lucius, having previously drawn back, now cautiously reached for something beneath the body at his feet, then snatched back his hand as if scalded. 
"By Hercules, man, what is it?" Stepping over corpses, Menenius stooped down and pulled a thin, flat object from beneath the body. It was a lead tablet such as I had seen in the witch's den. 
Menenius heard me gasp. He gave me a sharp look, then returned his attention to the tablet, squinting at the letters scraped into the lead. With a snort, he abruptly crossed the room and shoved the tablet into my hands. "Here, you have young eyes—and you seem to know what this is. Read it aloud." 
I scanned the words. Hackles roseI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacnotor on my neck. "I'm not sure I should." 
"Read it!" 
I took a deep breath. "'Ananke, I call on you. Moira, I call on you. Egyptian Ufer of the Mighty Name, I call on you. Strike down these impious Romans! Rob them of their lives and let them join the dead whom they besmirch. Open their throats and let the blood of life pour out of them—'" 
Lucius emitted a stifled shriek and began to shake. He looked as if he might bolt from the room. Only his commander's glowering gaze held him in check. 
"Go on!" shouted Menenius. 
"'Destroy these Romans, Ananke. Destroy them utterly, Moira. Annihilate the impious defamers of the dead, Egyptian Ufer of the Mighty Name—'" 
Lucius began to sway. His eyes rolled up in his head. He crumpled to the floor amid the dead bodies. 
"By Hercules, the man's fainted!" said Menenius with disgust. He ordered a couple of his soldiers to tend to Lucius, then snatched the lead tablet from me. "Witchcraft!" he declared. "The local women are mad for it. Was this the work of your serving woman, Centurion Gnaeus?" 
The innkeeper looked back at him, speechless. 
"It will all come out at the inquest." Menenius sighed. "We'll have to round up the local women and make them talk. Extracting evidence from females suspected of practicing magic—a nasty business, hardly suitable work for Roman soldiers, but there you have it. Garrison life!" He ordered the soldiers to clear the bodies from the room and take an inventory of their belongings, then asked the innkeeper to show him the dead men's rooms. Antipater and I were dismissed, for the time being. 
While Antipater stepped outside, saying he needed fresh air, I drew Marcus aside. "Your friend Lucius was terrified when I read that curse." 
Marcus grinned. "He'd hide behind his shadow if he thought a witch was in the room." 
"So you don't think what happened here was the result of a curse?" 
He shrugged. "Who can say? The commander will determine who, or what, killed these men." 
"What did you take from Tullius's coin purse?" 
The question caught him off guard. He tried to feign innocence. I tried to feign certainty, since I was not at all sure of what I'd seen. I kept my gaze steady, and it was Marcus who gave way. With a crooked smile and a shrug, he produced a finely crafted bronze image of Hercules the size of a man's finger. 
"You won't tell anyone, will you?" he said. 
"Where do you think Tullius got such a thing?" 
"Perhaps he brought it with him from Rome, as a lucky charm." 
"Then little good it did him," I said. "Do you mind if I keep it?" 
For a moment, Marcus maintained his good-natured mask, then abruptly let it drop. "If I say no, I suppose you'll tell the commander, eh?" He glared at me. "Go ahead then, take it. That makes you a thief, too, and no better than me. I suppose we all have a bit of the magpie in us, eh? Now, if you don't mind, I have work to do." 
Marcus rejoined the others in the gruesome task of moving the dead bodies. 
  
EVEN THOUGH WE had told him all we knew, Menenius would not allow Antipater and me to move on until the inquest took place. The driver refused to stay any longer, and headed home to Olympia with his wagon early the next morning. 
For a young man of eighteen, there could hardly have been a more boring place to get stuck. A full day exploring the ruins of Corinth had been quite enough for me. Lechaeum itself had little to offer beyond the tavern, which I could no longer enter without becoming nauseated. The dusty, sparsely stocked little shops clustered around the garrison offered nothing to tempt me; nor did the brothel on the waterfront, to judge by the haggard women I saw coming and going via the back entrance. 
On the bright side, it appeared that the inquest would be held in short order. Things did not look good for Ismene, the serving woman at the tavern. A search of her little hut turned up materials used in witchcraft—the same typ wondered what acnotores of lamps, incense burners, and blank lead tablets that Antipater and I had discovered in the witch's den on the Slope of Sisyphus, along with small lead boxes containing wooden dolls, which according to Antipater could also be used to cast spells. Obviously, Ismene was a witch, and presumably had written the curse tablet discovered in the tavern—but she was nowhere to be found. The soldiers searched every house in the vicinity and questioned all the locals. Ismene had vanished into thin air. 
According to Gnaeus, the locals all agreed that witchcraft had killed the Romans. Absent evidence to the contrary, it seemed that the commander was prepared to go along with this idea. 
"Do we really believe all those men were killed by a curse?" I asked Antipater. We were sitting under the shade of a fig tree outside the inn, enduring the heat of the day along with the dogs lying in the dust nearby. 
"You read the tablet yourself, Gordianus. It called upon the forces of necessity and fate, as well as this Egyptian Ufer, whoever he is, to 'open their throats.' Isn't that exactly what happened—in the middle of the night, with no resistance from the victims, and so quietly that neither you nor I was awakened? That sounds like witchcraft to me." Antipater shuddered. "What's that in your hand?" 
Absentmindedly, I had pulled out the little figure of Hercules I had taken from Marcus and was fiddling with it. There was no use trying to hide it, so I explained to Antipater how I came to have it. 
"I've been thinking I should give it to the commander, to be restored to Tullius's property, but it's awkward. If I tell him Marcus took it, he'll probably be flogged, or worse. But if I don't tell the commander the truth, he may think I stole it myself. If I say I simply found it, how do I explain that I know it belonged to Tullius?" 
"Are you certain it was his?" 
"It came from his coin purse." 
"Let me have a closer look." Antipater examined the figure under a patch of sunlight. "This is Corinthian. The city's bronze-workers were famed for making miniatures like this. Do you see the mottled surface, dark red and green? That's a special patina they developed, which is seen in no other bronze sculpture. And here, this stamp on the bottom—that's the sign of one of the most famous Corinthian workshops." 
"Tullius was such a show-off, you'd think he would have shown his Corinthian good-luck charm to everyone." 
Antipater frowned. "Do you know what I think? Tullius didn't bring this with him from Rome. I think he found it amid the ruins the other day, and filched it." 
"I'm not sure 'filch' would be the proper word. After all, if he found it, fair and square—" 
"He had no right to take it. By decree of the Roman Senate, nothing can be built within a certain radius of the ruins of Corinth. Nor can anything be taken out. Nothing in, nothing out. There is to be no commerce of any sort, and that includes treasure hunting. Of course, one presumes there's no treasure left, that everything of value was long ago looted or destroyed. But perhaps under all the dirt and rubble, a few precious items might yet remain—like this figurine. That would make this object quite rare—probably worth a legionnaire's salary for a year." 
"This little thing? You're joking!" 
Antipater looked up and down the street. "Perhaps I exaggerate. Nonetheless, I'd tuck that away, if I were you. And I'd keep my eyes peeled for Marcus. I wouldn't put it past that fellow to knock you over the head and take it back from you." 
The day grew warmer still. Antipater fell fast asleep. I found myself looking at the craggy face of Acrocorinth in the distance, and felt a sudden impulse to return there. We had lost the wagon driver, but without Antipater to slow me down, I decided I was perfectly capable of walking there and back. I rose to my feet and headed out, shooing the dogs to keep them from following. 
The sunlight was blinding. Waves of heat rose from hillsides shouldorckorcovered with dry, brittle grass. I quickly grew thirsty, and realized I should have brought some water with me. 
I reached the line of the ruined city walls, and pressed on. I found the spot where we had run into Tullius and his party, and from there, I tried to determine where I had last seen them when I gazed down from the summit of Acrocorinth. Heat and thirst made me light-headed. The piles of rubble all looked alike. I became disoriented and confused. I began to see phantom movements from the corners of my eyes, and the least sound—the scrambling of a lizard or the call of a bird—startled me. I thought of the mother who had killed her daughter and then herself, and all the countless others who had suffered and died. I felt the ghosts of Corinth watching me, and whispered words to placate the dead, asking forgiveness for my trespass. 
At length, I stumbled upon an area that had recently been disturbed. Overturned rocks exposed the worm trails beneath, and clods of earth had been dug up. Some instinct led me to move a particular stone, and behind it I discovered a narrow defile, just large enough for a man to stick his arm inside. 
The idea that a snake or a spider or something even more terrible might live in such a crack gave me pause. I took a deep breath, then reached into the dark hole. 
My fingers touched something cold and scaly, and I heard a slithering noise. I drew back my hand, then had a glimmer of realization. I reached inside again and felt my hand immersed amid bits of smooth, cold metal. I trapped one of the coins between my forefinger and thumb and pulled it out. 
The silver was tarnished almost black, but the images were so deeply cast that I could easily make out Bellerophon astride his winged horse, Pegasus. On the reverse was an image of the monstrous chimera slain by the Corinthian hero. The coin was thick and heavy in my hand. 
I became so lost in studying the images that I didn't hear the approach of the horse and rider. When their shadow fell on me, I looked up, startled. The sun formed a blinding halo around the soldier's gleaming helmet. 
"Beautiful, isn't it?" said Marcus. "The coin, I mean. It's a funny thing, how some objects are beautiful because they're one of a kind—like that figure of Hercules you took from me. But coins become more beautiful the more of them there are. And there are a great many in that little hiding place you've discovered. It took me months to dig up those coins, along with all the other treasures I've found amid the ruins." 
"Treasures?" I said, my mouth dry. 
"Vases and such. A lot of the things I find are broken to bits, or melted by the flames, but every so often I find something so perfect I can hardly believe it. Like that little figurine of Hercules that Tullius found yesterday and dared to slip into his coin purse. From what I overheard, he and his friends agreed ahead of time to split anything they found evenly between them, and when they found this particular cache of treasures, they agreed to leave it intact and come back for it later. That was naughty of Tullius, to slip the Hercules into his coin purse while the others weren't watching. What if Menenius had come across it while searching the dead bodies, and realized where it came from?" 
I frowned. "Overheard? When did you hear Tullius and the others talking?" 
"Yesterday, as they went about their business here in the ruins. They clucked like hens the whole time—and had no idea I was watching and listening. I can thank my training for that. Quintus Menenius may be one of the stupidest men the gods ever made, but he did teach me a thing or two about stealth and surveillance. That sort of thing comes in handy if you want to scavenge treasures from an area that's off-limits for such things, and keep anyone else from doing so." He shook his head. "Titus Tullius and his friends thought they could come here, loot to their hearts' content, and run off with the spoils, and no one would lift a finger to stop them. What fools!" subsequentborckor 
"Why didn't you simply report them to Menenius? Wouldn't he have arrested them?" 
"Menenius would have clicked his tongue, given them a stern lecture, and sent them on their way—then barred all visitors to the ruins, posted guards night and day, and sent a full report to the Senate asking for further instructions. My treasure stores would have been discovered. My little operation would have come to an end. I'd have nothing to show for all my hard work." 
"How long have you been doing this?" 
"Scavenging the ruins? For months. Almost since the first day I was posted to this gods-forsaken place. I couldn't believe no one else had thought of doing the same thing. The locals are all too superstitious to go nosing about the ruins, and so are most of the Roman soldiers. That silly Lucius keeps the others frightened half to death with his stories about witches and ghosts. I encourage him at every turn, of course. Meanwhile, I come here as often as I safely can, and go treasure hunting. Sometimes I find a ring or a stray coin; usually I find nothing. But every so often I make a real discovery, like a cameo from a brooch, untouched by the flames and in perfect condition. Or a bag of coins that must have been buried by some wealthy Corinthian, thinking he could come back later and claim it. I hide the things I find. There's no safe way to smuggle them out without someone noticing, and nowhere in this gods-forsaken place to spend the money or sell the precious stones, so my treasures just keep accumulating. How Tullius and his friends were lucky enough to stumble on this particular hiding place, I can't imagine." 
"Lucky? Surely it was misfortune that led them here." 
Marcus laughed. "Yes, since I observed them doing it. I couldn't report them, because that would ruin my own scheme. And I had no intention of letting them come back here the next day, and the day after that, plundering the treasures I've worked so hard to accumulate. Ugh, this thing is hot!" He took off his helmet and tossed it on a soft patch of ground, then combed his fingers through sweat-soaked tufts of blond hair streaked with gray. 
"So you got rid of them," I said. My mouth was so dry I could hardly speak. I was so dizzy I thought I might fall. "Did you kill every one of them, all by yourself?" 
"I certainly did. With this." He pulled his short sword from its scabbard. "Had a terrible time cleaning all the blood off afterward." 
"But how did you manage it? Why didn't they resist? No, wait—I think I know. You're not alone in this scheme. The innkeeper is in it with you." 
"How did you deduce that, Gordianus?" 
"The way Antipater and I slept last night—we were tired from the long day and the heat, but not that tired. It wasn't natural. Some sort of drug was put in our food or wine. Something that made us sleep like dead men. The innkeeper did it." 
Marcus gave me a shrewd look. 
"And he did the same thing to Titus Tullius and his party," I said. "He put something in their wine that sent them into a deep sleep—so deep that not one of them woke while you killed them at your leisure. Why didn't you kill Antipater and me, as well?" 
"I'm a soldier, Gordianus. I kill from necessity, not for enjoyment. Clearly, your interest in the ruins was historical, or in the case of your old tutor, sentimental. A Roman pup and a doddering Greek wandering amid the rubble and declaiming poetry posed no threat to me. I told Gnaeus to drug you so that you'd sleep through the killing; I saw no need to kill you as well. It seems I made a mistake—which I now intend to rectify." 
He deftly swung one leg over his horse and dismounted, keeping the drawn sword in his hand. He tightened his grip on the hilt, making ready to use it. 
I backed away and tried to stall him with more questions. "The witch's curse—the lead tablet among the bodies—was it a forgery?" 
He laughed. "Can you believe the coincidence? Gnaeus and I found it when we searched Tullius's room an unusual number of shouldorckor after the killing. We couldn't believe our luck—a genuine curse tablet, scary enough to make Lucius faint and even old Menenius loose all common sense." 
"But who made the tablet?" 
"Ismene, I'm sure. Lucius always said she was a witch. I took the lead tablet downstairs and hid it among the bodies. It was perfect, that Lucius should be the one to find it. And the way you read it aloud, with that tremor in your voice—like an actor on a stage! Even I had to shudder. 'Egyptian Ufer of the Mighty Name!' " Marcus laughed so hard he stopped in his tracks. But he was still holding the sword. 
"Lucius said something about soldiers who died in their sleep," I said. "He blamed witchcraft." 
Marcus shrugged. "That was my doing. Aulus figured out what I was up to and demanded a share. So I poisoned him. A month later, Tiberius did the same. Lucius was sure they died by witchcraft and told everyone so. No suspicion ever fell on me." 
"If poison worked before, why didn't you poison Tullius and the rest?" I said, desperate to keep stalling him. 
He shook his head. "That would have required a great deal of poison. No, it was quicker and easier and more reliable to give them all a sleeping draft, and then use this." He slashed the air with his sword, so close that a gust of warm air blew against my nose. 
While I ran through every question I could think of, I had been looking for something to throw at him. I was surrounded by rubble, yet all the stones and bits of wood were either too big or too small to use as a weapon. Marcus saw my consternation and smiled. He said he killed for necessity, not enjoyment, but the look on his face told another story. 
I staggered back, weak from heat and thirst. My heart pounded so hard I thought my chest would burst. Amid the oily spots that swam before my eyes, I glimpsed ghostly faces—the dead of Corinth, making ready to welcome me. 
I heard a strange whistling noise. 
Marcus abruptly dropped his sword. His jaw went slack and his eyes rolled back in his head. He crumpled to the ground. 
I stood dumbfounded, then looked up to see Ismene. She seemed to have materialized from thin air. 
"How did you do that?" I whispered. "You killed him without even touching him. You were nowhere near him." 
She gave me a withering look. "First of all, he's probably not dead. Feel the pulse at his wrist." 
I did so. "You're right, he's only unconscious." 
"And not likely to stay that way long. I'd tie him up, if I were you." 
"With what?" 
She rolled her eyes. "Use the leather reins from his horse." 
"Ah, yes, of course. It's the heat—I can't seem to think straight. But I still don't understand how you did that. Was it a spell?" 
"Feel the back of his head." 
I did so. "There's a big lump. What sort of spell—" 
"Really, young man! Did your father never teach you to use a sling?" She held up a bit of cloth. "Witchcraft achieves many things, but as long as there's an egg-sized stone handy, I don't need Ufer of the Mighty Name to bring a man down." 
I finished tying Marcus's ankles and wrists. "You're very resourceful," I said. "Are you really a witch?" 
"Titus Tullius and his friends are all dead, aren't they?" 
"Yes, but that was because—" 
"If you don't like my answers, don't ask me questions." 
I thought about this, and decided to show her more respect. "The handwriting on the tablet at the inn was the same as the handwriting on the tablet I read in the room on the Slope of Sisyphus. You wrote both curses. That's your witch's den, isn't it?" 
"I'm one of the women who use it, yes." 
"Who is Eudocia, and why didn't you finish the curse against her?" 
Ismene laughed. For a moment her face was transformed. She looked almost pretty. "Of all the questions to ask! Eudocia is someone's mother-in-law. At the last moment, the woman asking for the spell lost her nerve. I still made her pay me. Now, I suggest you draI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacnotorpe this soldier over his horse and hurry back to Lechaeum, before you die of thirst." 
"What about you? Don't you need the horse?" 
"What for?" 
"To get away. The commander has the whole garrison looking for you." 
"I'm a witch, you silly boy. I don't need a horse to make my escape. Now go about your business and I'll go about mine." She reached into the narrow place, pulled out a handful of coins, then stuffed them into a pouch at her waist. The loose garment she was wearing appeared to have many such pouches sewn into it. Several were already bulging. 
"You're taking Marcus's loot?" 
"I never intended to do so, but Ananke demands it. Better I should have it than a Roman soldier." 
"Titus Tullius impugned sorcery and insulted the dead of Corinth. Now he and his friends are dead. What about Marcus?" 
"His own commander will see to his punishment." 
"And Gnaeus?" 
She spat on the ground. "There's a lead tablet under his bed right now. He'll be dead before nightfall." 
Hackles rose on the back of my neck. "And me?" 
She smiled. "You've done nothing wrong, young Roman. You and the poet showed only respect for the dead of Corinth, and for the sacred place of Persephone. You do the bidding of Moira in this affair. You are the agent of fate. Do you not realize that? 
"Now go!" 
  
BY THE TIME I got back to Lechaeum, the sun was low in the sky, casting long shadows. In the dry breeze that moved through the grass I no longer heard the whispers of the dead, only the sound of wind. The ghosts of Corinth were at peace, with me at least. 
As I approached the inn, I could see at a distance that Antipater was still asleep under the fig tree. One of the dogs saw me and barked. Antipater shifted in his sleep, but did not wake. I thought I saw a movement at one of the windows upstairs. Had Gnaeus seen me? I hurried on to the garrison. 
Lucius was on guard duty. At my approach, he ran to alert the commander. Menenius appeared a moment later. He strode out to meet me, staring at the soldier slung over the horse like a sack of grain. Marcus was just beginning to regain consciousness. He mumbled and tugged fitfully at the leather straps around his wrists and ankles. 
"What in Hades is going on?" demanded Menenius. 
My throat was so parched I couldn't speak. Menenius ordered water to be brought. It helped a little, but not much. It is not an easy thing, revealing a truth that will lead to another man's death. Marcus was a murderer many times over. He had poisoned two of his comrades and slit the throats of a dozen Roman citizens. If Ismene—or Moira—had not intervened, I would have been the thirteenth. I had a duty to both men and gods to deliver him to justice. Still, I found myself unable to look at Marcus as I told Menenius all I knew, aware that my testimony would lead surely and swiftly to his execution. Once he was fully awake, Marcus might deny my story, at first. But I had no doubt that Menenius would obtain a complete confession from him. 
Roman citizens are accorded the dignity of a swift death by beheading, but what did the law decree for a soldier who had murdered his own comrades? Would he be crucified like a slave, or stoned like a deserter by his fellow legionnaires? I tried not to think about it. I had played my part. Now it would fall to Menenius to act as the agent of fate. 
The commander dismissed me, saying he would question me again after interrogating Marcus. I walked swiftly to the inn. The first stars had appeared in the sky. The shade beneath the fig tree was now so dark I could hardly see Antipater, but I heard him softly snoring. The lazy dogs did not even look up. 
I stepped into the inn. The vestibule was dark, but the doorway to the tavern framed the soft glow of a single lamp. Gnaeus must have lit the lamp. I imagined him standing in the room, alone amid the ghosts of the slain. At any moment, soldiers from the garrison would arrive to arrest him for his shouldorckorcomplicity in the murders. I had no intention of warning him, but something compelled me to step into the tavern. 
Half in light, half in shadow, Gnaeus hung from a rope secured to a beam in the ceiling. His lifeless body still swayed slightly, as if he had committed the act only moments before. Ismene had told me he would be dead before nightfall. 
The next day, Menenius allowed us to leave. He even arranged for our transportation across the isthmus. Two soldiers drove us in a wagon, and seemed glad for the excursion. 
At Chenchrea, we found a ship to take us to Piraeus, and continued on our journey. 
As the Isthmus of Corinth receded in the distance, I wondered if the magic of Ismene had truly motivated all the bloodshed and havoc of the last few days, with no one aware of the full truth except the witch herself. If that were the case, how many times already in my life had I been the unknowing agent of unseen powers, and when would I next fall under the spell of such sorcery? 
I shivered at the thought, and hoped never to encounter Ismene again. 
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BENEATH THE FOUR OF US was a patch of bare earth, which Yuri had anchored into reality with a screw he'd muttered. Beyond our tiny island of the rational, the lines, as they say here, ran crooked: unknown suns rocked in the sky in polynomial smears of light. The walls of vegetation surrounding us reiterated with themselves, morphing each second into something different. The sudden paths in the undergrowth pulsed, as if breathing, before being swallowed by life again. Unchallenged by screws, The Maze reigned. 
"Are we anywhere close?" I asked them. 
A worker from Trail Crew 64, a translucent thing covered in dexterous pseudopodia, spoke up. Her voice came from the vibrations of a million cilia. "I think so. I didn't have my curvessor with me when I noticed the damage, but I'm sure your problem is starting somewhere here in the 64th cycle. We shouldn't need to tune into another cycle to find it." 
I scratched my thigh. Something burned there, like the bite of an insect, though the insects in The Maze aren't exactly real either. "Well, even if you're wrong, I've fixed problems on a lot of other cycles before. We should be able to figure it out without involving yet another Trail Crew." 
Yuri thumped the bare earth with a triumphant set of talons. To the being from Trail Crew 64, he said, "Space-Cowboy-Hero Ram can fix anything." 
They all turned to admire me. I scratched my thigh again and pretended not to notice. I'd been doing this for a decade, and I probably could fix anything by now. But the "Ram of Earth" folktales that were starting to go around were bad enough, and I didn't want to fan the flames. 
"But what's wrong with your leg?" asked Yuri. "You are injured?" 
"No. I just—" The fabric beneath my hand felt hot. 
An injury would've been preferable. 
Slowly, I slid a hand into my pocket, feeling for my vial of silvery spirit water. I withdrew it. Inside the stoppered container, 2,000 times stronger than glass, wondered what acth 
Yuri tossed his ox-like head in alarm. "Cowboy-Hero—" 
"Sorry, everyone," I blurted. "It's just a chaos knot here that needs untying, you'll be fine—I think I see a tree that won't change over there—gotta go—" 
I turned side. I closed my eyes and tuned into the 98th cycle, not letting my rational eyesight ruin my sense of irrational impulse that could be my only guide in this place. I almost twisted my ankle in a small hole, ran over something wooden and hollow, made a turn at full speed, ran through something wet, and jumped. 
I crashed through brush, and was suddenly running over consistent, grassy ground. 
I stopped and opened my eyes. Trail Crew 98 HQ. Our hard-won clearing, anchored over acres, where all the Trail Crew workers from the planets on our shared plane of reality camped and recovered under the familiar laws of physics. I ran expertly through the compound, past the ancient, central Spindle and its contradictory shadows, and past Perihana'ii's hut and its plume of smoke. Above the compound, the lines ran crooked, too; fifty feet up, the smoke from Perihana'ii's fire splintered into colors, or stars, or schools of frightened fish. 
I ran into one of the private bathing houses and took the fastest bath of my life. While I splashed and cursed and dropped the soap, I ran through a mental list of options, all of them bleak. I was the only crew member from Earth in the entire Maze. My permanent two-way portal to Earth had just been officially approved. Only six outside people had even been to my world so far, and none of them were on my crew and therefore plane of reality, and none were even anywhere near the First East Iteration, the family of realities to which I belonged. And no one here at HQ could master the illusion of a human shell yet. 
Better hurry. 
After I jumped out of the bath, I shoved my work clothes in a duffel bag, then took out my $1,000 shoes (Christian Dior) and gave them a fast look-over for anything telltale. Any green blood? Bone shards? Thanatos sap? 
Nope. Chemicals first, then: deodorant (Michel Germain, Sexual), aftershave (Perry Ellis, 360), summer scent (Issey Miyake, L'Eau D'Issey). Beneath the manufactured finesse, the smell of myself dissolved. 
Clothing second: from a garment bag hung on a hook, Yves Saint Laurent (various collections). Boxers, jeans, socks; undershirt, button-down shirt, watch (Rolex, Cosmograph Daytona); aforementioned $1,000 shoes. 
Hair last. I went to a mirror, a piece of polished tin nailed to a post. Meticulous and stupid: dry, gel, comb, sculpt. 
If my portal were taken from me— 
I stopped the thought, grabbed my bags, and ran outside, along the crescent-shaped bank of alarm pools that made up an edge of the compound. Each tiny pool, scrying the health of the two-way portals we watched over, lay clear and calm. 
Except, of course, the farthest and newest one. 
Mine. 
I reached it, dropped my bags, and wiped my calloused palms on my $450 jeans. I typed on the boiling surface, wincing at the heat, seeking and discarding the incorrect times and places until the surface cooled with the single moment that contained the danger to my monitored portal. The stilled spirit water condensed into colors. I leaned forward. 
My alarm showed me a place near my portal's entrance (or exit): a large kitchen done in white tile and stainless steel. Someone I knew too well was approaching from the adjoining hallway, his ruthless monologue preceding him in compacted commands, as if by Doppler effect. He entered the kitchen. Juan followed at his heels. 
I'd always feared that it would end like this. 
"Also," said my father to Juan, "phone Martinez about the meeting with Bill next week. Tell him it's on Thursday, and if he says that I said Wednesday, claim that I didn't." 
My father rifled through the kitchen cupboards. Juan followed after him, taking notes on a legal pad. "Also, reschedule my fitting|up or television— with Richard for next Monday. Imply that he's an arrogant shit for wrongly assuming that I'd gain weight, but be subtle about it. Work in an ambiguous comment about how some people, like his wife and daughter, do in fact pork up and spill out as they get older." 
Juan scribbled. My father opened a cabinet, disregarded the eighteenth-century Plymouth porcelain within, and moved on to another. "Also, talk to the Bentley people about Alan's car. Make sure they use the dead oak from the side yard when they do the finishing in the interior. Ask if they can work in the part where he carved his initials. If they say they can't, tell them that I am not paying two hundred thousand dollars for a goddamn car that won't be paneled with my firstborn's favorite goddamn climbing tree." 
My father finally pulled a meal-replacement bar from one of the cupboards and slipped it into a pocket of his Givenchy suit. "Oh. And call a landscaping company about the hedge maze out back. I want it ripped out tomorrow morning." 
There. 
My hands clenched the spirit water and the image dissolved. 
Somewhere behind me, I heard Yuri's distinctive, loping gait. Of course. He'd seen my boiling vial, and he'd be heading to Perihana'ii's hut to alert her. But I knew she'd just curl her tail helplessly and say there was nothing they could do, that my world was still too foreign. Ram of Earth was on his own. 
So be it. Gripping my bags, I edged around the crescent's horn, to where the vegetation breathed and liquefied into itself. 
I turned side. 
This time, my way back to Earth was via a narrow winding road, wreathed in vines, blood in their veins in lieu of sap. Somewhere, children sang. The road forked and slithered, as all roads here do, and I coalesced The Maze's split-up cycles by feeling which fork was more interesting—and taking the opposite. 
The bloody leaves around me gradually turned green. The distant singing faded. The tunnels retracted into the rectilinear walls of a hedge maze, first shaking, then pulsing, then almost still, save for the wind. The path turned from dust to grass, and a colored sky emerged above me. Blue. The smears of light overhead contracted into a single star. 
I took another cold turn, and I was out. 
I stood at the southernmost edge of a monstrous, hilly lawn, which sprawled up and away under the warm California sun. The slopes of it went on and on: orchards, gardens, fields, and flowerbeds; winding paths and statuary; benches, gazebos, secluded guest houses, and tennis courts; pools and granite fountains; artistic vistas and sculpted trees; plants from around the world. 
The hike up took twenty minutes. 
At the top, a mansion lords over it all. I picked an entrance and stepped inside, into a scripted life where I am called Ramshead Jones, my father's net worth is $48 billion, and I am required to add glamor to the family name by being the hedonistic party boy. 
And Jesus, do I hate it. 
  
