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BARNACLE BILL THE SPACER
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The way things happen, not the great movements of time but the ordinary things that make us what we
are, the savage accidents of our births, the smple lusts that because of whimsy or achdlengeto one's
pride become transformed into complex tragedies of love, the heartless operations of change, the wild
sweetness of other soulsthat intersect the orbits of our lives, travel dong the same course for awhile,
then angle off into ablivion, leaving no forma shapefor usto consder, no easily comprehengble pattern
from which we may derive enlightenment... | often wonder why it iswhen stories are contrived from such
materias asthese, the storyteler is generdly persuaded to perfume the raw stink of life, to replace
bloody losswith talk of noble sacrifice, to reduce the grievous to the wistfully sad. Most people, |
suppose, want their truth served with aside of sentiment; the perilous uncertainty of the world dismays
them, and they wish to avoid being brought hard againgt it. Y et by this act of avoidance they neglect the
profound sadness that can arise from a contempl ation of the human spirit in extremis and blind
themselves to beauty. That beauty, | mean, which istheiron of our existence. The beauty that enters
through awound, that whispers ablack word in our ears at funerds, aword that causes usto shrug off
our griever’ sweskness and say, No more, never again. The beauty that inspires anger, not regret, and
provokes struggle, not the idle esthetic of abeholder. That, to my mind, lies a the core of the only stories
worth telling. And that is the fundamenta purpose of the storytdler’ sart, to illumine such beauty’s
importance and make it shine forth from the our hopes and the sorry matter of our decline.

This, then, isthe most beautiful story | know.
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It al happened not so dong ago on Solitaire Station, out beyond the orbit of Mars, where the
lightships are assembled and launched, vanishing in thousand-mile-long shatterings, and it happened to a
man by the name of William Stamey, otherwise known as Barnacle Bill.

Wait now, many of you are saying, I’ ve heard that story. It’s been told and retold and told again.
What use could there bein repesting it?

But what have you heard, redlly?

That Bill wasasweet, balmy lad, | would imagine. That he was a carefree sort with a specia golden
spark of the Creator in his breast and the fey ook of the hereafter in hiseye, afriend to al who knew
him. That he was touched not retarded, moonstruck and not sick at heart, ill-fated rather than violated,
tormented, Sinned againgt.

If that’ sthe case, then you would do well to give alisten, for there were both man and boy in Bill,
neither of them in the least carefree, and the things he did and how he did them are ultimately of less
consequence than why he was so moved and how this reflects upon the spiritua paucity and desperation
of our age.

Of dl that, | would suspect, you have heard next to nothing.

Bill wasthirty-two yearsold at the time of my story, a shambling, sour-smelling, unkempt fellow with
areceding hairline and a daft, moony face whose features -- weak-looking blue eyes and Cupid’ s bow
mouth and snub nose -- were much too smal for it, leaving the better part of avast round area
unexploited. His hands were dways dirty, his station jumpsuit mapped with stains, and he wasrarely
without alittle cloth bag in which he carried, among other items, atrove of candy and pornographic VR
crysds. It was histaste for candy and pornography that frequently brought us together -- the woman
withwhom | lived, Arlie Quires, operated the commissary outlet where Bill would go to replenish his
supplies, and on occasion, when my duties with Security Section permitted, | would help Arlie out at the
counter. Whenever Bill camein hewould prefer to have me wait on him; he was, you understand,
intimidated by everyone he encountered, but by pretty women most of al. And Arlie, lithe and brown
and clever of feature, was not only pretty but had a sharp mouth that put him off even more.

Therewas oneinstance in particular that should both serveto illugtrate Bill’ s basic circumstance and
provide abackground for al that later transpired. It happened one day about six months before the
return of thelightship Per severance. The shift had just changed over on the assembly platforms, and the
commissary bar wasfilled with workers. Arlie had run off somewhere, leaving mein charge, and from my
vantage behind the counter, located in an anteroom whose walls were covered by a holographic
photomura of ablue-sky day in the now-defunct Alaskan wilderness, and furnished with metal tables and
chairs, all empty at that juncture, | could see colored lights playing back and forth within the bar, and hear
the insstent rhythms of a pulse group. Bill, aswas his habit, peeked in from the corridor to make sure
none of his enemieswere about, then shuffled on in, glancing left and right, ducking his head, hunching his
shoulders, the very image of aguilty party. He shoved his moneymaker a me, three green telltales
winking on the dim metd cylinder, sgnifying the amount of credit he was releasing to the commissary,
and demanded in that grating, adenoida voice of histhat | give him “new stuff,” meaning by thisnew VR
crydas.

“I've nothing new for you,” | told him.

“A ship camein.” He gave me alook of fierce suspicion. “I saw it. | wasoutside, and | saw it!”
Arlieand | had been quarrdling that morning, a petty difference concerning whoseturn it wasto use
the priority linesto spesk with relativesin London that had subsequently built into amaor battle; | wasin
no mood for this sort of exchange. “Don’t bean ass,” | said. *'Y ou know they won't have unloaded the

cargoyet.”

His suspiciouslook flickered, but did not fade. “They unloaded dready,” he said. “ Seds were going
back and forth.” His eyeswent abit dreamy and his head wobbled, asif he were imagining himsdf back
out on the skin of the station, watching the deds drifting in and out of the cargo bays, but he was, |
redlized, fixed upon a section of the holographic mura in which abrown bear had just ambled out of the
woods and was sniffing about a pile of branches and sapling trunks at the edge of a stream that might



have been a beaver dam. Though he had never seen ared one, the notion of animasfascinated Bill, and
when unable to think of anything salient to say, he would recite facts about giraffes and e ephants,
kangaroos and whales, and beasts even more exotic, al now receded into legend.

“Bloody hdl!” | said. “Evenif they’ ve unloaded, with processing and inventory, it'll be aweek or
more before we see anything fromit. If you want something, give me aspecific order. Don't just gtroll in
hereand say” -- | tried to imitate his ddivery -- “* Gimme some new stuff.’”

Two men and awoman stepped in from the corridor as | was speaking; they fell into line, keeping a
good distance between themsalves and Bill, and on hearing me berating him, they established eye contact
with me, letting me know by their complicitors grinsthat they supported my harsh response. That made
me ashamed of having yelled & him.

“Look here,” | said, knowing that he would never be able to manage the specific. “ Shdl | pick you
out something? | can probably find one or two you haven't done.”

He hung his great head and nodded, bulled into submissiveness. | could tell by his body language that
he wanted to turn and see whether the people behind him had witnessed his humiliation, but he could not
bring himsdlf to do s0. He twitched and quivered asif their stares were pricking him, and his hands
gripped the edge of the counter, fingers kneading the dick surface.

By thetime | returned from the stockroom severa more people had filtered in from the corridor, and
half adozen men and women were lounging about the entrance to the bar, laughing and talking, among
them Braulio Menzies, perhaps the most dedicated of Bill’ stormentors, abig, balding, sallow man with
deek black hair and thick shoulders and immense forearms and a M ephistophel ean salt-and-pepper
goatee that lent his generous features athoroughly menacing aspect. He had |eft seven children, awife,
and amother behind in S&o Paolo to take a position as foreman in charge of ametalworkers' unit, and
the better part of hiswages were sent directly to hisfamily, leaving him little to spend on entertainment; if
he was drinking, and it was gpparent he had been, | could think of nothing that would have moved him to
this end other than news from home. As he did not look to be in a cheerful mood, chances were the news
had not been good.

Hodtility wasthick as cheap perfumein the room. Bill was still standing with his head hung down,
hands gripping the counter, but he was no longer passively maintaining that attitude -- he had gonerigid,
his neck was corded, hisfingers squeezed the plastic, recognizing himself to be the target of every
disparaging whisper and snide laugh. He seemed about to explode, he was so tightly held. Braulio stared
at him with undisguised loathing, and as | set Bill’ s goods down on the counter, the skinny blond girl who
was clinging to Braulio'sarm sang, “He can’'t get no woman, least not one that’ s human, he'sBarnacle
Bill the Spacer.”

Therewasagenera outburst of laughter, and Bill’ sface grew flushed; an ugly, broken noiseissued
from histhroat. The girl, her smallish breasts half-spilling out from a skimpy dress of bright blue plastic,
began to sng more of her crud song.

“Oh, that’ sbrilliant, that i9)” | said. “ The creative mind never ceasesto amaze!” But my sarcasm had
no effect upon her.

| pushed three VR crystals and a double handful of hard candy, Bill’ sfavorite, acrossto him. “There
you are,” | said, doing my best to speak in akindly tone, yet at the same time hoping to convey the
urgency of the Stuation. “Don’t be hanging about, now.”

He gave agtart. Hiseydidsfluttered open, and helifted his gaze to meet mine. Anger crept into his
expression, hardening the smpleterrain of hisface. He needed anger, | suppose, to maintain some
fleeting sense of dignity, to hide from the terror growing insgde him, and there was no one ese whom he
dared confront.

“No!” hesaid, swatting at the candy, scattering much of it on to the floor. “Y ou cheated! | want
morel”

“Gon’ mek you a pathway, boog man!” said agangly black man, leaning in over Bill’ s shoulder. “ Den
you best travel!” Others echoed him, and one gave Bill apush toward the corridor.

Bill’s eyeswere locked on mine. “Y ou cheated me, you give me some more! Y ou owe me more!”



“Right!” | said, my temper fraying. “I’m athoroughly dishonest human being. | liveto swindlegitslike
yourself.” | added afew pieces of candy to his pile and made to shoo him away. Braulio came forward,
swaying, hiseyesnonetoo clear.

“Let the son’ beetch stay, man,” he said, his voice burred with rage. “1 wan’ talk to heem.”

| came out from behind the counter and took a stand between Braulio and Bill. My actions were not
dueto any affection for Bill -- though | did not wish himill, neither did | wish himwell; | suppose|
perceived him asless a person than an unwholesome problem. In part, | was till motivated by the
residue of anger from my argument with Arlie, and of course it was my duty as an officer in the Security
Section to maintain order. But | think the actual reason | cameto his defense wasthat | was bored. We
were all of us bored on Solitaire. Bored and bad-tempered and despairing, afflicted with the sort of
feverish maaise that springs from asense of futility.

“That'sit,” | said wearily to Braulio. “ That’senough from al of you. Bugger off.”

“l don’'t wan' hort you, John,” said Braulio, weaving a bit as he tried to focus on me. “Joos you step
adde”

A couple of his coworkers came to stand beside him. Jammerswith silver nubs protruding from their
crewcut scalps, thetips of receiversthat channeled radio waves, solar energy, any type of signd, into
their various brain centers, producing a euphoric kinesthesia | had a philosophica bias against jamming,
no doubt partialy the result of some vestigid Chrigtian reflex. The sight of them refined my annoyance.

“Y ou poor sods are tuned to adark channdl,” | said. “No saved by the bell. Not today. No happy
endings”

The jammers smiled at one another. God only knows what insane jangle was responsible for their
sense of well-being. | smiled, too. Then | kicked the nearer onein the head, aiming at but missing his
slver stub; | did for hisfriend with asmartly delivered backfist. They lay motionless, their smilestill in
place. Perhaps, | thought, the jamming had turned the besting into a stroll through the park. Braulio faded
astep and adopted a defensive posture. The onlookers edged away. The throb of music from the bar
seemed to be giving areadout of the tension in the room.

There remained aneed in mefor violent release, but | was not eager to mix it with Braulio; even
drunk, he would be formidable, and in any case, no matter how compelling my urgeto do injury, | was
required by duty to make ashow of restraint.

“Violence” | said, affecting acomical lower-class accent, hoping to defuse the situation. “ The wine of
the fucking underclass. It’ slike me father used to say, Son, '€ d say, when you' re bereft of reason and
thewife' s sucked up al the cooking sherry, just amble on down to the pub and have apissin
somebody’ sface. There' s nothing so swestly logical as an elbow to the throat, no argument so poignant
asthat made by grinding somebody’ steeth beneath your hedl. The very cracking of bonesisinitsdf a
philosophical language. And when you' ve captioned someone’ s beezer with anice scar, it providesthem
apleasant ’omily to read each time they look inthe mirror. Aristotle, Plato, Eingtein. All the great minds
got their start brawling in the pubs. Groin punches. Elbowsto the throat. These are often afirst step
toward the expression of the most subtle mathematical concepts. It'safantastic intellectua experience
we re embarking upon’ ere, and | for one, ladies and gents, am exhilarated by the chalenge.”

Among the onlookers there was a generd dackening of expresson and afew titters. Braulio,
however, remained focused, his eyes pinned on Bill.

“Thisisridiculous,” | said to him. “Come on, friend. Do me the favor and shut it down.”

He shook his head, dowly, awkwardly, like a bear bothered by abee.

“What' sthe point of it all, man?’ | nodded at Bill. “He only wantsto vanish. Why don’t you let him?’

Theblond girl shrilled, “Way you huffin’ this bombo’ s shit, you two gotta be flatbackin’, man!”

“I didn’t catch your name, darling,” | said. “ Tarantula, wasit?'Y ou' d do well to feed her more often,
Braulio. Couple of extrafliesaday ought to make her more docile.”

| ignored her curses, watching Braulio's shoulders; when the right one dropped afraction, | tried a
round kick; but he ducked under it and rolled away, coming up into the fluid, swaying stance of a
capoeirista. We circled one another, looking for an opening. The crowd cleared a space around us.



Then someone -- Bill, | think -- brushed against me. Braulio started what appeared to be a cartwhed,
but as he braced on one hand at the midpoint of the move, hislong left leg whipped out and caught mea
glancing blow on the temple. Dazed, | redled backward, took a harder blow on the side of my neck and
dammed into the counter. If he had been sober, that would have done for me; but he was dow to follow,
and ashemoved in, | kicked himin theliver. He doubled over, and | drove akneeinto hisface, then
swept hislegsfrom under him. Hefel heavily, and | was on him, no longer using my techniques, but
punching in afrenzy like astreetfighter, venting al my ulcerated emotions. Somebody was clawing a my
neck, my face. The blond girl. She was screaming, sobbing, saying, “No, no, stop it, you'rekillin” him.”
Then somebody e se grabbed me from behind, pinned my arms, and | saw what | had wrought. Braulio’'s
cheekbone was crushed, one eye was swollen shut, his upper lip had been smashed into a pulp.

“He sgrievin’, man!” The blond girl dropped to her kneesbeside him. “That’sdl he bedoin’!
Grievin' hislittle ones!” Her hands fluttered about hisface. Most of the others stood expressionless,
mute, asif the dght of violence had moallified their resentments.

| wrenched free of the man holding me.

“Fuckin’ Security bitch!” said the blond. “All he' sdoin’sgrievin'.”

“1 don't give afat damn what he was doing. There sno law says’ -- | labored for breath -- “says he
can exorciseit thisway. Isthere now?’

Thislast | addressed to those who had been watching, and though some refused to meet my eyes,
from many | recelved nods and a grumbling assent. They cared nothing about my fate or Braulio's; they
had been willing to witness whatever end we might have reached. But now | understood that something
had happened to Braulio’s children, and | understood too why he had chosen Bill to stand in for those
who weretruly culpable, and | felt sorein my heart for what | had done.

“Takehimto theinfirmary,” | said, and then gestured at the jammers, who were still down, eyes
closed, their smilesin place. “Them, too.” | put ahand to my neck; alump had materialized undernesth
my right ear and was throbbing away nicely.

Bill moved up beside me, clutching hislittle cloth sack. His smdl and his softness and hiswitling ways,
every facet of hisbeing annoyed me. | think he was about to say something, but | had no wish to heer it; |
saw in him then what Braulio must have seen: apudgy monstrosity, a uselessness with two legs.

“Get out of herel” | said, disgusted with mysdlf for having interceded on his behalf. “ Go back to your
goddamn crawl and stay there.”

His shoulders hitched asif he were expecting a blow, and he started pushing hisway through the
press at the door. Just before he went off dong the corridor, he turned back. | believe he may have il
wanted to say something, perhapsto offer thanks or -- just aslikely -- to drive home the point that he
was dissatisfied with the quantity of hisgoods. In hisface was amixture of petulant defiance and fear, but
that gave me no clueto hisintent. It was hisusua expression, one that had been thirty-two yearsin the
making, for dueto his peculiar history, he had every cause to be defiant and afraid.