I ENTERED MY ROOMS and grasped the first idea that came to me. I rummaged in my bags for a phone, and when I found one, I rang the direct line to my brother's secretary. 
"Patty Cheng." 
"Patty—thank God. It's Ramshead." 
"Good morning, Ramshead! How are you?" 
"Where's Alan?" 
"He's in a meeting right now." 
"I hate to ask you this, but I need you to take him out of it. Tell him to come home. Immediately." 
Her voice cooled into seriousness. "I'll go get him right away—hold, please?" 
"Yes." 
She put me on hold. I began to pace. The other people at that table would frown at each other when Alan left, and within a few hours, NASDAQ would probably quiver. 
Whatever. 
The line clicked to life. "Jesus, Ramshead, what is it?" asked Alan, out of breath. 
"I can't talk about it over the phone. Please." 
"Dad." 
"No." 
"Hanna." 
"No." 
"Jesus, Ramshead!" 
"I can't. Just please—come home." 
|up or television—"What—you?" 
"Please!" 
He paused. "You? Ramshead Jones?" 
"Alan—" 
"What could you possibly need from me ?" 
"Don't do this to me now! I need you!" 
"Is that so. This wouldn't happen to have anything to do with your latest fall from the planet, would it?" 
"Alan, damnit, I cannot talk about it here!" 
"You've been gone over two months this time, Ramshead. Doing what? Just what is it that you do, when you're away?" 
"Come home, you hateful son of a bitch!" 
Icy silence from the other end. 
"I will come," Alan finally said. His pitch was even and calm. "And you will get down on your knees and thank God that I'm even bothering to deal with a parasite like you." 
He hung up. 
Well—at least he was coming. 
I ran downstairs and outside, to await him on the mansion's main steps. I had to move the portal. I had to move the portal. In less than twenty-four hours? I took my copy of Trail Crew Emergency Screws from a pocket and thumbed through the pages. At least I found it quickly. 
Screw 8: Moving a Portal from Without 



Required blocks: 

        1: A tongue unknown 
        2: A tongue rare 
        3: A life unknown 
        4: A life rare 
  
"Seriously?" I yelled at the book. An endangered animal, the sacrifice of a life that never was, and a language nobody can speak. With the screw itself to be spoken in a language almost nobody can speak. Christ, how could I do this? 
I looked up at the sound of an engine, watching from across our green and empty front lawn: a Mercedes-Benz S550, powerful and purring. It moved with skillful violence. It swung over the long curve of the driveway and right up to me, at the bottom of the main staircase, where it whispered into silence. 
I slid the book into a pocket. My brother climbed out of the car. 
Alan strode up the steps, a flame of hunger and hate smoldering from within Armani Privé. He is too short, too broad-shouldered, to look much like our father, but he moves like him: hard, fast, relentless. He is not attractive. He wishes he were. 
Alan crucified me with his eyes. "And?" 
I opened my mouth. 
" And ?" 
I said, "The backyard," and turned and ran into the house. 
Alan followed me, saying something, but I ignored it and kept moving. In one minute I was through and out on the back lawn, waiting. I listened to him stomp through the hall behind me. 
"There better be a fucking flying saucer in the middle of the fucking carp pond!" He banged out of the house and bent over, huffing, hands on his knees, hairline glistening with sweat. The scent of Calvin Klein's Obsession rose. "What the hell, Ramshead?" 
I pointed south. 
"What!" 
I ran down the backyard. Alan cursed and followed, all the way down, until the house receded onto lofty hills. Below us, the wind pulled through the hedge maze, stretching east and west into hissing green infinity. 
Behind me, Alan stopped. 
I turned. "Come on," I demanded. 
"Talk to me, goddamnit! What is it!" 
"Come here." 
"Talk to me!" 
I felt my hands coil into fists. Around us, plum trees drank in the sun and couldn't care less. "Alan. I have to—" My tongue was sandpaper. "I have to show you something." 
"You haven't showed me shit. You've dragged me all the way across the property, when we could've just taken the service road down here. Do you have any idea what you pulled me out of?" 
I started to shout, but he shouted me down. "Do you even care what it is the rest of us do, day after day, every day? Or can you not get past your own pampered little bubble?" 
Alan paused for a gulp of air, and I felt my long-cultivated magnetism rise. The portal was too close. Around me, its exuded zap began to spin. Not like this. subsequentbor television— 
"I swear to Christ, if you ever do this to me again, I will tell Patty that you have died." He drew a cell phone from a jacket pocket. "Now if you're done with your shitty little cry for attention, I have a lot of explaining to do." 
"You haven't even looked at it yet!" 
He raised the phone to his ear and spoke to me, coldly, as it rang. "Looked at what? There's nothing to see here." 
I clenched my right fist and turned a screw. The zap spun into the first degree of visible, crackling over my fist and forearm like blue lighting. 
Alan froze. 
I raised my crackling fist. The sudden, humiliated fear in his eyes made me feel large and ashamed. I was ready to say, "Alan—I beg you—don't make me force you." 
But Alan's wide eyes settled on the zap, and he blurted, "It's about the hedge maze." 
My fist dropped like a dead bird. "It's what ?" 
Alan shut his phone and put it away, all the while staring at my hand. The zap fizzled into invisibility but I could still feel it circling. "The hedge maze. Isn't it." 
I stared at him. I did not know where to start. 
Alan took a step back. The humiliated fear had not gone away. "Don't make me get any closer to it." 
"I... I won't." 
"What have you seen?" 
"Huh?" 
"No. Don't tell me." He stepped back again. "What do you know about it?" 
I stared at him again. The sweat around his hairline had thickened into beads. "What do you know about it?" 
"Ramshead—don't." His voice was nearly pleading. "Let's not." 
"When we were kids," I said quietly, "you told me it was haunted. It took me years to even work up the courage to get close to it. Did you actually see something, Alan?" 
One of his hands fluttered out, looking for something supportive to grip. It brushed useless, reedy branches. "No." 
I took a step toward him. " I've seen something. And I've been inside." 
Alan swayed, as if he were about to faint; then sat down hard on a nearby rock as the color drained from his face. 
"Look—I won't say any more. But I really need your help. And you don't want to know what'll happen if you decide not to give it. Please. I'm begging you, Al." 
He shivered and said nothing. 
I sat down on the grass. The zap still circled me, as if it could find refuge in my skin, but I ignored it. 
Alan finally swallowed. "And?" he whispered. 
I brushed off some invisible zap. "And?" 
Alan asked, "What do I do?" 
I let out a breath. "Thank—" 
"Just tell me." 
"Really. If you want to know what's going on—" 
"I don't." 
"Well, in case you're ever curious what—" 
"I won't be." 
Self-consciously, I looked down. I fiddled with the cuffs of my shirt. I wanted him to be curious—to demand that I explain everything, because all those years of secrets, my secrets, still loomed between us. 
But I couldn't say that. 
Instead, I looked up. "All right. I need you to find two things for me." 
Alan reached a trembling hand into his jacket and pulled out his leather-bound, paper appointment book. He removed a pencil from the spine. "Go ahead." 
I watched him transcribe as I spoke. "I need you to find me a text, either original or copied, in a language nobody has been able to translate. And I also need you to find someone who speaks a very rare language. Once you find someone, have them call me. Can you do this?" 
"Yes." 
"As soon as possible." 
"Yes." 
"Alan, I'm not kidding." 
"I know." Alan replaced the pencil, shut the date book, and slid it back inside his jacket. "If I thought you were, I wouldn't've bothered to write it down in there. " 
I reached for something to say but came up empty. 
Alan stood and climbed through the plum orchard, back toward the house. I watched him go. I could've walked back with him, but I still didn't know what to say. 
I headed back to the ho shouldor television—use on a different path, so we wouldn't run into each other. 
  
ALAN WENT BACK to work. I went up to my rooms and locked the door, to concentrate on how to deal with the other two blocks I'd need for my portal-moving screw. 
The "life unknown" was actually not an issue. I am male and healthy, and have plenty of homunculi to spare. 
The "life rare" was the problem. I started with some research online, looking for places to call that offered private endangered-animal encounters. But every place's breathless, "Yes! Good morning! Mr. Ramshead Jones—an absolute pleasure—what can we do for you, sir!?" rapidly turned into an, "Ah... I'm afraid we can't allow animal encounters on private property... unsupervised... sir." 
An hour later I was out of places to call. I went back online, digging for people who would sell "exotic" animals to private buyers outright. But the red tape here was even worse: you must be licensed, we must process your application, we must meet with you to see if you will be kind to our animals. 
No time. 
Was there such a thing as buying an animal on the black market? 
Hanna would know. 
I grabbed a set of car keys—Jaguar, XKR Portfolio, 2004—and headed toward the garage. 
  
I drove around L.A. in loops and spirals, making more calls. Hanna has a cell phone, but the number always changes. She also has a house, but she does not like it. She much prefers the endless string of dangerous men that loops around her, so where she lays her head each night is never certain. 
I finally got a lead. An ex-boyfriend of an acquaintance I'd met at a party some years ago told me that she was sleeping with a certain vocalist these days whose band was beginning the slide into bloated overexposure. I got an address and drove to his house. They buzzed the gate open for me, not because I knew him personally, but because when I go anywhere, gates always open. 
The front door had been left ajar, so I entered unannounced. The interior was a frat-house wreck: broken furniture, shattered lamps, the stench of weed and beer. I heard someone clattering around in the kitchen, swearing in a masculine voice: "Where the hell does he keep the plates?" 
I ventured upstairs, peeking in bedrooms. The remains of the house party reached into every corner: bongs, panties, pornography, designer jeans, condoms, dustings of cocaine, the occasional bass or guitar. One nude, bug-eyed woman with hard, globular breasts, smoking a cigarette in a bathroom doorway, demanding of me, "What the fuck are you looking at, asshole?" 
I found Hanna in the master bedroom. She was standing barefoot at the floor-to-ceiling window, the tips of her fingers in the pockets of her tiny shorts, pulling down the low-rise waistband and revealing her tattoos, one fat red star on each hip. She had her weight on her right leg, and was watching the distant street with her head cocked, a strand of dark hair hanging loose from one of her high ponytails. 
I cleared my throat. "Hanna." 
She started. "Rammy! I didn't see you last night. Were you with the girls in the pool?" 
Before I could answer, she grinned and strolled toward me, rolling her hips, making those red stars wink with each rise and fall of her waistband. "Daddy will love it that you're finally partying like you're supposed to, and keeping up the fashionable family image or whatever. Haven't seen you in ages, kiddo. How've you been?" 
"I'm fine. Hanna—" 
She reached me and curled her arms around my neck. She kissed me on the cheek. "Missed you bunches." She lowered one hand and rubbed it over my stomach. "Did you lose weight?" 
I set a hand on hers and pulled it away. "Yeah. I've been really busy. Hanna, I've got something to ask you." 
Hanna grinned up at me. I couldn't tell if she wore dark eye makeup or if she were exhausted. "Rammy, relax. We got all day." 
"No, we don't." I stepped away from her. "Look, I'm really sorry, but I can't visit an unusual number of shouldor television— this time. I just have to ask you. Do you know where I could buy an exotic animal? In a hurry? I need it by tonight." 
Hanna put her fingers back in her pockets and looked down at the carpet. "You mean you don't have time to hang out?" 
"No. Tomorrow, maybe." 
"I never see you anymore." 
"I know—I said, I've been really busy." 
"When am I supposed to see you?" She looked up at me, her frown quivering. "You're never at your house. And you know Daddy won't let me go back there. " 
I bit my tongue. Hanna misinterpreted my silence. She looked out the window again and said, "Forget it. You came to the party, and you didn't even talk to me last night. You don't have to say anything." 
"I wasn't here last night. I just got here." 
"To ask me something, instead of see me. Yeah. I get it." She turned her body away from mine, to face the street again. 
I took a breath. "Hanna, you know I care about you—" 
"I know you spend all day at his house," she said flatly, "instead of ever hanging out with me." 
"I never know where you are!" 
"You found me now, didn't you?" 
"I didn't come here for this. Look." I took out my wallet and pulled out all the cash I had on me, $600. "If you need to pay someone for the information, then here. I'm really serious about this. You're the only one who can help me." 
She turned her head and eyed the money. "Why do you need an exotic animal?" 
"I just need it, okay?" 
"It's a weird thing to ask. What's it for?" 
I rolled my eyes. "I need it for a spell." 
Hanna cocked her head. 
I thought she'd take my bitterness as sarcasm, but she turned her body back toward mine. "A spell? That does what?" 
I looked away. She finally reached out and took the cash, and I gratefully pulled back into myself. "I was kidding. Forget it." 
"What does it do? This spell?" 
"I don't need it for a spell, okay? I was being sarcastic." 
"You're a rotten liar." 
"Come on. Do you really believe that I secretly know how to cast spells?" 
"You seem to." 
I didn't reply. 
Hanna took out a wallet from her back pocket and flipped it open. For a moment, I hated her for her self-absorption and breezy acceptance of something so strange. Shouldn't she feel something? Betrayal? Shock? 
She put the money away. I saw Hanna's hard-copy picture of our mother in her wallet, her serene expression, her narrow, wide-set eyes, her face as cool and evocative as the face of the moon. Leading a life somewhere just as out of reach, for twenty-three years now and counting. For a moment, I hated her, too. Had she stayed around, Hanna might have turned into something other than this. 
Hanna said, "You'll have to show me some magic sometime." 
I looked at her closely. I couldn't read her expression. "Can you find an animal for me or not?" 
Hanna slid her wallet back into her pocket and offered me that deceptively sunny grin. "Sure can." 
"Find me something slow, that won't run away. Like a tortoise or a slug. Or better yet—" I took out my wallet again and handed her a credit card. "Buy it for me with this, if you can. And call my cell as soon as you do, so I know it's on its way." 
She took the card. Her eyes glittered. "Do I get a present for helping you? Since Daddy refuses to 'sponsor a whore' and give me money anymore?" 
I couldn't say no. "Sure. Buy yourself whatever you want." 
She slid up to me and gave me a one-armed hug, while slipping my credit card into the front of her waistband with her other hand. "Love you bunches, Rammy. Call me and we'll hang out sometime for real, okay?" 
Her hair smelled like cigarettes, and this close, I could see the redness in her eyes. I hugged her back, as if I could squeeze out everything within her that I had long ago ceased to recognize. "Sure." 
  
I left the party and got back into the Jag. I drove a winding course through L.A. for hundreds of years. cikhe innkeeperb b again, making more calls. 
"Alan, it's Ramshead. I'm calling to see how things are going." 
"Alan, it's Ramshead. I couldn't get you on your main cell. I'm seeing if you've found any of those things we talked about." 
"Hi, Alan, it's Ramshead. I've tried a bunch of your other numbers. Where in God's name are you?" 
I finally gave up and called the direct line to his secretary again. "Patty Cheng." 
"Hi, Patty, this is Ramshead." 
"Ramshead! Hello. Is everything all right?" 
"Yeah. I need to speak with Alan again. He should be expecting my calls, but I can't raise him. Didn't he come back to the office?" 
"He did. I think he's here right now." 
I was driving east on San Vicente Boulevard, already doing sixty, but at this I upped my speed to sixty-five. "Do you know if he's supposed to be in for the next half-hour or so?" 
"He is, as far as he's told me." 
"Great." 
"Did you want me to get him?" 
"No. That's all I needed to know." 
We said our good-byes, and I hung up as I swerved onto Wilshire Boulevard. Alan was deliberately not answering my calls. 
I upped it to seventy. 
  
I PARKED in the garage, showed my badge to security, and ran into the depths of the building. In minutes, I stood outside the antechamber of Alan's office, sweating and breathless. I wiped my forehead with my wrists, figured that was good enough to make me look presentable, and went inside. 
Patty looked up from her desk as I came in. "Oh! Ramshead. I wasn't expecting you. Shall I—" 
"Yes." 
"I'll tell him you're here." 
I did not sit down. Patty smiled at me and busied herself at her computer. It should have taken Alan less than fifteen seconds to come out from his inner office, but thirty seconds passed. 
"Would you like to sit down?" Patty asked. 
"No." 
"I think he's in the middle of something." 
I moved to the inner door, but Patty stood up, her smile a warning. "I'm sure he'll be right out." 
I fumed and paced. Patty made calls and spoke in a sweet, pleasant voice. She typed at her computer. She put documents into envelopes. I pointedly checked my Daytona, over and over, and in this way, twenty horrible minutes passed. 
I stopped pacing. "Patty," I finally said, "I'm really sorry about this." 
She waved a hand. "That's all right. I know that things happen, and—Ramshead!" 
I ran into his office anyway. 
And right there, on the wide coffee table (Thomas Messel, American Chestnut), that lying son of a bitch was having lunch. 
With him . 
My heart seized. The door swung shut behind me. Alan looked up and away, too fast for me to even make eye contact, as across the table from him, my father said dryly, "Good afternoon, Ramshead. I can't imagine that you'd possibly be interested in our business meeting, but please, if you care that much about the Q2 reports, pull up a chair." 
My throat was ash. "I need to talk to Alan." 
"I don't think you do. We'll see you later, Ramshead." 
Alan nodded without looking at me. "We'll talk some other time, all right?" 
"Goddamnit it, no!" I shouted. "I asked you, and you agreed —so what the hell is this ?" 
"A meeting," said my father flatly. "Or is taking him out of one today not enough?" 
I tried again to make eye contact with Alan, but he still wouldn't look at me—only down at the details of his Caesar salad. 
My father pulled the napkin from his lap, wiped his mouth, and stood. "Ramshead, I really don't want to repeat myself." 
"This is important!" 
"Like it was this morning? Oh yes—Alan told me all about that. Of all the childish reasons to interrupt his day. Great crucified Christ." 
I reeled. "What—what reasons? What did you tell him?" I demanded of Alan, but he wouldn't answer. 
"Everything," snapped my father. "Which is to say, nothing much. A bunch of bushes? You|up or television— pulled him out over your love for a bunch of fucking bushes ?" 
Between us, thousands of truths and unheld conversations loomed. 
"But see...," I started. "It's not just... I mean there's—" 
"You've got a real problem with moving on and letting go, you know that?" My father adjusted the cuffs of his shirt, to make each one symmetrical and perfect. "I want you to listen to me, Ramshead, for once in your contrary, obstinate life. Your existence is designed to be unimportant. Ergo, by definition, nothing you could ever do or want will ever be as important as even one, tiny little word spoken within these walls. Unless my house is on fire, you are not to take Alan out of a meeting. Do you understand me?" 
I couldn't speak. 
"So I suggest that you grow up and accept the timely passing of the goddamn topiary. It can't mean anything real to you anyway." 
I took a step toward my brother. 
My father lunged forward, whites of his eyes visible all around, daring me to take it further. 
I turned on my heel and stormed out. 
I had trouble breathing. My muscles wouldn't work right. I couldn't see where I was going and moved only on blind instinct, to someplace where there would be no people to see my humiliation. A back stairwell somewhere. I sank to concrete steps and put my head in my arms. 
In my pocket, my cell phone rang. I drew it out and stared at the unfamiliar digits, then ground a palm into my eyes to clear them. Maybe it was Hanna's new number. "Ramshead." 
"I didn't tell him everything ," whispered Alan. "Obviously." 
I stiffened. 
"He'd never believe it. You know that. And anyway—what do you think I am?" 
"I think you're a lying son of a bitch who I never should've—" 
"I saw something. Okay? Earlier, you asked me if I actually saw something. Well—I did. Every single night for an entire year, after Mom left, I dreamed that I saw everyone I ever gave a damn about—you, Hanna, Mom, Dad—walking into that thing, and never coming out. 
"Don't mess with it, Ramshead. I'm begging you. I don't want to know what you're doing, but for Christ's sake, leave it alone. You have no idea what this is connected to." 
"Neither do you," I choked, but Alan had hung up. 
  
I wasted valuable time collecting myself, then left the stairwell and made it back to the garage. Again I drove through L.A. traffic, growing rougher with the first edge of rush hour. I navigated it the way I turn side in The Maze: on instinct alone, with my mind in some disconnected place. 
To protect myself. 
This is fine, I told myself. I am fine. Everything is fine. I'm on my own all the time, so how is this any different? It's not. It's going to be fine. 
I took out my phone again and called down the list. 
"Hi, Sammy, this is Ramshead. Haven't talked to you in a while. Listen, I need a favor... call me back when you get this. 
"Hi, Diana, this is Ramshead. Oh, shit. You're in France this month, aren't you? Never mind. 
"Hey Vic. It's Ramshead. I think you told me once that you have an uncle who teaches at UCLA. He's in the Linguistics Department, right? This'll sound weird, but can you give me his number? Call me back." 
I went through my entire phone, leaving messages and getting actual answers from no one. 
So now what? 
I went to the house. Not my father's house, but rather the "little cottage" that he had given me on my eighteenth birthday, in which I, and not the house sitter, am supposed to live in stylish debauchery. It embodies the designated lifestyle I am slated to experience. It is a place I don't like. But my clothes are there. 
Inside the door from the garage, a pile of unopened mail had tipped over and now fanned across the floor, along with a pile of jackets and miscellaneous shoes. From the main living room, a space-age, minimalist monstrosity in white and silver, I heard Javier and his brothers laughing beneath wondered what acb the womanb b the throbbing beats of Rock Band. I glanced at them gaming as I passed, then went upstairs into my spartan office and turned on my computer. 
I began to Google things like "untranslated language" and "unknown language." 
Within one minute, I found pictures of something called the Voynich Manuscript (fifteenth century, rediscovered by the modern world in 1912 by Wilfrid M. Voynich). Studious scholars had plastered sample pictures of the still-undecipherable text all over the web, replete with its bizarre illustrations of nude women emerging from pipes, goats eating stars, and plant roots entwined with eyeballs. Satisfied that this would fulfill the screw's requirement for a "language unknown," and encouraged by the easy success, I printed several pages of it. 
Then I Googled "rare language." 
Mistake. 
Never mind the details. Never mind the tedious tweaking of Boolean search terms, broken links, dead ends, poor-quality JPEGs, problems installing the latest version of Acrobat, email addresses that bounce and phone numbers that no longer work, or warnings from Wikipedia that this page does not cite sources. Instead, consider the cruelly double-pronged crux of the problem: (a) rare languages, by their nature, are elusive and undocumented; and (b) how rare must this thing be, anyway? 
Frustrated moments strung themselves together into an entire wasted hour. I took a break to go downstairs and eat something, one hand on my pocketed phone in case Hanna called with news about the rare animal, which she didn't. In the living room, Javier and his friends played and banged around, then began a heated, multilingual discussion of Angelina Jolie. I heard beer bottles clink and topple musically, and someone curse. " Chinga, tengo que mantener limpio este sitio—por las dudas que vuelva, ¿no sabes? " 
I went back upstairs, into my bedroom this time. Time to try something drastic. I opened the drawer in my nightstand, and from beneath my photograph of my mother I pulled a small box, wrapped in white paper and tied with a deceptively simple string. When I was first hired, Perihana'ii had given me the box at HQ as part of an orientation packet. "That," she had said, "is your Trail Crew 98 Emergency Kit, to be kept somewhere safe on the other side of your portal. Hopefully, you will never need to open it." 
"Why?" I had asked. 
"The packet contains some artifacts imbued with very powerful taps and screws, so the seal-break causes long-term damage to local reality." 
"How much damage, exactly?" I'd asked, but Perihana'ii had just twisted her tail in dismissal. 
Well. Let's just hope the neighbors don't get transmogrified. 
I went outside, down the steps of my redwood deck and to the center of my backyard, stopping beneath a lone silver maple. The branches were alive with piping chickadees, as if they knew. I looked at the package in my hands, shrugged, and pulled apart the knot. 
The seal broke. My backyard shuddered, the way a Plexiglas door shudders if struck too hard, and the chickadees took wing in alarm. Everything was normal within my next breath, but I could feel that the coalesced curtain here had just been stressed. The cycles were trying to separate into their essential, chaotic parts. 
I didn't know if they'd succeed, so I figured I'd better hurry. 
I opened the box. Great, roiling clouds of invisible zap poured over my fingers and rolled away over the grass. Inside the steaming box, a Stone awaited me, next to a Blade and a String. Good God. What had Perihana'ii been thinking? With one incorrectly tied knot in that String, I could send away the entire sentient population of the Western hemisphere. 
Better just use the Stone. Worst that one could do was cause global madness. 
Gingerly, I picked up the Stone with my free hand. I could feel it breathing. I daren't put down the box, in case I knocked it over and caused the Blade to touch something living, so with my hands full, I sat down beneath the an unusual number of shouldor television— silver maple and crossed my legs. 
I closed my right hand over the Stone, then did something that I am forbidden to talk about. 
Soon, a different sort of Internet lay before me. 
My breath came quick. This thing was ugly. A lurching, throbbing mass of color and neuroses, needs and fears and perverted hungers. Memories branded with vulnerability and shame. Faces. Places. The landscapes of recurring dreams. Riddles, jokes, melodies; flavors, dirty fantasies; facts and factoids, urban legends and lies. 
Boolean search terms don't work here. 
Instead, I thought about the concept behind the pronoun "I," divorced from language, and skipped this concept over the muck like a rock across the surface of a pond. Words bubbled up with each point of contact, and I searched for any I did not recognize. Je, ÿ, watashi, mim, ik, magamat, io, jeg, mimi, jag, minä. Each time I found an unfamiliar word, I held it and thought of the concept of language, to dredge up any linked English words for the mystery tongue. French, Russian, Japanese, Portuguese, Dutch, Hungarian, Italian, Norwegian, Swahili, Swedish, Finnish. But I needed a language rare. I couldn't be sure, but I didn't think these were rare enough. 
Ergo: lather, rinse, repeat. More times than I care to count. 
The sunlight in the backyard shifted further and grew long. They say that the Earth has somewhere around 6,000 languages. 
I believe it. 
My right hand was beginning to grow uncomfortable when I came across the word "nika." Language: Chinook Wawa. 
Oh? 
The word was fuzzy and irregular, like the concept of I was sloppy. I tried another: Pick up . "Mamook saghalie" floated up, but the boundaries here were also blurred and watery. Something was wrong. Languages are sharper than this. 
But I was running out of time. So Chinook Wawa it was. 
I (or was it Me, He, She, Mine, Him, Hers?): "Nika." Pick up (or was it Raise Above, Uplift, Make High?): "Mamook saghalie." I went through all the words I'd need to say for my screw: "I pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the net, and bind the strings." Then I tried to think of them together, all at once, to see what a grammatically correct translation would be, but I couldn't get anything to focus. Was this correct? Was this guy a novice speaker? 
The translation flickered in and out. I memorized it anyway, the cheap and dangerous way, copying the little entanglements in this anonymous donor's head into my own. Associations rode over on the words: the warmth of family, a burst of excitement, a flavor I had never tasted. Dust inside a corral somewhere. Sunlight. 
I felt the terrified donor shouting and holding his head, as he stood on a sidewalk outside a convenience store: "Get out, get out, get out!" 
Done. 
When I opened my eyes, I saw that the Stone had left a sunburned patch within my palm, and the silver maple's leaves had turned snow white. 
  
I WANDERED BACK into the house, clutching my restocked white box. My own thoughts felt tidy and small. I don't like telepathy. It reminds me of my loneliness and limited understanding. 
I went back into my office. I Googled Chinook Wawa, as a check, and uncovered the worrisome source of the "blurring" problem. 
It wasn't that the donor had been a poor speaker. It was that Chinook Wawa was an old pidgin language used by Northwest Native tribes and Europeans, for the purposes of diplomacy and trade with each other. By its very nature, the tongue was inexact and makeshift. 
How effing splendid. 
I looked at the clock on my monitor. 7:54. I checked my cell phone, but Hanna still hadn't called with news. Why hadn't I asked her for her new number? 
I dialed her old one out of futile anger. To my shock, a phone rang. Her voicemail kicked in. "Hey, kiddies, it's Hanna. Leave me a message, 'kay?" 
"You shouldor television— didn't change your number again?" I sputtered. "This whole time, I've been waiting for you to call me with any news, and you've still got your old—" 
My phone beeped. I switched to the other line. "Ramshead." 
"Rammy Pa-jammy!" 
"Hanna!" I sat up straight. "You're there!" 
"Where else would I be?" 
"Forget it. Have you—did you—" 
"That thing you wanted? Yeah, it's fine. You haven't gotten it yet?" 
I sagged with relief. "It's fine?" 
"I just said." 
"But you didn't call me." 
"Call you? Oh—I forgot that part. Hey, I got you a snail—is that okay?" 
"A snail's perfect. Hanna—thank you." 
I heard her say, "Actually, do you have it in white?" and then to me, "Oh, it was no problem. I mean, it was, but that's okay, because I'm really curious about what's going on. Is the guy really not there yet? He should be. Like, any minute." 
"What guy?" 
"I'm having a guy come to the house and drop it off, to make sure you get it." 
I sat up straight again. "Hanna." 
"Yeah?" 
"What house?" 
Pause. 
" Which house, Hanna?" 
"Rammy, what's the big deal? Dad's house. Cuz that's where you usually are when you're around, right?" 
I was already running down to the garage. 
  
Sunset now. I drove fast, but each passing minute still shrank my world into a ball of idiocy and ugly consequences. Of course Hanna had sent it there—why wouldn't she? 
I reached the gate and got buzzed in. I drove up to the house like I meant to ram into it, but instead I parked, badly, at the foot of the main steps. 
No other cars were there. I got out and leaned against the hood of the Jag, staring at that priceless coat of Coronado paint in the gathering darkness. The Daytona on my wrist read 8:13. Had Hanna given me a time? Had she given me his name? 
I mounted the stone steps of the house and went inside, dialing Hanna's number. 
"Who are you calling, Ramshead?" 
My body stiffened. In my ear, Hanna's voicemail message said, "Hey kiddies, it's Hanna. Leave me a message, 'kay?" 
I closed my phone and slid it into a pocket. Then I looked up at him, leisurely, as though everything were normal. "I'm waiting for someone. He's late. What are you doing by the door?" 
In a doorway across the entrance hall, my father smiled. It was more like a grimace. "This friend of yours. Is he an older gentleman? Bearded?" 
I didn't say anything. 
"Ramshead. How about you come upstairs with me to my office?" 
It was not a question. 
He turned and stalked down the hall, and I followed him. I don't know why. I could've just turned and run away. 
No I couldn't. 
He led me into his private office on the second floor, the one directly off of his bedroom, full of rare treasures and strange gifts from around the world. My father seated himself at his desk (Dutch, mid-seventeeth century, carved by Grinling Gibbons himself), crossed his legs at the knee, and swiveled to look at me. 
I did not sit. 
"Ramshead," my father said pleasantly. "What in the name of Christ do you want with a snail?" 
Stay calm. "I beg your pardon?" 
"Your colorful hippie friend," he said, still pleasantly. "The bearded gentleman. Before you decided to grace me with your presence this evening, he arrived with a snail for a Mister Jones. It's not Alan's. It's sure as shit not mine. Well?" 
"Where is it?" 
My father paused, as if he hadn't heard me and something else had just occurred to him. He glanced at his desk, at his framed photograph of my mother, then raised his eyes to one of the mysteries on the wall—a framed silver bird feather from a species I could never identify, something fantastic that looked more like it belonged in the other life I lived. "Ramshead," he said, "I am trying my absolute hardest not to lose my temper. Do you know how difficult that is for me?" 
I did not reply. 
"Now t|up or television—hen. Please answer my question." 
"It's none of your business." 
"It's my house." 
"It's my purchase." 
"It's my property." 
"Where is it?" 
My father rubbed the bridge of his nose. It was a theatrical gesture only. He never got headaches. "This moment we're having right here? This is precisely indicative of the ongoing problem that I am having with you. What did I tell you this afternoon, Ramshead?" 
I didn't respond. I felt a flush creep up my skin, some ugly synthesis of self-consciousness and fear. 
"I said, 'I suggest that you grow up.' Didn't I?" 
He was waiting for me to nod. I did not. 
"Aren't you going to answer me?" 
I didn't want to, but silence was the losing move. They were all losing moves. "Yes." 
"That's right. Now, have you taken my suggestion yet?" 
I closed my eyes. I felt sick. "Where is my snail?" 
"No?" My father made a tsk-tsk noise behind his teeth. "Someday, I'm hoping, you'll finally realize what's good for you. In the meantime, why don't you let the grownups make the big decisions, hmm?" 
I opened my mouth, but where could I even start? 
My father abruptly turned to his desk and shuffled through a few papers. His tone dropped to one of boredom. "The Morro Shoulderband Snail. Indigenous to California and endangered, and found only in Montana de Oro State Park, under coastal scrub and chaparral, as well as some places in nearby Los Osos. Recognizable by the thick brown stripe running around the outside of its lighter, tawny shell, which is globular in shape, and marked by deep grooves. Or so your bearded friend told me. That's cute, Ramshead. Very cute. 'Accidentally' finding an endangered snail under the bushes out back would mean that I couldn't do a damn thing to the land until they assessed it, wouldn't it? 
"Too bad for you, but Los Osos is a long way from L.A. It may seem close if you're desperate, but honestly, nobody would buy that sad sack of crap. So forget the snail. It wouldn't've worked anyway." 
I said nothing. 
"Ramshead, look—this is my house. I own it. I do what I like to it. You have your own house, which I bought you several years ago, to which you can do whatever you like. You're that attached to the hedge maze? Fine. Build one of your own. Jesus, build a Neverland Ranch over there for all I care. But here? Don't even try to fuck with me. This house is not a democracy. 
"I don't know what your problem is, Ramshead, but though I've tried, it's clearly nothing I can address. So get out of here. I've better things to do than talk to someone who never listens." 
I whispered, "My snail?" 
He scribbled on some papers. "I sent it away, back to wherever it came from. Good night, Ramshead." 
I stared at his hands. He would not look up and acknowledge me, even though I stood there in the crucifying silence. 
I left his office. I went into a drawing room somewhere on the first floor and collapsed onto the couch. Around me, the house settled further into nighttime, as unseen staff opened windows to let in the cool air. 
When I felt able to speak with a steady voice, I called Hanna. 
"Hey kiddies, it's Hanna. Leave me a message, 'kay?" 
"Hanna. Hi. The guy you sent over? Is he—do you have his number? Can you get him to come to my house instead? Hanna, please, pick up...." 
I trailed off into silence. I hung up and dialed again. 
"Hanna. Okay, goddamn it, the snail is for a spell. The most important one I've ever done. Hanna. Please. Send him to my house. Please, pick up!" 
I hung up. I twitched for ten more minutes, then called again. 
"Hanna, I'm begging you. I'll tell you everything if you'll call me back. I don't want to, not like this, not over a fucking cell phone, but Hanna, please, you don't know all the things at stake here. I'm sorry—that sounded patronizing and stupid. Just—call me back...." 
I hung up and waited, and dial an unusual number of shouldor television—ed again. 
And again. 
I finally pulled my feet up onto the couch and hugged my knees to my chest, as if I were a child curling up in the shadow of the rose garden, expecting that someone would care enough to comb the monstrous yard to find me. And now? 
And now—what? 
Now I kick myself without moving. Now I ask myself why I ever thought that I had anyone here I could rely upon. I had kept The Maze a secret for nine lonely years, after my first accidental entrance one drunken night at age sixteen, and I should've just kept going. 
Why had I thought that exposing my secret would change things? My family would continue to weave their shifting nets around me and themselves, and not even my greatest need was sharp enough to cut through the old hurtful patterns. May as well just go out and hide under the bushes in the rose garden again, looking for answers there. 
Wait. 
The bushes. 
Answers under the bushes. 
I closed my eyes. "Montana de Oro State Park," my father had said, speaking of the endangered snail's habitat. And there was a GPS in my car. 
Time to be a Space Cowboy Hero. 
  
Night. Route 101, winding north against the edge of the sea, the wind in my ears and salt in my nose. Hours rolled by beneath my tires, and by 11:29, I hit Los Osos. From there I entered Montana de Oro State Park, a place of soft darkness and hungry silence. The road dead-ended in a parking lot. I swung into a space too hard, my tires rolling over the pavement and into the scrubby dust beyond, but I was already climbing out. 
I felt under the seat for the flashlight, and once I had it, I walked across the lot to a random trail. My light lanced feebly into the chirping, clicking darkness, and I followed. 
The night swallowed me with ease. 
I walked slowly. Snails of any kind are tiny, and the park was huge. To better my odds, I worked out a system: take a step or two. Bend over. Shine light under some likely-looking vegetation. Take another step or two. Bend over. Shine light. 
Step. Bend. Light. 
I inched my way into trail-scored wilderness. I got discouraged fast. Weren't they more likely to be hiding under places away from the trails? Dare I step from the path to search and maybe, accidentally, step on one? 
It was cold here. I slid my free hand into a pocket and felt the hard edges of a small box. My Trail Crew 98 Emergency Kit. A fat lot of good something that powerful could do me here. 
Step. Bend. Light. 
Behind me, some small animal rustled in the brush. Something broke a twig, and something else took flight. The little lives in this place made it breathe and shift, barely, and I felt a rush of homesickness for The Maze. Why is it that I find the maintenance of chaos so attractive? 
Step. Bend. Light. 
Again. Again. Ad infinitum. All the way to the coast, and along it some, in the breathing darkness. And all the way back to the Jag. 
And, six hours later, while sitting on the sandy earth near the driver's-side door, with the rest of my life scheduled to be spent in an artificial world with no escape waiting for me, under the front tire, hidden from someone who would not think to look so close to home— 
—a snail. 
  
The Morro Shoulderband Snail oozed along for a leisurely inch. I was too numb to react with emotion. I just reached over and picked it up. It felt how you'd expect a snail to feel: cold, slimy, light. 
Fragile. 
I ripped up a chunk of grass with my free hand. With my other, I gently placed the snail onto the roots, where it was cool and moist. Then we stood and climbed into my car. I started the engine and put the top up. 
Four thirty-six A.M. 
I drove back to L.A. with the muddy clump of grass placed on the dashboard. The snail oozed and appeared to sleep. I watched it and barely dared to breathe. 
By the time we drove through Santa Ynez, the sun was rising. 
We got snared in Santa Barbara trafficI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacb the womanb b, broke free, and drove down the edge of the world. We turned inland at Ventura, moved on to Oxnard, Thousand Oaks, Calabasas, and the home stretch. I passed the big park nestled between Route 101 and I-405, and then remembered that I couldn't just roar up the street, saber rattling, to his backyard. I needed the rest of my blocks for the portal-moving screw to work. 
I made a detour to my place and parked the car. With one hand, I scooped up the life rare (and the grass it rode in on) and unlocked the door with the other. We banged into the house. 
On the couch, a strange man without a shirt awoke with a start and sat up. " ¡Puta que lo parió! " 
I ignored him and ran upstairs, snail habitat cupped against my chest, spraying dirt and roots on the floor with each footfall. I burst into my office and scooped up the printed pages of the Voynich Manuscript. And the language rare was in my head, and the life unknown—oh. 
Right. I needed some homunculi. 
I cursed, set down the snail's life raft on my desk, wiped my palms on my pants, shut the door, and unzipped my fly. 
As I worked, I heard footfalls. Doors opened and closed. " ¿Alguien subió aqui, fué el tipo? " 
" ¿Tipo blanco? " 
" Sí. " 
" ¿Donde fué? " 
" Al cuarto, alli. " 
Footsteps approached my office door. A tentative knock sounded, along with a faintly accented voice. "Mr. Jones?" 
I shut him out and focused, savagely, and pulled the pages of the Voynich Manuscript closer, like readied sheets of tissue. Combine the language unknown with the life unknown, the screw instructions had said. 
As I finished, the handle turned. 
"DON'T COME IN!" 
The handle froze. "Mr. Jones? You want me to clean up all this dirt?" 
I distributed my homunculi across the pages and fought to keep my voice even. "Yes, fine, whatever!" 
"And Mr. Jones? Diego says he's very sorry for falling asleep on your couch." 
"I don't care." 
"Mr. Jones, I'm very sorry. I did tell him he could stay a little, since you said visitors are okay, but I didn't say he could sleep on your couch with his shirt off." 
"I still don't care." I composed myself and gathered my blocks. 
"Mr. Jones—" 
I opened the door. Javier stood in front of me, wide-eyed and conciliatory. "And listen, about the mail?" 
I pushed past him. "It's fine." 
"But—" 
I fled from the house. "It's fine!" 
When I climbed back into my Jag, my hands were shaking. My snail was still safe on his weedy clump. My pages were primed and ready. I put the pages on the passenger seat and the snail on the dash, and looked back and forth between them, unable to believe that I was succeeding. 
My Daytona read 8:16 when we roared out into the street. 
  
RUSH HOUR DESCENDED, full and hard. My ballooning panic got trapped in gridlock and the wails of horns. Eight twenty-seven. Contractors always started early, before nine o'clock, while the morning was cool. 
We broke free of traffic and I kicked the gas pedal, and the Jag's supercharged V8 roared awake. My blocks and I flew down the asphalt, nearly bottoming out. Home stretch now, for real. The long upward slope of the hill, the houses growing more sprawling and ostentatious, with the summit holding the grandest one of all. 
We made the final turn. I took the service road that loops down the hill's other side. The gate had been left open, and an ominous caterpillar tread was imprinted in the grass. 
We drove all the way down. I slid my Jag behind a parked bulldozer, before they could see me, but not before I saw them: rough men toting chainsaws, circling the hedge maze's bushes and settling into position. Someone started a chainsaw, and the calls of two more answered. 
I grabbed the pages and the tuft of grass, and ran from my car without even shutting the door. Sprinting to the first thing that looked like a corner, I crum subsequentbor television—pled up a ball of manuscript and ripped up a piece of lawn and half-shoved the paper under the turf to make sure it would stay. Then I plucked the snail from its haven and thrust the startled animal against the page, and formed the alien but somehow intimately charged words that could cage the zap and funnel it down, into that curling shell: 
"Nika mamook saghalie kushis yahka tenas sitkum." 
I felt a jolt. I drew a breath. My magnetism was rising, fast, so close to the wall of leaves. The zap was spinning close and hot around me. A man without a chainsaw noticed me crouching there, and he frowned and started to shout me away. But I was already up and bolting along the southern wall of the hedge maze, fanning zap in my wake, moving east to the next corner. 
I shoved a page halfway beneath a rock and tapped it with the snail. "Nika mamook saghalie kushis yahka tenas sitkum!" 
A second jolt, stronger, with an almost audible hum. Someone else saw me. "Hey! Hey you!" 
North. I moved low and hard, like an offensive tackle, knocking someone's hips with a shoulder and sending him spinning into the grass. Someone else popped a dirty transceiver from his belt and shouted into it. I sprinted to the third corner, zap fanning out like flames, within view of the cherry orchard and three other men. They glanced at each other and then trotted toward me. I tossed down a page and ground it into the earth with my heel, then dropped onto my knees and rubbed it with the snail and shouted, "Nika mamook saghalie kushis yahka tenas sitkum!" 
"Who the hell is that? Hey, bozo!" 
One more. I ran west with all the terror of my soul, final page clenched in a fist, snail in my half-closed palm, $1,000 Christian Dior shoes ripped, beaten, and filthy, Yves Saint Laurent jeans muddy and torn, the zap hot enough to ignite air, and not giving a fuck about anything, anything, anything, except making that final corner before he ordered all those chainsaws forward. 
Ten feet from the corner, I had to pass him. 
"RAMSHEAD!" 
I dove into the earth, zap hitting me like a sonic boom. I mushed a page into the grass and bumped it with the snail, gasping, "Nika mamook saghalie kushis yahka tenas sitkum— pee kow klapite! " 
One last jolt. 
Next to me, the coalesced curtain shook. Some meta-pattern slid sideways, into me, into us. Into the startled little ball in my palm. Suddenly, the hedge maze before me was just a bunch of tidily groomed bushes. 
The spinning zap had vanished. 
I looked down into my palm, at my snail's curling shell, but now, when I tried to follow that inwardly curving spiral, my eyes got lost in The Maze's beckoning edge. And my snail felt warm. It wiggled its little eyestalks at me. In bewilderment? 
My portal was bound. 
I lay in the grass, too relieved to stand. I held my hand curled near my chest, keeping my life rare hidden and safe, while around me, he shouted at them in annoyance. "Did I tell you to stop? Get your crew back to the south side! Get out of the way! Yes, I still want it done! And this time, don't you move forward a goddamn inch until I say go." 
My father squatted in the grass in front of me. "Do I have to call the police?" 
I closed my eyes. "No," I murmured. "I'm done here." 
"That's for goddamn sure." He gripped my arm, cruelly. "Do you have any idea what I had to miss this morning, just so I could stand out here and make sure you didn't try anything stupid at the last minute? What is it with you? Really, Ramshead?" 
"Nothing." I pushed myself up into sitting with my free hand. "I'm fine now. I'll go." 
"And what have you got there?" 
Slowly, I raised my head. I pulled my hand closer to my chest. 
"I asked you a question!" He grabbed my elbow and yanked. "Jesus Christ. You aren't still trying to pull that endangered-snail bullshit, are you?" 
"No." I jerked back. 
"You are !" 
I roared. I rolled over and cu an unusual number of shouldor television—rled into a ball, holding my snail close to my chest. He roared back and threw himself on top of me. "You stubborn son of a bitch!" 
He grabbed my wrist and, like an animal, bit into it. 
I yelled. My hand jerked. His fingers slid into mine like a knife blade, and he pried apart my grip and plucked my snail from my grasp. "No, Dad!" 
He scrambled back from me and stood. With a sneer of disgust, he threw the snail onto the grass, then ground its secret shell into oblivion with the heel of his John Lobb Oxford. 
Finis. 
The bound strings ripped. The portal began to disperse, but so close to its former home, it just snapped back into place and restabilized. And the ambient zap once again charged the air. 
And beneath it, the chainsaws waited, all over again. 
"Okay," said my father coldly, wiping his heel on the grass. " Now you're done here." 
Inside me, something much more terrible than magnetism began to rise. 
"Well?" he demanded. "Get up. And for Christ's sake, go take a shower before anyone sees you. What have you been doing all night? Wallowing in a pigpen? You look like shit." 
Higher. 
"And on second thought, I think I will call the police. If I ever see you on my property again, I swear to God I'm going to have you arrested. I have had it with your selfish, manipulative crap. Enough is enough." 
Higher. 
"Do you think I'm kidding? Look at me. Do you think I'm kidding? Do I look like a man making a joke?" 
I stood. 
"Well?" 
I said, "Duck." 
"And what the fuck is that supposed to mean?" 
I punched him in the face. 
His head snapped back. His eyes widened and a hand flew to his nose. The other flailed uselessly for balance before he tumbled backward onto the grass. 
Then I jumped on top of him and went for his eyes. 
I fought with zap. I spun it into the first, the second, the third degree of visible, arching and sizzling, inflicting damage on what should have been his soul. I went for his confidence and faith, mangling them. That is, I meant to. 
But when he fought back, he used zap, too. 
We tried to maul each other. Ripping, tearing, shredding, destroying, breaking and pounding and bleeding. Hair. Teeth. Skin. But when we reached each other, fingers slid uselessly over flesh and clothing, rarely landing a real blow. The protective properties of zap. How did he know? How did he know? 
We rolled into the opening of the hedge maze. 
I was half-blinded in one eye. I tasted blood. Something in my foot hurt. I didn't know where I was, couldn't even pay attention to where I was, because I was too busy—no, not even trying to shield myself anymore—but trying to murder him. 
Above us, the single sun smeared into an uncertain polynomial of light. 
He spat blood. He favored his left fist. His jacket was shreds of useless fabric. I went for his eyes again, he went for mine, and I snapped at deadly fingers and clawed his face, my assaults deflected with zap's oily smoothness. 
We rolled over something that purred. 
He tried to smother me with his body, to lock me up in his limbs and rip off the flesh from my face and neck with his teeth, but I was too strong. I wriggled away, over mud, then over something hollow that rang out like a xylophone. 
I was getting weaker. So was he. My gouges got clumsy; his punches, weak. He tried to pull my hair, and it slipped through his fumbling fingers. The zap around us thinned and cooled. 
Somewhere, I heard children singing. 
I took a swing at his face. He was too exhausted to block, and I was too exhausted to hit. My loose fist bounced uselessly off a shoulder. 
We collapsed onto a bed of moss. 
I breathed, my body throbbing and on fire. Above our heads, The Maze breathed too, sculpting a roiling canopy of branches, vines, flowers, fruits, and birds, melting into each other as fast as they separated into anything distinct. A frantic kale for hundreds of years. cikhe innkeeperb bidoscope of light and shadow played over our bed of moss as the canopy danced. At our sides, the jungle behaved the same, as the trunks of the trees mingled with the sudden hides of elephants. 
The moss beneath us did not shift. One of us had screwed it in place, and it wasn't me. 
"You son of a bitch," he rasped. 
I realized that we were entangled, like shoelaces tied by a frustrated child. 
"You son of a bitch," he rasped again. "How long have you been hiding this?" 
"Hiding what?" 
He made a sound of pain. "This." He tried to gesture around himself. "Why didn't you tell me you knew?" 
"I— what ?" 
"Why do you never answer any of my goddamn questions!" 
"You knew about this place?" I panted. "You knew ?" 
"I knew." He tried to move and moaned. "Get off of me." 
I rolled away, onto my back, wincing. He pulled himself up into sitting, his back against a large and unshifting rock. His expression creased in pain. "I knew." 
"Jesus." 
"Of course I knew." 
"How could you?" 
"I'm sorry." 
"How could you?" 
"I didn't know you'd been here." 
"How does that change anything?" 
My father looked down at me. Somehow, he seemed more human, exhausted and beaten like this. He raised a trembling hand to his mouth and wiped away some blood with the cuff of his shirt. "I've never been in here. Do you know that?" 
I stared back at him. 
"I never actually went inside," he said. "She just taught me some things when we stood close—how to defend myself, mostly, in case anything unwelcome came out. The closest I ever came was standing in the entrance, when she—" 
"Who?" 
His head dropped forward. Exhaustion or defeat? He didn't answer me. 
"Dad. Who?" 
He shook his head. 
I closed my eyes. We let the silence stretch. As The Maze resettled itself, its sounds overlapped and mingled too: birdsong, wind in leaves, children singing, water chuckling over stones; lions roaring, monkeys chattering. 
"Listen," he said. His voice was thin. "I didn't know. What do you do in here?" 
"What?" 
"Damn you, Ramshead—" 
"I work." 
"You work?" 
"I'm on a Trail Crew. I help maintain things. I make everything behave how it's supposed to... it's complicated." 
"Have you seen her?" 
"Who?" 
Silence again. 
He asked, "What is this place?" 
"You don't know?" 
"No." 
I spat out some blood. "It's the place between worlds." 
He closed his eyes. "So she could be anywhere." 
I didn't bother asking again. He said nothing else. I made my painful, laborious way to the big rock, pulling myself along, and then up into sitting beside him. 
He coughed. "What else do you know about this place? What can you tell me?" 
"Why do you want to know?" 
He rolled his head over the surface of the rock to look at me. "Because I'm finally ready to know." 
"But—what do you know?" 
"Let's start with you, okay?" 
"Let's not. 'Finally ready to know'? What are you hiding?" 
"Ramshead." His eyes closed, in pain. Physical or emotional? "This is hard enough as it is. Okay?" 
"This is my place. You understand me?" I raised a hand, weakly, to gesture at the swallowed path we'd used to come here. "That place back there? That world? Where you already have everything? That's yours. You can choke on it. You can live in it and die in it. I stopped caring about it a long time ago. 
"This place is mine. In a sense you can never understand. And if you try to destroy my one way into it—and everyone else's way into Earth—I will kill you." 
The pain on his face sharpened. "I can see that," he said. "But even though it's yours now, it was your mother's, first." 
The second of my shock stretched into ten. "Wait." 
"Your mother's," he repeated. 
"No. Oh no. You—" 
"Shut up for hundreds of years. cikhe innkeeperb b." He tried to resettle himself and winced again. "You never listen to me. You know that? What have I been saying all this time, about letting go and moving on? What exactly do you think I'm trying to do here, for myself, by doing this? Do you think I'd plow a link to a place like this under if I really knew exactly what it was? What do you take me for? 
"No, don't answer that. I know exactly what you take me for. 
"You know what the sum total of my knowledge is about this place? Only one thing: this is where your mother came from. And she didn't even tell me that until later. At first, I just thought she was a tourist, lost in my backyard somehow. 
"You know the rest. I could never tie her down. She told me she liked California, but she still came and went, and was never around much. And the last time she went, she just never came back. 
"And I'm ready to give up hoping she ever will." 
I didn't know what to say. 
"Do you think this is easy? Do you think it's easy knowing that something from beyond this Earth, and probably better than this Earth, once thought you and the children you shared were worthy of attention, and then changed her mind?" 
Okay—now I really didn't know what to say. 
"I know you hate me. Okay? I know all of you hate me. And believe it or not, I don't blame you. I'm trying my damndest to give each of you the world and a strong role in it, but for her, a place in this world wasn't enough either. Okay? 
"Okay?" 
I didn't know how he expected me to digest all of this so fast. But maybe it wasn't about digestion—just acknowledgment—so I said, "Okay." 
He nodded. 
We listened to The Maze a while longer: chirps and song, rumbles and laughter. Twigs breaking. Distantly, the beat of drums. Above our heads, the branches entwined, melted, and separated again, in a reiterative, never-ending net, needing each other to exist. 
"Okay," I finally said. "I'll tell you everything I know." 
  
WE STEPPED OUT of The Maze almost three hours later, limping and holding onto each other. Most of the workers were still there, waiting, looking bored and pissed off in turns, their chainsaws silent in the grass. My father had a short talk with the foreman, and twenty minutes later, the bulldozers and trucks were rumbling away up the service road. 
"Should we go to a hospital?" I asked him. 
"Probably. If you looked like shit earlier, you look like reheated shit now." 
  
In the aftermath of this, as one might expect, things changed. In a way, it was more terrifying than before. Then, I knew what to expect, but now the pattern had been broken and there were no maps. 
I suppose it began in The Maze, with my father's unusually quiet attention, but became truly noticeable in the hospital. Instead of phoning Juan from his room, my father read a number of newspapers and took no calls. And over the next few weeks I got a trickle of further reports from Alan. Our father was quieter at the office, too. His violent temper had not changed, but now he'd only stare at the offender and say, "I have no time for you," before turning away. 
Alan broke his own pattern. Instead of determinedly living as my father's desperate, bitter echo, he began to drift from his designated life. Perhaps because he saw something different in our father's silence than I did—something forgiving, or at least tolerant. I saw Alan at the house more often on weekends. A couple of times, I saw him head out with a shy smile on a Saturday night, to try moving in the exotic world he'd always been so jealous of me for being told to inhabit. 
Hanna's pattern was something I had never fully understood, so perhaps it changed and perhaps it didn't. However, I did see her at the house again, often grinning and whispering things in the male staff's ears. 
A few times, I saw Alan and Hanna actually talking. 
A few other times, I saw Hanna and my father actually talking. "For God's sake, cover yourself wondered what acb the womanb b—you're supposed to be elegant," he'd said, but at least they were speaking again. 
And me? 
I broke my own silence. Once home, I recounted my three-hour-long talk in The Maze to Hanna, which spawned more talks in turn. I talked with Alan, too, although these conversations were far more painful. I suspected that his childhood, year-long nightmare of the hedge maze eating everyone was a distorted memory of our mother's final exit, and easing that pain would take more than just words. 
I tried to talk about The Maze again with my father, but it was not successful. I still wanted to feel some kind of cathartic honesty. I still couldn't bring myself there. All the final things I had to say could only be said within an entirely new pattern, one which neither of us yet knew how to move in. 
We did agree, however, that for the sake of convenience and his peace of mind, the portal ought to be moved. 
So, I hired a landscaping company to build a hedge maze in my own backyard. I drew up no blueprints, and told the foreman to design it himself. When it was ready, I had Hanna's source bring me one Morro Shoulderband Snail, and I bound the old portal. In my backyard, by the new hedge maze's entrance—the place beneath the white-leaved silver maple—I released the corners of the net, and unbound the strings. 
  
A WEEK AFTER I transplanted the portal, Hanna came over. 
"Ready, Rammykins?" she asked. 
We stood in my backyard. Around us, the day was sunny and warm. I heard Javier and his friends in the side yard, playing Frisbee, though from where we were, I couldn't see them. Above Hanna and me, the boughs of the silver maple drank in the sun, the snowy leaves somehow photosynthesizing anyway with the aid of the ambient zap. 
Before us, the opening to my hedge maze receded into shifting infinity. 
Hanna cleared her throat. "Do they have cigarettes there?" 
"Sort of." 
She peered into the portal. "What are they like?" 
"You'll be fine." 
"Daddy's right—you really don't like to answer questions, do you?" 
I shook my head in dismissal. Hanna pulled out her wallet and flipped it open to our mother's picture, as if she hadn't memorized her face by now. "Well, we'll find some cigarettes somewhere. It'll be a heck of a lot easier than finding her, anyway." 
"It was your idea." 
"I'm not saying it's a dumb idea. It'll just be hard." 
"No doubt. She probably won't even be in her human form." 
Hanna's expression turned uncomfortable. She put away her wallet. "And on that creepy note...." 
I smiled. "I'm ready. We better go before I attract too much zap anyway." 
"Wait!" 
We turned. Alan, wearing beat-up Levi's, work boots, and a man's work shirt—more or less the same outfit Hanna and I wore—came huffing over the wide lawn, his backpack flopping up and down with his clumsy strides. 
"Wait." He stumbled to a stop near us, then leaned over and placed his palms on his knees as he gasped, "Wait. A second. Okay?" 
Hanna smiled at him, almost shyly. "Al'ligator. I thought you didn't want to come." 
"Changed. My mind." 
Her smile widened. "Rammy says it's kinda rough in there. You sure you don't want to just join a gym instead?" 
He freed a hand to give her the finger. 
I pretended I hadn't seen this, and resettled my familiar slouch hat (Yuri: "It's a cowboy hat, right? And you're a hero in space, right?") on my head. "Al, don't listen to her. She's going to spend the whole time asking if there are any cigarettes." 
"Will not." 
Alan straightened, still breathing hard. "Forget it. Let's just go." 
I nodded. 
"What do we do?" he asked. 
I glanced between them, then turned to face the way home. I extended my hands. "Each of you, take a hand. Close your eyes and run with me. I'll pull you through this first time." 
I felt them glance at each other behind my back, but they took their positions, Alan on m for hundreds of years. cikhe innkeeperb by right, Hanna on my left. I took their hands: broad and sweaty, slender and fine. 
We closed our eyes. I led them forward, and together we turned side. 



The Way It Works Out and All
 By Peter S. Beagle
 | 6665 words 
To raise money for a local Bay Area bookstore, Peter S. Beagle augmented 393 copies of the original 1969 hardcover edition of Avram Davidson's The Phoenix and the Mirror with a special story featuring his old friend Avram as the main character. This printing (quite appropriately done on twenty-six unique postcards) was extremely limited, and everyone involved thought the story deserved a bigger audience. 

Avram Davidson edited this magazine from April 1962 through November 1964, leaving a personal mark on it that still resonates decades later. Those of you who knew him will probably find this story true to his memory. You readers who never had the pleasure of dealing with him should know that he both had character and was a character. 

  
  
  

IN THE ANCIENT, BATTERED, altogether sinister filing cabinet where I stash stuff I know I'll lose if I keep it anywhere less carnivorous, there is a manila folder crammed with certain special postcards—postcards where every last scintilla of space not taken by an image or an address block has been filled with tiny, idiosyncratic, yet perfectly legible handwriting, the work of a man whose only real faith lay in the written word (emphasis on the written ). These cards are organized by their postmarked dates, and there are long gaps between most of them, but not all: thirteen from March of 1992 were mailed on consecutive days. 
A printed credit in the margin on the first card in this set identifies it as coming from the W. G. Reisterman Co. of Duluth, Minnesota. The picture on the front shows three adorable snuggling kittens. Avram Davidson's message, written in his astonishing hand, fills the still-legible portion of the reverse: 
March 4, 1992 
Estimado Dom Pedro del Bronx y Las Lineas subterraneos D, A, y F, Grand High Collector of Revenues both Internal and External for the State of North Dakota and Points Beyond: 

  

He always addressed me as "Dom Pedro." 


  
Maestro! 

I write you from the historic precincts of Darkest Albany, where the Erie Canal turns wearily around and trudges back to even Darker Buffalo. I am at present engaged in combing out the utterly disheveled files of the New York State Bureau of Plumbing Designs, Devices, Patterns and Sinks, all with the devious aim of rummaging through New York City's dirty socks and underwear, in hope of discovering the source of the 

  
There is more—much more—but somewhere between his hand and my mailbox it had been rendered illegible by large splashes of something unknown, perhaps rain, perhaps melting snow, perhaps spilled Stolichnaya, which had caused the ink of the postcard to run and smear. Within the blotched and streaky blurs I could only detect part of a word which might equally have read phlox or physic, or neither. In any case, on the day the card arrived even that characteristic little was good for a chuckle, and a resolve to write Avram more frequently, if his address would just stay still. 
But then there came the second card, one day later. 
  
March 5, 1992 
Intended solely for the Hands of the Highly Esteemed and Estimated Dom Pedro of the Just As Highly Esteemed North Bronx, and for such further Hands as he may Deem Worthy, though his taste in Comrades and Associates was Always Rotten, as witness: 
Your Absolute Altitude, with or without mice.... 

I am presently occupying the top of a large, hairy quadruped, guaranteed by a rather shifty- for hundreds of years. t living online random number generatorYu the deadadeyed person to be of the horse persuasion, but there is no persuading it to do anything but attempt to scrape me off against trees, bushes, motor vehicles and other horses. We are proceeding irregularly across the trackless wastes of the appropriately named Jornada del Muerto, in the southwestern quadrant of New Mexico, where I have been advised that a limestone cave entrance makes it possibly possible to address 

  
Here again, the remainder is obliterated, this time by what appears to be either horse or cow manure, though feral camel is also a slight, though unlikely, option. At all events, this postcard too is partially, crucially—and maddeningly—illegible. But that's really not the point. 
The next postcard showed up the following day. 
  
March 6, 1992 
To Dom Pedro, Lord of the Riverbanks and Midnight Hayfields, Dottore of Mystical Calligraphy, Lieutenant-Harrier of the Queen's Coven—greetings! 

This epistle comes to you from the Bellybutton of the World—to be a bit more precise, the North Pole—where, if you will credit me, the New York State Civic Drain comes to a complete halt, apparently having given up on ever finding the Northwest Passage. I am currently endeavoring, with the aid of certain Instruments of my own Devising, to ascertain the truth—if any such exists—of the hollow-Earth legend. Tarzan says he's been there, and if you can't take the word of an ape-man, I should like to know whose word you can take, huh? In any case, the entrance to Pellucidar is not my primary goal (though it would certainly be nice finally to have a place to litter, pollute and despoil in good conscience). What I seek, you—faithful Companion of the Bath and Poet Laureate of the High Silly—shall be the first to know when/if I discover it. Betimes, bethink your good self of your bedraggled, besmirched, beshrewed, belabored, and generally fahrklempt old friend, at this writing attempting to roust a polar bear out of his sleeping bag, while inviting a comely Eskimo (or, alternatively, Esquimaux, I'm easy) in. Yours in Mithras, Avram, the A.K. 

  
Three postcards in three days, dated one after the other. Each with a different (and genuine—I checked) postmark from three locations spaced so far apart, both geographically and circumstantially, that even the Flash would have had trouble hitting them all within three days, let alone a short, stout, arthritic, asthmatic gentleman of nearly seventy years' duration. I'm as absent-minded and unobservant as they come, but even I had noticed that improbability before the fourth postcard arrived. 
  
March 7, 1992 
Sent by fast manatee up the Japanese Current and down the Humboldt, there at last to encounter the Gulf Stream in its mighty course, and so to the hands of a certain Dom Pedro, Pearl of the Orient, Sweetheart of Sigma Chi, and Master of Hounds and Carburetors to She Who Must Not Be Aggravated. 

So how's by you? 