Bill’s mother had been amedical technician assigned to the station by the Seguin Corporation, which
owned the development contract for the lightship program, and so, when his prenatal scan displayed
evidence of severe retardation, she was able to use her position to ater computer recordsin order to
disguise his condition; otherwise, by station law -- in effect, the law of the corporation -- the fetus would
have been aborted. Why she did this, and why she then committed suicide seventeen months after Bill’s
birth, remainsamysery, though it is assumed that her irrationa actions revolved around the probability
that Bill’ sfather, a colonist aboard the lightship Per severance, would never more be returning.

The discovery that Bill was retarded incited afierce controversy. A considerable plurdity of the



gtation’ sworkforce ingsted that the infant be executed, claiming that since living space was at apremium,
to dlow this worthless creature to survive would be an affront to al those who had made great personal
sacrificesin order to cometo Solitaire. This group consisted in the main of those whose lives had been
shaped by or whose duty it was to uphold the quota system: childless women and administrators and --
thelargest dement of the plurdity and of the population in genera -- people who, like Braulio, had won a
job aboard the station and thus succeeded in escaping the crushing poverty and pollution of Earth, but
who had not been sufficiently important to have their families sent dong, and so had been forced to
abandon them. In opposition stood avocal minority comprised of those whose religious or philosophical
biaswould not permit such acallous act of violence; but thiswas, | believe, astance founded almost
entirely on principle, and | doubt that many of those involved were enthusiagtic about Bill in the specific.
Standing apart from the fray was a Sizeable group who, for various socid and political reasons,
maintained neutrality; yet | imaginethat at least half of them would, if asked, have expressed their distaste
for the prospect of Bill’ s continued existence. Fistfights and shouting matches soon became the order of
the day. Meetings were held; demands made; ultimatums presented. Finaly, though, it was not politics or
threats of force or callsto reason that settled the issue, but rather a corporate decision.

Among Seguin’s enormous holdings was a company that supplied evolved animasto various
industries and government agencies, where they were utilized in environments that had been deemed too
sressful or physicadly chalenging for human workers. The difficulty with such animaslay in maintaining
control over them -- the new nanotechnol ogies were considered untrustworthy and too expensive, and
computer implants, though serviceable, inevitably failed. There were anumber of ongoing research
programswhose am it was to perfect the implants, and thus Seguin, seeing an opportunity for arigorous
test, not to mention aminor public-relations coup that would speak to the deeply humane concerns of the
corporation, decided -- in areversd of traditiona scientific methodology -- to test on Bill anew implant
that would eventually be used to govern the behavior of chimpanzees and dogs and the like.

Theimplant, adisc of black aloy about the size of a soy wafer, contained a persondity designed to
entertain and jolly and converse with its hogt; it was embedded just benegth the skin behind the ear, and
it monitored emotiona levels, stimulating gppropriate activity by means of dectrical charges capable of
bestowing both pleasure and pain. According to Bill, hisimplant was named Migter C, and it was -- d'so
according to Bill -- hisbest friend, this despite the fact that it would hurt him whenever he was dow to
obey itscommands. | could always tell when Mister C wastalking to him. Hisface would empty, and his
eyes dart about asif trying to see the person who was speaking, and his hands would clench and
unclench. Not apleasant thing to watch. Still | suppose that Mister C was, indeed, the closest thing Bill
hed to afriend. Certainly it was attentive to him and was never too busy to hold a conversation; more
importantly, it enabled him to perform the menia choresthat had been set him: janitorid duties, fetch and
carry, and, once he had reached the age of fifteen, the job that eventualy earned him the name Barnacle
Bill. But none of this assuaged theill feding toward him that prevailed throughout the station, a sentiment
that grew more pronounced following the incident with Braulio. Two of Braulio’ s sons had been killed by
adesth squad who had mistaken them for members of agang, and thistragedy caused people to begin
talking about what an injudticeit was that Bill should have so privileged an existence while others more
worthy should be condemned to hell on Earth. Before long, the question of Bill’ s status was raised once
again, and the issue was seized upon by Menckyn Samuelson, one of Solitaire' sleading lightsand -- to
my shame, because he was such agerm -- afellow Londoner. Samuel son had emigrated to the Sation as
alow-temperature physicist and since had insinuated himself into a position of importancein the
adminigtration. | did not understand what he stood to gain from hounding Bill -- he had, | assumed, some
hidden politica agenda-- but he flogged the matter at every opportunity to whomever would listen and
succeeded in irring up afiercely negative reaction toward Bill. Opinion cameto be dmost equaly
divided between the options of executing him, officidly or otherwise, and shipping him back to an asylum
on Earth, which -- as everyone knew -- was only adower and more expensive form of the first option.

There was a second development resulting from my fight with Braulio, one that had a poignant effect
on my persond life, thisbeing that Bill and | began spending agood ded of time together.



It seemed the old Chinese proverb had come into play, the one that statesif you save somebody’ slife
you become responsible for them. | had not saved hislife, perhaps, but | had certainly spared him
grievousinjury; thus he came to view me as his protector, and I... well, initially | had no desireto be
either his protector or his gpologist, but | was forced to adopt both these roles. Bill was terrified.
Everywhere he went he was cursed or cuffed or ill-treated in some fashion, adrastic escaation of the
abuse he had aways suffered. And then there was the blond girl’ s song: “ Barnacle Bill the Spacer.”
Scarcely aday passed when | did not hear anew verse or two. Everyone was writing them. Whenever
Bill passed in acorridor or entered aroom people would start to sing. It harrowed him from place to
place, that song. Hewoketo it and fell adeep to it, and whatever self-esteem he had possessed was
soon reduced to ashes.

When he first began hanging about me, dogging me on my rounds, | tried to put him off, but | could
not manageit. | held myself partly to blame for the escaation of feding againgt him; if | had not been so
viciousin my handling of Braulio, | thought, Bill might not have cometo this pass. But there was another,
more significant reason behind my tolerance. | had, it appeared, developed aconscience. Or at least O |
choseto interpret my growing concern for him. | have had cause to wonder if those protective fedings
that emerged from some corner of my spirit were not merely aform of perversty, if | wereusing my
relationship with Bill to demongtrate to the rest of the station that | had more power than mogt, that |
could walk acontrary path without fear of retribution; but | remain convinced that the compassion | came
to fed toward him was the product of arenewal of theideals| had learned in the safe harbor of my
family’ s home back in Chelsea, conceptions of persona honor and trust and responsbility that | had long
believed to be as extinct asthe tiger and the dove. It may be there was a premonitory force at work in
me, for it occursto me now that the rebirth of my persona hopes was the harbinger of amore generd
rebirth; and yet because of al that has happened, because of how my hopes were served, | have dso
had reason to doubt the validity of every hope, every renewa, and to consider whether the rebirth of
hopeistruly possible for such diffuse, heartless, and unruly creatures as ourselves.

One day, returning from my rounds with Bill shuffling along at my shoulder, | found ablack crescent
moon with ared star tipping itslower horn painted on the door of Bill’ s quarters: the symbol used by the
Strange Magnificence, the most prominent of the gang religions flourishing back on Earth, to mark their
intended victims. | doubt that Bill was aware of itssgnificance. Y et he seemed to know ingtinctively the
symbol was athreat, and no ordinary one at that. He clung to my arm, begging me to stay with him, and
when | told him | had to leave, he threw atantrum, rolling about on the floor, whimpering, lesking tears,
walling that bad things were going to happen. | assured him that | would have no trouble in determining
who had painted the symbol; | could not believe that there were more than ahandful of people on
Solitaire with ties to the Magnificence. But this did nothing to soothe him. Findly, though | redlized it
might be amistake, | told him he could spend the night in my quarters.

“Just thisonce,” | said. “ And you' d better keep damn quiet, or you' |l be out on your bum.”

He nodded, beaming a me, shifting hisfeet, atremble with eagerness. Had he atail he would have
wagged it. But by the time we reached my quarters, his mood had been disrupted by the dozens of stares
and curses directed hisway. He sat on acushion, rocking back and forth, making akeening noise,
completely unmindful of the decor, which had knocked me back a pace on opening the door. Arliewas
gpparently in alessthan sunny mood herself, for she had dotted in aholographic interior of dark greens
and browns, with heavy chairs and a sofa and tables whose wood had been worked into dragons heads
and clawed feet and such; the walls were adorned with brass light fixtures shaped like bestial masks with
glowing eyes, and the rear of the room had been tranformed into areceding perspective of sequentialy
smdler, square segments of black ddlineated by white lines, like ageometric tunnd into nowhere, il
leading, | trusted, to something resembling a bedroom. The overall atmosphere was one of derangement,
of acramped magica lair through whose rear wall a hole had been punched into some negative
dimenson. Given this, | doubted that she would look kindly upon Bill’ s presence, but when she appeared
inthe far reaches of the tunnd -- her chestnut hair done up, wearing awhite Grecian-style robe, waking
through an infinite black depth, looking minute &t first, then growing larger by half with each successive



segment she entered -- she favored him with a cursory nod and turned her attention to me.

“’ Ave you eaten?’ she asked, and before | could answer she told me she wasn't hungry, there were
some sandwiches, or | could do for mysalf, whatever | wanted, dl in the most dispirited of tones. She
was, as| have said, a pretty woman, with afdine cast of feature and deek, muscular limbs; having too
many interesting linesin her face, perhaps, to suit the prevailing sandards of beauty, but sensua to afault.
Ordinarily, sexua potential surrounded her like an aura. That day, however, her face had settled into a
dolorous mask, her shoulders had dumped and she seemed altogether drab.

“What' sthe matter?’ | asked.

She shook her head. “ Nuffin'.”

“Nothing?’ | said. “Right! Y ou look like the Queen just died, and the placeis fixed up like the death
of philosophy. But everything' sjust bloody marvelous, right?’

“Do you mind?’" she snapped. “It’ s personal!”

“Persondl, isit? Wdl, excuse me. | certainly wouldn’'t want to be getting personal with you. What the
hell’ sthe matter? Y ou been struck by the monthlies?’

She pinned me with avenomous stare. “God, you' re disgustin’! What isit? Y ou ' aven't broken any
'eads today, so you’ ve decided to bash me around a bit?’

“All right, dl right,” 1 said. “I'm sorry.”

“Nao,” shesaid. “G'wanwithit. Oi fuckin' love it when you' re masterful. Redlly, Oi do!” Sheturned
and started back dong the tunnd. “Oi’ll just await your pleasure, shdl Oi?” she caled over her shoulder.
“Oi mean, you will let me know what more Oi can do to serve?’

“Chrigt!” | said, watching her ass twitching beneath the white cloth, thinking that | would have to make
aheartfdt act of contrition before| laid handson it again. | knew, of course, why | had baited her. It was
for the same reason that had brought on her depression, that provoked the vast mgjority of our aberrant
behaviors. Frustration, anger, despair, al fedlingsthat -- no matter their immediate causes -- in some way
arose from the fact that Solitaire had proved to be an abject failure. Of the twenty-seven ships assembled
and launched, three had thus far returned. Two of the ships had reported no hospitable environments
found. The crew of the third ship had been unable to report anything, being every one of them dead,
apparently by each other’ shands.

We had gotten alate start on the colonization of space, far too late to save the home planet, and it
was unclear whether the piddling colonies on Mars and Europaand in the asteroidswould alow usto
survive. Perhapsit should have been clear, perhaps we should have realized that despite the horror and
chaos of Earth, the brush wars, the dmost weekly collgpse of governments, our flimsy grasp of the new
technologies, despite thefalure of Solitaire and everything ese... perhapsit should have been more than
clear that our species possessed aroot stubbornness capable of withstanding al but the most dire of
cataclysms, and that eventually our colonies would thrive. But they would never be ableto absorb the
desperate population of Earth, and the knowledge that our brothers and sisters and parents were
doomed to alife of diminishing expectations, to famines and wars and accidents of industry that would
ultimately kill off millions, it caused those of us fortunate enough to have escaped to become dazed and
badly weighted in our heads, too heavy with a sense of respongbility to comprehend the true moral
requisites of our good fortune. Even if successful the lightship program would only bleed off atiny
percentage of Earth’s population, and most, | assumed, would be personne attached to the Seguin
Corporation and those whom the corporation or €lse some corrupt government agency deemed worthy;
yet we came to perceive ourselves as the common peopl€e slast, best hope, and each successive falure
struck a our hearts and | eft us so crucialy dismayed, we devel oped astonishing talents for
self-destruction. Like neurotic Prometheans, we gnawed at our own livers and sought to despoil every
happy thing that fell to us. And when we grew too enervated to practice active self-destruction, we sank
into clinical depression, as Arlie was doing now.

| sat thinking of these things for along while, watching Bill rock back and forth, now and then popping
apiece of hard candy into his mouth, muttering, and | reached no new conclusions, unless an evolution of
distaste for the corporation and the world and the universe could be considered new and conclusive. At



length, weary of the repetitive circuit of my thoughts, | decided it wastime | tried to make my peace with
Arlie. | doubted | had the energy for prolonged apology, but | hoped that intensity would do the trick.

“Y ou can deep on the couch,” | said to Bill, getting to my feet. “ The bathroom” -- | pointed off ong
the corridor -- “is down there somewhere.”

He bobbed his head, but as he kept his eyes on thefloor, | could not tell if it had been aresponse or
smply arandom movement.

“Did you hear me?’ | asked.

“| gottado somethin’,” he said.

“Down there.” | pointed again. “The bathroom.”

“They gonnakill me’less| do somethin’.”

Hewasnat, | redlized, referring to hisbodily functions.

“What do you mean?’

Hiseyesflicked up to me, then away. “’ Less| do somethin’ good, really good, they gonnakill me.”

“Who'sgoing to kill you?’

“Themen,” hesaid.

The men, | thought, sweet Jesud! | felt unutterably sad for him.

“I gottafind somethin’,” he said with increased emphasis. “ Somethin’ good, somethin' makes’ em like
me”

| had it now -- he had seized on the notion that by some good deed or valuable service he could
change peopl€ sopinion of him.

“You can’'t do anything, Bill. You just have to keep doing your job, and thiswill al wash away, |
promiseyou.”

“Mmn-mn.” He shook his head vehemently like achild in denid. “I gottafind somethin’ good to do.”

“Look,” | said. “Anything you try isvery likely to backfire. Do you understand me? If you do
something and you bugger it, people are going to be more angry at you than ever.”

He tucked hislower lip beneath the upper and narrowed his eyes and maintained a stubborn silence.

“What does Mister C say about this?’ | asked.

That was, apparently, anew thought. He blinked; the tightness | eft hisface. “I don’t know.”

“Wel, ask him. That’'swhat he stherefor... to help you with your problems.”

“He doesn't dways help. Sometimes he doesn’t know stuff.”

“Try, will you? Just giveit atry.”

He did not seem sure of thistactic, but after amoment he pawed at his head, running his palm along
the crewcut stubble, then squeezed his eyes shut and began to mumble, long, pattering phrases
interrupted by pausesfor breath, like achild saying his prayers asfast ashe can. | guessed that he was
outlining the entire Stuation for Mister C. After aminute hisface went blank, thetip of histongue pushed
out between hislips, and | imagined the cartoonish voice -- thus | had been told theimplant’ svoice
would manifest -- gpeaking to him in rhymes, in slly patter. Then, after another few seconds, hiseyes
snapped open and he beamed at me.

“Migter C says good deeds are aways good,” he announced proudly, obvioudy satisfied that he had
been proven right, and popped another piece of candy into his mouth.

| cursed the amplicity of the implant’ s programming, sat back down, and for the next haf-hour or so |
attempted to persuade Bill that his best course lay in doing absolutely nothing, in keeping alow profile. If
hedid, I told him, eventuadly the dust would settle and things would return to norma. He nodded and
said, Yes, yes, uh-huh, yet | could not be certain that my words were having an effect. | knew how
resstant he could beto logic, and it was quite possible that he was only humoring me. But as| stood to
take my leave of him, he did something that went some way toward convincing methat | had made an
impression: He reached out and caught my hand, held it for a second, only a second, but one during
which | thought | felt the sorry hits of hislife, the dim vibrations of al those sour, loveless nights and
londly gaculations. When he released my hand he turned away, appearing to be embarrassed. | was
embarrassed mysdlf. Embarrassed and, | must admit, abit repelled at having thisungainly lump display



affection toward me. Y et | was aso moved, and trapped between those two poles of fegling, | hovered
above him, not sure what to do or say. There was, however, no need for me to deliberate the matter.
Before | could summon speech he began mumbling once again, lost in achat with Mister C.