By me, here in East Wimoweh-on-the-Orinoco, alles ist maddeningly almost. I feel myself on the cusp (precisely the region where we were severely discouraged from feeling ourselves, back in Boys' Town) of at last discovering—wait for it— the secret plumbing of the world! No, this has nothing to do with Freemasons, Illuminati, the darkest files and codexes of Mother Church, nor— ptui, ptui —the Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion. Of conspiracies and secret societies, there is no end or accounting; but the only one of any account has ever been the Universal International Brotherhood of Sewer Men (in recent years corrected to Sewer Personnel) and Plumbing Contractors. This organization numbers, not merely the people who come to unstop your sink and hack the tree roots out of your septic tank, but the nameless giants who laid the true underpinnings of what we think of as civilization, society, culture. Pipes far down under pipes, tunnels beyond tunnels, vast valves and connections, |up re television—profound couplings and joints and elbows—all members of the UIBSPPC are sworn to secrecy by the most dreadful oaths and the threat of the most awful penalties for revealing... well, the usual, you get the idea. Real treehouse boys' club stuff. Yoursley yours, Avram 

  
I couldn't read the postmark clearly for all the other stamps and postmarks laid over it—though my guess would be Brazil—but you see my point. There was simply no way in the world for him to have sent me those cards from those four places in that length of time. Either he had widely scattered friends, participants in the hoax, mailing them out for him, or... but there wasn't any or, there couldn't be, for that idea made no sense. Avram told jokes—some of them unquestionably translated from the Middle Sumerian, and losing something along the way—but he didn't play jokes, and he wasn't a natural jokester. 
Nine more serially dated postcards followed, not arriving every day, but near enough. By postmark and internal description they had been launched to me from, in order: 
Equatorial Guinea 
Turkmenistan 
Dayton, Ohio 
Lvov City in the Ukraine 
The Isle of Eigg 
Pinar del Río (in Cuba, where Americans weren't permitted to travel!) 
Hobart, capital of the Australian territory of Tasmania 
Shigatse, Tibet 
And finally, tantalizingly, from Davis, California. Where I actually lived at the time, though nothing in the card's text indicated any attempt to visit. 
After that the flurry of messages stopped, though not my thoughts about them. Trying to unpuzzle the mystery had me at my wits' rope (a favorite phrase of Avram's), until the lazy summer day I came around a corner in the Chelsea district of New York City... 
...and literally ran into a short, stout, bearded, flatfooted person who seemed almost to have been running, though that was as unlikely a prospect as his determining on a career in professional basketball. It was Avram. He was formally dressed, the only man I knew who habitually wore a tie, vest and jacket that all matched; and if he looked a trifle disheveled, that was equally normal for him. He blinked at me briefly, looked around him in all directions; then said thoughtfully, "A bit close, that was." To me he said, as though we had dined the night before, or even that morning, "I did warn you the crab salad smelled a bit off, didn't I?" 
It took me a moment of gaping to remember that the last time we had been together was at a somewhat questionable dive in San Francisco's Mission District, and I'd been showing signs of ptomaine poisoning by the time I dropped him off at home. I said meekly, "So you did, but did I listen? What on earth are you doing here?" He had been born in Yonkers, but felt more at home almost anyplace else, and I couldn't recall ever being east of the Mississippi with him, if you don't count a lost weekend in Minneapolis. 
"Research," he said briskly: an atypical adverb to apply to his usual rambling, digressive style of speaking. "Can't talk. Tomorrow, two-twenty-two, Victor's." And he was gone, practically scurrying away down the street—an unlikely verb, this time: Avram surely had never scurried in his life. I followed, at an abnormally rapid pace myself, calling to him; but when I rounded the corner he was nowhere in sight. I stood still, scratching my head, while people bumped into me and said irritated things. 
The "two-twenty-two" part I understood perfectly well: it was a running joke between us, out of an ancient burlesque routine. That was when we always scheduled our lunch meetings, neither of us ever managing to show up on time. It was an approximation, a deliberate mockery of precision and exactitude. As for Victor's Café, that was a Cuban restaurant on West 52nd Street, where they did—and still do—remarkable things with unremarkable ingredients. I had no idea that Avram knew of it. 
I slept poorly that night, on the cousin's couch where I an unusual number of shouldre television— always crash in New York. It wasn't that Avram had looked frightened—I had never seen him afraid, not even of a bad review—but perturbed, yes... you could have said that he had looked perturbed; even perhaps just a touch flustered . It was distinctly out of character, and Avram out of character worried me. Like a cat, I prefer that people remain where I leave them—not only physically, but psychically as well. But Avram was clearly not where he had been. 
I wound up rising early on a blue and already hot morning, made breakfast for my cousin and myself, then killed time as best I could until I gave up and got to Victor's at a little after one P.M. There I sat at the bar, nursing a couple of Cuban beers, until Avram arrived. The time was exactly two-twenty-two, both on my wrist, and on the clock over the big mirror, and when I saw that, I knew for certain that Avram was in trouble. 
Not that he showed it in any obvious way. He seemed notably more relaxed than he had been at our street encounter, chatting easily, while we waited for a table, about our last California vodka-deepened conversation, in which he had explained to me the real reason why garlic is traditionally regarded as a specific against vampires, and the rather shocking historical misunderstandings that this myth had occasionally led to. Which led to his own translation of Vlad Tepes's private diaries (I never did learn just how many languages Avram actually knew), and thence to Dracula's personal comments regarding the original Mina Harker... but then the waiter arrived to show us to our table; and by the time we sat down, we were into the whole issue of why certain Nilotic tribes habitually rest standing on one foot. All that was before the Bartolito was even ordered. 
It wasn't until the entrée had arrived that Avram squinted across the table and pronounced, through a mouthful of sweet plantain and black bean sauce, "Perhaps you are wondering why I have called you all here today." He was doing his mad-scientist voice, which always sounded like Peter Lorre on nitrous oxide. 
"Us all were indeed wondering, Big Bwana, sir," I answered him, making a show of looking left and right at the crowded restaurant. "Not a single dissenting voice." 
"Good. Can't abide dissension in the ranks." Avram sipped his wine and focused on me with an absolute intensity that was undiluted by his wild beard and his slightly bemused manner. "You are aware, of course, that I could not possibly have been writing to you from all the destinations that my recent missives indicated." 
I nodded. 
Avram said, "And yet I was. I did." 
"Um." I had to say something, so I mumbled, "Anything's possible. You know, the French rabbi Rashi—tenth, eleventh century—he was supposed—" 
"To be able to walk between the raindrops," Avram interrupted impatiently. "Yes, well, maybe he did the same thing I've done. Maybe he found his way into the Overneath, like me." 
We looked at each other: him waiting calmly for my reaction, me too bewildered to react at all. Finally I said, "The Overneath. Where's that?" Don't tell me I can't come up with a swift zinger when I need to. 
"It's all around us." Avram made a sweeping semicircle with his right arm, almost knocking over the next table's excellent Pinot Grigio—Victor's does tend to pack them in—and inflicting a minor flesh wound on the nearer diner, since Avram was still holding his fork. Apologies were offered and accepted, along with a somewhat lower-end bottle of wine, which I had sent over. Only then did Avram continue. "In this particular location, it's about forty-five degrees to your left, and a bit up—I could take you there this minute." 
I said um again. I added, "You are aware that this does sound, as directions go, just a bit like 'Second star to the right, and straight on till morning'? No dissent intended." 
"No stars involved." Avram was waving his fork again. "More like turning left at this or shouldre television— that manhole cover—climbing this stair in this old building—peeing in one particular urinal in Grand Central Station." He chuckled suddenly, one corner of his mouth twitching sharply upward. "Funny... if I hadn't taken a piss in Grand Central... hah! Try some of the vaca frita, it's really good." 
"Stick to pissing, and watch it with that fork. What happened in Grand Central?" 
"Well. I shouldn't have been there, to begin with." Avram, it could have been said of him, lived to digress, both as artist and companion. "But I had to go—you know how it is—and the toilet in the diner upstairs was broken. So I went on down, into the kishkas of the beast, you could say...." His eyes had turned thoughtful and distant, looking past me. "That's really an astonishing place, Grand Central, you know? You ought to think about setting a novel there—you set one in a graveyard, after all—" 
"So you were in the Grand Central men's room— and ?" I may have raised my voice a little; people were glancing over at us, but with tolerant amusement, which has not always been the case. " And, maître ?" 
"Yes. And." The eyes were suddenly intent again. completely present and focused; his own voice lower, even, deliberate. "And I walked out of that men's room through that same door where in I went—" he could quote the Rubáiyát in the damnedest contexts "—and walked into another place. I wasn't in Grand Central Station at all." 
I'd seen a little too much, and known him far too long, not to know when he was serious. I said simply, "Where were you?" 
"Another country," Avram repeated. "I call it the Overneath, because it's above us and around us and below us, all at the same time. I wrote you about it." 
I stared at him. 
"I did. Remember the Universal International Brotherhood of Sewer Persons and Plumbing Contractors? The sub-basement of reality—all those pipes and valves and tunnels and couplings, sewers and tubes... the everything other than everything? That's the Overneath, only I wasn't calling it that then—I was just finding my way around, I didn't know what to call it. Got to make a map...." He paused, my bafflement and increasing anxiety obviously having become obvious. "No, no, stop that. I'm testy and peremptory, and sometimes I can be downright fussy—I'll go that far—but I'm no crazier than I ever was. The Overneath is real, and by gadfrey I will take you there when we're done here. You having dessert?" 
I didn't have dessert. We settled up, complimented the chef, tipped the waiter, and strolled outside into an afternoon turned strangely... not foggy, exactly, but indefinite, as though all outlines had become just a trifle uncertain, willing to debate their own existence. I stopped where I was, shaking my head, taking off my glasses to blow on them and put them back on. Beside me, Avram gripped my arm hard. He said, quietly but intensely, "Now. Take two steps to the right, and turn around." 
I looked at him. His fingers bit into my arm hard enough to hurt. "Do it!" 
I did as he asked, and when I turned around, the restaurant was gone. 
I never learned where we were then. Avram would never tell me. My vision had cleared, but my eyes stung from the cold, dust-laden twilight wind blowing down an empty dirt road. All of New York—sounds, smells, voices, texture—had vanished with Victor's Café. I didn't know where we were, nor how we'd gotten there; but I suppose it's a good thing to have that depth of terror over with, because I have never been that frightened, not before and not since. There wasn't a living thing in sight, nor any suggestion that there ever had been. I can't even tell you to this day how I managed to speak, to make sounds, to whisper a dry-throated, " Where are we ?" to Avram. Just writing about it brings it all back—I'm honestly trembling as I set these words down. 
Avram said mildly, "Shit. Must have been three  for hundreds of years. c" the womanb bsteps right. Namporte," which was always his all-purpose reassurance in uneasy moments. "Just walk exactly in my footsteps and do me after me." He started on along the road—which, as far as I could see, led nowhere but to more road and more wind—and I, terrified of doing something wrong and being left behind in this dreadful place, mimicked every step, every abrupt turn of the head or arthritic leap to the side, like a child playing hopscotch. At one point, Avram even tucked up his right leg behind him and made the hop on one foot; so did I. 
I don't recall how long we kept this up. What I do recall, and wish I didn't, was the moment when Avram suddenly stood very still—as, of course, did I—and we both heard, very faintly, a kind of soft, scratchy padding behind us. Every now and then the padding was broken by a clicking sound, as though claws had crossed a patch of stone. 
Avram said, "Shit" again. He didn't move any faster—indeed, he put a hand out to check me when I came almost even with him—but he kept looking more and more urgently to the left, and I could see the anxiety in his eyes. I remember distracting myself by trying to discern, from the rhythm of the sound, whether our pursuer was following on two legs or four. I've no idea today why it seemed to matter so much, but it did then. 
"Keep moving," Avram said. He was already stepping out ahead of me, walking more slowly now, so that I, constantly looking back—as he never did—kept stepping on the backs of his shoes. He held his elbows tightly against his body and reached out ahead of him with hands and forearms alone, like a recently blinded man. I did what he did. 
Even now... even now, when I dream about that terrible dirt road, it's never the part about stumbling over things that I somehow knew not to look at too closely, nor the unvarying soft clicking just out of sight behind us... no, it's always Avram marching ahead of me, making funny movements with his head and shoulders, his arms prodding and twisting the air ahead of him like bread dough. And it's always me tailing along, doing my best to keep up, while monitoring every slightest gesture, or what even looks like a gesture, intentional or not. In the dream, we go on and on, apparently without any goal, without any future. 
Suddenly Avram cried out, strangely shrilly, in a language I didn't know—which I imitated as best I could—then did a complete hopscotch spin-around, and actually flung himself down on the hard ground to the left. I did the same, jarring the breath out of myself and closing my eyes for an instant. When I opened them again, he was already up, standing on tiptoe—I remember thinking, Oh, that's got to hurt, with his gout —and reaching up as high as he could with his left hand. I did the same... felt something hard and rough under my fingers... pulled myself up, as he did... 
...and found myself in a different place, my left hand still gripping what turned out to be a projecting brick in a tall pillar. We were standing in what felt like a huge railway station, its ceiling arched beyond my sight, its walls dark and blank, with no advertisements, nor even the name of the station. Not that the name would have meant much, because there were no railroad tracks to be seen. All I knew was that we were off the dirt road; dazed with relief, I giggled absurdly—even a little crazily, most likely. I said, "Well, I don't remember that being part of the Universal Studios tour." 
Avram drew a deep breath, and seemed to let out more air than he took in. He said, "All right. That's more like it." 
"More like what ?" I have spent a goodly part of my life being bewildered, but this remains the gold standard. "Are we still in the Overneath?" 
"We are in the hub of the Overneath," Avram said proudly. "The heart, if you will. That place where we just were, it's like a local stop in a bad part of town. This ... from here you can get anywhere at all. Anywhere. All|up re television— you have to do is—" he hesitated, finding an image—" point yourself properly, and the Overneath will take you there. It helps if you happen to know the exact geographical coordinates of where you want to go—" I never doubted for a moment that he himself did—"but what matters most is to focus, to feel the complete and unique reality of that particular place, and then just... be there." He shrugged and smiled, looking a trifle embarrassed. "Sorry to sound so cosmic and one-with-everything. I was a long while myself getting the knack of it all. I'd aim for Machu Picchu and come out in Capetown, or try for the Galapagos and hit Reykjavik, time after time. Okay, tovarich, where in the world would you like to—" 
"Home," I said before he'd even finished the question. "New York City, West Seventy-ninth Street. Drop me off at Central Park, I'll walk from there." I hesitated, framing my question. "But will we just pop out of the ground there, or shimmer into existence, or what? And will it be the real Seventy-ninth Street, or... or not? Mon capitaine, there does seem to be a bit of dissension in the ranks. Talk to me, Big Bwana, sir." 
"When you met me in Chelsea," Avram began; but I had turned away from him, looking down to the far end of the station—as I still think of it—where, as I hadn't before, I saw human figures moving. Wildly excited, I waved to them, and was about to call out when Avram clapped his hand over my mouth, pulling me down, shaking his head fiercely, but speaking just above a whisper. "You don't want to do that. You don't ever want to do that." 
"Why not?" I demanded angrily. "They're the first damn people we've seen—" 
"They aren't exactly people." Avram's voice remained low, but he was clearly ready to silence me again, if need be. "You can't ever be sure in the Overneath." 
The figures didn't seem to be moving any closer, but I couldn't see them any better, either. "Do they live here? Or are they just making connections, like us? Catching the red-eye to Portland?" 
Avram said slowly, "A lot of people use the Overneath, Dom Pedro. Most are transients, passing through, getting from one place to another without buying gas. But... yes, there are things that live here, and they don't like us. Maybe for them it's 'there goes the neighborhood,' I don't know—there's so much I'm still learning. But I'm quite clear on the part about the distaste... and I think I could wish that you hadn't waved quite so." 
There was movement toward us now—measured, but definitely concerted. Avram was already moving himself, more quickly than I could recall having seen him. "This way!" he snapped over his shoulder, leading me, not back to the pillar that had received us into this nexus of the Overneath, but away, back into blind dark that closed in all around, until I felt as if we were running down and down a subway tunnel with a train roaring close behind us, except that in this case the train was a string of creatures whose faces I'd made the mistake of glimpsing just before Avram and I fled. He was right about them not being people. 
We can't have run very far, I think now. Apart from the fact that we were already exhausted, Avram had flat feet and gout, and I had no wind worth mentioning. But our pursuers seemed to fall away fairly early, for reasons I can't begin to guess—fatigue? boredom? the satisfaction of having routed intruders in their world?—and we had ample excuse for slowing down, which our bodies had already done on their own. I wheezed to Avram, "Is there another place like that one?" 
Even shaking his head in answer seemed an effort. "Not that I've yet discovered. Namporte—we'll just get home on the local. All will be well, and all manner of things shall be well." Avram hated T.S. Eliot, and had permanently assigned the quotation to Shakespeare, though he knew better. 
I didn't know what he meant by "the local," until he suddenly veered left, walked a kind of rhomboidI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netaccversationor pattern—with me on his heels—and we were again on a genuine sidewalk on a warm late-spring afternoon. There were little round tables and beach umbrellas on the street, bright pennants twitching languidly in a soft breeze that smelled faintly of nutmeg and ripening citrus, and of the distant sea. And there were people: perfectly ordinary men and women, wearing slacks and sport coats and sundresses, sitting at the little tables, drinking coffee and wine, talking, smiling at each other, never seeming to take any notice of us. Dazed and drained, swimming in the scent and the wonder of sunlight, I said feebly, "Paris? Malaga?" 
"Croatia," Avram replied. "Hvar Island—big tourist spot, since the Romans. Nice place." Hands in his pockets, rocking on his heels, he glanced somewhat wistfully at the holidaymakers. "Don't suppose you'd be interested in staying on awhile?" But he was starting away before I'd even shaken my head, and he wasn't the one who looked back. 
Traveling in darkness, we zigzagged and hedge-hopped between one location and the next, our route totally erratic, bouncing us from Croatia to bob up in a music store in Lapland... a wedding in Sri Lanka... the middle of a street riot in Lagos... an elementary-school classroom in Bahia. Avram was flying blind; we both knew it, and he never denied it. "Could have gotten us home in one jump from the hub—I'm a little shaky on the local stops; really need to work up a proper map. Namporte, not to worry." 
And, strangely, I didn't. I was beginning—just beginning—to gain his sense of landmarks: of the Overneath junctures, the crossroads, detours, and spur lines where one would naturally turn left or right to head here, spin around to veer off there, or trust one's feet to an invisible stairway, up or down, finally emerging in that completely unexpected landscape. Caroming across the world as we were, it was difficult not to feel like a marble in a pinball machine, but in general we did appear to be working our way more or less toward the east coast of North America. We celebrated with a break in a Liverpool dockside pub, where the barmaid didn't look twice at Avram's purchase of two pints of porter, and didn't look at me at all. I was beginning to get used to that, but it still puzzled me, and I said so. 
"The Overneath's grown used to me," Avram explained. "That's one thing I've learned about the Overneath—it grows, it adapts, same as the body can adapt to a foreign presence. If you keep using it, it'll adapt to you the same way." 
"So right now the people here see you, but can't see me." 
Avram nodded. I said, "Are they real? Are all these places we've hit—these local stops of yours—are they real? Do they go on existing when nobody from—what? outside, I guess—is passing through? Is this an alternate universe, with everybody having his counterpart here, or just a little something the Overneath runs up for tourists?" The porter was quite real, anyway, if warm, and my deep swig almost emptied my glass. "I need to know, mon maître. " 
Avram sipped his own beer and coughed slightly; and I realized with a pang how much older than I he was, and that he had absolutely no business being a pinball—nor the only true adventurer I'd ever known. No business at all. He said, "The alternate-universe thing, that's bullshit. Or if it isn't, doesn't matter—you can't get there from here." He leaned forward. "You know about Plato's Cave, Dom Pedro?" 
"The people chained to the wall in the cave, just watching shadows all their lives? What about it?" 
"Well, the shadows are cast by things and people coming and going outside the cave, which those poor prisoners never get to see. The shadows are their only notion of reality—they live and die never seeing anything but those shadows, trying to understand the world through shadows. The philosopher's the one who stands outside the cave and reports back. You want another beer?" 
"No." Suddenly I an unusual number of shouldre television— didn't even want to finish the glass in my hand. "So our world, what we call our world... it might be nothing but the shadow of the Overneath?" 
"Or the other way around. I'm still working on it. If you're finished, let's go." 
We went outside, and Avram stood thoughtfully staring at seven and a half miles of docks and warehouses, and seeming to sniff the gray air. I said, "My mother's family set off for America from here. I think it took them three weeks." 
"We'll do better." He was standing with his arms folded, mumbling to himself: " No way to get close to the harbor, damn it... too bad we didn't fetch up on the other side of the Mersey... best thing would be... best thing... no... I wonder... " 
Abruptly he turned and marched us straight back into the pub, where he asked politely for the loo. Directed, he headed down a narrow flight of stairs; but, to my surprise, passed by the lavatory door and kept following the stairway, telling me over his shoulder, "Most of these old pubs were built over water, for obvious reasons. And don't ask me why, not yet, but the Overneath likes water...." I was smelling damp earth now, earth that had never been quite dry, perhaps for hundreds of years. I heard a throb nearby that might have been a sump pump of some sort, and caught a whiff of sewage that was definitely not centuries old. I got a glimpse of hollow darkness ahead, and thought wildly, Christ, it's a drain! That's it, we're finally going right down the drain.... 

Avram hesitated at the bottom of the stair, cocking his head back like a gun hammer. Then it snapped forward, and he grunted in triumph and led me, not into my supposed drain, but to the side of it, into an apparent wall through which we passed with no impediment, except a slither of stones under our feet. The muck sucked at my shoes—long since too far gone for my concern—as I plodded forward in Avram's wake. Having to stop and cram them back on scared me, because he just kept slogging on, never looking back. Twice I tripped and almost fell over things that I thought were rocks or branches; both times they turned out to be large, recognizable, disturbingly splintered bones. I somehow kept myself from calling Avram's attention to them, because I knew he'd want to stop and study them, and pronounce on their origin and function, and I didn't need that. I already knew what they were. 
In time the surface became more solid under my feet, and the going got easier. I asked, half-afraid to know, "Are we under the harbor?" 
"If we are, we're in trouble," Avram growled. "It'd mean I missed the... no, no, we're all right, we're fine, it's just—" His voice broke off abruptly, and I could feel rather than see him turning, as he peered back down the way we had come. He said, very quietly, "Well, damn.... " 
"What? What? " Then I didn't need to ask anymore, because I heard the sound of a foot being pulled out of the same mud I'd squelched through. Avram said, "All this way. They never follow that far... could have sworn we'd lost it in Lagos...." Then we heard the sound again, and Avram grabbed my arm, and we ran. 
The darkness ran uphill, which didn't help at all. I remember my breath like stones in my lungs and chest, and I remember a desperate desire to stop and bend over and throw up. I remember Avram never letting go of my arm, literally dragging me with him... and the panting that I thought was mine, but that wasn't coming from either of us.... 
"Here!" Avram gasped. " Here !" and he let go and vanished between two boulders—or whatever they really were—so close together that I couldn't see how there could be room for his stout figure. I actually had to give him a push from behind, like Rabbit trying to get Pooh Bear out of his burrow; then I got stuck myself, and he grabbed me and pulled... and then we were both stuck there, and I couldn't breathe, and something had hold of my left shoe. Then Avram was saying, with a calmness that was how things are goingooomversationor more frightening than any other sound, even the sound behind me, "Point yourself. You know where we're going—point and jump.... " 
And I did. All I can remember is thinking about the doorman under the awning at my cousin's place... the elevator... the color of the couch where I would sleep when I visited... a kind of hissing howl somewhere behind... a shiver, as though I were dissolving... or perhaps it was the crevice we were jammed into dissolving... 
...and then my head was practically in the lap of Alice on her mushroom: my cheek on smooth granite, my feet somewhere far away, as though they were still back in the Overneath. I opened my eyes in darkness—but a warm, different darkness, smelling of night grass and engine exhaust—and saw Avram sprawled intimately across the Mad Hatter. I slid groggily to the ground, helped to disentangle him from Wonderland, and we stood silently together for a few moments, watching the headlights on Madison Avenue. Some bird was whooping softly but steadily in a nearby tree, and a plane was slanting down into JFK. 
"Seventy-fifth," Avram said presently. "Only off by four blocks. Not bad." 
"Four blocks and a whole park." My left shoe was still on—muck and all—but the heel was missing, and there were deep gouges in the sole. I said, "You know, I used to be scared to go into Central Park at night." 
We didn't see anyone as we trudged across the park to the West Side, and we didn't say much. Avram wondered aloud whether it was tonight or tomorrow night. "Time's a trifle hiccupy in the Overneath, I never know how long...." I said we'd get a paper and find out, but I don't recall that we did. 
We parted on Seventy-ninth Street: me continuing west to my cousin's building, and Avram evasive about his own plans, his own New York destination. I said, "You're not going back there." It was not a question, and I may have been a little loud. "You're not ." 
He reassured me instantly—"No, no, I just want to walk for a while, just walk and think. Look, I'll call you tomorrow, at your cousin's, give me the number. I promise, I'll call." 
He did, too, from a pay phone, telling me that he was staying with old family friends in Yonkers, and that we'd be getting together in the Bay Area when we both got back. But we never did; we spoke on the phone a few times, but I never saw him again. I was on the road, in Houston, when I heard about his death. 
I couldn't get home for the funeral, but I did attend the memorial. There were a lot of obituaries—some in the most remarkable places—and a long period of old friends meeting, formally and informally, to tell stories about Avram and drink to his memory. That still goes on today; it never did take more than two of us to get started, and sometimes I hold one all by myself. 
And no, I've never made any attempt to return to the Overneath. I try not to think about it very much. It's easier than you might imagine: I tell myself that our adventure never really happened, and by the time I'm decently senile I'll believe it. When I'm in New York and pass Grand Central Station I never go in, on principle. Whatever the need, it can wait. 
But he went back into the Overneath, I'm sure—to work on his map, I suppose, and other things I can't begin to guess at. As to how I know.... 
Avram died on May 8th, 1993, just fifteen days after his seventieth birthday, in his tiny dank apartment in Bremerton, Washington. He closed his eyes and never opened them again. There was a body, and a coroner's report, and official papers and everything: books closed, doors locked, last period dotted in the file. 
Except that a month later, when the hangover I valiantly earned during and after the memorial was beginning to seem merely colorful in memory rather than willfully obtuse, I got a battered postcard in the mail. It's in the file with the others. A printed credit in the margin identifies it as coming from the Westermark Press of Stone Heights, Pennsylvan shouldre television—ia. The picture on the front shows an unfrosted angel food cake decorated with a single red candle. The postmark includes the flag of Cameroon. And on the back, written in that astonishing, unmistakable hand, is an impossible message. 
  
May 9, 1993 
To the Illustrissimo Dom Pedro, Companero de Todos mis Tonterias and Skittles Champion of Pacific Grove (Senior Division), Greetings! 

It's a funny thing about that Cave parable of Plato's. The way it works out and all. Someday I'll come show you. 

  
Years have passed with nothing further... but I still take corners slowly, just in case. All corners. Anywhere. 
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Build thee more stately mansions, O my soul, 
As the swift seasons roll! 
Leave thy low-vaulted past! 
Let each new temple, nobler than the last, 
Shut thee from heaven with a dome more vast, 
Till thou at length art free, 
Leaving thine outgrown shell by life's unresting sea! 

        —Oliver Wendell Holmes, "The Chambered Nautilus" 
  

THEY CAME FOR JACOB MANNHEIM while he was in the potato field. 
He was kneeling, feeling the soil where the potatoes had been harvested—dark, friable, still faintly damp. It smelled rich, and the earthworm in the handful was long, strong, and vigorous. Good. 
Straightening, he caught a splash of light from an oncoming aircar, gold and red. The extra-brain tattooed under his scalp had received no greeting, no request-for-permission. It was an official visit. 
So they've come at last. 

He had only a few minutes. Jacob strode a couple of meters to where one of the agrirobots floated swiftly across the soil, the clever mechanical fingers at its stern deftly detaching the potatoes from the roots, sucking them up and passing them on to the harvester van that floated alongside. The flying fingers gave a final churn to the soil as the robot passed. 
Jacob bent and peered at the potatoes: red, large and small, healthy. He didn't turn until the aircar came to hover above the loose soil where the potatoes had been. 
"Uncle Jake!" 
It was the voice of his grandnephew, Albrecht Jala. It would be. But it was a man in blue, in an official cap with an insignia in gold, who first stepped down onto the ground. 
"Albrecht?" 
His grandnephew's face appeared, sideways and reddened, either with emotion, or, more likely, the effort of ducking out the aircar's low door. His hussy of a wife, Tomoko, followed, her shoes and silk-clad legs incongruous above the brown soil. 
Jacob nodded to them. "With you in just a moment," he muttered. Turning away, he thought, so they finally got up the nerve. 

A sharp command delivered through his extra-brain caused the nearest agrirobot to pause, and down the field, a dozen others in echelon also paused. Each was a flattened cylinder three meters long by one and a half wide by one thick. Aft and underneath each had a plethora of grab hands for the tasks it—and its attachments—could perform. 
This halt caused the crows who had been attacking the churned soil to arise, flapping and cursing him in raucous voices. Commands had to be given to the robots verbally for security, and Jacob raised his voice over those of the crows. 
He gave them commands for the continued harvesting of the field and the setup for the next day's work, not knowing how long he'd be gone. Not strictly necess wondered what acy bANDs soon asary—the robots were more intelligent than any human—but he was all too aware that these days he was alone on the farm. 
Jacob Mannheim faced his collateral offspring and the... regional marshall, he saw, reading the hat. 
"Don't believe we've been introduced," he said, stepping toward the marshall, hand out. "Jacob Mannheim." 
"Deputy Ali," said the lawman, shaking. 
"So you're here to arrest me?" Ironically. 
"Oh, no! Of course not. It's just that, uh...." 
Jacob took pity on him. "Of course. My would-be heirs brought you along in case I don't come quietly." He turned to Albrecht. "So you think I'm crazy, do you?" Dry tone. 
Albrecht had been sculpted to handsomeness once on a time, but good living had blurred the doctor's work. Now his face was blotchy, he was positively fleshy, and he needed to regenerate his hair. Tomoko's looks were equally blurry; her hair had gone to a dishwatery blond. Inadequate gening, or too much recoloring? Jacob didn't know or care. 
"Well, you're certainly not acting very sensible about this, Uncle Jake!" 
"A deal like this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!" Tomoko said. "You'd have to be crazy to pass it up!" 
"It's not just yourself you're cheating, Uncle Jacob," Albrecht said, reproachful. "It's the whole family." 
"Yeah, it's not fair to us!" 
Jacob decided that Albrecht hadn't been bullied into coming; he'd volunteered. His grandnephew didn't like him, Jacob knew. That was nothing, you can't choose your relatives. As long as Albrecht had been polite to him, he'd been polite right back. Greed had brought out all his vindictiveness. 
Tomoko didn't like anybody, so far as Jacob could tell. 
"So you've set up a mental competence hearing." Jacob shrugged. 
"You realize that you have the right to counsel," Deputy Ali said hastily. "You can refuse the hearing itself absent testimony of incapacity—" 
Jacob gave him a sour grin, shaking his head. "Naw, let's get it over with. Why make them strain themselves, thinking stuff up? And just to make you feel better, I've already consulted counsel." 
Albrecht snorted again. Tomoko tossed her thick mane and in a bored nasal whine, said, "Okay okay, let's get going, shall we? We do have an appointment. We have to be there by fourteen-thirty." 
Jacob nodded, unhappy. He looked at Albrecht's fancy car, hovering patiently above the dirt. "Will I need to pack anything?" He feared they'd keep him overnight. An old man likes his own bed best. 
"No, should have you back tonight," Ali said. 
Relieved, Jacob nodded. "Good. Let me call Sam Nganya." He turned away to use his extra-brain. The conversation was brief: "Sam, it's me. They've come for me. Appointment at fourteen-thirty." 
"I'll be there." 
Jacob disconnected and turned to the marshall. "Do me a favor. Let's you and me go in my car. All that nagging at me would upset me in my highly nervous state," he said, tipping his head ironically toward Tomoko. 
For the first time the deputy's official mien broke. He almost smiled. "Right, sir, no problem." 
Nodding to Albrecht and Tomoko, Jacob stepped past them to enter the lounge at the rear of the car. Here he found another relative, peered at her in the dimmer light within. 
"Linda?" 
"Yes," she said. 
Linda Minetti, his grandniece Danika's daughter. She aimed a rather tremulous smile at him and took his hand. 
Danika had been one of the grandnieces who most enjoyed summers at the farm, and Linda in her turn rarely missed at least a couple of weeks with him. All the nieces and nephews had made a tradition of vacations, or parts of vacations, on the farm. So had his grandchildren, once upon a time. 
"Sorry to see you, under the circumstances," Linda said. 
"It's a pleasure to me, whatever the circs," Jacob told her. "I'm kinda looking forward to it." 
The others disposed themselves and the car took off, its gravitronic motors silent|up re the ruins—. Linda chattered about the harvest. 
The potato field, Mercer 27, shrank below them, and Jacob felt a surge of pride and rueful joy as he looked across his land. For many generations the Mannheims had bought "what joins mine" until Mannheim Farms now covered much of the northern part of the old province of Missouri, lapping over into what had been Iowa. Mercer had once been a "county." 
The fields from the air were a series of contours kilometers long. Generations ago the ancient farmers had come to this rolling, nearly treeless land with their earthmovers and their HILE plans. Now water-retaining soil berms a meter to a meter-and-a-half high curved off to the horizon. Worldwide, millions of square kilometers, most of Earth's arable land, had been thus hilescaped. 
The farmers had reshaped the Earth. 
Every drop that fell on even the slightest slope was caught and absorbed by the soil. Long shallow lakes of water backed up behind the HILE terraces after a rain, to be absorbed. 
Not all the land in sight was Mannheim land. Much was parkland—also hilescaped—with interspersed communities. Long windbreaks of trees, they were, with houses and lawns and winding paved pathways at the tops of the slopes. Mannheims had lived in the local communities time out of mind till two generations back. Jacob had heard his grandfather talk of dances when he was young. But the Mannheims had scattered. 
Both of Jacob's sons had emigrated to a space colony. Taking his grandchildren with them. 
Rueful joy indeed. He'd known neither of the boys wanted the farmer's life. But he'd hoped for his grandchildren. Well. They'd all gone. That left him only his nieces and nephews, and now his grandnephews and grandnieces. 
None were farmers. They wanted only money from the land. 
All were silent in the aircar, Jacob being perhaps most at ease, merely sad. The house soon came in view. 
Mannheim Farms might have been mistaken for a community, buildings within a windbreak of trees on the top of the slope. But these buildings were mostly barns and storage bins. About one of the latter the harvest vans swooped and departed, like wasps about a fallen apple. 
"I won't be but a minute," he said, and hurried into the empty, echoing farmhouse. 
He hadn't known what to expect, and had packed an overnight bag. Glad I won't need that, he thought, changing into formal garments. Marshall Ali joined him in his aircar, and Jacob verbally instructed it to take them to St. Louis. 
Jacob Mannheim sat musing over Earth as they flew toward his hearing. 
They cruised at low altitude across the great NorthAm continent of Old Earth, an ancient land well worn now by the thousands of generations of humans, walking soil fed from the soil, who had had their brief hours in the light before returning to the soil. Mellow was this land, the steep slopes sculpted over generations into seeming dunes of green. From this altitude no footprints could be seen, but the footprints of all those generations were everywhere evident. 
The rough green of farm fields was less common than the smooth green of great lawns, of endless parkland bright with autumn's flowers. Here and there clumps of trees surrounded clumps of houses—dwellings, occasionally a small office building, a factory, a cluster of shops. Their windows twinkled, their roofs gleamed, in the verdant land. Green and pleasant was Old Earth in the afternoon. 
The Night was coming. All this was to be given to the ice. 
Jacob Mannheim cast a brooding glance at the Sun. No human eye could tell the difference, but it was dimmer, and generation by generation it would dim still more. Already the glaciers were growing in the north, and on high mountains. Winters were a touch cooler than the world was used to. 
For generations they'd fought the warming of the globe, had held it to a tolerable level. Now that long battle was over, and the grim war against the cold night had begun. In not many generations, they for hundreds of years. c" meetingb b said, the Mannheim Farms would be under a kilometer of ice. 
"All because they can't enforce the damn law," Jacob growled. 
Marshall Ali had caught his glance at the Sun. 
"Well, that's Earth law," he said tolerantly. "Not binding on the colonies. Not unless they sign the Accords." 
"Or have repudiated them." 
Ali shrugged. "What can we do? They outnumber us. Considering the state of Earth's economy, it's generous of them to buy out people willing to emigrate. Those in nonessential occupations." 
"Like farming." 
Most food these days was produced in food factories fed from pond scum grown in sewage-reclamation plants. Natural food like his potatoes was a luxury item, reserved for feasts. Or exported to the colonies as an ever-higher-priced luxury. 
Despairing, he said, "Doesn't anyone love the land anymore? How can anyone leave—this—" His gesture took in the smiling pleasant park below—this, their native world—the home of humanity—the only beautiful planet in the known cosmos? 
"It could be like this for generations yet. And if they would only enforce the law—" 
"I agree. I'm not emigrating. But I'm not having children either," Ali said. 
So he'd surrendered. Jacob was still shaking his head when they slanted down to St. Louis. That had been a sprawling city generations ago, when there were cities; built at the confluence of the Missouri and Mississippi rivers, when there'd been a Missouri and a Mississippi river. 
Now the name merely indicated a thicker sprawl of buildings of all types, mingled in a manner that seemed higgledy-piggledy, but was in fact carefully planned to appear artless. Here and there a building floated on gravitronic motors amid the lazy-moving aircars. Here was the AdCen, the Administrative Center of MidAm. 
One of the smaller buildings was the Judiciary Center for MidAm. They landed on its roof. Sam Nganya was waiting, and shook with them all, even Tomoko. Neither Albrecht nor his wife, Jacob was pleased to see, was in any way embarrassed or abashed. 
The relatives and Sam were peeled off into a waiting room. Following Marshall Ali, Jacob wondered ironically about the conversation in that room. None, he thought, or at least no general conversation. 
Ali left him with the examiners. 
Smiling, friendly young men and women—no. Some were middle-aged. Everybody's young compared to me, Jacob thought. 
"You're in good time, Mr. Mannheim," said a motherly youngish woman. "I take it you're ready?" 
"Ready to get it over with," he told them. 
Jacob had read up on the process and was surprised by none of it. The major part consisted of them putting a helmet on his head, then showing him still or moving images of various things: babies, snakes, kittens, spiders, flowers, and so on. Also with the helmet they played sounds of various sorts, including soothing words in threatening tones and threatening words in soothing tones. This part took most of an hour. Then for half as long they asked him odd questions at seeming random: how much did he read (a lot), what were his favorite games (none), was he married (widowed), kids (yes, two), occupation, age, what he thought of the price of eggs, of bread (he had no idea what the prices were, he just bought them without looking), did he know his rights under the Charter (you bet he did), and so on. 
Not a single question about people out to get him, plotting against him, or the like. 
He took the helmet off with relief. The motherly woman smiled at him and said, "You have no organic mental dysfunction, nor do we see signs of any inorganic dysfunction—no mental disturbance such as, for instance, paranoia." 
So they had been looking for it. "So if I'm dysfunctional it's just because I'm a bullheaded old fart?" he asked. 
The smile broadened. "Unscientifically but aptly put," she said. 
If I were twenty years younger —he thought. 
She gestured to the door, where an unusual number of shouldre the ruins—Marshall Ali waited. "If you'll go with the marshall—" 
Ali led him to a courtroom. An honest-to-God courtroom, with dark wood paneling, a barrel-vaulted ceiling, a judge's high bench, a jury section, a witness chair, the whole kaboodle. Jacob hadn't really believed they still existed. He was delighted with it, felt the weight of the generations of humanity on Old Earth. 
The judge was another of those disconcerting young women with a touch of gray in her hair, not motherly at all. She sat at a small table, not behind the bench. She was toying with a gavel the size of a pen, with a diminutive head. Sam Nganya chatted with her. Another man sat with them; he was introduced as Jamal Poonai, Plaintiff's counsel. As Jacob was shaking his hand, the relatives were ushered in. Linda gave him a small smile. 
They were seated around the table, Ali with them. The judge got up to serve them coffee, dim sum, and crullers with her own hands. For some minutes they chatted, the judge carrying the burden. She was pleasant despite the air that advised you to pull nothing on her. The only other official was apparently some sort of recording clerk. 
Before even Tomoko showed visible signs of restlessness, the judge, who had introduced herself as Judy Malmstrom, said, "We should get started. Erika tells me we're recording. This is the time and place heretofore designated as for the mental competency hearing of Jacob Mannheim, who is in court at this time." She read off case and docket numbers, needing no notes of course because it was already in her extra-brain. 
"The technicians assure me that Jacob suffers from no organic dysfunction, and their report is entered into the record as Exhibit A. Does Plaintiff wish to question this testimony?" 
"No, Your Honor," Jamal Poonai said. 
"The technicians also found no symptoms of inorganic mental dysfunction, no sign of incompetence in particular. Exhibit B. Do you wish to challenge this?" 
It was the whole point of the rigmarole. Jacob sat back and watched, enjoying the expressions of poorly suppressed greed on Albrecht and Tomoko's faces. Linda seemed embarrassed and wouldn't meet his eye. 
Blank-faced, Poonai laid out Plaintiff's case: Jacob Mannheim was old and inflexible. He went on farming his land, ignoring the fact that the Government would buy it at several times its book value. And there were numerous other instances of his bullheaded stubbornness, failing memory—he couldn't tell one grandnephew from another (some truth there), he avoided his family, refused their counsel and advice, and so on. 
Poonai spent quite twenty minutes laying out his case, using legal and medical phrasing that Jacob had to translate mentally with the aid of his own extra-brain. He had to admire the man; he'd done his best, had put some work into it. 
Of course it's all wasted; I hope he's getting paid well. Up front. 