“Good night, Bill,” | said.

He gave no response, as still as aBuddhaon his cushion.

| sood beside him for awhile, less observing him than cataloging my emations, then, puzzling more
than alittle over their complexity, | left him to his candy and histerror and hisinner voices.

Apology was not so prickly achoreas| had feared. Arlie knew aswell as| the demons that
possessed us, and once | had submitted to atoken humiliation, she relented and we made love. Shewas
demanding in the act, wild and noisy, her teeth marked my shoulder, my neck; but aswe lay together
afterward in the dark, sometrivid, gentle music trickling in from the speakers above us, she was tender
and calm and seemed genuindly interested in the concerns of my day.

“God’epud” shesad. “You don't actudly fink the Magnificenceis at work ’ere, do you?’

“Chrigt, no!” | said. “ Some miserable dwight’sactin’ on mad impulse, that’ sal. Probably doneit
' cause his nanny wiped his bum too hard when he' sa babe.”

“Oi "openot,” shesaid. “Oi’ ve seen their work back ' ome too many toimesto ever want to seeit
agan.”

“Y ou never told me you’ d had dedings with the Magnificence.”

“Oi never’ad what you'd call dedlin’swith 'em, but they was al over our piece of *eaven, they were.
' Alf the bloody houses sported some kind of daft mark. It wasableedin’ fertilefield for ’em, with
nobody "avin’ ajob and theladsjust *angin’ about on the corners and smokin’ gannie. ' Twas arare day
the Billsdidn’t come’round to scrape up some yobbo wearing his guts for a necktie and the mark of his
crime carved into hisfore ead. Nightsyou'd hear 'em chantin’ down by the stadium. * Orrid stuff they
wassngin'. Wearin' that chegp black satin gear and those awrful masks. But it ’ ad its gppedl. All the
senileold’ ooliganswere diggin’ out their jackboots and razors, and wantin’ to go marchin” again. Andin
the pubs the soaks would be sayin’, Y es, they do the odd bad thing, the Magnificence, but they’ ve got
the public good to ’ eart. The odd bad thing! Jesus! Oi’ ve seen messages written on the pavement in
"uman bones. Colored girlswith their *ips broken and their legs lashed back behind their necks. Still
breathin’ and starin’ at you with them ' ollow eyes, loike they were mad to die. Y ou were lucky, John, to
beliving upin Chelsea”

“Lucky enough, | suppose,” | said dtiffly, leery of drawing such distinctions; the old British classwars,
though somewhat muted on Solitaire, were far from dormant, and even between lovers, class could be a
dicey subject. “Chelsea snot exactly the Elysan Fields.”

“Oi don't mean nuffin’ by it, luv. Y ou don’'t haveto tell methe’ ole damn world' s gone rotten long
ago. Oi remember how just ablack scrap of alifelooked loike a brilliant career when Oi waslivin' there.
Now Oi don’t know how Oi stood it.”

| pulled her close against me and we lay without speaking for along while. Findly Arliesaid, “You
know, it's’df nice’avin' 'im’ere.”

“Bill, you mean?’

“Yeah, Bill.”

“I hopeyou'll ill fed that way if hecan't find theloo,” | said.

Arliegiggled. “Nao, I'm serious. It' sloike’avin’ family again. Thefed of somebody snorin” away in
the next room. That' sthe thing wemiss’ avin’ here. We're all so bloody isolated. Two'sacrowd and all
that. We'remissn' thewarmth.”



“| suppose you'reright.”
| touched her breasts, smoothed my hand along the swell of her hip, and soon we were involved

again, more gently than before, more giving to the other, asif what Arlie had said about family had
created aresonance in our bodies. Afterward | was so fatigued, the darkness seemed to be dowly
circulating around us, pricked by tiny bursts of actinic light, the way adjinn must circulate within its prison
bottle, amurky cloud of genius and magic. | was a peace lying there, yet | felt strangely excited to be so
peaceful and my thoughts, too, were strange, soft, dmost formless, the kind of thoughts | recalled having
had as a child when it had not yet dawned on methat al my dreamswould eventualy be hammered flat
and cut into steely dies so they could withstand the dreadful pressures of adreamlessworld.

Arlie snuggled closer to me, her hand sought mine, clasped it tightly. “Ah, Johnny,” she said. “Toimes
loikethis, Oi fink Oi wasbornto forgetit al.”

The next day | was ableto track down the villain who had painted the menacing symbol on Bill’s
door. The camerasin the corridor outside his door had malfunctioned, permitting the act of vanddism to
go unobserved; but thiswas hardly surprising -- the damned things were dwaysfailing, and should they
not fail on their own, it was no grest feat to knock them out by using an eectromagnet. Lacking avideo
record, | focused my attention on the personnel files. Only nine people on Solitaire proved to have had
even minimd tieswith the Strange Magnificence; by process of dimination | was able to reduce the
number of possible culpritsto three. Thefirst of them | interviewed, Roger Thirwell, apae, rabbity
polymath in his mid-twentieswho had emigrated from Manchester just the year before, admitted his guilt
before | had scarcely begun hisinterrogation.

“I wasonly tryin’ to do thewise and righteous,” he said, squaring his shoulders and puffing out his
mesger chest. “ Samuelson’ sheen tdllin’ uswe shouldn't Sit back and alow thingsto just happen. We
should let our voices be heard. Solitaire’ s our home. We should be the ones who decide how it’srun.”

“And S0, naturdly,” 1 said, “when it cametimeto let your mgjestic voice resound, the most compelling
topic you could find upon which to make a statement was the fate of ahalfwit.”

“It’ snot that smple and you know it. His case speaksto alarger issue. Samuelson says...”

“Fuck you,” | said. “And fuck Samuelson.” | was sick of him, sick of his Midlands accent, sick
especidly of hisreferencesto Samuelson. What possible service, | wondered, could adwight such ashe
have provided for the Magnificence? Something to do with logistics, probably. Anticipating police
Srategies or solving computer defenses. Y et from what | knew of the Magnificence, it was hard to
imagine them putting up with thisnit for very long. They would find ahard usefor him and then let him fall
off the edge of the world.

“Why in hel’sname did you paint that thing on hisdoor?’ | asked. “And don't tell me Samuelson
ordered youtodoit.”

Thelight of hope cameinto hisface, and | would have sworn he was about to creste some fantasy
concerning Samuel son and himself in order to shift the guilt to broader shoulders. But al he said was, “|
wanted to scare him.”

“Y ou could have achieved that with abloody stick figure,” | said.

“Y eah, but no one else would have understood it. Samuel son says we ought to try to influence as
many people as possible whenever we state our cause, no matter how limited our aims. That way we
enlig othersin our diaog.”

| was gtarting to have some idea of what Samuel son’ s agendamight be, but | did not believe Thirwell
could further enlighten me on the subject. “ All you' ve succeeded indoing,” | told him, “isto frighten other
people. Or isit your opinion that there are those here who would wel come a chapter of the



Magnificence?’

He ducked his eyes and made no reply.

“If you' re homesick for them, | can easily arrange for you to take atrip back to Manchester,” | said.

Thislicited from Thirwell ababble of pleasand promises. | saw that | would get no more out of him,
and | cautioned him that if he were ever to trouble Bill again | would not hesitate to make good on my
threat. | then sent him on hisway and headed off to pay acal on Menckyn Samuel son.

Samuelson’ s apartment, like those belonging to most corporate regals, was Situated in alarge module
adjoining the even larger module that housed the station’ s propulsion controls, and was furnished with
antiques and pictures that would have fetched a dear price back on Earth, but here were absolutely
priceless, less evidence of wedth than emblems of faith... the faith we were dl taught to embrace, that
one day lifewould be as once it had been, avistaof endless potential and possibility. The problem with
Samueson’ s digs, however, wasthat his taste was abysmally bad: He had assembled amotley collection
of items, Guilford chests and blond Finnish chairs, a Jefferson corner cabinet and fresform video
sculptures, Victorian sideboard and fiberoptic chandelier, that atogether created the impression one had
stumbled into a pawn shop catering to millionaires. It may be that my amusement at this gppaling display
showed in my face, for though he presented a smile and an outstretched hand, | sensed a certain stiffness
in hismanner. Neverthelessthe palitician in him brought him through that awkward moment. Soon hewas
nattering away, pouring me aglass of whiskey, ushering meto an easy chair, plopping himsdf downinto
another, giving out with an expansive Sgh, and saying, “I’ m so awfully glad you' ve come, John. I" ve been
meaning to have you in for acup of reminiscence, you know. Two old Londoners like ourselves, we can
probably find afew choice topicsto bang around.”

Helifted his chin, beaming blandly, eyes hdf-lidded, asif expecting something pleasant to be dashed
into hisface. It was such athespian pose, such a clichéd take on upper-class manners, so redolent of
someonetrying to put on airs, | had to restrain alaugh. Everything about him struck me as being just the
dightest bit off. He was alean, middle-aged man, dressed in aloose cotton shirt and moleskin trousers,
aert in manner, dmost handsome, but the nose was atad sharp, the eyes set afraction too close
together, the cheekbones not sufficiently prominent, the chin atouch insubstantial, too much forehead and
not enough hair. He had the essentia features of good breeding, yet none of the charming detall, like the
runt of apedigree litter.

“Yes” | sad, “wemust do that sometime. However, today |’ ve come on station business.”

“1 see” Heleaned back, crossed hislegs, cradled hiswhiskey in hislap. “ Then p'rhaps after we' ve
concluded your business, ther€ Il betimefor achat, en?’

“Perhaps.” | had aswalow of whiskey, savored the smoky flavor. “1I’d like to talk with you about
William Stamey.”

“Ah, yes. Old Barnacle Bill.” Samuelson’ s brow was creased by asingle furrow, the sort of linea
cartoonist would useto indicate agently rolling sea. “A bothersome matter.”

“It might be congderably less bothersomeif you left it done.”

Not acrack in the veneer. He smiled, shook hishead. “1 should dearly loveto, old fellow. But I'm
afraid you' ve rather ashort-sighted view of the Situation. The question we must settle is not the question
of Bill per se, but of genera policy. We must develop clear guide...”

“Comeon! Giveitup!” | said. “I’m not one of your damned pint-and-kidney-pies boys who get dl
narky and start to drool at the thought of their rights being abused. Their rights! Jesus Christ! The poor
scuts have been buggered more times than a Sydney whore, and they till think it feelsgood. You
wouldn’t waste asecond on thisif it were merely aquestion of policy. | want to know what you' re redly



after.”

“Ohmy God,” Samuelson said, bemused. “Y ou’ re not going to be an easy lay, are you?’

“Not for you, darling. I'm saving mysdf for theone | love.”

“And just who isthat, | wonder.” He swirled the whiskey in his glass, watched it settle. “What do you
think I'm after?’

“Power. What eseisit makes your toby stiffen?”

Hemadeadry noise. “A smpligtic answer. Not inaccurate, I’ll admit. But smpligtic al the same.”

“I’'m herefor an education,” | told him, “not to give alecture.”

“And | may enlighten you,” Samudson said. “1 very well may. But let me ask you something firg.
What'syour interest in dl this?’

“I'm looking after Bill’ sinterests”

He arched his eyebrow. “ Surely there smoreto it than that.”

“That' sthe sum of it. Aside from the odd deep-seated psychologica motive, of course.”

“Of course.” His smile could have diced an onion; when it vanished, his cheeks hollowed. “I should
imagine there san eement of noblesse oblige involved.”

“Cdl it what you like. Thefact remains, I’'m on the case.”

“For now,” he said. “These things have away of changing.”

“Isthat athreat? Don’t waste your time. I’ m the oldest dut on the station, Samuel son. | know where
al the big balls have been dragging, and I’ ve made certain I’ m protected. Should anything happen to me
or mine, it’ syour superiorswho' re going to start squedling. They’ll be most perturbed with you.”

“You've nothing on me.” Thissaid with, | thought, forced confidence.

“Trueenough,” | said. “But I'm working on it, don’t you worry.”

Samuelson drained his glass, got to his feet, went to the sideboard and poured himsalf afresh
whiskey. He held up the bottle, gave me an enquiring look.

“Why not?’ | let him fill my glass, which | thenlifted in atoast “ To England. May the seas wash over
her and make her clean.”

He gave an amused snort. “England,” he said, and drank. He sat back down, adjusted his bottom.
“Y ou're an amazing fellow, John. I” ve been told as much, but now, having had somefirsthand
experience, | believe my informants may have underestimated you.” He pinched the crease of one
trouserleg. “Let me put something to you. Not as athreet, but as an item for discussion. Y ou do
understand, don’t you, that the sort of protection you' ve developed is not proof against every
circumgtance?”’

“Absolutely. Intheend it al comes down to a question of who' s got the biggest guns and the will to
usethem. Naturaly I'm prepared dong those lines.”

“I don't doubt it. But you' re not seeking awar, are you?’

I knocked back haf my whiskey, rested the glass on my lap. “Look here, I'm quitewilling to live as
onewith you, no matter. Until lately, you ve done nothing to interfere with my agenda. But this dust-up
over Bill, and now thisbit with your man Thirwell and hispaint gun, | won't haveit. Too many people
here, Britsand Y anks dike, have atendency to soil their nappy when they catch a scent of the
Magnificence. I’ ve no quarrel with you making a power play. And that’swhat you' re doing, old boy.

Y ou're stirring up the groundlings, throwing afew scrapsto the hounds so they' |l be eeger for the sound
of your voice. Y ou're after taking over the administrative end of things, and you' ve decided to give
climbing the ladder of successapassin favor of scaling the castlewalls. A bloodless coup, perhaps. Or
maybe aspot of blood thrown in to dake the fiercest appetites. Well, that’ sfine. | don’t give afuck
who'sdgitting in the big chair, and | don’t much care how they get there, so long as we maintain the satus
quo. But onething | won't haveisyou frightening people.”

“People are forever being frightened,” he said. “Whether there' sa cause for fear or not. But that’s not
my intent.”

“Perhaps not. But you' ve frightened the bgesus out of Bill, and now you' ve frightened agood many
others by bringing the Magnificence into the picture.”



“Thirwdl’snot my responsibility.”

“The hdl he snot! He' sthe walking Book of Samuelson. Every other sentence begins, “ Samuelson
says...” Give him apretty smile, and he'll be your leg-humper for life”

“Leg-humper?” Samuelson looked bewildered.

“Alittledog,” | said impatiently. “Y ou know the kind. Randy al the time. Jumjps up on you and goes
to having his honeymoon with your caf.”

“I've never heard theterm. Not British, isit?’

“American, | think. | heard it somewhere. | don’t know.”

“Marvelous expression. I'll have to remember it.”

“Remember this, too,” | said, trying to pick up the beat of my tirade. “I’m holding you responsible for
any whisper | hear of the Magnificence. Before we had this heart-to-heart | wasinclined to believe you
had no part in what Thirwell did. Now I’ m not atogether sure. | think you’ re quite capable of using fear
to manipulate the public. | think you may have known something of Thirwel’shistory and givenhim a
nudge.”

“Evenif that weretrue,” hesaid, “1 don’t understand the depth of your reaction. We re along way
from the Magnificence here. A daub of paint or two can’t have much effect.”

My jaw dropped afraction on hearing that. “Y ou’ re not from London. Y ou couldn’'t be and till say
thet.”

“Oh, I'mfrom London dl right,” he said coldly. “And I’'m no virgin where the Magnificenceis
concerned. They left my brother stretched on King’' s Road one morning with the Equation of Undying
Love scrawled in his own blood on the sdewak beneath him. They mailed his private partsto hiswifein
aplastic container. But I’ ve come avery long way from those days and those places. I’ d be terrified of
the Magnificenceif they were here. But they’re not here, and I’ll be damned if I ll treat them like the
bogeyman just because some sad little twit with too much brain and the socid skills of aferret paintsthe
Mage antic Exorcism on somebody’ s door.”

His statement rang true, but nevertheless| made amenta note to check on his brother. “Wonderful,”
| said. “1t'sgood you' ve come to termswith al that. But not everyone here has managed to put as much
distance between themsalves and their old fears as you seem to have done.”

“That may be, but I'm...” He broke off, clicked histongue againgt histeeth. “ All right. | see your
point.” He tapped hisfingerson thearm of hischair. “Let’ s seeif we can't reach an accord. It snot in
my interests a the moment to break off my campaign againgt Bill, but” -- he held up ahand to stop me
from interrupting -- “but | will acknowledge that I’ ve no red axeto grind where he' s concerned. He's
serving adrictly utilitarian purpose. So here'swhat I’ll do. | will not alow him to be shipped back to
Earth. At acertain juncture, I'll defuse the campaign. Perhaps 1’1l even make a public apology. That
should help return him to grace. In addition, I'll do what | can to prevent further incidentsinvolving the
Magnificence. Frankly | very much doubt there Il be further problems. If there are, it won't be because
I”’m encouraging them.”

“All wdl and good,” | said. “Very magnanimous, I'm sure. But nothing you' ve promised guarantees
Bill' ssafety during the interim.”

“You'll haveto be hisguarantee. I'll try to maintain the temper of the station at assimmer. Therest is
up to you.”

“Up to me? No, you' re not going to avoid responsbility that way. 1’1l do my best to keep him from
harm, but if he gets hurt, I'll hurt you. That much | can guarantee.”

“Then let’ s hope that nothing happensto him, shall we? For both our sakes.” His smilewas so thin,
such asdeways stretching of thelip muscles, | thought it must be making hisgums ache. “Funny. | can't
decide whether we' ve established aworking relationship or declared war.”

“I don't think it matters,” | said.

“No, probably not.” He stood, straightened thefall of histrousers, and again gave me that bland,
beaming, expectant look. “Well, | won’t keep you any longer. Do drop around once the dust has settled.
WEe |l havethat chat.”



“About London.”

“Right.” He moved to the door.

“I don’'t know as|’d have very much to say about London,” | told him. “Nothing fit for reminiscence,
a any rate”

“Redly?’ he said, ushering me out into the corridor. “The old girl’ s petticoats have gotten atrifle
bloody, I’ [l admit. Terrible, the things that go on nowadays. The hunting parties, hive systems, knife
dances. And of course, the Magnificence. But here, you know” -- he patted his chest -- “in her heart, |
firmly believe there still abit of dl right. Or maybeit’ sjust I'm the sentimental sort. Like the song says,
‘call 'er aSatan, call er awhore, she'll dways be Mother to me.””

Unlike Samueson, | no longer thought of London as mother or home, or in any framework that
smacked of the wholesome. Even “ Satan” would have been a euphemism. London for me was aflurry of
night visons aslhouetted figure sanding in thewindow of aburning building, not waving itsarms, not
leaning out, but cam, waiting to be taken by the flames; men and women in tight black satin, white silk
masks dl stamped with the same ferd, exultant expression, running through the streets, singing; moonlight
painting the eddies of the Thamesinto silk, water lapping at astone pier, and floating just beyond the
shadow of the pier, the enormous bulk of aman | had shot only a minute before, nearly four hundred
pounds of strangler, rapist, cannibal, brought down by a bullet weighing no more than one of histeeth; the
flash of ashotgun from around adark corner, like the flash of heet lightning; the charge of poisonous light
flowing aong the blade of abloody macro-knife just removed from the body of afellow detective; a
garbage bag resting on asted table that contained the neatly butchered remains of seven infants; the
facade of St Paul’ s dyed into agrooved chaos of vermilion, green, and purple by stone-destroying
bacteriareleased by the artist, Miralda Hate; the wardrobe of clothing sewn of human skin and
embroidered in gilt and glitter with verses from William Blake that we found in avacant Brixton flat; the
blind man who begged each evening on St. Martin's Lane, spiders crawling in the hollow globes of his
glass eyes, the plague of saints, young men and women afflicted by adrug that bred in them the artificia
persondities of Biblica characters and inspired them to martyr themselves during certain phases of the
moon; the eyes of wild dogsin Hyde Park gleaming in the beam of my torch like the flat discs of highway
reflectors; those and athousand equally blighted memories, that was my London. Nightmare, grief, and
endlessfever.

It was Solitaire that was home and mother to me, and | treated it with the appropriate respect.
Though | was an investigative officer, not asection guard, | spent a portion of nearly every day patrolling
various aress, searching lessfor crime than for symptoms of London, incidences of infection that might
produce Londonlike effects. The station was not one place, but many: one hundred and forty-three
modules, severd of which werelarger than any of the Earth orbit stations, connected by corridors
encased in pressure shells that could be disengaged by means of the Central Propulsion Control and -- as
each module was outfitted with engines -- moved to anew position in the complex, or evento anew
orbit; should the Centra Propulsion Control (CPC) be destroyed or severely damaged, disengagement
was automatic, and the modules would boost into preprogrammed orbits. | hardly ever bothered to
include places such asthe labs, tank farms, infirmaries, data management centers, fusion modules, and
such on my unofficia rounds; nor did | include the surface of the tation, the eectronic and solar arrays,
radiator pandl's, communications and tracking equipment; those areas were well maintained and had no
need of awatchman. | generdly limited mysdf to entertainment and dwelling moduleslike East Louie,
where Bill' s quarters and mine were located, idiosyncratic environments decorated with holographic
scenarios so ancient that they had blanked out in patches and you would often see a coded designation



or astretch of metal wall interrupting the pattern of, say, ahieroglyphic murd; and fromtimetotimel

a so inspected those sections of the ation that were rarely visited and were only monitored via
recordings several timesaday -- storage bays and transport hangars and the CPC (the camerasin those
areas were supposed to transmit automeatic darms whenever anyone entered, but the darm system was
on thefritz a least haf thetime, and due to depleted staff and lack of materids, repairs such asthat were
not ahigh priority).

The CPC was an immense, white, portless room stuated, as |’ ve said, in the module adjoining that
which housed Samuelson’ s digs and the rest of the corporate dwelling units. The room was segmented by
plastic pandsinto work stations, contained banks of terminas and control panels, and was of little
interest to me; but Bill, once he learned its function, was fascinated by the notion that hisworld could
separate into dozens of smaller worlds and arrow off into the nothing, and each timewevisited it, he
would sit at the main panel and ask questions about its operation. There was never anyone el se abott,
and | saw no harm in answering the questions. Bill did not have sufficient mental capacity to understand
the concept of launch codes, let aone to program a computer so it would accept them. Solitaire was the
only world he would ever know, and he was eager to accumulate as much knowledge about it as
possible. Thus | encouraged his curiosity and showed him how to cal up pertinent information on hisown
compuiter.

Dueto Arlie s sympathetic response, Bill took to deeping in our front room nearly every night, thisin
addition to tagging aong on my rounds, and therefore it was inevitable that we became closer; however,
closenessisnot aterm | happily apply to the relationship. Sufficeit to say that he grew less defiant and
petulant, somewhat more open and, as a consequence, more demanding of attention. Because his
behavior had been modified to some degree, | found his demands more tolerable. He continued to cling
to the notion that in order to save himsdlf he would have to perform some vauable service to the
community, but he never ingsted that | help himin this; he appeared satisfied merdly to hang about and
do thingswith me. And to my surprise | found there were some things| actually enjoyed doing with him. |
took especid pleasure in going outside with him, in accompanying him on his rounds and watching as he
cleared barnacles away from communications equipment and other delicate mechanisms.

Sauter’ s Barnacle was, of course, not atrue barnacle, yet it possessed certain smilaritiesto its
namesake, the most observable of which was a supporting structure that consisted of ahard exoskeleton
divided into plates so asto alow movement. They bore a passing resemblance to unopened buds, the
largest about the size of aman’ sfigt, and they were varioudy colored, some streaked with metalic
shades of red, green, gold, and silver (their coloration depended to agreat extent on the nature of the
subgtrate and their nutrient sources), so that when you saw a colony of them from a distance, spreading
over the surface of amodule -- and al the modules were covered by hundreds of thousands of them --
they had thelook of glittering beds of moss or lichen. | knew amost nothing about them, only that they
fed on dugt, that they were sengtive to changesin light, that they were not found within the orbit of Mars,
and that wherever there was a space station, they were, as my immediate superior, the Chief of Security,
Gerad Sessions, puit it, “thick asflieson shit.” Onceit had been learned that they did no harm, that,
indeed, their excretions served to strengthen the outer shells of the modules, interest in them had falen of
sharply. Therewas, | believe, some ongoing research into their physical characteristics, but it was not of
high priority.

Except with Bill.

To Bill the barnacles were purpose, areason for being. They were, apart from Mister C, the most
important creaturesin the universe, and he was obsessivein his attentiveness toward them. Watching him
stump about over the skin of the station, huge and clumsy in his pressure suit, amonstrous figure made to
gppear even more monstrous by the light spraying up around him from this or that port, hosing offending
clumps of barnacleswith bursts of oxygen from the tank that floated dongside him, sending them drifting
up from their perches, | had the impression not of someone performing amenid task, but of agardener
tending his prize roses or -- more gptly -- a shepherd hisflock. And though according to the best
information, the barnacles were mindless things, incgpable of any activity more sophisticated than obeying



the basic urges of feeding and reproduction, it sesemed they responded to him; even after he had chased
them away they would wobble about him like strange pets, bumping againgt his faceplate and sometimes
settling on him briefly, vivid againgt the white materid of the pressure suit, making it appear that hewas
wearing jeweled rosettes on his back and shoulders. (I did not understand at the time that these were
femaeswhich, unable to effect true mobility, had been stimulated to detach from the station by the
oxygen and now were unable to resttach to the colony.)

With Bill’ s example before me, | was no longer able to take the barnacles for granted, and | began
reading about them whenever | had a spare moment. | discovered that the exoskeleton was an
organic-inorganic matrix compaosed of carbon compounds and silicate minerds, primarily olivine,
pyroxene, and magnetite, substances commonly found in meteorites. Changesin light intensity were
registered by iridescent photophores that dotted the plates; even the finest spray of dust passing between
the barnacle and alight source would trigger neurologica activity and stimulate the opening of aperture
plates, permitting the egress of what Jacob Sauter (the barnacles Linnaeus, an amateur at biology) had
cdled the“tongue,” an organ utilized both in feeding and in the transmission of semina materia from the
maleto thefemde. | learned that only the males could move about the colony, and that they did so by
firgt attaching to the substrate with their tongues, which were coated with adhesive materia, then
detaching at one of their upper plate segments, and findly re-attaching to the colony with the stubby
segmented stalks that depended from their bottom plates. “In effect,” Sauter had written, “they are doing
cartwheds”

The most profound thing | discovered, however, had nothing to do with the barnacles, or rather had
only peripherdly to do with them, and was essentidly arediscovery, arewakening of my wonderment at
the bleak mgjesty surrounding us. The cold diamond chaos of the stars, shining so brightly they might
have just been finished that day; the sun, an old god grown small and tolerable to the naked eye; the
surred brilliance and solidity that even the most mundane object acquired againgt the backdrop of that
black, unvarying distance; that blacknessitsalf, somehow managing to seem both ominous and serene,
absence and presence, metd-hard and soft asillusion, like afold in God' s magisteria robe; the station
with its spidery complexes of interconnecting corridors and modules, al coated with the rainbow swirls
and streaks of the barnacles glittering colors, and beams of light spearing out from it at every angle, like
some mad, gay, rickety toy, the Sght of which made me expect to hear calliope music; the Earth
transport vessals, gray and bulky as whales, berthed in the geometric webs of their docks; the remote
whiteidands of the assembly platforms, and still more remote, made visible by setting one’ s faceplate for
maximum visua enhancement, thetiny slver needle we were soon to hurl into the haystack of the
unknown. It was glorious, that vista. It made a comprehensible map of our endeavors and led meto
understand that we had not botched it completely. Not yet. | had seenit al before, but Bill’ s devotion to
the barnacles had rekindled the embers of my soul, my cognizance of the scope of our adventure, and
looking out over the station, 1 would think | could fed the entire blast and spin of creation inside my heed,
theflood of particlesfrom atrillion suns, the crackling conversations of ectric cloudsto whom the
frozen seas of ammoniaabove which they drifted were repositories of nostagia, the endlessfdl of matter
through the less-than-nothing of a pure anomaly, the white face of Christ blurred and streaming within the
frost-colored fire of acomet’s head, the quasars not yet congealed into dragons and their centuries, the
unerring persistence of meteorsthat travel for uncounted millenniathrough the zero dark to scoot and
burn across the skies onto the exposure plates of mild astronomers and popul ate the legends of a summer
night and tumble into cinders over the ghosted peaks of the Karakorum and then are blown onto the
back porches of men who have never turned their faces to the sky and into the dreams of children. |
would have a plunderous sense of my own destiny, and would imagine mysdf hurling through the plenum
at the speed of thought, of wish, accumulating a momentum that wasin itself a chargeto go, to witness, to
take, and | was s0 enlivened | would believe for an ingtant that, like ahero returning fromwar, | could lift
my hand and let shine a blessing down upon everyone around me, enabling them to seeand fed dl | had
seen and felt, to know as | knew that despite everything we were closer to heaven than we had ever
been before.



It was difficult for meto regain my ordinary take on lifefollowing these excursons, but after the
departure of the lightship Sojourner, an event that Bill and | observed together from a catwalk atop the
solar array in East Louie, it was thrust hard upon methat | had best set alimit on my woolgathering and
concentrate on the matters at hand, for it was coming more and moreto look asif the Strange
Magnificence had gained afoothold on Solitaire. Scraps of black satin had been found tied to severd
cratesin one of the storage bays, one of them containing drugs; copies of The Book of Inexhaustible
Ddirium began turning up; and while | was on rounds with Bill one day, | discovered a cache of packet
chargesin the magnetism lab, each about haf the Size of aflattened soccer bdl, any one of which would
have been sufficient to destroy amodule. Gerald Sessonsand | divided them up and stored them in our
gpartments, not trusting our staff with the knowledge of their existence. Perhaps the most troubling thing
of dl, the basic question of whether or not the Magnificence had the common good to heart was being
debated in every quarter of the station, an argument inspired by fear and fear aone, and leading to
bloody fights and anincreasein racia tenson and perversion of every sort. The power of the Strange
Magnificence, you see, lay in the subversive nihilism of their doctrine, which put forward theideathat it
was man’sduty to expressdl hisurges, no matter how dark or violent, and that from the universa
exorcism of these black secretswould ultimately derive a pure consensus, avast averaging of al possible
behaviorsthat would in turn reved the true character of God and the manifest destiny of therace. Thus
the leaders of the Magnificence saw nothing contradictory in funding agroup in Y ork, say, devoted to the
expulson of Pakistanisfrom Britain by whatever means necessary while smultaneoudy supporting a Sufi
cult. They had no mord or philosophica problem with anything because according to them the ultimate
morality was awork-in-progress. Thelr tracts were utter tripe, quasi-intellectua homiliesdressed up in
the kind of adjective-heavy, gothic prose once used to give weight to stories of ghosts and ancient evil;
their anthems were even less artful, but the style suited the product, and the product was an easy sl to
the disenfranchised, the desperate and the mad, categoriesinto one of which amost everyone alive would
fit to some extent, and definitely were one or another descriptive of everyone on Solitaire. As| had
promised him, once these symptoms started to manifest, | approached Samuelson again, but he gave
every evidence of being as concerned about the Magnificence aswas |, and though | was not certain |
believed his pose, | wastoo busy with my officid duties and my unofficial one-- protecting Bill, who had
become the target of increased abuse -- to devote much time to him. Then came the day of the launch.