Judge Malmstrom took it in, then turned to Sam Nganya. "Defendant?" 
"Thank you, Your Honor. I would first draw your attention to one of Plaintiff's offerings, that Mr. Mannheim has refused to sell his farm at a great profit, a chance that will never recur. Here we have the heart of their complaint: his heirs wish to increase the size of their inheritance. They have failed to persuade him; they have not been able to bully him. Now they seek to seize his property, and with it his way of life, out of simple greed." 
Sam produced papers and an e-card for the record. "In response, I offer proof, not gossip, that Mr. Mannheim's competence has not faltered. With Defendant's permission, I offer Jacob Mannheim's medical record—accidents and injuries only. I draw the Court's attention to the point that in the last twenty years, Defendant's rate of injury accidents has been lower than during any other twenty-year period in his life." 
"Entered as Exhibit C," the judge said, and scanned it carefully. She closed her eyes the better to access her extra-brain, perhaps calculating accident rates for hundreds of years. c" meetingb b, and nodded. "Proceed, Counselor." 
"I next offer Defendant's tax records for the past forty-five years. It will be seen that though each year the public buys less natural food, still his profits have scarcely altered." 
That was tricky; he'd sold off-world, taking advantage of the tax breaks. But he supposed that would show competence. 
"Entered as Exhibit D," said the judge, and studied the record carefully. 
"That concludes our defense," Sam said. "We contend that Plaintiffs have shown no instances of mental incompetence, merely a lack of interest, on Jacob's part, in his family. Certainly Mr. Mannheim's life exhibits no signs of mental failings. He refuses to sell his land because he wishes to continue farming it. For however long a time he has." 
Judge Malmstrom nodded thoughtfully, glanced at Jacob, and turned to Jamal Poonai. "Rebuttal?" 
"No, Your—Honor—" He had seized the arm of Albrecht on one side of him and Tomoko on the other. They subsided. Delighted, Jacob thought, Sitting between them shows what a good lawyer he is. 

The judge ignored the byplay. "Five-minute recess for deliberation." 
Instead of leaving the room, she went to the coffeemex and brought back a tray. More crullers and dim sum; she graciously poured coffee for any who wanted. Jacob was ready for more, but was uneasily aware that at this rate he'd soon be excusing himself. 
In less than five minutes Judge Malmstrom cleared her throat and folded her hands. They all stilled their motions; the judge looked up directly at the hidden ring of cameras overhead. Full-face for the record, Jacob thought, and it's impersonal. She met no eye. 
"Request of Plaintiffs Albrecht Mannheim et al that Defendant Jacob Mannheim be found of unsound mind and mentally incompetent and that he be placed in conservatorship is hereby denied. No cause has been shown." 
She glanced at Albrecht, at Tomoko, and looked back at the cameras. 
"The unstated but deeply felt argument of Plaintiffs appears to be that anyone who turns down so good a bargain as that offered by House of Earth 1,717 Section C-5e is of unsound mind. But no credible evidence of unsoundness has been offered. This Court is not empowered to rule on the Defendant's judgment—certainly it is not within this Court's purview to force a bargain on him which he does not wish. This Court may privately agree with Plaintiffs that Defendant is making a mistake. But to abrogate a person's freedom merely to prevent a mistake would be to nullify all our freedoms, the more particularly when the motive is apparently to enrich his relatives at his emotional, if not his financial, expense...." 
The judge tongue-lashed them for a few more minutes in her precise cold legal manner. She finished by warning them that though they could appeal, the judicial system took nuisance suits very ill indeed. Absent proof of incompetence, they could wind up facing felony prosecution, Jacob knew. 
The judge tapped three times with her ridiculous little gavel—it didn't seem so tiny now—nodded at them all, with a small smile for Jacob, and withdrew. 
Jacob stood stiffly, needing that bathroom, and glanced at his kinfolk. 
They looked as if they were braced for a grandparental tongue-lashing. Jacob's emotions were remote, his tone mild. He said, "Well, that didn't work. What next?" 
They exchanged uncomfortable glances, said nothing with much clearing of throats. Linda's eyes were teary. 
Finally Albrecht muttered a "sorry." 
"You know you're all welcome at the farm, any time. As usual." 
Jacob felt no triumph. It was over, he was glad of that, but now he was very tired. Tired especially of his family. 
So: home again well before dark, and Oscar and Wolf and Forst and the other agrirobots were working "manfully" away at Mercer 27. They finished harvesting it not long before midnight. 
Jacob had sat up, drinking coffee, not to supervise, but because he couldn't an unusual number of shouldre the ruins—sleep. 
The family had always been there, all those grandnephews and grandnieces whose names and faces he needed an extra-brain to remember. Now they'd tried to mug him, and none of them had warned him. The month of arguments that led up to the hearing, the hints meant as threats, those had been his warning. So he had consulted Sam Nganya, who'd laughed and prepared his defense in advance. 
They'd all been in it together. He had lost his family. 
It wasn't the first time he'd felt this pain. The death of Amelita, but she had been ill for a long time, he was prepared. Then the defection of both their sons, who emigrated to the colonies, with all their grandchildren. He was glad Amelita hadn't lived to see that. That, he'd thought, had been the severest blow he would have to withstand. At least, he'd thought, he still had the rest of the family. 
No longer. The family's lost to me, he thought. I am orphaned. 
After his sons left, he'd tried to interest the nephews in farming, then he'd vaguely hoped for one of the grandnephews. Most of his hopes had ridden on Ricardo. Albrecht had always been hopeless. 
Now he had no hope at all. He had no future. But he was a farmer, and there was the farm to occupy his mind. 
  
AFTER A COUPLE OF WEEKS, in a casual con-versation with the factor for Wholesale Foods, the subject turned to emigration. 
"It's this buyout," the other said. "They're getting close to the time limit, so there's a big rush on to sell out and emigrate." 
"News said a million emigrants leave every year," Jacob said. "They can't keep that up." 
"No, it'll taper off in a few months. More room for the rest of us!" 
It was the reminder of the time limit on the Government buyout that got Jacob's hopes up again. Once safely past the deadline, the family would no doubt get over its current ire. They'd come around, he thought. Surely they'd come around. They all had fond memories of vacations on the farm, he remembered so many happy hours. 
It was only a few days later that Linda called to say that she was on the way. 
Jacob was out in the fields and was at first all of a dither. Rush home, prep food, whatever. But she told him not to bother. "I'll just home on you. You're in the fields?" 
"Yes, I'm in Linn Thirty-One." 
That, he thought, didn't sound so good. Not a friendly visit, then. 

Well. What will be, will be. So he was still at it an hour later, when her car came in. 
Jacob stood on a long green dune of soil, now in clover. Rain was predicted, and the fields couldn't absorb every drop. Each terrace berm had its narrow drainpipe with valves, to let water trickle down to the next catch basin lest the standing water sour the soil. He'd put the robots on to opening the valves, as a good bit of rain was expected. An ancient farmer had proclaimed, "The best fertilizer is the footsteps of the farmer," and he was double-checking the robots, looking at the pipes, the soil, the clover, the farm itself. 
Linda's car came to hover just above the clover, too cautious to land on this uncertain surface. She stepped out and it swept discreetly away, disturbing a flock of crows. These big autumnal birds flew about, squawking and deriding them, a backdrop to the conversation. 
Linda was pretty, as usual in the modern era whether born that way or not. She was blonde, and he wondered for the first time if that was genie or bottle; it didn't run in the family. 
Jacob fought down an impulse to run to her, to hug her; family is family, even those you don't like, and to be cut off from them had left an ache. He greeted her awkwardly. 
"H-hi, Uncle Jake," she said. 
He took her hand and for the first time saw her as Linda Minetti, not simply as his grandniece, a representative of the family. She was upset. Her lip trembled, there was a suspicion of tears on her lashes, and a definite quaver in her voice. 
"You've come on business, of course," he said, for hundreds of years. c" meetingb b feeling numb. "Still trying to persuade me to sell?" 
She shook her head and the tears became more evident. 
"N-no. The family has given up on that. W-we're going without you. Or all that money." 
"Going?" 
"We're emigrating. Th-the whole family." Gulp. "Th-they w-wanted to just send you a-a letter, b-but I said I would come and tell you." 
"You're all emigrating? To the colonies? Together?" 
Gulp and nod. "S-sorry, Uncle Jake." 
Jacob Mannheim turned from his grandniece and stumbled a few steps away, his gaze seeking the horizon. The crows mocked his pain. He knew there were tears in his own eyes. She'd tell the others if she saw, and he wouldn't have Tomoko and Albrecht gloating over him. 
"Oh, Uncle Jake!" 
Linda came running and almost tackled him, weeping, blind. 
They hugged, and Jacob found that tears and gloating didn't matter. A long time later they were seated in the clover, watching the busy robots move up and down the fields, watched by the wary crows. 
"I'm not trying to p-persuade you, Uncle Jake. But why won't you come? You know they need f-farmers, and you're the best. It's hothouse farming, of course, but you do a lot of that, and you're good at it." 
His hothouses were small beside the vast hectarage of the Farm, but they took half his time and provided a fifth of his income. But how to explain to her? She wasn't a farmer, none of them were, and so they didn't understand. That's why they had tempted him with money and status. 
"I never wanted to be rich or important," he said, trying to keep the old impatience out of his tone—none of them had ever understood this simple point. "It was always the land. If you didn't feel it, you weren't a Mannheim." 
He paused, groping for words. "Look, you know about the settlement of NorthAm by the Euros?" 
"Y-yes," she said, sounding doubtful. 
"I don't mean the wars and politics. The first wave was the Asian settlers, the Asiams." 
"The Red Men, yes," she said, nodding. 
"Then the Euros. Well, on the East Coast, a bunch of these Euros went back into the woods. They only had hand tools, axes, saws—you've seen me use the axe. Well, these settlers cut down trees, fought off wild animals and Asiams, and fought all the other enemies of farming: drought, crop pests, banks. You'd think that such a horrible struggle would never pay off, that the price in money, time, sweat, and blood, could never be repaid. But that land is being farmed today, much of it, and the rest is tended parkland that also gives value back. You see, a farmer has a very long time horizon. That was a good investment." 
Linda looked at him timidly. "But the glaciers are coming, Uncle Jake. Already they're forming, and in a few hundred years the climate will make farming impossible. Long before the ice comes." 
Jacob glanced up at the Sun. To the unaided eye it was as bright as ever, but that eye is blind. He nodded. "This is true, all agree on that. So my time horizon is shorter than I thought. But it is still the land, still Mannheim Farms for however long. I am Jacob Mannheim. I do not sell my land." 
He snorted. "On the colonies, who owns land? They don't even have land, it's just a thin layer of dirt over a deck. So they'd put me in charge of a hothouse and call me an agtech? Let them buy robots." 
Linda sat silent for a long time, then she hugged him hard and whispered, "Oh, Uncle Jake, I'm so sorry! I'll come and visit before we go! It'll take months for all the arrangements. Don't listen to the others, you just go on being my Uncle Jake!" 
She jumped up and ran along the terrace, and her car swooped down, swallowed her. Linda turned in the doorway to wave once, and the bright egg shrank to a gleaming dot low above the horizon. The crows yelled in sarcastic delight. 
  
THE BIG HOUSE was silent that night, emptier than usual. Often since Amelita's death it had been empty, but as often as not there were relatives visitin how things are goingooom encounterorg. And even when it had been empty, there'd been the knowledge that he would not be alone forever. Since the hearing, he had been alone. 
Now, soon now, he would be alone forever. They were all going away. 
Well, the future is another country. It's no place for old men, but what could he do? Marry again? He felt no inclination, and besides, supposing a woman was willing to bear another son for him, did he have the time, did he have the skill, to instill in that young one his own love for the land? He'd failed with both of his boys, the grandsons, too. 
Why had he prepared all this food? He wasn't a bit hungry. Pure habit. Jacob pushed the plate aside and sat staring at the black nothing beyond the nighted windows. 
Adopt someone, maybe. Will the Farms to a likely youngster, if he could find one. One of his neighbors, perhaps. But around him was mainly parkland, owned by MidAm Regional Parks & Recreation. 
Well, he'd have many lonely evenings in which to ponder his options. 
He found he was yearning already for Linda's next visit. She was right, it'd take months for them all to disentangle themselves from their affairs and choose a colony, if there was one that'd have them all. No doubt many of the nieces and nephews would drop by. She was right, many would try to persuade him to go along. Not necessarily out of greed, out of simple inability to understand him. 
He supposed he'd been a remote figure all their lives. He was an old man, and his talk was of the farm. He hadn't spoken their language. 
So, months before they went. Less than a year, though, he guessed. Just a few months, and they go by fast when you're old and busy. 
He wondered what time of the month it was now. He could have consulted his extra-brain, but he was a farmer; he went outside. The house and barns and harvest bins were low and sprawling, amid the forest of trees, planted centuries ago for windbreak and coolness and a break in the monotony of the vast rolling prairie. He had to get out from under them. 
Jacob Mannheim looked up at his sky. From horizon to horizon it was a glowing dome, brighter than a hundred moons. At first the glow seemed soft, ethereal; then the eye caught the tiny sparkles, here, there, everywhere across that gigantic luminous crystalline sphere. 
It was not known how many space colonies there were. Even estimates could only be approximate, based on the amount of matter that had gone to make them, and the average mass. They'd devoured the asteroids, then the minor planets and satellites, then they had eaten the major planets. Mars, Mercury, Venus were gone long before he was born, and Pluto, then Uranus and Neptune. Now they were sucking at Saturn and Jupiter, a million gravitronic straws dipped into two sundaes. 
The colonies had gone forth, prospered, and multiplied. Their solar sails now filled the sky, overlapping, sparkling as their motions caused the mirror-beams of their sails to sweep across his eyes, drowning the stars in light. 
Thus it had been as long as Jacob could remember; for generations the night sky had been a sparkly glowing mist. The glow had brightened generation by generation till now the Sun was englobed in uncounted motes that glanced its paled light back toward it, and Earth. 
Generation by generation that glowing night sky had warmed the Earth, forcing increasingly desperate countermeasures, till ironically the colonies themselves had solved the problem by orbiting between Earth and Sun, greedy for the heat and the light. Stealing it for their own lives. 
Jacob found the Moon, a dull splotch against that ethereal glow, itself brighter than it had been in olden days. It had been given water and an atmosphere that reflected twice the light the stony old Moon had ever done, yet still it was a dull, misshapen blotch against the shining serenity beyond. 
It was past the half, waning. It looked gnawed. 
  
Note: the patent on HILE was issued to Krekel Karch in May 1956, PatenI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacc encounterort # 2745768. It can be found at Google Patent Search. An excellent article appeared in Popular Mechanics, June 1966, which can be found at Google Books; search either under Krekel Karch or Hydrosol Intransitive Land Engineering. (Hilescape is my own usage.) R.C. 
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TOM ORFORD STOOD leaning over the rail and watching the flat hazy shores of the Red Sea slide past. A month ago he had been watching them slide in the other direction. Sarah had been with him then, leaning and looking after the ship's wake, laughing and whispering ridiculous jokes into his ear. 
They had been overflowingly happy, playing endless deck games with the other passengers, going to the ship's dances in Sarah's mad, rakish conception of fancy dress, even helping to organize the appalling concerts of amateur talent, out of their gratitude to the world. 
"You'll tire yourself out!" somebody said to Sarah, as she plunged from deck-tennis to swimming in the ship's pool, from swimming to dancing, from dancing to ping pong. "As if I could," she said to Tom. "I've done so little all my life, I have twenty-one years of accumulated energy to work off." 
But just the same, that was what she had done. She had died, vanished, gone out, as completely as a forgotten day, or a drift of the scent of musk. Gone, lost to the world. Matter can neither be created nor destroyed, he thought. Not matter, no. The network of bones and tendons, the dandelion clock of fair hair, the brilliantly blue eyes that had once belonged to Sarah, and had so riotously obeyed her will for a small portion of her life—a forty-second part of it, perhaps—was now quietly returning to earth in a Christian cemetery in Ceylon. But her spirit, the fiery intention which had coordinated that machine of flesh and bone and driven it through her life—the spirit, he knew, existed neither in air nor earth. It had gone out, like a candle. 
He did not leave the ship at Port Said. It was there that he had met Sarah. She had been staying with friends, the Acres. Orford had gone on a trip up the Nile with her. Then they had started for China. This was after they had been married, which happened almost immediately. And now he was coming back with an address, and a bundle of hair to give to her mother. For she had once laughingly asked him to go and visit her mother, if she were to die first. 
"Not that she'd enjoy your visit," said Sarah dryly. "But she'd be highly offended if she didn't get a lock of hair, and she might as well have the lot, now I've cut it off. And you could hardly send it to her in a registered envelope." 
He had laughed, because then death seemed a faraway and irrelevant threat, a speck on the distant horizon. 
"Why are we talking about it, anyway?" he said. 
"Death always leaps to mind when I think of Mother," she answered, her eyes dancing. "Due to her I've lived in an atmosphere of continuous death for twenty-one years." 
She had told him her brief story. When she reached twenty-one, and came into an uncle's legacy, she had packed her brush and comb and two books and a toothbrush ("All my other possessions, if they could be called mine, were too ugly to take"), and, pausing only at a hairdressers' to have her bun cut off (he had seen a photograph of her at nineteen, a quiet, dull-looking girl, weighed down by her mass of hair) she had set shouldreorS 
     
     
acceptanceoff for Egypt to visit her only friend, Mrs. Acres. She wrote to her mother from Cairo. She had had one letter in return. "My dear Sarah, as you are now of age I cannot claim to have any further control over you, for you are, I trust, perfectly healthy in mind and body. I have confidence in the upbringing you received, which furnished you with principles to guide you through life's vicissitudes. I know that in the end you will come back to me." 
"She seems to have taken your departure quite lightly," Orford said, reading it over her shoulder. 
"Oh, she never shows when she's angry," Sarah said. She studied the letter again. "Little does she know," was her final comment, as she put it away. "Hey, I don't want to think about her. Quick, let's go out and see something—a pyramid or a cataract or a sphinx. Do you realize that I've seen absolutely nothing—nothing—nothing all my life? Now I've got to make up for lost time. I want to see Rome and Normandy and Illyria and London—I've never been there, except Heath Row—and Norwegian fjords and the Taj Mahal." 
Tomorrow, Orford thought, he would have to put on winter clothes. He remembered how the weather had become hotter and hotter on the voyage out. Winter to summer, summer to winter again. 
London, when he reached it, was cold and foggy. He shrank into himself, sitting in the taxi which squeaked and rattled its way from station to station, like a moving tomb. At Charing Cross he ran into an acquaintance who exclaimed, "Why, Tom old man, I didn't expect to see you for another month. Thought you were on your honeymoon or something?" 
Orford slid away into the crowd. 
"And can you tell me where Marl End is?" he was presently asking, at a tiny ill-lit station which felt as if it were in the middle of the steppes. 
"Yes, sir," said the man, after some thought. "You'd best phone for a taxi. It's a fair way. Right through the village and on over the sheepdowns." 
An aged Ford, lurching through the early winter dusk, which was partly mist, brought him to a large redbrick house, set baldly in the middle of a field. 
"Come back and call for me at seven," he said, resolving to take no chances with the house, and the driver nodded, shifting his gears, and drove away into the fog as Orford knocked at the door. 
The first thing that struck him was her expression of relentless, dogged intention. Such, he thought, might be the look on the face of a coral mite, setting out to build up an atoll from the depths of the Pacific. 
He could not imagine her ever desisting from any task she had set her hand to. 
Her grief seemed to be not for herself but for Sarah. 
"Poor girl. Poor girl. She would have wanted to come home again before she died. Tired herself out, you say? It was to be expected. Ah well." 
Ah well, her tone said, it isn't my fault. I did what I could. I could have prophesied what would happen; in fact I did; but she was out of my control, it was her fault, not mine. 
"Come close to the fire," she said. "You must be cold after that long journey." 
Her tone implied he had come that very night from Sarah's cold un-Christian deathbed, battling through frozen seas, over Himalayas, across a dead world. 
"No, I'm fine," he said. "I'll stay where I am. This is a very warm room." The stifling, hothouse air pressed on his face, solid as sand. He wiped his forehead. 
"My family, unfortunately are all extremely delicate," she said, eyeing him. "Poor things, they need a warm house. Sarah—my husband—my sister—I daresay Sarah told you about them?" 
"I've never seen my father," he remembered Sarah saying. "I don't know what happened to him—whether he's alive or dead. Mother always talks about him as if he were just outside in the garden." 
But there had been no mention of an aunt. He shook his head. 
"Very delicate," she said. She smoothed back her white hair, which curved over her head like a cap, into its neat bun at the back. "D subsequentbre on the other side—eficient in thyroid—thyroxin, do they call it? She needs constant care." 
Her smile was like a swift light passing across a darkened room. 
"My sister disliked poor Sarah—for some queer reason of her own—so all the care of her fell on me. Forty years." 
"Terrible for you," he answered mechanically. 
The smile passed over her face again. 
"Oh, but it is really quite a happy life for her, you know. She draws, and plays with clay, and of course she is very fond of flowers and bright colors. And nowadays she very seldom loses her temper, though at one time I had a great deal of trouble with her." 
I manage all, her eyes said, I am the strong one, I keep the house warm, the floors polished, the garden dug, I have cared for the invalid and reared my child, the weight of the house has rested on these shoulders and in these hands. 
He looked at her hands as they lay in her black silk lap, fat and white with dimpled knuckles. 
"Would you care to see over the house?" she said. 
He would not, but could think of no polite way to decline. The stairs were dark and hot, with a great shaft of light creeping round the corner at the top. 
"Is anybody there?" a quavering voice called through a half-closed door. It was gentle, frail, and unspeakably old. 
"Go to sleep, Miss Whiteoak, go to sleep," she called back. "You should have swallowed your dose long ago." 
"My companion," she said to Orford, "is very ill." 
He had not heard of any companion from Sarah. 
"This is my husband's study," she told him, following him into a large, hot room. 
Papers were stacked in orderly piles on the desk. The bottle of ink was half full. A half-written letter lay on the blotter. But who occupied this room? "Mother always talks as if he were just outside." 
On the wall hung several exquisite Japanese prints. Orford exclaimed in pleasure. 
"My husband is fond of those prints," she said, following his glance. "I can't see anything in them myself. Why don't they make objects the right size, instead of either too big or too small? I like something I can recognize, I tell him." 
Men are childish, her eyes said, and it is the part of women to see that they do nothing foolish, to look after them. 
They moved along the corridor. 
"This was Sarah's room," she said. 
Stifling, stifling, the bed, chair, table, chest all covered in white sheets. Like an airless graveyard waiting for her, he thought. 
"I can't get to sleep," Miss Whiteoak called through her door. "Can't I come downstairs?" 
"No, no, I shall tell you when you may come down," the old lady called back. "You are not nearly well enough yet!" 
Orford heard a sigh. 
"Miss Whiteoak is wonderfully devoted," she said, as they slowly descended the stairs. "I have nursed her through so many illnesses. She would do anything for me. Only, of course, there isn't anything that she can do now, poor thing." 
At the foot of the stairs an old, old woman in a white apron was lifting a decanter from a sideboard. 
"That's right, Drewett," she said. "This gentleman will be staying to supper. You had better make some broth. I hope you are able to stay the night?" she said to Orford. 
But when he explained that he could not even stay to supper she took the news calmly. 
"Never mind about the broth, then, Drewett. Just bring in the sherry." 
The old woman hobbled away, and they returned to the drawing room. He gave her the tissue-paper full of Sarah's hair. 
She received the bundle absently, then examined it with a sharp look. "Was this cut before or after she died?" 
"Oh—before—before I married her." He wondered what she was thinking. She gave a long, strange sigh, and presently remarked, "That accounts for everything." 
Watching the clutch of her fat, tight little hands on the hair, he began to be aware of a very uneasy feeling, as if he had surrendered something that only now, when it was wondered what acc advantageortoo late, he realized had been of desperate importance to Sarah. He remembered, oddly, a tale from childhood: "Where is my heart, dear wife? Here it is, dear husband: I am keeping it wrapped up in my hair." 
But Sarah had said "She might as well have the lot, now I've cut it off." 
He almost put out his hand to take it back; wondered if, without her noticing, he could slip the packet back into his pocket. 
Drewett brought in the sherry in the graceful decanter with a long, fine glass spout at one side. He commented on it. 
"My husband bought it in Spain," she said. "Twenty years ago. I have always taken great care of it." 
The look on her face gave him again that chilly feeling of uneasiness. "Another glass?" she asked him. 
"No, I really have to go." He looked at his watch, and said with relief, "My taxi will be coming back for me in five minutes." 
There came a sudden curious mumbling sound from a dim corner of the room. It made him start so violently that he spilt some of his sherry. He had supposed the place empty, apart from themselves. 
"Ah, feeling better, dear?" the old lady said. 
She walked slowly over to the corner and held out a hand, saying, "Come and see poor Sarah's husband. Just think—she had a husband—isn't that a queer thing?" 
Orford gazed aghast at the stumbling slobbering creature that came reluctantly forward, tugging away from the insistent white hand. His repulsion was the greater because in its vacant, puffy-eyed stare he could detect a shadowy resemblance to Sarah. 
"She's just like a child, of course," said the old lady indulgently. "Quite dependent on me, but wonderfully affectionate, in her way." She gave the cretin a fond glance. "Here, Louisa, here's something pretty for you! Look, dear—lovely hair." 
Dumbly, Orford wondered what other helpless, infirm pieces of humanity might be found in this house, all dependent on the silver-haired old lady who brooded over them, sucking them dry like a gentle spider. What might he trip over in the darkness of the hall? Who else had escaped? 
The conscious part of his mind was fixed in horror as he watched Louisa rapaciously knotting and tearing and plucking at the silver-gold mass of hair. 
"I think I hear your taxi," the old lady said. "Say good-night, Louisa!" 
Louisa said good-night in her fashion, the door shut behind him—and he was in the car, in the train, in a cold hotel bedroom, with nothing but the letter her mother had written her to remind him that Sarah had ever existed. 
Sir Morgravain Speaks of Night Dragons and Other Things
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  THERE WAS A MAN I KNEW, a knight full worthy and brave. I forget his name, but if he's alive again somewhere in Avalon perhaps he remembers it. This knight said that we're born with a certain amount of courage and it's as well not to use it up all at once. Because I kept his piece of wisdom in mind I still have a bit of the tiny store of courage with which I started out. 

Sleep is the occupation here in Avalon. Under the spell of Queen Morgana, King Arthur and his knights slumber the years away and have rare moments of wakefulness and waiting. 

I alone am mostly awake. I don't know how long I've been here. But lately, unlike the others, I sleep at what seem regular intervals, awaken in my monk-like cell, then walk about as I'm doing now. 

I tell this to for hundreds of years. c everything the Universal International Brotherhood of Sewer oce and you, the human faces without bodies that float before me like a vision. You resemble neither angels nor demons and you don't speak but appear to listen to what I say. Occasionally I see one or two of you following other knights in these halls. They take no note of you and know not what I'm talking about when I mention you. No one else do you follow so constantly or in such numbers as you do me. I don't know if I'm blessed or cursed. 

Now coming down the corridor I see Sir Percival: the purest knight who ever lived and well aware of it. 