It was beautiful, of course. First atiny stream of fire, like a scratch made on awall painted black,
revealing awhite undercoat. Thisgrew smaller and smdler, and eventudly disappeared; but mere
seconds after its disappearance, what looked to be an iridescent crack began to spread acrossthe
blackness, reaching from the place where Sojourner had gone superlumina to its point of departure,
widening to afinger’ s breadth, then ahand' s, and more, like an al-colored piece of lightning hardened
into agrest jagged sword that was sundering the void, and asit swung toward us, widening still, | thought
| saw init intimations of faces and forms and things written, as one sees the images of circuitry and
patterns such as might be found on the skin of animas when staring at the grain of avarnished board, and
the sight of these half-glimpsed faces and the rest, not quite decipherable yet familiar in theway avast
and complex sky with beams of sunlight shafting down through dark clouds appearsto expressafamiliar
glory... those sghts were accompanied by afeding of ingability, a shivery apprehension of my own
insubstantidity which, athough it shook meto my soul, disabling any attempt to rgect it, wasaso
curioudy exalting, and | yearned for that sword to swing through me, to bear me away into athundering
genesiswhere| would achieve completion, and afterward, after it had faded, leaving me bereft and
confused, my focus upon it had been so intent, | felt | had witnessed not an exercise of intricate
technology but asmple magicd act of the sort used to summon demons from the ready rooms of Hell or
to wake awhite spirit in the depths of an underground lake. | turned to Bill. His faceplate was awash in
reflected light, and what | could make out of hisface was colored an eerie green by the readoutsinside
his helmet. His mouth was opened, hiseyeswide. | spoketo him, saying | can't recall what, but wanting
him to second my amazement &t the wonderful thing we had seen.

“Somethin’ swrong,” he said.



| redized then that he was gazing in another direction; he might have seen Sojourner’s departure, but
only out of the corner of hiseye. His attention was fixed upon one of the modules -- the avionicslab, |
believe -- from which alarge number of barnacles had detached and were drifting off into space.

“Why'rethey doin’ that?’ he asked. “Why'rethey leavin'?’

“They're probably sick of it here,” | said, disgruntled by hislack of sengtivity. “Liketherest of us.”

“No,” hesaid. “No, must be somethin” wrong. They wouldn't leave ' less somethin’ swrong.”

“Fing” | said. “ Something’ swrong. Let’sgo back in.”

Hefollowed me reluctantly into the airlock, and once we had shucked off our suits, he talked about
the barnacles dl the way back to my quarters, ingsting that they would not have vacated the station if
there had been nothing wrong.

“They likeit here” hesaid. “ There slots of dust, and nobody bothers’ em much. And they...”

“Chrig!” | said. “If something’ swrong, figureit out and tell me! Don't just blither on!”

“I can't.” He ducked his eyes, swung hisarmsin exaggerated fashion, asif he were getting ready to
skip. “1 don't know how to figureit out.”

“Ask Migter C.” We had reached my door, and | punched out the entry code.

“Hedoesn’t care.” Bill pushed out hislower lip to cover the upper, and he shook his head back and
forth, actualy not shaking it so much asswinging it in great dow arcs. “Hethinksit’s stupid.”

“What?’ The door cycled open, the front room was pitch-dark.

“Thebarnacles” Bill said. “Hethinks everything I likeis stupid. The barnacles and the CPC and...”

Just then | heard Arlie scream, and somebody came hurtling out of the dark, knocking meinto a chair
and down onto thefloor. In the spill of light from the corridor, | saw Arlie getting to her feet, covering her
breasts with her arms. Her blouse was hanging in tatters about her waist; her jeans were pushed down
past her hips; her mouth was bloody. She tried to speak, but only managed a sob.

Sickened and terrified at the sight of her, | scrambled out into the corridor. A man dressed dl in black
was sprinting away, just turning off into one of the common rooms. | ran after him. Each step spiked the
boil of my emotionswith rage, and by thetime | entered the common room, done up asthe VR version
of apub, with dart boards and dusty, dark wood, and afew fraudulent old red-cheeked men dumped at
corner tables, there was murder in my heart. | yelled at people taking their easeto cal Security, then
raced into the next corridor.

Not asign of the man in black.

The corridor was ranged by about twenty doors, the panel of light above most showing blue, signaling
that no one was within. | was about to try one of the occupied apartments when | noticed that the telltale
besdetheairlock hatch waswinking red. | went over to the hatch, switched on the closed-circuit
camera. On the screen above the control panel appeared a grainy black-and-white picture of the
arlock’ sinterior; theman | had been chasing was pacing back and forth, making an erratic humming
noise. A pale, twitchy young man with amalnourished look and bonesthat seemed asfrail asabird's, the
product of some row-house madonnaand her pimply king, of not enough veggies and too many
cigarettes, of centuries of atype of ignorance as peculiarly British asthe hand-rolled lawns of family
edtates. | recognized him at once. Roger Thirwell. | aso recognized his clothes. Thetight black satin
trousers and shirt of the Strange Magnificence, dotted with badges proclaiming levels of spiritua
attainment and attendance &t this or that function.

“Hédlo, Roger,” | said into theintercom. “Lovely day for arape, isn't it, you filthy bastard?’

He glanced around, then up to the monitor. Fear came into his face, then was washed away by
hostility, which in turn was replaced by asort of sneering happiness. “ Send me to Manchester, will you?’
he said. “ Send me down the tube to bloody Manchester! | think not! Perhaps you redlize now I’ m not
the sort to take threats lying down.”

“Y eah, you' re afucking hero! Why don’t you come out and show me how much of aman you are.”

He appeared distracted, asif he had not heard me. | began to suspect that he was drugged, but
drugged or not, | hated him.

“Come on out of there!l” | said. 1 swear to God, I'll be gentle.”



“I'll show you,” hesaid. “Y ou want to seetheman | am, I’ll show you.”

But he made no move.

“I had her inthe mouth,” he said quietly. “ She' sgot alovely, lovely mouth.”

| didn’t believe him, but the words afflicted me nevertheless. | pounded on the hatch. “Y ou
beady-eyed piece of shit! Come out, damn you!”

Voicestaking excitedly behind me, then somebody put an arm on my shoulder and said in acarefully
enunciated baritone, “L et me handle this one, John.”

It was Gerald Sessions, my superior, aspindly black man with ahandsome, open face and freckly
light complexion and spidery arms that possessed inordinate strength. He was a quiet, private sort, not
given to displays of emotion, understated in al ways, possessed of the glum manner of someone who
continualy fedlsthemsalves put upon; yet because of our yearstogether, he was a man for whom | had
devel oped some affection, and though | trusted no one completely, he was one of the few people whom |
waswilling to let watch my back. Standing beside him were four guards, among them his bodyguard and
lover, Ernesto Carbgd, alittle fume of afdlow with thick, oily, yet well-tended black hair and a prissy
cast to hisfeatures; and behind them, a aremove, was a grave-looking Menckyn Samuelson, nattily
attired in dinner jacket and white trousers. Apparently he had been called away from asocia occasion.

“No, thank you,” | told Gerald. “1 plan to hurt the son of abitch. Send someone round to check on
Arlie, will you?’

“It' sbeen taken care of.” He studied me amoment. “All right. Just don't kill him.”

| turned back to the screen just as Thirwell, who had moved to the outer hatch and was gazing at the
control panel, burst into song.

Night, my brother, gather round me,
Breed the reign of violence,

And with temptations of the spi-i-rit

Blight the curse of innocence.

Oh, supple daughters of the twilight,

Will we have all our pleasures spent,

When God emerges from the shadows,
Blinding in his Srange Magni-i-fi-i-cence...

He broke off and let out aweak chuckle. | was so astounded by this behavior that my anger was
muted and my investigative sensbilities engaged.

“Who're your contacts on Solitaire?’ | asked. “ Tak to me, and maybe thingswill go easier for you.”

Thirwel continued staring at the pand, seemingly trandfixed by it.

“Giveit up, Roger,” | said. “Tdl usabout the Magnificence. Y ou help us, and we' ll do right by you, |
swear.”

Helifted hisface to the celling and, in ashattered tone, verging on tears, said, “ Oh, God!”

“I may bewrong,” | said, “but | don’'t believe he'sgoing to answer you. You' d best braceit upin
there, get your head clear.”

“I don't know,” he said.

“Sureyou do. Y ou know. It was your brains got you here. Now use them. Think. Y ou have to make
the best of thisyou can.” It was hard to make promises of leniency to thislittle grout who' d had his hands
on Arlie, but the rectitude of the job provided me aframework in which | was able to function. “L ook
here, | can't predict what' s going to happen, but | can give you this much. Y ou tell uswhat you know,
chapter and verse, and I’ ll speak up for you. There could be mitigating circumstances. Drugs. Coercion.
Blackmail. That strike achord, Roger? Hasn't someone been pushing you into this? Y eah, yeah, |
thought so. Mitigating circumstances. That being the case, it’ slikely the corporation will go lightly with
you. And onething | can promisefor certain sure. We' |l keep you safe from the Magnificence.”

Thirwel| turned to the monitor. From the working of his mouth and the darting of hiseyes, | could see



he was closeto falling gpart.

“That'sit, there sthe lad. Come dong home.”

“The Magnificence.” He glanced about, asif concerned that someone might be eavesdropping. “ They
told me... uh... 1...” He swallowed hard and peered at the cameraasif trying to see through to the other
sdeof thelens. “I’'m frightened,” he said in awhispery, conspiratorid tone.

“We'redl frightened, Roger. It' s shit like the Magnificence keeps us frightened. Timeto stop being
afraid, don’'t you think? Maybe that’ sthe only way to stop. Just to do it, | mean. Just to say, the hell with
thig I'm...”

“Prhapsif | had aword with him,” said Samuelson, leaning in over my shoulder. “You said | had
some influence with the boy. P rhaps...”

| shoved him againgt the wall; Gerad caught him on the rebound and dung him along the corridor,
holding afinger up to hislips, indicating that Samuelson should keep very quiet. But the damage was
done. Thirwell had turned back to the control pand and was punching in the code that would bresk the
sedl on the outer hatch.

“Don't beanassl” | said. “That way’ s no good for anyone.”

Hefinished punching in the code and stood staring at the stud that would cycle the lock open. The
Danger lights above the inner hatch were winking, and acomputer voice had begun repeating, Warning,
Warning. The outer hatch has been unsealed, the airlock has not been depressurized. Warning,
Warning...

“Don't doit, Roger!”

“I haveto,” hesaid. “I redlize that now. | was confused, but now it'sokay. | candoit.”

“Nobody wants this to happen, Roger.”

“I do, I want it.”

“Lisento me!”

Thirwel’ s hand went falteringly toward the stud. “Lord of the aley mouths,” hesaid, “Lord of the
rifles, Lord of the inflamed, Thou who hath committed every vileness...”

“For Christ’s sake, man!” | said. “Nobody’ s going to hurt you. Not the Magnificence, not anyone. I'll
guarantee your safety.”

“...every 9n, every violence, sand with me now, help me shape this dying into an undying love...” His
voice dropped in volume, becoming too low to hear.

“Goddamniit, Thirwell! Y ou slly bastard. Will you stop jabbering that nonsense! Don't giveintoit!
Don't listen to what they’ ve taught you. It' sal utter rot!”

Thirwell looked up at the camera, a me. Terror warped his features for amoment, but then the lines
of tension softened and he giggled. “He sright,” he said. “The man’ sdead onright. You'll never
understand.”

“Who' sright? What won't | understand?’

“Watch,” sad Thirwel|l glegfully. “Watch my face”

| kept slent, trying to think of the perfect thing to say, something to foil his demented impulse.

“Areyou watching?’

“I want to understand,” | said. “1 want you to help me understand. Will you help me, Roger? Will you
tell me about the Magnificence?’

“I can't. | can't explainit.” He drew adeep breath, let it out dowly. “But I'll show you.”

He smiled blissfully at the camera as he pushed the stud.

Explosive decompression, even when viewed on a black-and-white monitor, is not agood thing to
see. | looked away. Inadvertently, my eyeswent to Samuel son. He was standing about fifteen feet away,
hands behind his back, expressonless, like aminister composing himsdlf before ddlivering his sermon; but
there was something else evident in that lean, blank face, something happening beneath the surface, some
dight engorgement, and | knew, knew, that he was not distressed in the least by the death, that he was
pleased by it. No one of hisposition, | thought, would be so ingenuous asto interrupt asecurity man
trying to talk in apotentid suicide. And if what he had doneto Thirwell had been intentiona, apoorly



disguised threst, if he had that much power and menace at his command, then he might well be
responsible for what Thirwell had doneto Arlie.

| strolled over to him. His eyestracked my movements. | stopped about four feet away and studied
him, searching for sgns of guilt, for hints of ablack satin past, of torchlight and blood and group
singalongs. There was weaknessin hisface, but was it aweakness bred by perversion and brutdity, or
wasit smply aproduct of fear?| decided that for Arlie' ssake, for Thirwdl’s, | should assume theworst.
“Guesswhat I’'m going to do next?’ | asked him. Before he could answer | kicked him in the pit of the
stomach, and as he crumpled, | struck him achopping left to the jaw that twisted his head a quarter-turn.
Two of the guards started toward me, but | warned them back. Carbgd fixed mewith alook of prim
disapprovd.

“That was a stupid damn thing to do,” said Gerdd, ambling over and gazing down at Samuelson, who
was moaning, girring.

“Hedeservesworse,” | said. “Thirwel was coming out. I’ m certain of it. And then this bastard
opened his mouth.”

“Yeah.” Gerald leaned againgt thewall, crossed hislegs. “ So how comeyou figure he did it?’

“Why don’'t you ask him? Be interesting to see how he responds.”

Gerald let out asardonic laugh. “Man’san atruist. He wastrying to help.” He picked a arough place
on one of hisknuckles. “Thered question | got ishow deep he' sinit. Whether he' sinvolved with the
Magnificence, or if he'sjust trying to convince everyone heis, | need to know so | can make an informed
decison.”

| did not much care for the edge of coldnessin hisvoice. “And what decisonisthat, pray?’

Carbgd, staring a me over his shoulder, flashed me aknowing smile.

“Hedready don't like you, John,” said Gerald. “Man told me so. Now he' s gonnawant your ass on
aplague. And I have to decide whether or not | should let him have you.”

“Oh, redly?’

“Thisis some serious crap, man. | defy Samuelson, we' re gonna have us one helluva situation.
Security lined up againg Adminigration.”

Samuelson was trying to sit up; hisjaw was swollen and discolored. | hoped it was broken.

“We could betakin’ about awar,” Gerald said.

“I think you' re exaggerating,” | said. “ Even so, acivil war wouldn't be the worst thing that could
happen, not so long as the right side won. There are anumber of assholes on station who would make
plendid casudties”

Gerdld said, “No comment.”

Samuel son had managed to prop himsdf up on an elbow. “1 want you to arrest him,” he said to
Gerdd.

| looked at Gerad. “Might | have afew words with him before you decide?’

He met my eyesfor afew besats, then shook hishead in dismay. “Aw, fuck it,” he said.

“Thanks, friend,” | said.

“Fuck you, too,” he said; he walked a couple of paces away and stood gazing off along the corridor;
Carbga went with him, whispered in his ear and rubbed his shoulders.

“Did you hear what | told you?” Samuel son heaved himself up into a sitting position, cupping hisjaw.
“Arrest him. Now!”

“Here, let me help you up.” | grabbed afistful of Samuel son’sjacket, hauled him to hisfeet, and
dammed himinto thewall. “There. All better, are we?’

Samuelson’ s eyes darted |eft to right, hoping for dlies. | bashed his head againgt the wall to get his
attention, and he struggled against my hold.

“Such atragedy,” | said in my best upper-crust accent. “ The deeth of young Thirwell, what?’

Thefight went out of him; hiseyesheld on mine.

“That was as calculated abit of murder asI’ve seenin many ayear,” | told him.

“I haven't the foggiest notion what you' re talking about!”



“Oh, yesyou do! | had him walking the tightrope back. Then you popped in and reminded him of the
consequences he' d be facing should he betray the Magnificence. God only knows what he thought you
head in sorefor him.”

“I did no such thing! I was...”

| dug thefingers of my left hand in behind hiswindpipe; | would have liked to squeeze until thumb and
fingerstouched, but | only gpplied enough force to make him squeak. “ Shut your gob! I’'m not finished.” |
adjusted my grip to give him moreair. “Y ou' re dirty, Samuelson. Y ou'rethe germ that’ scausing dl the
paelooks around here. | don’t know how you got past the screens, but that’ s not important. Sooner or
later I’ m going to have your ballsfor breskfast. And when I’ ve cleaned my plate, I’ Il send what' s eft of
you to the same place you chased Thirwell. Of course you could tell me the names of everyone on
Solitaire who' sinvolved with the Magnificence. That might weaken my resolve. But don’t betoo long
about it, because | am fucking lusting for you. | can scarcely wait for you to thwart me. My sdivagetsdl
thick and ropy when | think of the times we could have together.” | gave him ashake, ligtened to him
gurgle. “1 know what you are, and | know what you want. Y ou’ ve got adream, don't you? A vadt,
spendid dream of men in black satin populating the stars. New planetsto befoul. Well, it’sjust not going
to happen. If it ever comesto passthat aship returns with good news, you won't be on it, son. Nor will
any of your tribe. You'll befloating out therein the black grip of Jesus, with your blood dl frozenin
sprays around you and your hearts stuffed in your fucking mouths.” | released him, gave him acheerful
wink. “All right. Go ahead. Y our innings.”

Samuel son scooted away adong the wall, holding histhroat. “ Y ou' re mad!” He glanced over at
Gerdd. “The both of you!”

Gerad shrugged, spread hishands. “It’ s part of the job description.”

“May wetakeit,” | said to Samuelson, “that you' re not intending to confess a thistime?’

Samuelson noticed, ashad |, that a number of people had come out of the common room and were
watching the proceedings. “I’ll tell you what | intend,” he said, pulling himself erect in an attempt to look
impressive. “I intend to make a detailed report concerning your disregard for authority and your abuse of
position.”

“Now, now,” Gerald said, walking toward him. “Let’s have no threats. Otherwise somebody” -- his
voice built into ashout -- “somebody might lose their temper!” He accompanied the shout by dapping his
palm againgt the wall, and this sent Samuel son staggering back another dozen feet or so.

Severd of the gathering laughed.

“Come clean, man,” | said to Samuelson. “Do theright thing. I'm told it’ s better than sex once those
horrid secrets start spilling out.”

“If it'll make you fed any easer, you can dressup in your black satinsfirgt,” Gerald said. “Having that
smooth stuff next to your skin, that’ Il put anice wiggle on things”

“You know, Gerdd,” | said. “Maybe these poofs are onto something. Maybe the Magnificence hasa
great ded to offer.”

“I'm awaysinterested in upgrading my pleasure potentia,” he said. “Why don't you give usthe sdes
pitch, Samuelson?’

“Yeah,” | said. “Let’ shear about al the snarky quiversyou get from twisting the arms off avirgin.”

The laughter sivelled in volume, inspired by Samuel son’s expression of foolish impotence.

“Y ou don't understand who you' re dedling with,” he said. “But you will, | promise.”

There, | said to mysdlf, there' s his confession. Not enough to bring into court, but for amoment it was
therein hisface, dl the sick hauteur and corrupted passion of histribe.

“1 bet you' re ared important man with the Magnificence,” said Gerdd. “Bet you even got atitle.”

“Minigter of Scum and Ddlirium,” | suggested.

“I likeit,” said Gerdd. “How ’bout Secretary of the Inferior?’

“Grand High Sdamander,” said Carbgd, and tittered.

“Master of the Excremental.”

“Stopit,” said Samueson, clenching hisfists; he looked ready to stamp hisfoot and cry.



Severd other titular suggestions came from the crowd of onlookers, and Gerad offered, “ Queen of
the Shitlickers”

“I'mwarning you,” said Samuel son, then he shouted, “I am warning you!” He was flushed, trembling.
All the twitchy materia of hisinner core exposed. It had been fun bashing him about, but now | wanted
to put my hed on him, fed him crunch underfoot.

“Goon,” Gerald said. “Get dong home. Y ou' ve done dl you can here.”

Samue son shot him an unsteady ook, asif not sure what Gerald wastelling him.

Gerdd waved him off. “We'll talk soon.”

“Yes” said Samueson, straightening hisjacket, trying to muster ashred of dignity. “Y es, indeed, we
most certainly will.” He delivered what | suppose he hoped was awithering stare and stalked off dong
the corridor.

“There goes an asshole on amission,” said Gerald, watching him round the bend.

“Not adoubt inmy mind,” | said.

“Trouble.” Gerdd scuffed hished against the stedl floor, glanced down asiif expecting to seeamark.
“No shit, the man’strouble.”

“Soarewe,” | said.

“Y eah, uh-huh.” He sounded unconvinced.

We exchanged a quick glance. We had been through alot together, Gerald and I, and | knew by the
tilt of hishead, thewry set of his mouth, that he was very worried. | was about to make astab at
boosting his spirits when | remembered something more pressing.

“Oh, Chrig!” | said. “Arlie! I’'ve got to get back.”

“Forgot about her, huh?” He nodded gloomily, asif my forgetfulness were something he had long
decried. “Y ou know you' re an asshole, don’t you? Y ou know you don’t deserve the love of woman or
the friendship of man.”

“Yeah, yeah,” | said. “Can you handle things here?’

He made a gesture of dismissa. Another morose nod. “Just so you know,” he said.

There were no seasons on Solitaire, no quick lapsesinto cold, dark weather, no sudden
transformationsinto flowers and greenery; yet it seemed that in those days after Thirwe I’ s suicide the
dtation passed through an autumnal dimming, one lacking changesin foliage and temperature, but having
intheir stead aflourishing of black satin ribbons and ugly rumors, agradua decaying of the spirit of the
place into an oppressive atmosphere of sullen wariness, and the dow occlusion of dl thevisible
brightness of our lives, asump of patronage in the bars, the common rooms standing empty, incidences
of decline that reminded mein sum of the stubborn resistance of the English oaksto their inevitable
change, their profuse and solemn green surrendering bit by bit to the sparse imperatives of winter, likea
strong man’swill gradualy being eroded by grief.

War did not come immediately, as Gerald had predicted, but the sporadic violences continued, along
with the arguments concerning the true intentions and nature of the Strange Magnificence, and few of us
doubted that war, or something akin to it, wasin the offing. Everyone went about their duties hurriedly,
grimly -- everyone, that is, except for Bill. He was so absorbed by his own difficulties, | doubted he
noticed any of this, and though the focus of hogtility had shifted away from him to an extent, becoming
more diffuse and generd, he grew increasingly agitated and continued to prattle on about having to “do
something” and -- thisanew chord in hissmple symphony -- that something must be terribly wrong
because the barnacles were leaving.

That they were leaving was undeniable. Every hour saw the migration of thousands more, and large



aress of the station’ s surface had been laid bare. Not completely bare, mind you. There remained alayer
of the substrate laid down by the femaes, greenish silver in color, but nonetheless it was a shock to see
the station so denuded. | gave no real credence to Bill’ s contention that we were in danger, but neither
did | totaly disregard it, and o, partly to cam him, to reassure him that the matter was being
investigated, | went back to Jacob Sauter’ s notesto learn if such migrations were to be expected.

According to the notes, preadult barnacles -- Sauter called them “larvae” -- free-floated in space,
each encapsulated in its own segment of atube whose ends had been annealed so asto form aring. Like
the adult barnacle, the exterior of the ring was dotted with light-sensitive photophores, and when a
suitable place for attachment was sensed, the ring colony was ableto orient itself by means of excretions
sprayed through poresin the skin of the tube, amethod not dissimilar to that utilized by orbital vessels
when digning themsavesfor reentry. The dightest change in forward momentum induced secretionsto
occur aong the edge of the colony oriented for imminent attachment, and ultimately the colony stuck to
its new home, whereupon the femaes excreted an acidic substrate that bonded with the metal. The
barnacles were hermaphroditic, and the initid metamorphosis dways resulted in fema e barnacles done.
Oncethefemae colony grew dense, some of the femaes would become male. When the colony reached
acertain dengty it reproduced en masse. Asthelarval tubes were secreted, they sometimes intertwined,
and thiswould result in braided ring-colonies, which helped insure variation in the gene pool. And that
wasal | could find on the subject of migration. If Sauter were to be believed, by giving up their purchase
on the gtation, the barnacles were essentidly placing their fate in the hands of God, taking the chance --
and given the vastness of space, the absence of ring secretions, it was an extremely dim chance -- that
they would happen to bump into something and be able to cling long enough to attach themselves. If one
wereto judge their actionsin human terms, it would appear that they must be terrified of something,
otherwise they would stay where they were; but it would require animmenselogica legp for meto judge
them according to those standards, and | had no ideawhat was responsible for their exodus.

Following my examination of Sauter’ s notes | persuaded Gerad to accompany me on an ingpection
tour of Solitaire’ s surface. | thought seeing the migration for himsalf might affect him more profoundly than
had the cameraviews, and that he might then join mein entertaining the suspicion that -- asunlikely a
prospect asit was -- Bill had stumbled onto something. But Gerald was nhot moved to agreement.

“Man, | don’t know,” he said aswe stood on the surface of East Louie, looking out toward the CPC
and the Administration module. There were afew sparse patches of barnacles around us, creatures that
for whatever reason -- impaired sengtivity, some form of silicate stubbornness -- had not abandoned the
gtation. Now and then one or several would drift up toward the glittering clouds of their fellows that
shone againg the blackness like outcroppings of micain anthracite. “What do | know about these damn
things! They could be doing anything. Could be they ran out of food, and that’ s why they’ re moving. Shit!
Y ou giving theidiot way too much credit! He sgot his own reasons for wanting this to mean something.”

| could not argue with him. It would be entirely consstent with Bill’ s character for him to view the
migration as part of his persond gpocaypse, and his growing agitation might sem from the fact that he
saw hisworld being whittled down, his usafulness reduced, and thus his existence menaced dl the more.

“Stll,” 1 said, “it seems odd.”

“‘Odd’ an’'t enough. Weird, now, that might carry some weight. Crazy. Run amok. They qudify for
my attention. But ‘odd’ | can live with. Y ou want to worry about this, | can't stop you. Me, | got more
important thingsto do. And so do you.”

“I’'m doing my job, don’t you worry.”

“Okay. Tel meabout it.”

Through the glaze of reflection on hisfaceplate, | could only make out his eyes and his forehead, and
these gave no clue to his mood.

“There snot very muchto tell. Asfar as| can determine Samuelson’s pure through and through.
There' sacurious lack of depth to the background materia, afew dead endsin the investigative reports.
Deceased informants. Vanished employers. That sort of thing. It doesn’t fedl quiteright to me, but it's
nothing | could bring to the corporation. And it does appear that his elder brother was murdered by the



Magnificence, which establishes a least one of his bona fides.”

“If Samuelson’s part of the Magnificence, 1...”

““If, my as3” | said. “Y ou know damned well heis.”

“I was going to say, hisbrother’s murder isjust the kind of tactic they liketo usein order to draw
suspicion away from one of their own. Hell, he may have hated his brother.”

“Or he may have loved him and wanted the pain.”

Gerdd grunted.

“I'veisolated fourteen files that have a Sketchiness reminiscent of Samuelson’s,” | said. “ Of course
that does't prove anything. Most of them are administration and most are relatively new on Solitaire. But
only acouple are his close associates.”

“That makesit more likely they’redl dirty. They don't believein bunching up. I'll check intoit.” |
heard aburst of static over my earphones, which meant that he had let out aheavy sigh. “ The damn thing
is” hewent on, “ Samue son might not be the lead dog. Whoever’ s running things might be keeping in the
shadows for now.”

“No, not achance,” | said. “ Samuelson’ stoo lovely in the part.”

A congtruction ded, aboxy thing of silver struts powered by aman in arocket pack, went arcing up
from the zero physicslab and boosted toward one of the assembly platforms; al manner of objectswere
lashed to the struts, some of them -- mostly tools, vacuum welders, and such -- trailing ong in itswake,
giving the ded araggedy, gypsy |ook.

“Those explosives you got stashed,” Gerald said, staring after the ded.

“They'resafe”

“I hope so. We didn't have ' em, they might have moved on us by now. Done a hostage thing. Or
maybe just blown something up. I'm pretty sure nothing e se has been brought on station, so you can just
keep a close watch on that shit. That’ s our hole card.”

“I don't like waiting for them to make thefirst move.”

“I know you don't. Was up to you, we d be stiffening citizens right and lft, and figuring out later if
they guilty or not. That's how come you got the teeth, and I’ m holding the leash.”

Though hisface was hidden, | knew he was not smiling.

“Your way’'snot dwaystheright of it, Gerdd,” | said. “Sometimes my way’ s the most effective, the
most secure.”

“Y eah, maybe. But not thistime. Thisistoo bullshit, this mess. Too many upper-level people
involved. We scratch the wrong number off the page, we be down the tubein afucking flash. Y ou don't
want to be scuffling around back on Earth, do you? | sureashell don't.”

“I"d prefer it to having my lungs sucked out through my mouth like Thirwell.”

“Would you, now? Me, I'm not so sure. | want alife that’s more than just gnawing bones, John. |
ain't up to that kind of hustle no more. And | don’t believe you are, either.”

We stood without speaking for aminute or so. It was getting near time for ashift change, and
everywhere bits of slver werelifting from the blotched surface of the station, flocking together in the
brilliant beams of light shooting from the transport bays, their movements as quick and fitful asthe play of
dugt in sunlight.

“Y ou' re thinking too much these days, man,” Gerald said. “Y ou're not sniffing the air, you' re not
feding thingshere” He made adow, ungainly patting motion above hisgut.

“That’srot!”

“Isit? Ligento this. ‘Life has meaning but no theme. Thereis no truth we can assign to it that does
not in some way lessen the bright flash of being that isits essentid matter. Thereisno lesson learned that
does not signa amisapprehension of our stars. Thereisno moral to thisdarkness.” That's some nice shit.
Extremely profound. But the man who wrote that, he' s not watching the water for sharks. He' stoo busy
thinking.”

“I'mso pleased,” | said, “you’ ve been able to access my computer once again. | know the childlike
joy it bringsyou. And I’'m quite sure Ernesto is absolutely thrilled at having a peek.”



“Practice makes perfect.”

“Any further conclusons you' ve drawn from poking around in my persond files?’

“Y ou got one hdluvafantasy life. Or esethat Arlie, man, she'sabout half some kind of beast. How
comeyou write dl that sex stuff down?’

“Prurience” | sad. “Damn! | don't know why | put up with this shit from you.”

“Wéll, | do. I’'mtheluckiest Chief of Security in the system, see, cause I’ ve got me a big, bad dog
who'ssmart and loyd, and” -- helifted one finger of his gauntleted hand to signify that thiswas key --
“who has no ambition to take my job.”

“Don’'t betoo sure.”

“No, man, you don’t want my job. | mean, you'd accept it if it was handed to you, but you like things
the way they are. Y ou dways running wild and me trying to cover your ass.”

“I hope you' re not suggesting that I'mirresponsible.”

“You'reresponsble, dl right. Y ou just wouldn't want the kind of respongbility I’ ve got. It d interfere
with your style. The way you move around the station, talking bullshit to the people, everything’s smooth,
then dl of asudden you go Bam! Bam! and take somebody down, then the next second you' re talking
about Degas or some shit, and then, Bam! somebody el se on the floor, you say, Oops, shit, | guess|
messed up, will you please forgive me, did | ever tell you * bout Parisin the springtime when al the poets
turn into cherryblossoms, Bam! It' s fucking beautiful, man. Y ou got half the people so scared they crawl
under the damn rug when they see you coming, and the other half loves you to desth, and most dl of *em
would swear you' re some kind of Robin Hood, you whip’em’ cause you love’ em and it’ syour duty,
and you only use your powersfor goodness and truth. They don’'t understand you like | do. They don’'t
Sseeyou're just adangerous, amora son of abitch.”

“Isthisthe sort of babble that goesinto your personnel reports?’

“Not hardly. | present you asaredl citizen. A modd of intregrity and courage and resourcefulness.”

“Thanksfor that,” | said coldly.

“Just don’t ever change, man. Don’'t ever change.”