  
"Hello, Percival, you're awake, too? It's been a long time. I was talking to good old Merlin when I last woke up and I told him I wondered how long we've all been in this endless rest. He told me he had calculated that it was getting close to two millennia. 
"Afraid I don't understand quite how he arrived at that—and I imagine he's asleep somewhere and can't be roused. But I find myself awake again and I can't stop wondering if it's possible that he was right. What do you think, Percival? 
"Yes, I agree. The way the joints feel when you try to get out of bed makes you sure you've slept for hundreds of years. That strikes me as a better gauge than Merlin's calculations. 
"Can't remember my name? Well, why should you have to, dear fellow? It's such a bother remembering peoples' names. Everyone should be able to remember his own name and not expect others to do it for him. I remember mine, mostly. Even at my age. As I'm sure you remembered yours even before I addressed you. 
"I was on my way downstairs to see if there was a cup of tea, perhaps a horn of honeyed mead to be had in the kitchens. See if anyone else is awake and wants to talk. Why don't you come along? 
"We'll use these stairs. I always go down this way so as to pass the Royal Chamber. I make it a point to peer in and view His Majesty. Each time I do, I think that he almost looks like he's made of marble, a crown on his head, a scepter in one hand and a sword in the other, a gentle rise and fall of his chest. 
"You know, Percival, whenever I meet someone I haven't seen in a long while as has just happened with you, I ask if they've seen His Majesty awake in this place or if they've ever spoken to anybody who has. 
"Myself, I've never seen him awake, nor has anyone I've talked to. You haven't either? I'm surprised. I'd have thought if it was anybody it would be one like you who saw the Grail who would have seen him. 
"I do remember once when we were both awake, Pellinor saying to me that he believed there are times when we are all asleep and that then the King awakens and walks among us. 
"Yes, I know old Pellinor thinks such a terribly mixed assortment of things! But it is possible. 
"Look, the doors of the Royal Chamber are open and there is His Majesty awaiting the call to arise and reclaim his crown. Notice that the bedclothes are disturbed as though he's turned in his sleep. It's said he will arise when Britain and the world are again in great danger. Perhaps he is waking up bit by bit. But I can't be sure. 
"No sense in lingering once you've seen King Arthur. Morgana Le Fey and her sorceress sisters do not appreciate idle curiosity or any other kind. 
"The stairs leading to the kitchen are right here. Be careful going down as there's no railing. We'll just pass through the Great Hall here and into the kitchens. 
"It's here in the Hall that I last saw the Queen. In sleep as in all things her ways are not the same as those of the rest of us. She apparently is awake a considerable amount of the time. I've seen her often when I've been up. That last time when I passed through on my way to the kitchen, just as we're doing now, there was music. 
"Her Majesty was here and a certain knight. I think we both know which one; and it was just those two all alone. They danced a stately dance in their... what do the heathen Turks call them, pajamas? So taken with each other were they that they never not an unusual number of shouldre information—iced anyone watching. 
"Now, I understand that the knight in question is human and that we all have failings; though I believe you rather famously do not, Percival. I understand that he is the greatest knight of us all. And Guinevere is our King's lady and deserving of our devotion for his sake. Yes, I do bear those things in mind. And no, I don't believe I'm mistaken. What I saw was what I saw. 
"And I don't think I am spreading sordid gossip. I'm sorry, sir knight, that you have taken it that way. Yes, I am amazed that I'm here and in this company also. I'm surprised that I didn't awaken amidst fiery torments. Surprised that hasn't happened with many of us, in truth. 
"Except possibly for Galahad and the King himself, you're the one I'm least amazed to find here. And I regret that anything I said disturbed you as much as it obviously has." 
  
And with that, off goes Percival in that nightshirt with his coat of arms on front and back. It is my hope that he will remember this through any number of sleeps and that it will prey on him greatly. Since I can't think of any reason for finding myself in this exalted company I have decided I've been put here to be myself and spread unease. Apparently honor is not completely dead inside me, though, since I have a bit of regret at offending even so sanctimonious a prig. 
I see a score of faces, men and women, pink English, dark Moor, Mongol and ones I do not know. You float about me as if listening to a minstrel in a great hall; seem to lean forward like the crowd at a jousting tournament. 
I believe it interests you when I talk to others as I did just now. When I repeat another knight's words you nod, which is why I do it. You congregate when those conversations happen. 
Ah, who do I see heading this way! 
  
"Sir Bors! Yes, Percival had to hurry off as you saw. Said he needed to say his prayers. Of course I remember you, dear sir, and no, it's not because you're a bore. Your name stands out, as do you. 
"My name? It blends in with all the other names at the bottom of the list. In the great days in the castle at Camelot I was down there with Sir Petipace and Sir Plenorius and the rest. It's said all are equal at a Round Table. That's a pleasant myth. 
"I was just about to pop into the pantry, see if there's something to sooth my nerves. It's strange to complain when we sleep away the centuries but I couldn't stay in bed. 
"You also? Were you bothered by dreams about dragons? I often am. My dreams, though, are not about those fierce beasts one used to fight that breathed fire and required a pure heart to defeat. 
"In the old days, I used to awaken out of dreams where one of those was bearing down on me and I would suddenly realize that my heart was not pure at all. 
"But no, I dream of those little creatures that run around under the bed. They're the ones my nurse used to call Night Dragons when I was small. You nod so I guess yours did the same. Remember as a boy being told they'd find you, nip your feet, and bite your toes off if you got out of bed at night? 
"I do recall a knight, Sir Lambegus I believe, one of the Round Table but down at my end. It seems he got up at an untimely hour and the Night Dragons took him. Had him by the ankles and whisked him right under the bed. Witnesses heard that little chuckling sound they make. Later when they gingerly pulled up the spread there was nothing under the bed but a button or two from his clothes and one index finger. 
"Enough to make a man's blood run cold, I agree. Ah, here we are. Let me lead you through these kitchens with their great, cold fireplaces and rusted ox spits. Through this door is an amazing place that changes each time I visit. 
"Some years ago in here a chest full of ice kept food preserved. Now we have these white closets with large doors and when you open them the cold billows out like a mob of snow crones is holding convocation inside. 
"Ah, cocoa bubbling away on the stove! wondered what acc determinor There's nothing like hot chocolate for putting you back to sleep. Care to join me? Pull up a stool. 
"It was in this very pantry that I saw the Lady Lynette—you know, the one who came to the court of Camelot to beg the King to help her sister recover her realm. She was a great favorite of everyone but she and I were quite close those many years ago. 
"When I saw her here she sat right where you are now in a diaphanous kind of night clothing, holding a tiny cup in her hands and singing a passing melodious roundelay to herself. 
"I had been looking for ale—the old kind that you chewed as you drank. There was none to be had. The ones who maintain this pantry don't go in for the old ways. But I forgot that when I saw her. It was like a thousand years or whatever it was hadn't passed and we were back in that time when many men courted her and I was one of several who had her. 
"She must have felt it, too. She arose as I approached. And then with few words and fewer gestures we were on the table making such a go of it. And when it was over, she arose and wrapped a silken cloak around herself and left me. And it was as if I was still asleep and in a dream. That was many sleeps and awakenings ago and I haven't seen her since. 
"It was one of those old wooden tables, softened by centuries of use. These new ones are hard as marble and I can't imagine rutting on— 
"Oh, I'm sorry, sir knight. You were one of those who worshipped her in a pure manner? To you she was a fountain of innocence and hope? 
"Well, my compliments. You're a better knight and a better man than I or any of the others who had her. Gawain was one of those, and Bedivere, among many. You think I'm defiling her name? And demand satisfaction? Well, you shall have it, sir. Send your squire around to see mine and it shall be arranged. Next time we're both awake." 
  
Which I can assure him will not be soon. It hardly needs to be said that a man who stamps off without finishing hot chocolate as rich as this must be upset indeed. He will stew on this before falling back into slumber. And that is my role as I've come to understand it—to trouble the sleep of King Arthur's knights. 

At first I thought you faces were heavenly visions. Later I thought you might be from Satan. Now I'm not sure you don't follow another master entirely. The miraculous pantry is, I think, your work. 

I don't know for certain that I'm not, in fact, damned and in Hell. But even if I am it is not thus far unpleasant and I'll make the most of it as I have always tried to do with everything. 

"Is that you, Sir Caradoc, staring at me? My name? Well, why should you have to remember other peoples' names for them, I always say. It's enough that you can remember your own. 
"Morgravain? Yes, I believe you're right. That is my name. There's something else you're trying to remember—something about me? Well, there is that poem: 
  
I had a little nut tree 
Nothing would it bear 
But a silver nutmeg 
And a golden pear 
  
The King of Spain's daughter 
Came to visit me 
All for the sake 
Of my little nut tree 
  
"No, sir, I am NOT rattling on to try and put you off your train of thought and stop you remembering something about me. The mead you've been drinking will do that well enough. 
"The poem is true. The tree had been in the family for generations. It was magic, though not of my doing. Sir Lambegus my cousin, whom you might remember, inherited it. But he died tragically, slain by the Night Dragons, and it came to me. 
"It's true that the King of Spain's daughter came across the sea to visit and was fascinated by the nutmeg and the pear and all. That's sometimes what people get reminded of when.... 
"Sir, I am NOT trying to drive all thoughts from your head with idle chatter. I do but try to help you remember. At our age w shouldre information—e need all the help we can get. 
"You recall me as a great traitor who fought at Mordred's side at Camlann, that last battle where he and so many others died and Arthur our King was badly wounded? You slew me with your own hand as I tried to escape, you say? There, sir, your memory is at fault—as can be said of so many of us after a certain point in our lives. 
"You're mistaken, sir, if you think I fought against my king and companions. The mead has gotten to you and I see your eyes closing. I believe you need to return to your slumbers and that when you awaken you'll remember differently." 
  
And there he goes, staggering down the hallway. So many of you silent, floating faces are watching me now! I wonder if Caradoc will remember me again. In fact, I never owned a nut tree, magic or otherwise. But there is another verse to that song and it describes me I think: 

  
I skipped over water 
I danced over sea 
And all the birds in the air 
Couldn't catch me. 

  
My favorite time as a lad was when I was Lord of Misrule, a page boy set upon the throne with the scullery maid beside him in the best bed and the Lord and Lady washing plates in the kitchen. It was a surprise the first time I awoke and found myself here and in this company but it felt familiar and I knew what to do. 

Caradoc is right. I fought on Mordred's side at that last great battle. Everything appeared to be going his way politically. Many others joined Mordred, though I haven't encountered any of them here. If I'd felt that supporting him was an act of courage, I wouldn't have done it. 

Certain honorable knights, like Percival, died well before the battle of Camlann. Others, French knights like Bors, weren't there. But Caradoc not only was there, he was the one who slew me with an un-knightly blow to my back as I sought to remove myself from the fight. Even spending my courage as thriftily as I've done, I had very little left by then. 

So why am I here? I thought at first that Morgana and her sorceress sisters had mistakenly gathered me up with all the fallen heroes and transported me to this place to await Arthur's awakening. 

Now I think that it is you floating heads or your masters who brought me here. That you know me for what I am and that my presence here amuses you. 

Lately I don't sleep for more than a few hours at a stretch and wander the halls the rest of the time spreading a certain amount of doubt and jealousy. I'm the fly in the ointment, the dead dog in the well, the sign that any system run by humans will have flaws. 

The King is stirring, I can sense that. I go through the Great Hall, up the flight of stone stairs to the Royal Chamber. More faces than I can count, more really than I can conceive of, float around me now. 

When I enter the chamber still more faces, clouds of them, fill the air. You give no sign of concern about such dire events as might have caused the King to rise and return. In fact, you watch Arthur with expressions of interest like people observing a well-matched game of chess, a round of draughts played for moderately high stakes. 

Arthur lies as always alone and unattended. His hands and legs move, his eyes open. The first thing he sees is me. 

The King does not know fear even when awakening in these strange surroundings. But he does show surprise at the sight of me. I drop to one knee. 

"My liege," I say. He looks puzzled at first. "No need for you to remember my name, sire. I am Sir Morgravain." 

He nods his head and remembers. His expression says that he recognizes the fly in the ointment. But I will be the first to speak to His Majesty and I will plant my ideas before anyone else can. 

You faces watch all this with fascination. I don't know if this is a great event or a great entertainment. But if, as I how things are goingooom determinor believe, it's a dash of mischief you want, then I am your own true knight. 

Someone Like You
 By Michael Alexander
 | 4976 words 
Mike Alexander's previous stories include "Advances in Modern Chemotherapy" and "Ware of the Worlds." Now he brings us a twisty tale of time and fate (not to mention the NFL Championship game). 

  
  
  I STALKED THE WORLD lines, looking for the man who killed me. I knew who, but I needed to know why. 
  
26 December 1964 

Tomorrow the Browns will play the Colts for the NFL championship down at old Cleveland Municipal Stadium. They will win 27-3, Baltimore's only score a field goal in the last minute. I think that will be the score, anyway. 
There was a nasty north wind whipping off the lake and I could smell snow as I walked down Superior Avenue to the main branch of the public library. Inside, it was the way I remembered it; high-ceilinged, lots of polished stone. I inquired at the main desk and headed past the ranks of card catalog files for the periodicals room. 
  
11 April 1974 

Mom and I sat on a lumpy bed in the shelter, a shared blanket wrapped around us. I could feel the past in the old, broken-down mattress. Mom bent down and smelled my head. "You need a shower, kiddo." 
"I don't like the shower. It's dirty and there's a creepy man who sits there and says hello, little girl." 
"I'll take care of that. " 
I snuggled closer. "Tell me about my Dad again," I said. "The real one." 
Mom stared ahead for a full minute. She fumbled under the blanket and brought out her purse, opening it to take out her wallet and a flattened pack of Old Golds. There was an unbroken cigarette inside and Mom hung it on her lower lip. She dug out her Zippo, flipping it open and scratching the wheel against the flint until the wick caught. It was bad for her health but it was good for other things and I kept quiet. She touched the yellow flame to the tobacco; a deep drag, held for a moment, a partial exhalation. Then she pursed her lips and blew a ring of smoke, followed by another. I smiled, remembering how she would make me laugh and clap with the same trick when I was younger. Another drag and smoke trickled from her nostrils as she opened her wallet and showed me yet again a photograph of her first husband. 
"He was ordinary," she said, just as she had said so many times before, the first line in her litany of remembrance. "No one special." The picture was of a man in his middle thirties; taller than average, slightly round shouldered but big-boned, a little thick around the middle, a little thin on top. He was smiling into a bright sun, squinting through horn-rimmed glasses, holding the handle of an old reel-type lawn mower. His face was fleshy and already showed the beginnings of jowls. "We went bowling on Thursdays down at Euclid Lanes. He had a two hundred average and a mean hook. When it was working he would hit the one-three pocket like a night train, and those pins would mix like he'd thrown a bomb. He always complained they used too much oil on the lanes." 
"Tell me something new, please," I asked her. 
"I do repeat myself, don't I? Something new? He liked to put your brother on his shoulders and let him pretend he was driving by pulling on his ears. When your brother yelled 'Go faster!' he would make noises like gears changing and run until his face was all red." Inhale, hold, exhale. "We played pinochle with the neighbors every month. He would pick up his cards and say 'Who dealt this mess?' It was the family slogan whenever something didn't go right. But he had hands like a blacksmith and when he knocked you'd think he would dent the wood." 
I nodded. "Some more?" I asked, memorizing. 
She inhaled again. "There was the time we were driving down to visit my cousins in North C wondered what acy b defenders soon asarolina and stopped for lunch at a diner. We all ordered hamburgers. When the waitress brought them out and we were getting ready to dig in, your brother remembered and said it was Friday and we weren't supposed to eat meat. So he made the Sign of the Cross over the table and said ' Dominus vobiscum, fish ' and we all laughed except him and ate up." 
"Why didn't he laugh?" I asked. 
"He laughed inside. You could tell, his eyes sort of twinkled. That was just his way. We were hoping for another child, someday." 
"Me," I said. 
She tightened her arm around my shoulder. "Someone like you, honey. Someone like you." 
I put my head against her chest and was quiet for a bit, listening to the odd heartbeat signaling the arrhythmia that would eventually kill her. 
"Me," I said again. 
"Oh, I wish, I wish. But you can't change the past, Cuddlekins. You are who you are and that's enough for me." 
  
26 December 1964 

The article was on page four of the Plain Dealer. Witnesses said the assailant was first noticed standing at one of the workers' exits at 10610 Quincy. When the victim stepped outside, the assailant walked over to him. They appeared to exchange a few words as though they knew each other. Then the assailant raised a gun and shot the victim in the chest. Coworkers ran toward the assailant, who stepped around the corner of the building, but by the time they reached it, the man had disappeared. Police still had no motive or suspects. 
  
11 April 1974 

"Why'd you get married again, Mom?" I asked. 
She flicked ash on the floor and inhaled more smoke. "Because I was an idiot. No, because I was lonely. Both. It wasn't supposed to happen that way, kiddo. We were supposed to have more kids and send them to school and take a vacation or two. And get old and sit together on the picnic chairs in the back yard and watch the squirrels and feed the blue jays peanuts. He loved to just sit there feeding the jays peanuts, and I loved watching him." She raised the back of her hand to her mouth and turned her head to cough, ashes falling from the cigarette onto the blanket. "Instead he was killed and your brother took it hard and when I married your father neither one could take it and your brother went to live with my sister, finally." 
"Did he hit my brother, too?" I asked. 
"Yes, he did. You were too young to remember. That was one reason your brother went away." 
"But he hardly ever hit me," I said. 
Mom's cheek twitched. "Only when he was drunk. He always gave you a piece of candy or something when he sobered back up." She stared off at things I couldn't see. "The priest said I had to... Jesus, Hon, I don't even remember, offer it up or something." She took another pull on the butt, the tip glowing. 
  
26 December 1964 

It couldn't have been a robbery. Who waits outside a tool foundry in front of a parking lot full of witnesses for an ordinary guy to walk out the door carrying his lunch pail after punching his time card? He didn't have an enemy in the world. He seemed to know his attacker. The assailant ducked around the corner of a long building and a bunch of tool and die men who wouldn't have wasted any time arriving a few seconds later saw nothing of him. 
  
19 April 1974 

I walked in the room and sat down on the sofa. Mom looked up from her knitting. "Close the door. Think you were born in a barn?" I got up and closed the door, sat back down. 
There was the question I had never asked before. "Why did you have me?" 
Mom didn't answer but her head jerked in a funny way and I knew I had stepped into forbidden areas. I changed the subject. "How long are we going to stay here, Mom?" The room smelled bad and the bathroom was worse. Mom always kept a clean house. 
"I'm looking for a job. I can still type and my shorthand was always pretty good. I have a lead down at Cleveland Graphite Bronze for hundreds of years. c" tell meor. We'll get along." 
"We're not going back?" I asked. 
"No," Mom said. "We'll get a place soon. After the divorce is final we'll sell the house. It's still in good shape and none of them have moved into the neighborhood, so it should bring a decent price." 
"I wish we could go back," I said. 
Mom shook her head. "That's done, dear. You can't go back." 
So I said I was going to go back and kill the man who killed my real father and make it all didn't happen. "Doesn't work that way, kiddo." She lit up and made a blue-gray cloud. "And if you could, you'd be second in line. You play the mess you're dealt." 
  
3 January 1966 

It was as though he had walked around the horses and disappeared. The article in the Press said that a year after the shooting, police still had no leads. They suspected the murder was committed by a heroin addict who had disappeared back into the users' underground. The investigation was still active. So was mine; I was beginning to get an idea, but I was being careful. 
  
16 May 1960 

The house was the same as the other sixty houses on the street, a postwar suburban bungalow on a fifty-by-one-hundred-foot lot. I adjusted the uncomfortable sheath skirt, hefted the sample suitcase, and rang the bell. My mother answered, looking so young and serene. "Avon," I said, smiling, and she invited me in. 
"Can I get you a cup of coffee?" she asked, and I said yes, and she stood up, heading into the narrow kitchen. I looked around and took in the beige carpeting, the plastic covers zipped over the living room furniture, flat sheets tucked over the plastic so guests would not stick. The Ethan Allen table in the dinette with the padded cover. The pale yellow Sanitas wallpaper on the dinette walls with green country scenes repeating every four feet around the small room. Not much was different, except later the table cover hid the gouges and stains and burns in the wood. I knew their bedroom was down the hall. Someone back there plucked a banjo. 
My mother returned with the coffee. "Would you like anything in that?" she asked and I said black was fine. "Hon?" she called, "Avon Lady's here." 
I heard a couple of chords and a voice, low and smooth with a bit of the hills still in it. "Well, you tell her hello for me," and my heart did a funny thing and I almost dropped the cup I was lifting. 
"I'm new in this neighborhood," I said, covering. 
"Do you live around here?" Mom asked and I said no, over in Lyndhurst near the middle school, could I interest her in our new makeup collection as I fumbled open the case. "No, but I could use a new eyebrow pencil," and I got out what I had, skipping the most expensive one because I knew Mom never bought the most expensive one of anything, saying the only difference between the most expensive and the next most expensive was just more chrome. 
There was a bang from in back and Mom yelled " Don't slam the door!" and my brother ran into the room, holding a plastic model and making a whoosh noise. 
"I finished it, Mom!" and she took it, examined it critically and said, "Very nice, but you got some glue on the body." Mom never offered undiluted praise; she just wasn't built that way, and eventually you learned to ignore it. 
"May I see it?" I asked and she handed it to me. It was white and had a tapering pointed nose, lean bullet-shaped body, rakishly swept wings and tailfins. "It's beautiful, it looks like Captain Midnight's airplane," I said. 
I got the disdainful look of an expert. "It's not Captain Midnight, it's real . It's the Douglas D-558-2 Skyrocket. Scott Crossfield was the first man to fly at Mach two in it." 
I handed it back to him. 
"Polite," Mom said with The Tone. 
" Sorrrry, " he said. "I just wanted her to know. Bye, Lady," and he zoomed upstairs. 
I gave her a mirror and as she was trying the pencil I asked if her husband needed subsequentbre sequence—any toiletries. "Only if you sell Old Spice," she said and we both laughed and I ached inside. From around the corner the mellow voice was finding chords and singing about growing too old to dream. 
  
8 February 1992 

Driving south on the Interstate to Columbus, the hearse with mourners' cars behind picked up U.S. 33. Heading southeast, it passed Lancaster and Logan, turning onto Route 78 in Nelsonville, heading for Buchtel; putting half-remembered places back into Mom's stories. The flat land of central Ohio wrinkled and rose as it approached coal country. After parking on Happy Hollow Road, everyone walked up to Whitmore Cemetery, shivering. 
There was no ceremony, at Mom's request. She told me my real father hadn't wanted one and neither did she. "If people didn't want to come over and see me when I was alive, I don't want them around when I'm dead." I had handled the arrangements, let the right people know time and place. It was Ohio in February, cold. 
There were almost two dozen people. Many were old neighbors tonsured by age, some old golfing friends, and a couple of cousins. The hearse driver unfolded the cart and rolled the coffin out of the back. He pushed it up the roadway to the edge of the section. Six of us picked the coffin up and carried it to the open grave. I had never helped carry one before and was surprised how light it was, considering. One cousin, a nun, opened a prayer book and read a couple of passages. Mom, who told me late in life that she never had believed in God but went along with it because my real father did, would have been amused. Her Jewish friend Rose lowered her head and recited Kaddish, stopping twice for a silent sob. 
I stepped forward and unfolded Mom's favorite quilt over the lid, because I didn't want the memory of the sound of dirt and stones hitting the bare wood. Several people said something short, and a couple stepped forward to place a small bouquet of violets on the coffin. And then it was done. I thanked each person for coming and as I watched people moving away I thought I saw my half-brother across the road, sitting in a car. I walked over. 
"Hi, Sis," he said. 
"Why are you here?" I asked. 
"She was my mother, too. I came to pay my respects." 
He looked like hell. "You might have stopped by occasionally while she was alive," I said. "Dealt any drugs lately?" 
He held up his hands. "I'm clean," he said. "Want to search me?" 
I gestured with my head toward the grave. "Want to come up?" I asked. 
"No. I can see fine from here." 
"What happened to you?" I asked. 
"Mom happened to me. After Dad was shot she took up with that lowlife she married before Dad was properly cold." 
"It was almost two years," I said. 
"She didn't show the proper respect. And that hunk of crap in Dad's bed...." He shook his head. 
I wanted to say a lot of things, but I was putting Mom in the ground. Without saying good-bye, I turned and walked away. He started his car and drove off. 
I waited down the hill a ways until the workers finished filling the hole, having cigarettes and practicing blowing smoke rings to pass the time. When they were done I walked back to the small mound of fresh dirt. On the right side I knelt down to brush the clods off the low headstone marking my real father. He had been born in the hollers, and Mom said he always wanted to be buried there, where his own ancestors had crawled into the hills and blackened their lungs and shouted fire in the hole. They were back together again. 
Since I was kneeling anyway I made the Sign of the Cross and said my prayers. Once upon a time I had prayed and believed. Now I prayed and wondered and hoped. I said an Our Father and a Hail Mary and a Glory Be and started crying and couldn't stop and squeezed my interlaced fingers tight and my eyes shut and said aloud Please God Make It Didn't Happen. 
  
12 August 2003 

The soil was hard and warm against my kneI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacc photographores and when I opened my eyes there were trees in full leaf under a hot sun. Trimmed, yellowing grass covered Mom's grave and her stone was aligned with her first husband's. I touched my down coat and it still felt cool. 
I almost fell over. An adrenaline surge of fear and hope and confusion stuttered my heart and made me sick to my stomach. Looking around at the green leaves on the trees, I got my breath under control. Then I shivered, closed my eyes, and tried again, hoping. 
  
10 February 1992 

When I opened them, it was cold and I was staring at a pile of dirt. I got to my feet somehow and walked up the hill. There was a parking ticket on the car. The date on the ticket was two days after the funeral and the paper looked fresh. I glanced back to the graves and knew that somehow I was going to make it didn't happen. 
  
23 June 1959 

I found a seat two rows behind my real father and brother; Indians vs. Tigers. He had a Nixonian widow's peak with straight comb lines in his thinning hair; Get Wild Root Cream Oil Charlie, It Keeps Your Hair in Trim. They had started in general admission but attendance was so low those days in that cavernous ballpark that after the third inning the ushers looked away when fans moved down into the reserved seats. Rocky Colavito fouled one off in our direction and my real father jumped up and got enough meat on the ball to deflect it but not grab it and it popped into the hands of a guy at the end of the row. My father got up and sidled down to the fellow and came back to his seat a minute later. I craned to listen. "I told that gentleman you were one of Rocky's best fans, and he said I touched the ball first, so I had dibs anyway," and he handed the ball to my brother. I had seen him reach in his pocket and give the man some bills. My brother stared at the ball until the game was over, tossing it up and catching it. My real father ate peanuts and complained about the Tribe's pitching. 
  
11 October 1986 

He had attended high school in Medina, quit and joined the army and got kicked out with a dishonorable discharge. There were three arrests for misdemeanor drug possession, one including disorderly conduct. There was one felony charge for escaping jail, sentence reduced to three years probation and time served. There was a four-year gap where I could find nothing about him until he turned up again on the police blotter, charged with possession, charge later dropped. 
  
21 November 1974 

Mom and I sat on a secondhand couch in a small three-room apartment on Hayden Avenue, not far from the Fisher Body Plant at 140th and Coit. She sipped a Carling Black Label from a glass, The Quality Brew at the Popular Price, and took occasional drags from the butt she kept balanced rather precariously on the edge of the ashtray. The civil divorce had become final and the pastor had refused her Communion. Her ex-husband was fighting the property settlement and was still in the house but the judge had freed up what was left in the bank for living expenses. She had run into a man at Fisher Foods while picking up a turkey for Thanksgiving who had helped her take her purchases to our car, a disreputable '48 Chevy coupe that was, she said, pretty much out of first gear. 
"I think he was a rum-bum or one of those drug people," she said, "But he was polite and it being the holidays I gave him a dollar for his trouble." 
I pretended to read my geography textbook for a while, and then closed it in my lap. "I know you get bored, Mom. But please tell me more about my real father," I said. 
"Oh, must we, kiddo?" 
"Please? For the holidays?" 
She didn't play hard to get. "He was a tinker," she said. "He could fix the crack of dawn with a can of Bondo. And when he was done it would look better than new. The vacuum cleaner stopped working and he took it down to the basement and put it on his workbench and just looked at it. I swear he had X-ray how things are goingooom photographorvision, like Superman. Then he took it apart and a couple of hours later he came upstairs with it, plugged it in, and it ran like new." 
She paused to cough. "He found a little bird that had fallen out of its nest and he made a bed for it in the garage with chicken wire and old towels and a lamp to keep it warm. He said mother birds won't take back a nestling when a person has touched it, you know." I said I knew. "He went back to the garden and dug a bunch of worms and fed that little bird and damned if it didn't grow up and one day hop out and fly up into a tree and then away. He just stood there watching the sky." 
  
9 September 1994 

It took time to track him down, but I had that, God knows. Besides, I was doing my damndest to be careful, skipping stones across the river of time before I chose my spot to toss in the stick of dynamite. I found the house sale contract at the country records office. I wasn't surprised. Sooner or later we always go home. He would have had enough money from his dealing whenever he wanted to make a down payment in that depressed market. 
I stopped over at Kelly's Island in 1961 for a few days to rest and look at the glacial grooves, then went back to start things over again. 
  
26 January 1995 

The neighborhood was showing its age, the young subdivision trees grown mature and the bare winter branches overarching the roadway, the once nearly-white concrete now chuckholed asphalt with black-streaked ice in the gutters. The house needed a paint job, new windows. I heard in my head the old Rosemary Clooney song my mom used to sing along with on the kitchen radio about the tuckered out old house as she made stuffed cabbage, melding the beef and pork together with Grandma's old hand meat grinder. 
I got in the same way I had as a kid when I locked myself out without my keys, popping open the milk chute next to the side door and reaching down to turn the lock from the inside. A television was blaring in the living room, and I let memory guide my feet through the house. The kitchen sink was full of dirty dishes; there were old food wrappers everywhere. The place smelled musty from unwashed clothes. 
I found him in the basement. He was slouched on an old lumpy mattress, staring up at the unpainted rafters. He looked over at me, either unsurprised or uncaring. "Why did you do it?" I asked without preamble. 
"Hi, Sis. I see you let yourself in. Been a while." 
"Why did you kill him?" 
"Who?" 
"Our father. Why did you kill him?" 
"You figured that out?" 
"Yeah. Once I figured out how to travel I also figured someone else could probably do it, too. The likely suspect was you. The appearance at work, the familiarity, the impossible disappearance afterwards. Yeah, it had to be you. I just want to know why." 
"I don't remember," he said, looking away and rubbing the back of his neck. "Maybe I was high on this." He held up what looked like an oddly shaped asthma inhaler. "I have a friend uptime who makes these things, powdered coke and horse in your nose. Coke, meth, any load you want. I seem to have a weakness for drugs in this world," he said. 
"Why did you do it?" I asked again. He didn't seem surprised that I was there at all. I wondered if he had gotten a step ahead of me somehow and I had walked into a trap. Then I looked at his face and realized he was far beyond such things. 
"Maybe it just seemed like a good idea at the time." He giggled. "Don't knock this stuff," he said, shaking the inhaler. "It's how I learned to travel. Take a big hit and va-va-va-voom. Must be because we shared the same mother, somehow. How'd you manage it?" he asked. 
"I prayed at Mom's grave," I said and he laughed out loud. 
"Jesus takes my half-sister time tripping," he said. "Though I walk through the valley...." 
"You're a God-damned coward," I said. "You had to try it," I said. "But you didn't have the stones to risk yourself. So you killed ourI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacc photographor father after you were born, but before I was. That me ceased to exist, forever. You killed me." 
He picked up the inhaler and took a small hit. "I probably figured that if I wiped myself instead of my sister I'd never know how it worked out. Like I said, I was probably out of it." He squinted at me. "Besides, what's your problem? You're just you, you're not my sister. She's gone, she never existed. You just have this weird idea you're her reincarnation, or something." 
"I have her memories," I said. 
"No you don't," he said. "Impossible." 
"I remember. The memories my mother gave me of the man who was my first father. My real father. Gone except for the patterns in my head. No more and no less." 
"He was just a guy," he said. "You think you know but you don't." He waved the inhaler listlessly. "Nothing matters. Everything is just...," and he gestured at the void. "You know, sometimes I think God got bored and decided to take this enormous toke and then thought, 'Oh, wow; Let there be, like, light,' or something." 
"Don't blaspheme like that." 
His head fell back and he closed his eyes. "Ants can't blaspheme," he muttered, telling his whole life in three words. "You don't know." 
"I do know, just enough to know what you took from me, you bastard. When you went back and killed him you changed my world line. You changed Mom's world line. But you also changed your own world line, you fool. I know. I've checked out what I could. The three of you were happy. You could have grown up being loved, you could have had a life, instead of being a dropout with a dishonorable discharge and petty crime and dealing drugs and ending up like this." 
"But," he said, opening his eyes again, "once I did it my world became this one. I'm this way because I have to be this way now. My old world is just as gone as the one my sister had." He spread his hands and they shook. "Where's my free will, in a predetermined universe?" he asked, smiling. "Where is the cause? Where is the effect? After a while I just stopped trying to figure it out. What the hell's the difference?" 
"Bullshit," I said, "You still had to choose to go back. You chose. And now I'm going to fix that," I said. 
"You can't bring my father back. That world is gone." 
"Sure I can," I said. "I can go back and kill you before you kill him." 
"Be my guest. Do that and you disappear, too. Forever. Somehow I don't think you want that." 
"No, I don't," I said. 
He was my brother. Or half-brother. Something. He used to be my brother. He took away my life. He took away my father. "I'm going to make sure the lives you've screwed up have another chance: me, Mom, all the ones you've messed up since then, you." 
"You never even knew him!" 
I said that I damned well did with Mom's memories inside me and what were we anyway but memories inside a bag of skin? 
"Your precious memories will go with you." 
"I won't need them," I said. "Mom will have them." 
Something I said finally registered with him. "Why did you include me?" 
"I'm going to give you your life back, too. See you outside the foundry." I didn't hesitate as I took the gun from behind my back, aimed at his chest, and pulled the trigger. 
It had taken a long time to be sure, but now I knew the trail and would follow it back to where he was waiting outside the door for my real father with a gun in his hand and a lunatic idea in his addled head and I would kill him for the second time, the last time, leaving my mother and my brother and my father and maybe me, the other me. I trusted Mom and Dad on that. 
I don't pretend to know how time works, how our paths wind and twist and double back on themselves and how they disappear and come back to life. I just wanted another chance, and hoped God would understand what I had done and would do to my own brother and forgive me. Because despite it all I remembered a cheap model airplane and a fouled-off baseball and I loved what he how things are goingooom photographor could have been. 
He had killed me once and he thought it was forever. But I got the son of a bitch. As I will again. 
  