The dedsthat had lifted from the station had dl disappeared, but others were materidizing from the
blackness, tiny points of slver and light coming home from the assembly platforms, looking no more
substantia than the clouds of barnacles. Findly Gerdd said, “1 got thingsto take care of.” He waved at
the barnacles. “Leave this shit alone, will you? After everything el se gets settled, maybe then we' Il ook
into it. Right now al you doing iswasting my fucking time.”

| watched him moving off dong the curve of the module toward the airlock, feeling somewhat put off
by his brusque reaction and hisanalysis. | respected him agreat dedl asaprofessond, and hisclinica
assessment of my abilities made me doubt that his respect for me was so unquaified.

Therewasafaint click against the side of my helmet. | reached up and plucked off abarnacle. Lying
inthe palm of my gauntlet, its plates closed, its olive surface threaded with gold and crimson, it seemed
cryptic, magicd, rare, like something one would find after asearch lasting half alifetime, arelic buried
with awizard king, lying in hisribcage in place of aheart. | had shifted my position so that thelight from
the port behind me cast my shadow over the surface, and, aneurologica change having been triggered
by the shift in light intendity, some of the barnaclesin the shadow were opening their plates and probing
the vacuum with stubby gray tongues, trying to feed. It was an uncanny sight, the way their tongues
moved, Siffly, jerkily, like bad animation, like creaturesin a grotesque garden hallucinated by Hawthorne
or Bauddaire, and standing there among them, with the technological hodgepodge of the station
gretching away in every direction, | felt asif | were stranded in apool of primitive time, looking out onto
thefuture. It was, | redized, afeding akinto that I'd had in London whenever | thought about the space
colonies, the outposts strung across the system.

Gnawing bones.

Asmy old Classics professor would have said, Gerald' s metaphor was “ahappy choice.”

And now | had timeto consder, | redized that Gerdd wasright: After al the yearson Solitaire, |
would beill-suited for lifein London, my ingtincts rusty, incapable of readjusting to the city’ srabid



intengity. But | did not believe he wasright to wait for Samuelson to move against us. Oncethe
Magnificence set their Sghts on agod, they were not inclined to use haf-measures. | wastoo disciplined
to bresk rankswith Gerad, but there was nothing to prevent me from preparing myself for the day of
judgment. Samuelson might bring us down, | told mysdlf, but | would seeto it that he would not outlive
us. | was not aware, however, that judgment day was amost at hand.

Perhaps it was the trouble of those days that brought Arlie and me closer together, that reawakened
usto the sweetness of our bodies and the sharp mesh of our souls, to al those things we had come to
take for granted. And perhaps Bill had something to do with it. Asdismad an item as he was, it may be his
presence served -- as Arlie had suggested -- to supply us with some missing essentia of warmth or heart.
But whatever the cause, it was agreat good timefor us, and | came once again to perceive her not
merely as someone who could cure a hurt or make me stop thinking for awhile, but as the embodiment
of my hopes. After everything | had witnessed, al the shabby, bloody evidence | had been presented of
our kind's pettiness and greed, that | could fedl anything so pure for another human being... Chrig, it
astounded me! And if that much could happen, then why not the fulfillment of other, more improbable
hopes? For instance, suppose a ship were to return with news of a habitable world. | pictured the two of
us boarding, flying away, landing, being washed clean in the Struggle of astern and smplelife,
Foolishness, | told mysalf. Wild ignorance. Y et each time | fell into bed with Arlie, though the darkness
that covered us seemed aways imbued with atouch of black satin, with the sticky patina of the Strange
Magnificence, | would sensein the back of my mind that in touching her | wasflying away again, and in
entering her | was making landfal on some perfect blue-green sphere. There came anight, however,
when to entertain such thoughts seemed not merefolly but the height of indulgence.

It was close upon half-eleven, and thethree of us, Bill, Arlie, and I, were Sitting in the living room, the
walls playing a holographic scenario of awhite-capped seaand Alps of towering cumulus, with whales
breeching and a three-masted schooner coasting on the wind, vanishing whenever it reached the corner,
then regppearing on the adjoining wall. Bill and Arlie were on the sofa, and she wastelling him stories
about Earth, lies about the wonderful animasthat lived there, trying to distract him from his obsessve
nattering about the barnacles. | had just brought out severa of the packet chargesthat Gerald and | had
hidden away, and | was working at reshaping them into smaller units, a project that had occupied me for
severd nights. Bill had previoudy seemed frightened by them and had never mentioned them. That night,
however, he pointed at the charges and said, *’ Splosives?’

“Very good,” | said. “The oneswe found, you and I. The ones | wasworking with yesterday.
Remember?’

“Uh-huh.” He watched me reinsert atimer into one of the charges and then asked what | was doing.

“Making some presents,” | told him.

“Birthday presents?’

“More like Guy Fawkes Day presents.”

He had no clue asto the identity of Guy Fawkes, but he nodded sagely as though he had. “Is one for
Gerdd?’

“Y ou might say they'redl for Gerald.”

He watched me awhilelonger, then said, “Why isit presents? Don't ’ splosives hurt?’

“’E’'sjust havin’ ajoke,” Arliesaid.

Bill sat quietly for aminute or so, hiseyestracking my fingers, and at last he said, “Why won’t you
talk to Gerad about the barnacles? 'Y ou should tdll him it’ simportant.”

“Giveit areg, Billy,” Arliesad, patting hisarm.



“What do you expect Gerdd to do?’ | said. “Even if he agreed with you, there’ s nothing to be
done.”

“Leave” hesad. “Likethe barnacles.”

“What amarvelousideal We |l just pick up and abandon the place.”

“No, no!” he shrilled. “CPC! CPC!”

“Ligen’ere)” sad Arlie. “There snot achancein 'l the corporation’sgoin’ to authorizeusin’ the
CPC for somethin’ loike that. So put it from mind, dear, won't you?’

“Don’t need the corporation,” Bill said in awhiny tone.

“He sgot the CPC onthe brain,” | said. “Every night | comein here and find him running thefile.”

Arlie shushed me and asked, “What' sthat you said, Bill?’

He clamped hislipstogether, leaned back against the wall, his head making a dark, ominous-looking
interruption in the path of the schooner; awave of bright water appeared to crash over him, sending up a
white spray.

“You’ave somethin’ to tell us, dear?’

“Begrateful for thedlence” | said.

A few seconds later Bill began to weep, to wall that it wasn't fair, that everyone hated him.

We did our best to soothe him, but to no avail. He scrambled to hisfeet and went to beating hisfists
againg histhighs, hopping up and down, shrieking at the top of hisvoice, hisfacegoneasred asa
squdling infant’s. Then of a sudden he clutched the sides of his head. Hislegs stiffened, his neck cabled.
Hefdl back on the sofa, twitching, screaming, clawing at the lump behind hisear. Mister C had
intervened and was punishing him with eectric shocks. It was a hideous thing to see, thisenormous,
babyish man jolted by internd lightnings, strings of drool braiding his chin, the animation ebbing from his
face, his protests growing ever more feeble, until at last he sat staring blankly into nowhere, an ugly,
outsized doll in astained white jumpsuit.

Arliemoved close to him, mopped his face with atissue. Her mouth thinned; the lines bracketing the
corners of her lips deepened. “ God, '€ sadisgustin’ object,” she said. “1 don’t know what it isabout 'im
touchesme so.”

“Perhaps he reminds you of your uncle.”

“I redizethisis hard toimesfor you, luv,” she said, continuing to mop Bill’ sface. “But do you redly
find it necessary to treat me so sarcadtic, loike | was one of your culprits?’

“Sorry,” | said.

She gave an dmost imperceptible shrug. Something shifted in her face, asif an opague mask had did
adde, revedling her newly vulnerable. “What you fink’ sgoin’ to’ gppento’im?’

“Same as || happen to us, probably. It appears our fates have become intertwined.” | picked up
another charge. “ Anyway, what’ s it matter, the poor droob? Hisbest pa isalittle black bean that zaps
him whenever he throws awobbler. He' suniversaly loathed, and hisidea of ahappy timeisto pop a
crysta and flog the bishop dl night long. Asfar as| cantell, hisfate' sdready bottomed out.”

She clicked her tongue againgt her teeth. “Maybeit' susOi seein’im.”

“You and me? That'salaugh.”

“Nao, | meandl of us. Don't it seem sometimeswe' redl 'eplessloike’im? Just big, loopy animals
without a proper sense of things.”

“| don’'t choose to think that way.”

Displeasure cameinto her face, but before she could voiceit, aloud buzzer went off in the bedroom
-- Gerdd' s private darm, adevice he would only use if unable to communicate with me openly. | jumped
to my feet and grabbed ahand laser from adrawer in the table beside the sofa.

“Don't let anyonein,” | told Arlie. “Not under any circumstances.”

She nodded, gave me abrisk hug. “You'urry back.”

The corridors of East Louie were thronged, hundreds of people milling about the entrances of the
common rooms and the commissaries. | smelled hashish, perfume, pheromone sprays. Desperate with
worry, | pushed and elbowed my way through the crowds toward Gerad' s quarters, which lay at the



opposite end of the module. When | reached his door, | found it partway open and the concerned brown
face of Ernesto Carbgja peering out a me. He pulled me into the foyer. The room beyond was dark; a
dant of light fell across the carpet from the bedroom door, which was open afoot or so; but | could
make out nathing within,

“Where' s Gerad?’ | asked.

Carbgd’ shands made ddlicate, ineffectud gesturesintheair, asif trying to find asafe hold on
something with alot of sharp edges. “I didn’t know what to do,” he said. “1 didn’t know... 1...”

| watched him flutter and spew. He was Gerald’ s man, and Geradd claimed he was trustworthy. For
my part, | had never formed an opinion. Now, however, | saw nothing that made me want to turn my
back on him. And o, of course, | determined that | would do exactly that as soon as a suitable
opportunity presented itsdlf.

“You gavethedarm?’ | asked him.

“Yes, | didn't want anyoneto hear... theintercom. Y ou know, it... I...

“Yeah, yeah, | know. Cam down!” | pushed him againgt thewall, kept my hand flat againgt his chest.
“Where s Gerald?’

His eyesflicked toward the bedroom; for an instant the flesh of his face seemed to sag away from the
bone, to lose dl itsfirmness. “There,” he said. “Back there. Oh God!”

It was at that moment | knew Gerald was dead, but | refused to let the knowledge affect me. No
matter how terrible the scene in the bedroom, Carbgjd’ s reactions -- though nicely done -- were too
flighty for aprofessond; even congdering hisinvolvement with Gerald, he should have been ableto
manage a more businesslike fagade.

“Let’shave alook, shall we?’

“No, | don't want to go back in there!”

“All right, then,” | said. “Y ou wait here.”

| crossed to the bedroom, keeping an ear out for movement behind me. | swallowed, held my bregth.
The surface of the door seemed hot to the touch, and when | did it open, | had the thought that the heat
must beredl, that al the glare off the dick red surfaces within had permested the metal. Gerald was lying
on the bed, the great crimson hollow of his ssomach and chest exposed and empty, unbelievably empty,
cave empty, with things like glistening, pulpy red fruit resting by his head, hands and feet; but | did not
admit to the Sight, | kept adistant focus. | heard a step behind me and turned, throwing up my guard as
Carbgd, hisface distorted by a grimace, struck at mewith aknife. | caught his knife arm, bent the elbow
backward againgt the doorframe; | heard it crack as he screamed and shoved him back into the living
room. He staggered off-balance, but did not fall. He righted himsalf, began to move in agtealthy crouch,
keeping his shattered elbow toward me, willing to accept more pain in order to protect his good left
hand. Disabled or not, he was il very fast, dangerous with hiskicks. But | knew | had him solong as|
was careful, and | choseto play him rather than end it with the laser. The more | punished him, | thought,
thelessresstant he would be to interrogation. | feinted, and when he jumped back, | saw him wince. A
chalky wash spread across his skin. Every move he made was going to hurt him.

“You might aswell hazard it dl on one throw, Ernesto,” | told him. “If you don’t, you' re probably
going to fal over before | knock you down.”

He continued to circle me, unwilling to waste energy on aresponse; his eyes|ooked al dark,
brimming with concentrated rage. Passing through the spill of light from the bedroom, he seemed ablaze
with fury, adim little devil with acrooked arm.

“It'snot your karate let you down, Ernesto. It’ s that ridicul ous drama-queen style of acting.
Absolutdy vile! | thought you might start beating your breast and crying out to Jesus for succor. Of
course that’ sthe weakness all you yobbos in the Magnificence seem to have. Y ou' re so damned
arrogant, you think you can fool everyone with the most rudimentary tactics. | wonder why thet is. Never
mind. Inamoment I’'m going to let you tell me dl about it.”

| gave him an opening, agood angle of attack. I’ m certain he knew it was atrap, but hewasin so
much pain, so eager to stop the pain, that his body reacted toward the opening before his mind could



cancel the order. He swung hisright leg inavicious arc, | stepped inside the kick, executed a hip throw;
asheflew into the air and down, | wrenched his good arm out of the socket with aquick twist. He gave
acry, but wriggled out of my reach and bridged to his feet, both arms dangling. | took him back down
with aleg sweep and smashed hisright kneecap with my hedl. Once his screaming had subsided | sat
down on the edge of a coffee table and showed him the laser.

“Now we can talk undisturbed,” | said brightly. “I hope you fed like talking, because otherwise...”

He cursed in Spanish, spat toward me.

“I can seethere sno fooling you, Ernesto. Y ou obvioudy know you' re not leaving here dive, not after
what you' ve done. But you do have one life choice remaining that might be of someinterest. Quickly” --
| flourished the laser -- “or dowly. What' s your pleasure?’

He lay without moving, his chest heaving, blinking from timeto time, aneutral expresson on hisface,
perhapstrying to think of something he could tell me that would raise the stakes. His breath whistled in
histhroat; sweat beaded hisforehead. My thoughts kept pulling me back into that red room, and as| sat
therethe pull becameirresgtible. | saw it clearly thistime. The heart lying on the pillow above Gerdd's
head, the other organs arranged neatly beside his hands and feet; the darkly crimson hollow with itspale
flaps. Thingswritten in blood on the wall. It made me weary to seeit, and the most wearisome thing of al
wasthe fact that | was numb, that | felt dmost nothing. | knew | would have to rouse myself from this
spiritual malaise and go after Samuelson. | could trust no one to help me wage acampaign -- quick
retaliation was the best chance | had. Perhaps the only chance. The Magnificence had anumber of
shortcomings. Their arrogance, acrudeness of tactics, an infrastructure that alowed unstable persondities
to riseto power. To betruthful, the fear and ignorance of their victims was their greatest strength. But
their most pertinent flaw wasthat they tended to give their subordinatestoo little autonomy. With
Samuelson out of the picture, the rest might very well scatter. And then | redlized there was something |
could do that would leave nothing to chance.

“Ernesto,” | said, “now I’ ve considered it, there sredlly not athing you can tell methat | want to
know.”

“No,” hesad. “No, | have something. Please!”

| shrugged. “All right. Let’shear it.”

“Thebosses,” hesaid. “I know wherethey are.”

“The Magnificence, you mean? Those bosses?’

A nod. “Adminigration. They'redl there.”

“They’ rethereright this moment?’

Something must have given atwinge, for hewinced and said, “ Diod” When he recovered he added,
“Yes. They' rewaiting...” Another pain took him away for amoment.

“Waiting for the revolution to be won?’ | suggested.

“Yes”

“And just how many bosses are we speaking about?’

“Twenty. Almost twenty, | think.”

Chrigt, | thought, nearly haf of administration goneto black satin and nightmare.

| got to my feet, pocketed the laser.

“Wha...” Ernesto said, and swallowed; his palor had increased, and | redlized he was going into
shock. His dark eyes searched my face.

“I’'m going, Ernesto,” | said. “I don't have the timeto treat you as you did Gerald. But my fervent
hope is that someone ese with more time on their hands will find you. Perhaps one of your brothersin the
Magnificence. Or one of Gerald' sfriends. Neither, | suspect, will view your Stuation in afavorable light.
And should no one come upon you in the foreseeable future, | suppose | shdl have to be satisfied with
knowing you died alingering death.” | bent to him. “Getting cold, isn't it? Y ou’ ve had the swest hit,
Ernesto. Ther€ Il be no more pretending you' ve apretty pair of charlies and playing sweet angdinato the
hard boys. No more gobble-offsfor you, dearie. It'sal fucking over.”

| would have loved to hurt him some more, but | did not belive | would have been able to stop once |



got garted. | blew him akiss, told him that if the pain got too bad he could aways swallow histongue,
and |eft him to what would dmost certainly bethefirgt of hisfind misgivings.