August 3, 2003 

My brother and I sat on either side of the bed, watching Dad, each holding one of his big hands. Before slipping into his final coma he had talked, with a smile and wandering mind, about Mom, about growing up in the hills, about the big game in 1964, when the Browns beat the Colts for the NFL title, 27-0. 
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  Hold Me Closer, Necromancer, by Lish McBride, Henry Holt, 2010, $16.99. 
  
SOME DEBUT novels are obviously such. There might be all sorts of promise (after all, it did get published, so someone saw something worthwhile in its pages), but the author makes beginner's mistakes in terms of exposition, character development, plotting, and all the other good things that go into a book being something more than just a bunch of ink on paper. 
But then you can also find a debut novel that is so assured you wouldn't know it was the author's first unless someone told you. 
Such is the case with Lish McBride's Hold Me Closer, Necromancer . It's witty, smart, and focused. The characters are likeable, their dialogue believable. And while it has this thing that makes me uneasy—the further you get into the story, there are more and more magical elements every time you turn around—in this case it doesn't feel forced. And it's not present because the author has run out of plot ideas and is trying to hide the fact with fireworks. Instead the build-up of magical beings and abilities grows out of a natural evolution of our understanding the characters while they learn to understand themselves. 
In some ways, Hold Me Closer, Necromancer should be a primer for how good urban fantasy should be done. 
McBride begins with a set of characters that we like before anything magical even starts to happen. We first meet them in the burger joint where they work: Sam, the fry cook and narrator for much of the book; his best friend Ramon; the hot cheerleader-like waitress Brooke; the newbie Frank. 
They're a nice, normal bunch of kids. Sam and Ramon start a game of potato hockey behind the restaurant on their break and manage to break the taillight of a car that's parked back there where it shouldn't be. A little later the owner of the car comes into the restaurant and that's when things start to get weird. 
The man's name is Douglas and it turns out he's a necromancer—he can raise and control the dead. He also has issues about being the only necromancer in town and likes to experiment on other magical creatures. For some reason he thinks Sam is also a necromancer and he wants to control Sam, so later that night he cuts off Brooke's head and sends it as a warning of what will happen to Sam's friends if he tries to fight back. 
Gross, I know, but it's also kind of funny, because the head isn't dead. It's still Brooke with her wiseacre commentary on everything going on around her. She just doesn't have a body anymore. 
Things continue to grow more complicated. Sam gets kidnapped, he meets a hot werewolf girl and a Harbinger who looks like a ten-year-old Catholic schoolgirl, Ramon is traipsing around town with Brooke's head in a bowling ball bag.... 
What makes it all work is that McBride started small. She waited until we were invested in the characters before she started springing her surprises. It also helps that she's a deft writer, has a true gift for dialogue, and an imagination that soars—easily taking us along with her. And it's not all laughs and action. Like the best writing, McBride gives her characters the full range of human experience. 
I lovedl acc photograph involved everywhere this book from start to finish. 
  
Prince Valiant Vol. 3: 1941-1942, by Hal Foster, Fantagraphics Books, 2011, $29.99. 
  
I've written in earlier columns of my admiration for Hal Foster and his seminal strip Prince Valiant, but Fantagraphics is doing such an exemplary job with this current reprint series that he deserves another mention. 
A quick background: the series is set in the time of King Arthur—or at least the romanticized era of the legends. The titular character wends his way through history, legend, and myth. The stories were originally newspaper strips, so while the story flow is somewhat simple and episodic, it's nevertheless engaging. But Foster's graphics—his ink work, coloring, and sense of design—are the real stars here. Anyone with a love for fantasy art can only marvel at his ability to capture both the gritty down-to-earth feeling of the times as well as those sweeping moments that kindle our sense of wonder. 
In this volume, Prince Valiant is on a quest to find his beloved Aleta, traveling away from Europe into Northern Africa, Jerusalem, and the deserts of the Middle East. Still not completely mature (he turns eighteen during these adventures), the prince slowly changes from a rash and quick-tempered youth into the seasoned man and leader he will one day become. 
This series of hardcovers measures 10" by 14" and truly lets the art shine, with some of the best reproductions I've found to date. That's not surprising since the publisher was granted access to Hal Foster's personal collection of original full-color syndicate printer's proofs, which are housed at Syracuse University. 
There is a foreword by comics critic Dan Nadel along with a portfolio of editorial censorship of Foster's work. I had to laugh at the latter's subtitle, which includes "Too sexy for Canadian Catholics!" 
Foster created Prince Valiant strips for at least thirty years. Considering that each of these volumes contains a couple of years' worth of strips, the casual reader might consider fifteen hardcovers too much of an investment. To which I can only respond, try one. These books are wonderful—rich and comprehensive, and proof positive that even with the inevitable rise of ebooks, there is still a place for the printed book in our libraries. 
  
A Discovery of Witches, by Deborah Harkness, Viking, 2011, $28.95. 
  
Tell me if this sounds familiar: 
A professional woman (in this case she's a professor of history) starts a slow-burning relationship with an incredibly romantic and patient vampire. It turns out she's a witch, and a powerful one at that. Many stand against their illicit relationship: not only their families who just don't think it's a good idea (considering how the two species are supposed to be mortal foes), but also powerful enemies who believe that the two are on the cusp of fulfilling an ancient prophecy that will change everything about how magic works in their world. 
The witch and vampire try to stay apart, but they just can't help themselves.... 
I'm being a little unfair because if you strip most books to their basics, they all kind of sound the same. And what's important isn't the bare-bones outline of the plot so much as what the author does with it. 
Deborah Harkness does some fine things indeed. Although she isn't above borrowing from material that came before her. 
And that, again, is a little unfair, because all writers borrow from each other, especially when it comes to the tropes of a fictional genre. 
Her heroine Diana Bishop is an unwitting witch and orphan who discovers she has a destiny—Harry Potter anyone? Or if you only focus on the orphan aspect, pretty much any high fantasy novel of the past thirty years or so. 
The vampire Matthew Clairmont can trace his lineage from Anne Rice's Lestat, through the Cullens of Stephenie Meyer's Twilight books to any number of urban fantasy novels to appear in the past decade.|up t everywhere— 
In fact, plot-wise, A Discovery of Witches falls comfortably into the current urban fantasy field with its love-crossed protagonists and hidden races of magical beings (in this case demons as well as witches and vampires). The difference is that most urban fantasy seems to take its style from a mix of mystery and fantasy while Harkness's book feels more like a historical novel. 
It moves more slowly as well—mostly in a good way, because what makes this a book I'm happy to recommend is the author's close attention to detail, and that can sometimes take a while to convey. 
A Darkness of Witches is a novel to read at a leisurely pace, to savor rather than simply rush through to find out what happens next (though it certainly has aspects of that). There is an enormous cast of characters and Harkness gives us the time to get to know them all. The descriptions are lush, whether it be the bouquet of an old wine, an ancient castle in France, or a fascinating witches' house in New England with a mind of its own. And best of all, the characters act like the adults they are—though they're certainly capable of screwing up as much as any teen. 
The echoes of other genre books I mentioned above are quickly swept away as the pages unfold. Harkness isn't inventing the wheel; she's making one that looks better and turns better. I should warn you, however, that even at 570 pages, this is only the first book in a trilogy. It leaves off at a good place to take a breath, but there's also a bit of a cliffhanger. 
And that's where the attention to detail and large cast might work against her, because it's usually a year between books and I'm not sure anyone's going to remember the finer points of the plot and character relationships after a year. 
But I'll certainly be willing to give it a try. 
  
Otherworlds, by Tom Kidd, Impact, 2010, $30.99. 
  
I wasn't going to review this book at first. With its subtitle of "How to Imagine, Paint and Create Epic Scenes of Fantasy" I initially thought that its audience would be too limited. But the more I read it, the more I realized that while not a lot of us are necessarily aspiring artists, we're almost all interested in the creative process and how one does the job well. 
First of all, Tom Kidd is a terrific artist. No matter how realistically he portrays a character or scene, he always retains a painterly quality in his work. I'm not sure how important that is to everyone, but it's paramount to my appreciation of a work of art. 
I don't want something that could have been photographed, or even Photoshopped to be a perfect reproduction. I want to see a bit of the pencil, the watercolor washes, the mark left by the brush. The sense that a human hand was involved in the creation. It's like the difference between sampled music and someone playing the actual instrument. You hear something in the latter—space, variation, the human spirit—that you simply don't get in the perfection of the former. 
I'm not saying there's anything wrong with sampling an instrument you can't play because you need that sound for a few bars. Just as there's nothing wrong with using a computer art program for its convenience (and its own challenges). And while photography is definitely an art form in its own right, and is certainly capable of as much power as the best painting, it still evokes a different response in the viewer. 
Now I do have to admit that some of the writing in here is very technical about how to get a job done, but a great deal of it is about looking at things from a different point of view. Which—perhaps surprisingly to anyone not involved in multiple forms of artistic creation—is something that can actually be used to jump-start sticking points in other types of expression. 
But probably the best reason to get this book is that it displays so much of Kidd's distinctive and expressive art in a wide variety of mediums and stages of completion. 
Having said all subsequentbt everywhere—of that, I should also add that OtherWorlds is an excellent resource for artists interested in improving their work, or learning a trick or two from a master at his craft. 
  
Pale Demon, by Kim Harrison, Eos, 2011, $26.99. 
  
I've dipped into the Hollows series before and enjoyed the few previous books I've read. The basic set-up is simple: Rachel Morgan is a bounty hunter and a witch who shares her home with a vampire named Ivy, a family of pixies headed up by their patriarch Jenks, and a young gargoyle named Bis that has bonded to her. They live in a world that is aware of the supernatural creatures living openly among them. 
When Pale Demon opens, Rachel has been condemned to death for using black magic (this must have happened in the previous book, Black Magic Sanction, 2010) and has just three days to make it across the country to the annual witches' convention in San Francisco to plead her case. Since she has been banned from the flight lists, she has to go by car. Complicating matters, she's going in the company of an elven tycoon named Trent Kalamack with whom she has an unpleasant history, there's a sun-walking demon abroad causing havoc, and the witches are actively working to make sure she doesn't arrive in San Francisco on time. 
As the ninth book in a series, there's a lot of backstory to pick up on, but Harrison does an excellent job of filling in the reader without bogging things down. Her prose is matter-of-fact but her plotting is inventive and her characters are lively and well-drawn. 
It's really the characters who make the book, especially how Harrison explores their friendships. Most urban fantasy books these days feature a fairly hot and heavy romantic angle, but that's played down here, allowing Harrison the room to explore the other relationships in Rachel's life, which are changing and growing as she and her companions cross the country. 
There are many urban fantasy books crowding the shelves these days, so many that it's hard to figure out which are the cream and which are simply riding the popularity wave. Harrison's books are the real deal—fast, funny, dramatic, and full of life. If you haven't tried her yet, you should. 
  
How To See Faeries, by Brian Froud & John Matthews, Abrams, 2011, $24.95. 
  
When I first picked up the pop-up book How to See Faeries, my initial reaction was, oh here's another excuse to reuse a bunch of Brian Froud's faerie art. And I suppose in some ways it is. But there's also a lure to the proceedings that quickly won me over. 
For one thing, I was delighted to discover a light-hearted side to the serious Arthurian scholar and folklorist that I know John Matthews to be from books like The Song of Arthur or The Quest for the Green Man. The prose and verses are charming and—dare I say—fey. 
The art you probably know already from so many other books and posters. But presented in pop-up form (which includes lenticular images as well as the more familiar pull-tabs, pop-outs, pull-downs, flaps and the like), they are all given a fresh feel. The lenticular images are particularly intriguing as they move from swirling flares of color—which is how Froud says faeries actually appear to him—to the more "realistic" faerie images he usually renders. 
Give this to a favorite child and watch their delight. 
  
River Marked, by Patricia Briggs, Ace, 2011, $26.95. 
  
I get bored easily, especially when it comes to series books, so it's to Patricia Briggs's credit that not only have I enjoyed each outing of the Mercy Thompson series, I actually look forward to each new book. 
I can't quite put my finger on what makes her novels work so well for me when others don't. The obvious reason is that she's good at her craft, but let's face it, there are a great many other writers out there who work in the same general fantasy subgenre and are just as good. But while I how things are goingooT sequence—peck away at their books, reading one here, another there, I don't follow them as faithfully with each new release. 
Pressed, I'd have to say that I just appreciate her particular authorial voice. 
River Marked, like all of Briggs's novels I've read to date, is a standalone book that requires no familiarity with the rest of the series, though familiarity will certainly add more resonance to the proceedings. 
Briggs leaves behind the Tri-Cities setting of the earlier books to take our shapeshifting car mechanic Mercy and her new husband Adam—the Alpha of the local werewolf clan—on their honeymoon on the banks of the Columbia River. The new setting adds a freshness that, while it wasn't needed yet in the series, is still welcome. And this being Mercy—as might be expected by those readers who do know the characters—nothing goes easily or as planned. 
Almost immediately the pair find themselves embroiled in solving a number of mysterious deaths along the river, and Mercy gets in touch with her Native American heritage on her father's side of her family. The two elements collide with a good dose of faerie magic to provide us with a fast-paced book that still has room for spiritual resonance. 
A satisfying conclusion leaves the reader eager for the next book in the series. At least it certainly did so for this reader. 
  
Encyclopedia of the Vampire, edited by S. T. Joshi, Greenwood, 2011, $85. 
  
Subtitled "The Living Dead in Myth, Legend, and Popular Culture," this is a fine, comprehensive encyclopedia of all things vampiric, covering books, movies, TV, folklore, and world mythology. So you'll find entries ranging from Bram Stoker and Anne Rice to Stephen King and Stephenie Meyer, from Dracula to From Dusk to Dawn, from Buffy the Vampire Slayer to True Blood, with excursions into the culture of vampire belief in various parts of the world. 
The entries usually run at least a page, with many much longer ones, so there's room for more than a casual examination. Depending on the contributor for the entry, the writing ranges from being a little dry to very readable, and they're all informative. 
It would be easy to recommend this to both the casual reader with an interest in vampires as well as those who already have a good background in the subject, if it weren't for the price. I can only assume that the book is aimed at the library market since it's unlikely that anyone else will pick it up in these tough economic times unless they have deep pockets. It certainly won't be an impulse buy. 
Apparently, Encyclopedia of the Vampire has also been published as an ebook, but a quick Web search at the time I was writing this brought up only a couple of places where it appears to be available. One is from the publisher, but they ask you to contact them for a price. Another is at infibeam.com which has this amusing description for the book: 
  
Adobe PDF eBook Rights: 

Copying allowed, unlimited selections every unlimited days. Printing allowed, unlimited pages every unlimited days. Lending not allowed. Reading aloud not allowed. Never expires. 
It made me wonder how they police the "reading aloud" rule. 
Your best bet might be to have a look at this book in your local library—just remember to be quiet while you're doing so. (Moving your lips as you read is probably okay.) 
  
Material to be considered for review in this column should be sent to Charles de Lint, P.O. Box 9480, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1G 3V2. 
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My Best Friend Is a Wookie, by Tony Pacitti, Adams Media, 2010, $19.95. 
  
 wondered what acstb pretty s soon as How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe, by Charles Yu, Pantheon, 2010, $24. 
  
Jar Jar Binks Must Die... and Other Observations about Science Fiction Movies, by Daniel M. Kimmel, Fantastic Books, 2011, $14.99. 
  

GEEKS PROGRESS 

  IF YOU'RE reading this magazine, you almost certainly have some working knowledge of the geek monomyth: the individual's sense of alienation from the rest of humanity; his/her discovery of a secret world within our mundane one, embodied in a book or movie or comic or game; the discovery of similar individuals, followed by entry into or creation of a community of same, usually involving some sort of ritual initiation through a display of knowledge or mastery of its arcana; the crossing of various thresholds as the seeker penetrates deeper and deeper into the substrata of the shared world, through endless reading/rereading, watching of the same films, continual attempts to achieve the next level in a game, total immersion in thousands of pages of a manga series, etc.; the community's dedication to recreate and expand upon the initial experience of discovery and involvement in the secret world, or to actively create original, even more arcane worlds, which will in turn draw new seekers into the geek Eternal Return. [In lieu of actual archival footage, The Big Bang Theory and Mystery Science Theater 3000 provide dramatizations of certain subcultures of this type.] 
I've long been a participant observer of these communities, as well as a (mostly) lone practitioner in my early years. And, like many people, I've been wondering how much longer they'll survive in an age of social networking, loss of realtime personal contact and privacy, post-literate/cinematic culture, continuing degradation of the vampire mythos, etc. Subcultures by definition are somehow differentiated from the culture at large: we live in an age where formerly isolated communities (gamers, fetishists, animation majors) have so successfully infiltrated the larger culture that whatever distinctions of dress, taste, ritual or choice of reading material once defined them have become mundane components of the bricolage that is twenty-first-century monoculture. 
It's not that we fail to "grow out" of our youthful obsessions and membership in the tribe (though many do). The human brain is wired for narrative: maybe the process of reading and rereading, playing and replaying, watching and rewatching, etches its own recursive pattern upon our neural pathways at a sensitive moment. We really do become what we read. 
Frederik Pohl's 1978 memoir, The Way the Future Was (the best eyewitness account of the genre's Golden Age) details the founding of a twentieth-century fellowship, the Futurians: "...it was not exactly a club, it was a description: The Futurians were us." Besides the eighteen-year-old Pohl, its original members included Isaac Asimov, Cyril Kornbluth, David A. Kyle, Robert Lowndes, and Donald Wollheim; Hannes Bok, Damon Knight, and Judith Merril joined later. 
Today they'd each have a thousand Facebook friends (at least); in 1937, they had each other, as well as a small but growing community of editors, writers, and readers. 
I doubt that we Futurians, taken collectively, were a very likable group. We were too brash for that. More than brash; we were egregious, egotistic, adolescent, highly competitive, and a touch insecure. We were given to put-down jokes, and the one among us who showed a human weakness was savaged about it endlessly. We were pretty damn smart... and we knew it. We made sure everyone around us knew it, too. 
Add some fart jokes, recurrent mention of bodily functions, and an obsessive love for the Star Wars franchise, and you've got a pretty good description of Tony Pacitti and his friends, as depicted in Pacitti's charming and hilarious 1990s memoir, My Best Friend Is a Wookie: One Boy's Journey to Find His Pla subsequentbt a little—ce in the Galaxy. This is Freaks & Geeks for those of you who knew, long before Episode II's release, that Owen Lars was Obi-Wan's brother. Pacitti mines the familiar bedrock experiences of a middle-class American childhood and adolescence. Subsitute Han Solo's BlasTech DL-44 for "a Red Ryder carbine-action, two hundred shot Range Model air rifle with a compass in the stock and a thing which tells time," and you've pretty much got Jean Shepherd's A Christmas Story. But Pacitti's riffs are memorable, and his love for the three original Star Wars movies and growing sense of betrayal over the sequels is both very funny and moving. I'd say "strangely moving," except that Pacitti is such a sweetly engaging, intelligent, and amusing narrator that, after a while, it doesn't seem strange at all to share his exhilaration at finding a Son of Skywalker card in the Dagobah pack of the Star Wars Customizable Card Game. 
Pacitti is also surprisingly honest, and even Star Wars can't obliterate the horrors of junior high school. He doesn't valorize his own childhood, and he doesn't make himself out to be the pitiable outsider, either. As a kid, he realizes that he's not really a loser: maybe he's just shy. Most of the time, he's funny—the Guy Fleegman of science fiction memoirists. 
He gives an excruciating account of a traumatic second-grade classroom incident, but it doesn't scar him for life (glad it didn't happen to me, though). He loves his parents, fellow Star Wars nerds, and with good reason. After seven-year-old Tony, new to the neighborhood, gets ambushed by bullies, his mother (cue Melinda Dillon) asks, "Have you seen Star Wars yet?" rummages in a box of videotapes recorded from HBO, fast-forwards through David Lynch's Dune, and irons as Tony is mesmerized by the opening fanfare of The Empire Strikes Back. 

Later, some of the bullies become allies; some of the friends drift away from the orbit of Nintendo and Star Wars card game tournaments and never return. Some do. In high school, Tony becomes part of a gothy clique (hilariously depicted), but at heart he knows that he's simply not that miserable. He gets a cute girlfriend, and guess what? After two years, he dumps her . He becomes a high school hero after being approached by the cool kids, who ask him to write (and then rewrite) a skit for Spirit Week. (In a plot twist right out of Glee, the original skit is pulled after a cross-dressing gay student accuses it of being homophobic, because a scene features a boy cross-dressing as a female cheerleader.) 
In college, Pacitti gets a few more girlfriends. He dumps them, too. (He feels bad about it afterward.) Occasionally, his attitude toward women reminds me a bit of Vic, protagonist of Harlan Ellison's classic "A Boy and His Dog," only without the cannibalism, as when, in college, Tony is given a Solomonaic choice between getting laid for the first time and watching an episode of the Venture Bros. cartoon show. 
Pacitti knows where his heart lies. Anticipating The Phantom Menace, he writes,"I was beyond hungry for this movie. I lusted for it. If the movie had been a woman, I'd have had a restraining order slapped on me... ." His description of the delirious chaos at the film's opening at the Liberty Tree Mall is priceless: 
The place was packed wall-to-wall. Everywhere I looked I saw them: Han Solos, Obi-Wans, nonspecific Jedi Knights, stormtroopers, Vaders, Boba Fetts. You name them; there they were, smiling like jack o'lanterns. You could tell they were grinning through their thick plastic helmets, because their elevated cheeks made their Imperial-issued headgear sit a bit funny on their heads. 
By the time Attack of the Clones is released, Toby-Wan Kenobi is still lusting for the Lucas Universe, but more jaded. 
Episode II was so, so beautiful that first and second time I saw it, but as the weeks went on, the whole thing started to fe wondered what acor countryorel more like a one-night stand than true love... It was like calling back that hot, easy girl you had nothing in common with. 
As the years and prequels pass, Pacitti feels increasingly betrayed by George Lucas, and with good reason. But his greatest sense of outrage erupts in the funniest section of the book, when the original movies have their first theatrical release after twenty years. 
It was, from what my parents have told me, like 1977 all over again. And I hated it. This exclusive little club, this refuge... had just opened its door to the rest of the world. 
Still, by the time a reader finishes My Best Friend Is a Wookie, one knows that Pacitti isn't really threatened by the thought of sharing Star Wars with a gazillion other people. He's secure with his place in the Lucas universe. He's even composed his own epitaph, and I doubt anyone is going to argue with it: 
Here lies Tony Pacitti. If nothing else, he knew more about Star Wars than some stupid girl who only started liking it way after he did. 
Charles Yu takes the recursive nature of geek obsessiveness to the next level in his novel How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe. His protagonist, Charles Yu, a thirtyish time-machine repair guy with an M.A. in applied science fiction, gets stuck in a time loop that dooms him to repeat his own life ad infinitum. Yu is a highly lauded fiction writer whose previous story collection, Third-Class Superhero, features, among others, the eponymous Moisture Man. Yu obviously knows his way around the genre ghettos—he's one of the folks responsible for gentrifying them. 
When he's not holed up in his time machine office cubicle, snoozing in temporal pockets that enable him to avoid actual human contact, the fictional Yu lives in Mirror Universe 31. Thirty-one is owned by Time Warner Time, a division of Google and part of the military-industrial-narrative-entertainment complex. It's a place where individuals can access endless variations on their own timeline, by renting time machines whose prototype Charles helped his father invent in the family garage. His father disappeared when Charles was a teenager, and his son's journey to find him among the infinite timelines of Charles's own history provide what there is of a plot. 
Can we please, please have a moratorium on American novels and movies in which an emotionally wounded son searches for the father who abandoned him? Even if the point is to send up the whole "dark-father-lost-son-galactic monomyth thing"? The scenes of Charles and his father building their time machine are affecting, though I've seen or read something like this so often I felt as though I'd fallen into my own time loop. Far more engaging are the glimpses of myriad pocket universes, like the one where Charles gets a client call that brings him to an ice planet where he meets a kid named Skywalker—not Luke but his son, Linus. 
Can't be a day older than nine. I asked him what he was doing when the [time] machine failed, and he mumbles something about how I would never understand.... 
"Dude," I say. "You know you can't change the past." 
He says then what the hell is a time machine for. 
"Not for trying to kill your father when he was your age," I say. 
He closes his eyes, tilts his head back, pushes air out through his nostrils in a super-dramatic way. 
"You have no idea what it's like, man. To grow up with the freaking savior of the universe as your dad." 
I tell him that doesn't have to be his whole story. That he can have a new beginning. 
"For starters," I say, "change your name." 
Loop City, Universe 31's megalopolis, resembles a sort of computer-generated space, where residents of the more affluent neighborhoods create simulated "reality" gardens, the more lifelik for hundreds of years. c talking asked, ore gardens being evidence of status. Charles's mother "lives" in a sixty-minute time loop her son has purchased for her (he'd like to upgrade her to ninety minutes, but can't afford to). Here she repeats, endlessly, a version of the same idealized dinner hour with her husband and son, a dinner that never actually took place. It's a scenario both nightmarish and heartrending, especially when the real Charles visits, momentarily breaking the temporal flux, then refuses to stay despite his mother's pleas. 
There are numerous other good touches, including Charles's dog, Ed, "a weird ontological entity," and several computer-generated avatars—TAMMY, a cute operating system with low self-esteem (shades of Marvin, the Paranoid Android), and Charles's boss, Phil, an antiquated copy of Microsoft Middle Manager 3.0 whose passive-aggressive setting has been reconfigured to low. And I loved the Institute of Conceptual Technology, and the perception engine, which deserves another book all of its own. 
Too often Yu blares his novel's theme—that Charles has to stop living in the past, live his own life in the moment, and accept that "self" is not, as he ruminates at one point, "a problem to be solved." As Snoopy would say, Bleah. I wish that Yu had bagged all the father-son hokum and stuck to his riffs on the time travel paradox, which owe much to Chris Marker's 1962 film La Jetée, yet manage to be fresh and exhilirating. Still, at the end of the day I have to admire a guy who can sidestep the TARDIS and suggest a foundational theory of time travel that we can all relate to: "Within a science fictional space, memory and regret are, when taken together, the set of necessary and sufficient elements to produce a time machine." It's nice to have Charles Yu remind us that, yes, "living is a form of time travel." 
  
I was only slightly disappointed that Daniel Kimmel's Jar Jar Binks Must Die was not another Star Wars memoir, but a collection of film reviews and essays. Kimmel, a Boston-based critic, has no patience for viewers or reviewers who fail to take science fiction films as seriously as they do Citizen Kane or Psycho. He also has a refreshingly blunt take on Steven Spielberg, predicting that in a generation or two Spielberg will be a cinematic footnote alongside Cecil B. DeMille, another popular filmmaker whose work hasn't held up well over the decades. You might disagree with this and some of Kimmel's other assessments, but you'll definitely be entertained. Kimmel's a terrific guide to classic though underappreciated works such as Things to Come, and is especially sharp on 1950s sf movies, David Cronenberg, and the art (or lack of same) of movie remakes. I don't know if there's an iPhone app for Kimmel's work, but there should be—his brief essays are addictively readable and yes, a lot more fun than watching Revenge of the Sith. 
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A Short History of the ETEWAF Revolution 



Dateline: April 1, 2021 
TODAY, some ten years after the spontaneous mass consumer rebellion that came to be known variously as "The ETEWAF Revolution," "The Great Content Purge," or "The Art-Consumer Revolt," just as various creators, media outlets, and distribution channels are finally starting to become active again in a new way, it seems only fitting to offer a brief chronicle of the period that plunged the world into a decade of blissful content-free living, a valuable interregnum and amnesia that allowed humanity to refresh its cultural inventory and memory. 
All historians agree that the precipitating event of the ETEWAF Revolution was the death of a would-be Borders Books customer named Stephen Schmalzer. Much like the self- an unusual number of shouldt— sunlightacceptanceimmolation of Tunisian fruitseller Tarek Muhammad Bouazizi, this lone, humble death launched a global paroxysm of outrage and creative destruction that swept away all in its path. 
Combined accounts from several witnesses and later journalistic investigations tell the same story of this seminal moment. 
One Saturday at the end of March, Schmalzer approached a cashier at the Borders Books in Coon Rapids, Minnesota, with his intended purchase, a DVD set of Two and a Half Men: The Incomplete Eighth Season. He was informed by the clerk that his purchase made him eligible for a bonus disc containing "The Complete Rabid Monologues of Charlie Sheen," but that he would need to present his Borders Loyalty Card to qualify. Schmalzer explained that he had forgotten his card at home. The clerk was unable to find a record of Schmalzer's patronage by other means in the system. Schmalzer begged to be allowed to make his purchase and receive his gift without his card. The clerk denied him. Tempers began to flare, and voices to rise. A line of fellow stymied customers was building, and they began to vociferate on one side of the argument or another. Security guards congregated. 
Schmalzer then made his fatal mistake. 
Perhaps emulating the bad-boy behavior of Charlie Sheen, he began to grab handfuls of candy from the Lindor Truffles display by the cash register and stuff them into his mouth, unpaid-for and even partially unwrapped. A choking fit abetted by a Tasering precipitated a massive heart attack, Schmalzer went down, and CPR failed to revive him. 
A man was dead over a DVD purchase. 
The incident might have become no more than fodder for a News of the Weird column were it not for a Twitter user at the scene who employed the handle "@nerdtaku." This person uploaded cellphone photos of the dead Schmalzer accompanied by a tweet that read, "dude died for sucky tv show who nxt?" The tweet went viral. 
The subsequent ramping up of the ETEWAF Revolution can be laid decisively at the door of its first major theoretician, the blogger named John Scalzi. Scalzi wrote a long passionate post decrying fanatical fannishness, consumer preoccupation with factitious media properties, authorial laziness and greed, readerly impatience and avidity, corporate crassness and short-sightedness, postmodern ennui, retailer incompetence, shortcomings of the educational system, and a host of other malaises of twenty-first-century capitalism as it involved entertainment and intellectual properties. This post too went viral, racing around the globe and acquiring commentary and amplification. 
What happened next in the U.S.A. was replicated subsequently around the world. 
Within twenty-four hours of Schmalzer's death, every Borders Books location found itself under siege and put to the torch by angry mobs of consumers. Numerous arrests and pleas by officials, as well as mobilization of the National Guard, only stoked the fury. The attacks quickly spread to Barnes & Noble stores, then to independent bookstores. Other retailers, such as Walmart, Best Buy, and Target, who also sold books, CDs, videogames, and DVDs came under assault as well. 
When interviewed, the protesters offered a variety of reasons for their actions, ranging from incoherent angry gibberish to cleverly formulated manifestos. Some seemed to feel that books, music, and movies represented a diseased and decadent culture. Others maintained that they merely wanted to purge the dross so that the gold could stand out. Some lambasted high prices. Others spoke out against unequal marketplace access for all creators. Some trotted out the old rubric, "Information wants to be free." But all were possessed by a violent disgust and repugnance at the marketplace of ideas, and at themselves. 
Perhaps the most succinct, intuitive, and accurate assessment of what the revolt was all about came from comedian Patton Oswalt. In an essay that had preceded the rebellion by a few months, Oswalt had coined the acronym ETEWAF: Ever wondered what acor Jeopardy! orything That Ever Was—Available Forever. His thesis that instantaneous, cheap, and perpetual availability of the world's entire artistic heritage would paradoxically result in a devaluation and trivialization of culture was now being borne out. 
"People," Oswalt remarked now, as he stood being interviewed in the smoking embers of a Costco, "have invested so much in their obsessions that they have come to hate and despise everything they ever loved." 
Of course, not only brick-and-mortar stores suffered. Cyberattacks against iTunes, Amazon, YouTube, Vimeo, and a myriad of other content-provider sites roiled the internet. The anarchists of 4chan and Anonymous unleashed their supreme efforts. 
The next developments were, in retrospect, easily foreseeable, but nonetheless took everyone by surprise. 
A vast majority of the planet's authors, dancers, actors, reviewers, critics, musicians, film directors. and other artists joined the global crusade, going on strike and repudiating all their past endeavors. PEN, SAG, the Académie Française, SFWA, the Writer's Guild, the MWA, RWA, and HWA all formally disbanded. The few scabs such as writers of fanfic or home videographers who attempted to continue business as usual were tarred and feathered. 
Museums came under attack, with the complete destruction of many, including the Metropolitan, the Louvre, the Smithsonian, and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Neither were libraries, playhouses, nor theaters spared. 
A kind of Dadaist fervor now gripped creators, readers, viewers, and listeners. Only the cynical middlemen seemed immune. Publishers and editors and Hollywood producers tried to maintain the old regime, but failed. Sonny Mehta had to be choppered out of the burning Knopf headquarters, as did Markus Dohle, CEO of Random House, and Doug Morris, head of Sony Music. Likewise with Ariana Huffington, Tina Brown, Tom Doherty, Rupert Murdoch and their peers. Others perished in the chaos. The Burning of Los Angeles and the Black Hole of Bollywood took the lives of many intransigent studio heads. 
Within a month of the death of Stephen Schmalzer, nearly all artistic production and distribution had ceased across the developed world, leaving only a few pitiful straggling mimes and oral storytellers at work. Debord's Society of the Spectacle had finally self-destructed. 
The subsequent ten years have been something of a mental holiday for the human race, although not one without its rigors and losses. With an end to commodified art, people were free to produce their own—or live entirely without such vicarious indulgences and simulacra. An upsurge in the sales figures for condoms, bicycles, camping equipment, and gardening gear represented merely the tip of the transformational iceberg. 
What the timidly resurgent professionally produced music, film, and literature of the rest of the century will look like is anybody's guess. But chances are, no one will ever be willing to die for a TV show again. 
FREE WILL HUNTING
 By Lucius Shepard
 | 2001 words 

  RELIGION class was not my favorite course of study when I attended Catholic school, primarily because our teacher, a priest who had served for years as a navy chaplain, had precious little scholarly knowledge of the subject. His lectures consisted of dull summations of the textbook with no intellectual heft, no spark whatsoever, and caused me to seek stimulation by gazing out the window, watching sparrows decorate a statue of the Virgin Mary with birdlime. If you've had a similar experience or if you've been trapped in a dorm room while a freshman from Hucklebuck, NC, who, until the week before when he discovered the wisdom of Jean-Paul Sartre, was a zealous Christian and now stoned on homegrown is holding forth on his new religi for hundreds of years. c ( a landscaping company oce and on... if you've been there, then George Nolfi's directorial debut, The Adjustment Bureau, may rouse in you a certain dread nostalgia. 
The Adjustment Bureau began life in 1954 as a short story entitled "Adjustment Team" by Philip K. Dick, a narrative concerning an insurance salesman who inadvertently gets a glimpse behind the scenes of how reality is manipulated. Mr. Nolfi has opted to chuck most of Dick's plot, not to mention all of his irony and menace, transforming the story into a romantic comedy featuring America's aging fratboy, Matt Damon, as a youngish, tightly buttoned politician, David Norris, and Emily Blunt as an irreverent party girl/aspiring ballerina named Elise who, oddly enough, given her thoroughly modern, irrepressible nature, seems content to let David make all her crucial decisions. They meet-cute in a hotel men's room where David is rehearsing his concession speech—he's lost the 2006 senatorial election, thanks to the New York Post publishing photos of him mooning his college buds—and Elise is hiding from hotel security. Within minutes they're lip-locked and thereafter David is so inspired by their make-out session, he tosses his notes and gives an off-the-cuff speech that rekindles his fizzling political star. 
Some time later a man named Mitchell (Anthony Mackie), an agent of a clandestine organization, falls asleep on a park bench, thereby failing to prevent David from taking the bus to work—as a result he meets Elise again and she gives him her phone number. He arrives at work early and finds that his colleagues have been frozen in time and are having curious things done to them by a group of enigmatic men wearing fedoras (magic fedoras, it turns out). He flees, but is swiftly captured by virtue of wormholes disguised as doorways that allow the men to travel about instantaneously from place to place—he is thence removed to a warehouse where a man named Richardson (John Slattery of Mad Men ) subjects him to the first of several quasi-metaphysical expository lectures like those referenced in the opening paragraph of this review. The agent explains that the men in hats are part of the Adjustment Bureau, a covert team of angels (a piss-take, really, on the angels in Wim Wenders's Wings of Desire ) who manipulate human lives to accord with "the Plan," a grand design that they access via a technology that resembles iPads with actual pages and is conceived of and written by a shadowy omnipotent force known as the Director (hopefully someone a tad more perspicacious than Mr. Nolfi). Should David interfere with their plan for his life, he's told, if he ever sees Elise again, he'll be lobotomized or brainwiped or something. Richardson then burns Elise's phone number. You'd think David might recall the area code, maybe even the prefix, and considering his connections, what he now knows about her, police sketch artists, etc., he should be able to track her down without much trouble. 
But no. 
This is, after all, a Senatorial candidate we're talking about, not a New York cabbie or anyone with the common sense God gave a Cheeto, so our boy is reduced to riding that same bus for three years hoping to meet her before they connect again. 
If you've seen a couple or three Hollywood pictures, you'll realize by now that this pattern will be repeated as the film proceeds—there will be more separations, more impediments put in the path of true love by the Bureau, more product placement, ever more hair-raising chases through the recognizable portions of touristy Manhattan, so that half the movie seems a reprise of the New York Is For Lovers campaign, and for certain there'll be more tedious, half-baked discussions on the topic of free will versus predestination, something that's bound to crease the foreheads of those folks who thought Inception was a real brain-twister. 
Eventually Terence Stamp, an elite operative of the Bureau, steps in to advise David that unless he ceases his pursuit of Elise he will not become Presiden shouldt inventory —t, world peace will not be achieved, her brilliant dance career will never happen, and their life as a couple will prove painfully ordinary. Stunned by his own self-importance, David accedes to his wishes... but by this time it should be clear to everyone that things are going to work out just fine for David and Elise. 
Philip K. Dick's canon has already been so degraded by Hollywood, it's hard to whip up any real outrage about The Adjustment Bureau, though I'd expect Dick is spinning a bit faster in his grave today. As a romantic comedy it's okay, Damon and Blunt have decent chemistry, but essentially it's a lace panty of a film leavened with a dose of pop-Christianity that soon will waft away on the breeze generated by the louder and more bombastic summer movies. As a science fiction film, lacking any real menace to lend it gravitas, it come across as retro whimsy, the sort of tired, plothole-riddled God comedy the studios have been churning out since the 1930s. Nolfi might have been better served if he had jettisoned the sci-fi element altogether, for buried in all the technological and philosophical mumbo jumbo, the love story seems devalued and the love-conquers-all theme he intended comes across as more an illustration of evolutionary biology embedded in a story about a controlling psychopath (albeit nominally a good guy, a role the Matt Damon of another era, Jimmy Stewart, specialized in) who is willing to sacrifice everything—the future, the fate of the world, whatever—in order to get laid. As is, it simply doesn't work on any level. 
Paul, the latest pairing of Simon Pegg and Nick Frost, the British comedy team who gave us Shaun of the Dead and Hot Fuzz, should have been much funnier than it was, but this alien road movie is weighted down by too many lame gay and redneck jokes to rise to the standard of their previous films. 
The idea is that Paul (affably voiced by Seth Rogen) is the dwarfish, big-eyed alien who crashed his spaceship at Roswell sixty-some years ago. Having milked him of all his knowledge, the powers-that-be intend now to dissect him, so he escapes in a stolen car and nearly crashes into the RV rented by Graeme (Pegg) and Clive (Frost), two Brit comic and scifi geeks who are spending their vacation traveling from ComicCon to tour various famous UFO sites in the U.S.A. As they strive to enable Paul to reach a rendezvous point where he will meet a rescue ship, they are pursued by bungling agents of the Big Guy (Sigourney Weaver, here for a couple of minutes screentime) and inadvertently kidnap a young religious fanatic, Ruth Buggs ( SNL 's Kristen Wiig) whom Paul, driven to distraction by her creationist blithering, hilariously cures of Christianity by means of a mind meld and later introduces her to military-grade marijuana, the film's most memorable YouTube moment. Wiig and Rogen carry most of the humor of the movie, whereas Graeme and Clive are relegated to the roles of earnest bumblers. Rogen actually seems to inhabit the special effect that is his character, imbuing the bird-devouring, junk food-loving alien with a gentle, amiable raunchiness. Director Greg Mottola has done better work ( Adventureland, Superbad ), but he keeps things bumping along at a reasonable pace. 
Though you will have certainly seen the trailer (and as with many films, this basically means that you have seen the best parts of the picture), there are enough funny in-jokes and happy surprises to keep your interest for a hundred plus minutes... and so if you have nothing better to do, you might as well do it with Paul. 

Imagine you're a kid, the sort of nasty wee skuzz who likes to play pranks on grownups whom he feels have wronged him, and so he fills a paper sack with dog poop, places it on the grownup's porch, lights it on fire, and then bangs on the door, yells and runs away to hide in the bushes, peeking out and giggling as the grownup flings open the door, spots the burning mess on his pristine, freshly painted porch, and in a pI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacor vampireoranic tries to stomp out the fire. 
Now imagine you're that same grownup. You stand on the porch, your brand new kicks smeared with smoldering dog poop, and you feel shock, dismay, then anger as it dawns on you that you've been pranked by that creepy little snotrag down the block who may one day (if you don't get your hands on him first) grow up to become a serial killer or a corporate executive or even the president of our once-great nation. 
Betwixt those poles of experience lies the spectrum of emotions and reactions elicited by a viewing of Battle: Los Angeles and, to a considerable degree, therein also lies the essence of the movie itself. 
B:LA is yet another alien invasion film and this time the baddies are mistaken for meteors à la Skyline (seen courtesy of grainy CNN footage) and turn out to be a host of mushroom-headed bio-mech monsters intent upon obliterating humanity and destroying our cities in order to steal our planet's water—I guess stomping the bejesus out of us was too much of a temptation to resist or else they might have gotten all the water they could use by mining a few comets on their way across the galaxy. 
This is a film that could be reviewed in a few well-chosen words, or in a few thousand if one takes the tack of Soldier of Fortune, a magazine aimed at chubby wannabe mercs who wear camo T-shirts with bad-ass slogans. SOF ran my favorite movie review of all time, an incredibly lengthy, painstaking assessment of John Milius's Red Dawn that focused a critical eye on the authenticity of the Russian helicopters (Sikorskys in drag) in which Cuban troops invaded the USA. That is probably how this movie should be reviewed, if one is feeling kind, but I'm not feeling particularly kind, having just sat through it, and I'm not enough of a gearhead to attempt to analyze whether the movie's technology obeys any reasonable logic, though I doubt it—so I'll settle for the few-words method. 
The plot? Yes, there is one. Just barely. If a mash-up of Skyline and War of the Worlds (that's a spoiler, guys) passes muster as a plot. There are also actors, but no acting to speak of. Aaron Eckhart and company can't do a whole lot with lines like "Run!", "Get down!", "That was some John Wayne shit, man!" and, to a kid whose parent has just been killed by aliens, "I need you to be my little marine." There are further stabs at mawkish sentimentality and at least one instance of attempted humor. When Michelle Rodriguez (playing the basic Michelle Rodriguez role) gets her face splattered by alien goo, one of her confreres makes a tasteless and decidedly unfunny sexual comment, hyuck, hyuck. It's not the sort of thing I'd say to a pissed-off woman with muscles and a big gun in the midst of a firefight, but I guess an early casualty in any alien invasion is a sense of tact. 
There's one well-choreographed action scene on a highway overpass, but the remainder of the movie is straight out of shaky cam hell, cinematography that makes you dizzy and hurts your eyeballs replete with clichéd characters, an implausible ending, and the suggestion of a sequel, a horrid fate from which we can only hope that an organization such as the Adjustment Bureau will jump in and save us. 
SCIENCE
 By Pat Murphy & Paul Doherty
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PATTERN RECOGNITION, RANDOMNESS, AND ROSHAMBO 

  
Pat is sixty rounds into a contest with a computer. Right now, Pat has 20 wins, the computer has 20 wins, and the two have tied 20 times. If there were a watching crowd, they'd be on the edge of their seats. 
The game is roshambo, also known as rock-paper-scissors. Yes, this is the classic schoolyard hand game: you hold out rock (a fist) or paper (an open hand) or scissors (index and middle for hundreds of years. c ( a landscaping company re original finger extended). Rock breaks scissors; scissors cut paper; paper wraps rock. 
Pat's competition in roshambo, following in the wake of the recent Jeopardy! win by a computer named Watson, has us thinking about that staple of science fiction: the sentient computer. More specifically, we've been thinking about computers, language, pattern recognition, and randomness.   

HAL AND HIS PALS 

As a reader of science fiction, you can probably think of a few sentient computers without breaking a sweat. Way back in 1946, Murray Leinster wrote about one in a short story titled "A Logic Named Joe." Since then, there have been many others, including Mike in Heinlein's The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress, HAL 9000 in 2001: A Space Odyssey, and the ship's computer in Star Trek. Today, fictional artificial intelligences (be they evil, misguided, or benign) are common. 

Generally, all these fictional entities can meet the Turing test, proposed as a test of machine intelligence by Alan Turing back in 1950. A machine passes the test if a human judge can have a conversation with a machine and a human—and can't tell which is human. Basically, the machine has to converse in natural language, a complicated task that takes humans years to learn. 
Computers aren't quite there yet. But researchers in computational linguistics, a field that combines computer science and linguistics, are bringing them a lot closer. Consider, for example, Watson. 
Four years ago, researchers at IBM set out to make a "question answering machine" that understands questions posed in natural language and answers them. The result of their work is Watson, the computer that bested two Jeopardy! champions at their own game. 
The team at IBM doesn't say that their creation actually thinks. Their goal was to build a system that can find answers in "unstructured data," a category that includes texts of all kinds. Reference books, novels, encyclopedias, plays, blogs, textbooks, restaurant menus, dictionaries, fanzines, technical papers, Web pages—they're all unstructured data. 
For the past four years, IBM researchers have been shoveling mountains of unstructured data into the Watson system. According to the folks at IBM, Watson can hold the equivalent of one million books' worth of information. (Yes, we know that's not a rigorous measure. This is not a rigorous column.) 
Computers have never been good at finding answers in unstructured data. Sure, they can search the data for key words and refer you all the places those words are in close proximity. But as any user of Google knows, the results of a key word search are often nowhere near an actual answer. 
Watson's abilities in Jeopardy! reveal a facility with natural language that's pretty amazing. After all, Jeopardy! answers not only require encyclopedic knowledge—they often involve puns and wordplay. (Consider the answer: "Alex Comfort's romantic how-to guide for Johnny Rotten & Sid Vicious's band." The question was: "What is The Joy of Sex Pistols? ") 
Ask Watson a Jeopardy! answer in search of a question and more than 100 algorithms come into play simultaneously. An algorithm is a step-by-step formula for solving a particular problem. A recipe for a cake can be considered a kind of algorithm. The recipe, like other algorithms, has a series of unambiguous steps and a clear end point. 
All Watson's algorithms work with the information in the computer's database, generating answers (in the form of a question since Watson is playing Jeopardy! ). Then another set of algorithms comes along to rank these answers, determining which one is most likely to be right. Finally, one more set of algorithms determines whether the top ranking answer is ranked high enough to risk a bet. If the answer with the best ranking isn't rated high enough, Watson won't push that buzzer and risk losing money. 
In its competition with Jeopardy! champions Ken Jennings and Brad Rutter, Watson emerged victorious, earning $77,147, versus $24,000 for Jennings and $21,600 for Rutter. Does that make Watson intelligent? Hard to say. Depends on your definition of intelligence, but however you look at it, Watson is a major step toward the creation of a system that can actually provide answers to questions—and maybe chat with the questioner about how much conviction the system has that the answer is correct.   

PATTERNS OF DECEPTION 

The team that created Watson focused on dealing with natural language and finding answers in unstructured information. To put it in high-minded terms, they were searching for truth. 

Another group of researchers come at natural language from a different angle. Their efforts involve analyzing unstructured information (mostly in the form of email) and looking for lies. 
Computational linguistics research into deception got a boost in 2003 from the Enron scandal. If you don't remember the story, here's a Cliff's Notes version. Enron, an energy company run by a bunch of guys who thought they were really smart, used accounting tricks and loopholes to hide billions in debt from failed deals and projects, leading to stockholder losses of 11 billion dollars, the largest bankruptcy ever up to that point, and the biggest audit failure. The government case against Enron involved a collection of more than five million email messages. In 2003, the Federal Regulatory Agency made that email database available. 
For computational linguists, this was a bonanza. Before Enron, no large database of email was available. After all, nobody wanted researchers snooping in their private stuff. Working with the Enron emails, researchers found it was possible to figure out a great deal about what a group was up to by analyzing patterns of emailing and word usage—even if you never actually read the mail itself. When people lie, they are thinking about both the real events and the lying version. The language they use reveals the tension between those different versions and doesn't follow the writer's normal patterns. 
Research into the Enron database has lead to the development of software that sorts through email, looking for possible lies. At their most basic, these e-discovery programs search for relevant words in association with each other. But that's just the beginning. More sophisticated programs seek other patterns. They look at who usually communicates with whom, how often, and by what channels. 
Having found those patterns, the software looks for breaks in those patterns, so-called "digital anomalies" that may indicate that something funny is going on. A change in communication mode can be a red flag—if two people who always communicate on email decide to meet in person, maybe they have something to hide. When someone who always writes in a breezy style (yes, the software can identify that) shifts to very formal language, maybe something fishy is going on. When a sensitive document is edited an unusual number of times by an unusual number of people, maybe something is up. 
By observing patterns, the software pinpoints possible areas of deception. The resulting insights can bear a startling resemblance to those of Sherlock Holmes, Columbo, House, or Monk (depending on your reading and viewing habits).   

NO ONE KNOWS WHAT'S NEXT 

That brings us to an ability that Pat and Paul think is just as much a human characteristic as natural language (and a lot more important to winning at roshambo). That is trait is pattern recognition. 

People and many other animals are really good at finding patterns. It's a survival trait. Recognizing patterns helps you figure out what is likely to happen next—and that can be very useful. If a rat eats a food that makes him sick, he avoids anything that tastes like that food in the future. If you notice that one road homeI pick up the corner of the net... I pick up the corner of the netacor produceor from work is always jammed at rush hour, you'll avoid that route. You look for patterns and use the patterns you find in your decision-making. And that brings us back to roshambo. 
Winning at roshambo is all about figuring out what your opponent is going to do next. Suppose you are playing a match where the victor is whoever wins 3 out of 5. Before you throw the first hand-sign, you think about what your opponent is likely to throw. Is this someone who's going to throw a rock? Or is this more of a paper kind of guy? (Just for reference, Douglas Walker of the World RPS Society has been known to offer a guide to Rock-Paper-Scissors personality types: Muhammad Ali, rock; Mohandas Gandhi, paper; Leonardo da Vinci, scissors.) 
Once the match is underway, you look for patterns in your opponent's play. If you see his pattern, you can figure out what he will throw next. Does he favor rock over scissors? Does he tend to throw a sign that would beat what you threw on the previous turn? At the same time you must be aware of your own patterns—and try to be unpredictable. 
Now let's consider Pat's opponent at Rock-Paper-Scissors. The computer player is located at the New York Times website ( http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/science/rock-paper-scissors.html ). You can choose to face a novice computer, who has no memory of previous games. Or you can choose to battle a veteran computer who has memories of 200,000 games. Pat, being an overachiever from way back, chose to battle the veteran. 
Roshambo theorists (yes, they're out there) note that it is advantageous to recognize and exploit the nonrandom behavior of an opponent. The veteran computer knows human patterns from those 200,000 past games. So the path to triumph seems simple: Be random. 
It turns out that's not as easy as you might think.   

HEADS OR TAILS 

There are several things mathematicians look for in a random sequence of numbers. The most important is the lack of an obvious pattern. In addition mathematicians often impose the requirement that the numbers must appear an equal number of times over a very long sequence. 

People are terrible at creating a series of numbers without a pattern. People tend to emphasize the equal distribution of numbers over much too short a number of repetitions. 
To see what we mean, try this. Using just zero and one, write down a sequence of 128 numbers, trying to be random. Now make a second sequence of zeros and ones by flipping a coin 128 times. A head is one and a tail is zero. 
Compare the sequences. Chances are long strings of the same digit are more frequent in the sequence generated by flipping a coin. People usually won't write down long enough strings of the same digit to match the random pattern created by the coin. A computer predicting what will come next in your sequence can gain an edge by betting that after three ones in a row the human is more likely to put a zero than random chance would. 
To help people understand randomness, Paul does the following demonstration whenever he is working with a large audience. Let's say there are 256 people. He has them all stand up, and then asks each person take out a coin and flip it. Any one who gets a tail has to sit down. Then everyone who is still standing flips the coin again. 
After one flip, 128 people are left standing, on average. After two flips, 64 people are standing. After five flips, 8 people remain standing. 
At this point, Paul asks the audience what will happen on the next flip. Some will say that since these 8 coins have come up heads five times in a row then "by the law of randomness" they are due for a 0. 
Not so. An important property of a random number sequence is that the next number in a sequence does not depend on the previous number. Each flip of the coin or roll of the dice is independent of the ones that went before. The coins do NOT remember the past and are equally likely to come up heads an unusual number of shouldtartificial— as well as tails on EVERY flip. 
One way to create a random number sequence is with a true random number sequence based on random physical events. Historically coin flips or dice rolling have been used. More recently radioactive decay, atmospheric radio noise, videos of lava lamps, and the time in microseconds between mouse moves by a computer operator have been used to create true random sequences of numbers. 
Paul recommends using random numbers to play against the computer with no pattern at all. You can generate a random pattern of rock, paper, or scissors by rolling a six-sided die. If you roll 1 or 4, you throw rock. A roll of 2 or 5 means paper. And 3 or 6 means scissors. There is also a free online random number generator service ( http://www.random.org/integers/ ). It allows you to specify the range of integers you want. Choose 1, 2, and 3 and it will produce a string as long as you want of rock, paper, scissors moves.   

PAT VERSUS THE COMPUTER 

So what happened to Pat's tied game? It timed out while Pat was writing this article. In that game, Pat was playing just as she would against a human opponent—trying to throw something her opponent would not expect. 

For the next game, Pat tried the the random approach, using numbers from an online random number generator. After 60 rounds, the score was 17 wins by the random number, 21 ties, and 21 wins by the computer. 
Then Pat tried to predict what the computer would throw by thinking about what most people would throw in a particular situation—and throwing something different. At sixty rounds, the result was not significantly different: 18 wins by Pat, 20 ties, and 21 wins by the computer. In a subsequent try, Pat did better. Her best was 25 wins by Pat, 19 ties, and 16 wins by the computer. But she couldn't maintain that—the computer beat her the next time around. 
So there wasn't a significant difference in score when Pat tried to predict what the computer would throw. But Pat says there was a significant difference in her attitude. Throwing the random numbers was boring. On the other hand, trying to predict the computer was far from dull. In fact, it was kind of like doing mental gymnastics. At times, Pat swore she was in the groove—she knew just what that computer thought she was going to do—and she did something else and won. Such a glorious feeling. And then the run would end. 
And when it ended, she would think about pigeons. 
Not just any pigeons. She thought about the pigeons used in psychological experiments by noted psychologist B. F. Skinner. Skinner set an automatic food dispenser to drop food pellets to a group of pigeons. The food dispenser was on a completely random schedule. No one, not even the experimenter, knew when the pigeons would be fed. 
And here's what happened. Whatever a pigeon was doing just before the food arrived became associated with the food. In an effort to entice more food from the dispenser, the bird did more of whatever it was doing when the pellet came bouncing down the chute. A bird that was bobbing its head started bobbing its head even more. A bird that was pecking pecked more. 
Skinner dubbed this "superstitious behavior," a term that should give pause to anyone with a "lucky" shirt or hat. When a run of good throws ended, Pat was aware that she might be acting like a pigeon in a Skinner box. Animals (including people) are so good at finding patterns that sometimes we find patterns that aren't really there.   

AND THE MORAL IS 

In the end, this column has had the desired effect. Pat has stopped playing Rock-Paper-Scissors with the computer, a pastime that could easily have become an obsession. Why so obsessive? Because searching for and finding patterns is great fun. Not only is it a tool for survival, it's a fundamental part of trying to figure out how the world works. 

Seeking and recognizing|up tartificial— patterns is fun, and so is messing with and breaking out of patterns, looking beyond the expected and finding something new. 
To anyone concerned about world domination by our computer overlords, we say, "Just chill." Thanks to the efforts of human researchers in computational linguistics, we anticipate that computers will get better and better at working with unstructured data, with using natural language, with finding and exploiting patterns. But no matter how good they get at spotting patterns, we think that people will always have them beat when it comes to breaking out of patterns and going beyond them. No matter how good Watson gets at coming up with answers, people will still be better at coming up with questions that stretch the boundaries. 
For us meat puppets, the future is in creativity and imagination, in thinking outside the box. Even when computers can think, they can't think out of the box. They are the box.   

__________________________________ 

The Exploratorium is San Francisco's museum of science, art, and human perception—where science and science fiction meet. Paul Doherty works there. Pat Murphy used to work there, but now she works at Klutz ( 
www.klutz.com ), a publisher of how-to books for kids. Pat's latest novel is The Wild Girls ; her latest nonfiction title is The Klutz Guide to the Galaxy, which comes with a sundial and a telescope that you can put together. To learn more about Pat Murphy's writing, visit her website at www.brazenhussies.net/murphy . For more on Paul Doherty's work and his latest adventures, visit www.exo.net/~pauld . 
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   READERS OFTEN COMMENT that they like to read F&SF for the mix of new writers and veterans that we provide. In that regard, our next few issues should be very pleasing. 
In coming issues, we'll have: 
 
	"Aisle 1047" by Jon Armstrong, an edgy look at the future of retail. 
	"The Corpse Painter's Masterpiece," a lyrical and unsettling tale by M. Rickert. 
	Comic madness by Esther Friesner in the form of "Rutger and Baby Do Jutenheim." 

We also have stories in inventory by Karl Bunker, Albert Cowdrey, Chris DeVito, Ron Goulart, Sarah Langan, John G. McDaid, Donald Mead, Michaela Roessner, Alan Ryan, and Tim Sullivan. Subscribe now and you'll get all these stories and lots more. 
CURIOSITIES
 By Paul Di Filippo
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THE ISLAND OF NOT-ME, 

BY EZRA GERSON GOTTHELF (1935) 

  ALTHOUGH this Swiftian novel is cited in various genre checklists, it seems to have gone unread almost since its (presumably unique) publication. The book would probably remain unperused today, were it not for the curious fact that its author was that rarest of beasts, a rabbinical fabulist. While there have been many Jewish fabulists, fantasy-writing rabbis are encountered rather less frequently. 
Small tidbits of information on the Web portray Rabbi Gotthelf as leading an active, unexceptional career—head of the Jewish Community Center of Duchess County; author of Spinoza and the Moreh Nebuchim —save for this one wild foray into satire (on many topics) and some predominant risque japery. 
Our hero, Geoghan Willbe, a young fellow at loose ends, enrolls at the chief religious academy on the titular isle, where a civilization was created ex nihilo by seven founders on a utopian pattern. Geoghan soon learns that "the correlation subsequentbt—ile stared at him between sex and religion is as close on the island... as anywhere else in the world...." He crushes on the school's buxom secretary, Brynhilda, and almost beds his best friend's wife, stopping short only when memories of a previous bout with an STD recur to him. In general, Geoghan is a cross between Candide and Donleavy's Ginger Man. 
His exploits are couched in mannered yet very readable prose (a toilet is "the sanctum of democracy"), owing as much to Cabell and Christopher Morley as to Swift. 
Based on this amusing novel, Rabbi Gotthelf was more Krusty the Clown than Krusty's dad, Rabbi Krustofski. 
      —Paul Di Filippo 
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"I'm a little concerned about your lower GI tract." 


—Arthur Masear 
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—Bill Long 

Cartoon (Masear-2)
 By Arthur Masear
 | 2 words 

—Arthur Masear 
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BOOKS-MAGAZINES 


S-F FANZINES (back to 1930), pulps, books. 96 page Catalog. $5.00. Collections purchased. Robert Madle, 4406 Bestor Dr., Rockville, MD 20853. 

Spiffy, jammy, deluxy, bouncy—subscribe to Lady Churchill's Rosebud Wristlet. $16/4 issues. Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Ave., Northampton, MA 01060. 

The Visitors . $14.95 Check/MO 
OhlmBooks Publications 
Box 125 
Walsenburg, CO 81089 
www.ohlmbooks.com 


The Star Sailors (Gary L. Bennett). Prometheus Award nominee. "Highly recommended"— Library Journal. $15.95 trade ppb. Major bookstores or 1-800-AUTHORS ( www.iuniverse.com ). 

Dancing Tuatara Press supernatural series, hard-to-find titles introduced by John Pelan. www.ramblehouse.com 


Autographed New and Used First Edition Speculative Fiction, Fantasy, Murder/Mystery/Thriller, Action/Adventure, Horror. Plus Audio Books and Ephemera. See my site— www.ABNormalBooks.com or email to info@ABNormalBooks.com or write to PO Box 414, Groton, MA 01450 USA. 

AVRAM DAVIDSON'S GREATEST MASTERPIECE, The Adventures of Dr. Eszterhazy. Owlswick Press, 1990. 1st ed. Fword by Gene Wolfe. Hc in DJ. As-new still in shrinkwrap. $10 + postage. (US $3.00, Can. $11.50, elsewhere $13.50.) Darrell Schweitzer, 6644 Rutland St., Philadelphia PA 19149. 

The People Who Watched Her Pass By by Scott Bradfield: http://www.twodollarradio.com/ 


Welcome to the Greenhouse —sixteen stories about climate change. http://www.or an unusual number of shouldt—ray andbooks.com/our-books/greenhouse/ 

Anthopology 101: Reflections, Inspections and Dissections of SF Anthologies by Bud Webster is now available from Merry Blacksmith Press. $19.95, at http://tinyurl.com/2faa8sr 


Alien Wind from the Stars (Dimitrios Molfetas) First contact novel. "Readers of science fiction, as well as readers who enjoy war stories and engaging fiction, will enjoy this book". —CLARION REVIEWS— Available on Amazon. 

Read and enjoy my online fantasy novel, at http://www.randaldoering.com . 

SLAUGHTERHOUSE 5, CATTLE 0. The first 58 F&SF contests are collected in Oi, Robot, edited by Edward L. Ferman and illustrated with cartoons. $11.95 postpaid from F&SF, PO Box 3447, Hoboken, NJ 07030. 

MISCELLANEOUS 


If stress can change the brain, all experience can change the brain. http://www.undoingstress.com 


Space Studies Masters degree. Accredited University program. Campus and distance classes. For details visit www.space.edu . 

Timeshares! Get your timeshares! Right here, great timeshares! Have we got a timeshare for you! Call me! Bronsky 

Check out the Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley Award for Imaginative Fiction, to be Judged By Kij Johnson. Guidelines are available at www.rsbd.net . Questions? Ask at jrodclark @rsbd.net   
F&SF classifieds work because the cost is low: only $2.00 per word (minimum of 10 words). 10% discount for 6 consecutive insertions, 15% for 12. You'll reach 100,000 high-income, highly educated readers each of whom spends hundreds of dollars a year on books, magazines, games, collectibles, audio and video tapes. Send copy and remittance to: F&SF Market Place, PO Box 3447, Hoboken, NJ 07030. 
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