When | returned to my quarters Arlie threw her arms about me and held metight while | gave her the
news about Gerad. | gill fet nothing. Teling her waslike hearing my own voice delivering anews
ummary.

“I’'vegot work to do,” | said. “I can't protect you here. They'reliableto pay avisit while I’ m away.
You'll haveto comewith me.”

She nodded, her face buried in my shoulder.

“We haveto go outside,” | said. “We can use one of the deds. Just ashort hop over to
Adminigtration, afew minutes there, and we' re done. Can you manage?’

Arlie liked having something solid underfoot; going outside was a dread prospect for her, but she
made no objection.

“What are you intendin’?’ she asked, watching me gather the packet charges| had |eft scattered
about thefloor.

“Nothing nice,” | said, peering under the sofa; | was, it appeared, short four charges. “Don’t worry
about it.”

“Don’t you get cheeky with me! Oi’ m not some low-hedl Sharon you' ve only just met. Oi’ve aright
to know what you' re about.”

“I’m going to blow up the damned place,” | said, moving the sofaaway from thewall.

She stared at me, open-mouthed. “Y ou'’ re plannin’ to blow up Admin?’ Ave you done your crust?
What you finkin' of 7’

| told her about the suspicious files and what Ernesto had said, but this did little to soothe her.

“There stwenty other peoplelivin’ inthere!” she said. “What about them?’

“Maybethey won't be at home,” | pushed the sofa back againgt thewall. “1’m missing four charges
here. You seen’em?

“It'sdmost one 0’ clock. Some of *em might be out, Oi grant you. But whether it’ s twenty or fifteen,
you'retakin’ about the murder of innocent people.”

“Look here” | said, continuing my search, heaving chairs about to bleed off my anger. “First of all,
they’re not people. They' re corporation deadlegs. Using theword ‘innocent’ to describe them makes as
much sense as using theword ‘ dainty’ to describe apig’ s eating habits. At onetime or another they’ve
every one put the drill to some poor Joey’ s backside and madeit bleed. Andthey’d doit againina
flicker, because that’ s all they fucking know how to do. Secondly, if they werein my shoes, if they had a
chanceto rid the Sation of the Magnificence with only twenty lives|ogt, they wouldn't hesitate. Thirdly”
-- | flipped up the cushions on the sofa -- “and most importantly, | don’t have abloody choice! Do you
understand me? There sno one | can trust to help. | don’t have aloya force with which to lay segeto
them. Thisisthe only way | can settle things. I’ m not thrilled with the idea of murdering -- asyou say --
twenty peoplein order to do what' s necessary. And | redlizeit allowsyou to fed morally superior to
think of me asavillain. Butif | don’t do something soon there' Il be hearts and livers strewn about the
gation like party favors, and twenty dead is going to seem like nothing!” | hurled acushion into the
corner. “ Shit! Where are they?”

Arliewas dill staring at me, but the outrage had drained from her face. “Oi "aven't seen’em.”

“Bill,” 1 said, struck by anotion. “Where he'd get to?’

“Bill?’

“Yeah, Bill. Thefuckwit. Whereishe?’



“’E' saway somewhere,” shesaid. “’E wasin theloo for awhile, then Oi went in the bedroom, and
when Oi come out ’ewas gone.”

| crossed to the bathroom, hoping to find the charges there. But when the door dlid open, | saw only
that the floor was spattered with bright, tacky blood; there was more blood in the sink, aong with a
kitchen knife, matted hair, handfuls of wadded, becrimsoned paper towes. And something else: athin
black disc about the size of asoy wafer. It took me awhileto absorb dl this, to put it together with Bill's
recent obsessions, and even after | had done so, my conclusion was difficult to credit. Yet | could think
of no other explanation that would satisfy the conditions.

“Arlie” | cdled. “You seen this?’

“Nao, what?’ she said, coming up behind me; then: “Holy Chrigt!”

“That' shisimplant, isn't it?" | said, pointing to the disc.

“Yeah, | Sposeitis. My God! Why'd he do that?’ She put ahand to her mouth. “You don't fink e
took the charges...”

“The CPC,” | said. “He knew he couldn’t do anything with Mister C dong for theride, so he cut the
bastard out. And now he' sgone for the CPC. Jesus! That's just what we needed, isn’'t it! Another
fucking maniac on the loosa!”

“It must "ave’urt im somethin’ fierce!” Arlie said wonderingly. “1 mean, he’ad to ' ave doneit quick
and savage, or else Mister C would ’ave’ad timeto stop'im. And | never heard a peep.”

“I wouldn’'t worry about Bill if | wereyou. Y ou think twenty dead’ satragedy? Think what’ Il happen
if he blowsthe CPC. How many do you reckon will be walking between modules when they disengage?
How many otherswill bekilled by fadling things? By other sorts of accidents?’

| went back into the living room, shouldered my pack; | handed Arlie alaser. “If you see anyone
coming after us, useit. Burnthem low if that’ sdl you can bear, but burn them. All right?’

She gave atight, anxious nod and looked down at the weapon in her hand.

“Comeon,” | said. “Oncewe get to the airlock we'll befine.”

But | was none too confident of our chances. Thanksto the greed of madmen and the
sngle-mindedness of our resident idiot, it seemed that the chances of everyone on Solitaire were growing
dimmer by the second.

| suppose some of you will say at thisjuncturethat | should have known bad things were going to
happen, and further will claim that many of the things that did happen might have been forestalled had |
taken afew basic precautions and shown the dightest good sense. What possessed me, you might ask,
to run out of my quarters leaving explosives scattered about the floor where Bill could easily appropriate
them? And couldn’t | have seen that his fascination with the CPC might lead to some perilous
circumstance? And why had | not perceived his potentia for destructiveness? Well, what had possessed
me was concern for afriend, the closest to afriend that | had ever known. And asto Bill, his dangerous
potentids, he had never displayed any sign that he was capable of enduring the kind of pain he must have
endured, or of employing logic sufficiently well so asto plan even such asmple act as he perpetrated. It
was desperation, I’ m certain, that fathered the plan, and how was | to factor in desperation with the IQ
of abiscuit and come up with the sum of that event? No, | rgect guilt and credit both. My part in things
was smpler than demanded by that complex twist of fate. | was only there, it seems, to finish things, to
stamp out afew lagt fires, and -- in the end -- to give a name to the demons of that place and time. And
yet perhaps there was something in that whole fury of moments that was mine. Perhaps| saw an
opportunity to take astep away from the past, dbeit aviolent step, and moved by asignd of some sort,
onetoo dight to register except in my cdlls, | took it. | would like to think | had ahigher purposein mind,



and was not merdly acting out the imperatives of somefierce vanity.

We docked the ded next to an airlock in the Administration module, my reasoning being that if we
wereforced to flee, it would take less time to run back to Administration than it would to cycle the CPC
airlock; but instead of entering there, we walked aong the top of the corridor that connected
Adminigtration and the CPC, working our way aong molded troughs of plastic covered with the
greenish-silver substrate left by the barnacles, past an electric array, beneath atree of radiator panels
thirty timesastal asaman, and entered the emergency lock at its nether end. There was aded docked
besdeit, and redizing that Bill must have used it, | thought how terrified he must have been to cross even
that much of the void without Mister C to lend him guidance. Before entering, | set the timer of one of the
chargesin the pack to a half-second delay and stuck it in the hip pouch of my pressure suit. | would be
ableto trigger the switch with just the touch of my palm against the pouch. A worst-case eventudity.

The cameras insde the CPC were functioning, but since there were no Security personnel in
evidence, | had to assume that the automatic alarms had failed and that -- as usud -- no one was
bothered to monitor the screens. We had not gone twenty feet into the main room when we saw Bill,
dressed in a pressure suit, helmet in hand, emerge from behind a plastic partition, one of many which --
as| have said -- divided the cavernous white space into amaze of work stations. He looked stunned,
lost, and when he noticed us he gave no sign of recognition; the side of his neck was covered with dried
blood, and he held his head tipped to that side, as one might when trying to muffle pain by applying
pressure to the injured spot. His mouth hung open, his posture was dack, and his eyes were bleary.
Under the trays of cold light his complexion was splotchy and dappled with the angry red spots of
pimplesjust coming up.

“Theexplosives” | said. “Where are they? Where' d you put them?’

His eyes wandered up, grazed my face, twitched toward Arlie, and then lowered to the floor. His
breeth made an ugly glutinous noise.

Hewas apitiable sight, but | could not afford pity; | was enraged at him for having betrayed my trust.
“You miserablefucking stain!” | said. “ Tell mewherethey are!” | pamed the back of his head with my
left hand; with my right | knuckled the ragged wound behind his ear. Hetried to twist away, letting out a
wall; he put his hands up to his chest and pushed feebly a me. Tears leaked from hiseyes. “Don't!” he
bawled. “Don't! It hurtsl”

“Tell mewherethe explosivesare,” | said, “or I'll hurt you worse. | swear to Chrigt, | won't ever stop
hurting you.”

“I don’t remember!” he whined.

“| takeyou into my house,” | said. “I protect you, | feed you, | wash your messes up. And what do
you do? You sted fromme.” | dapped him, diciting ashriek. “Now tell mewhere they arel”

Arliewaswatching me, ahard light in her eyes; but she said nothing.

| nodded toward the labyrinth of partitions. “Have afucking ook round, will you? Wedon't have
muchtime”

Shewent off, and | turned again to Bill.

“Tell me” | said, and began cuffing him about the face, not hard, but hurtful, driving him back with the
flurries, setting him to stagger and wail and weep. He fetched up against a partition, eyes popped, that
tiny pink mouth pursedinamoue. “Tel me,” | repesated, and then said it again, said it every time hit him,
“Tell me, tell me, tel me...” until he dropped to hisknees, cowering, shieding his head with hisarms, and
ydled. “Over there! It'sover there!”

“Where?’ | said, hauling himto hisfeet. “Takemetoit.”

| pushed him ahead of me, keegping hold of the neck ring of his suit, yanking, jerking, not wanting to
give him a second to gather himsdlf, to make up alie. He yel ped, grunted, pleaded, saying, “Don’t!”
“Stopit!” until at last he bumped and spun round a corner, and there, resting atop acomputer terminal,
was one of the charges, ared light winking on the timer, Ssgnding that it had been activated. | picked it up
and punched in the deactivation code. The readout showed that fifty-eight seconds had remained before
detonation.



“Arliel” | shouted. “ Get back here! Now!”

| grabbed Bill by the neck ring, pulled him close. “Did you st dl the timersthe same?’

He gazed at me, uncomprehending.

“Answer me, damn you! How did you set the timers?’

He opened his mouth, made a scratchy noisein the back of histhroat; runners of salivabridged
between his upper and lower teeth.

My interior clock was ticking down, 53, 52, 51... Given the size of the room, there was no hope of
locating the other three chargesin lessthan aminute. | would have risked agoodly sum on the
proposition thet Bill had been inconsstent, but | was not willing to risk my life.

Arlie cametrotting up and smiled. “Y ou found one!”

“We ve got fifty seconds,” | told her. “Or less. Run!”

| cannot be certain how long it took usto negotiate the distance between where we had stood and the
hatch of the Administration module; it seemed an endlesstime, and | kept expecting to fed the corridor
shake and sway and tear loose from itsfittings, and to go whirling out into the vacuum. Having to drag
Bill along dowed us considerably, and | spent perhaps ten seconds longer opening the hatch with my
passkey; but altogether, | would guess we came very near to the fifty-second limit. And | am certain that
as| seded the hatch behind us, that limit was exceeded. Bill had, indeed, proved incons stent.

Asl| stepped in through the inner hatch, | found that Admin had been transformed into a holographic
rendering of abeautiful starfield spread across avelvety black depth in which -- an oddly charming
incongruity -- fifteen or twenty doors were visible, acouple of them open, dants of white light spilling out,
it seemed, from God' s office space behind the walls of space and time. We were waking on gas clouds,
nebulae, and congtellate beings. Then | noticed the body of awoman lying some thirty feet away, blood
pooled wide as atable beneath her. No one else wasin sight, but as we proceeded toward the airlock,
the outlines of the hatch barely perceptible benegth the astronomica display, three men in black gear
stepped out from a doorway farther dong the passage. | fired at them, asdid Arlie, but our aim was off.
Strikes of ruby light smoked the tarry expanse beside them asthey ducked back into cover. | heard
shouts, then shouted answers. The next second, as | fumbled with the hatch, laser fire needled from
severd doorways, pinning us down. Whoever wasfiring could have killed us easily, but they satisfied
themselves by scoring near misses. Above Bill’ sfrightened cries and the sizzle of burning metd, | could
hear laughter. | tossed my laser aside and told Arlie to do the same. | touched the chargein my hip
pouch. | believed if necessary | would be able to detonate it, but the thought made me cold.

A group of men and women, some ten or eleven strong, came along the corridor toward us,
Samuelson in the lead. Like the rest, he wore black satin trousers and a blouse of the same material
adorned with badges. Creatures, it appeared, wrought from the same mystic stuff asthe black walls and
ceiling and floor. He was smiling broadly and nodding, asif our invasion were addightful interlude that he
had been long awaiting.

“How kind of you to do your dying with us, John,” he said aswe cameto our feet; they gatheredina
semicircle around us, hemming usin againgt the hatch. “1 never expected to have this opportunity. And
with your lady, too. We re going to have such fun together.”

“Bet she'sareal groaner,” said amuscular, black-haired man at his shoulder.

“Wadl, we'll find out soon enough, won't we?” said Samuel son.

“Tryit,” said Arlie, “and OF’ [l squeeze you off at the knackers!”

Samuelson beamed at her, then glanced at Bill. “And how are you today, sir? What brings you aong,
| wonder, on this merry outing?’

Bill returned alook of bewilderment that after amoment, infected by Samuel son’ s happy
countenance, turned into a perplexed smile.

“Domeafavor,” | said to Samuelson, moving my hand so that the palm was dmost touching the
switch of the charge at my hip. “ There' s something I’ ve been yearning to know. Does that gear of yours
come with matching underwear? 1’ d imagine it must. Bunch of ginger-looking poofs and tizzies like you
got behind you, | suppose wearing black nastiesis de rigueur.”



“For somebody who's " bout to mgjor in high-pitched screams,” said awoman at the edge of the
group, a heavyset blond with athick American accent and an indeci pherable tattoo on her bicep, “you
gottahelluvamouth onyou, | giveyathat.”

“That’ sjust John’ s unfortunate manner,” Samuelson said. “He s not very good at defeat, you see. It
should beinteresting to watch him explore the boundaries of this particular defeat.”

My hand had begun to tremble on the switch; | found myself unable to control it.

“What isit with you, Samuelson?’ said the blond woman. “ Every time you chop someone, you gotta
play Dracula? Let’ sjust do’em and get on with business.”

Therewas a brief argument concerning the right of the woman to speak her mind, the propriety of
mentaly preparing the victim, of “tasting the experience,” and other assorted drivel. Under different
circumstances, | would have laughed to see how ludicrous and inept abunch were these demons; | might
have thought how their ineptitude spoke to the termina disarray back on Earth, that such afeeblelot
could have gained so much power. But | was absorbed by the trembling of my hand, the swest trickling
down my belly, and the jellied weakness of my legs. | imagined | could fedl the cold mass of explosves
turning, giving akick, likeadark and fatal child striving to break free of the womb. Beforelong | would
have to reveal the presence of the charge and force a conclusion, one way or another, and | was not sure
| was up to it. My hand wanted to dap the switch, pushed againgt it, it seemed, by dl the weighty detritus
of my violent life.

Finaly Samuelson brought an end to the argument. “Thisis my show, Amy. I’'ll do as| please. If you
want to discuss method during Retrest, I’ll be happy to satisfy. Until then, I’ d appreciate your full
cooperation.”

Hesad dl thiswith the mild ultrasincerity of apriest settling a squabble among the Ladies Auxiliary
concerning ajumble sale; but when he turned to me, al the anger that he must have repressed came
spewing forth.

“Y ou naff little scrote!” he shouted. 1’ m sick to death of you getting on my titsl When I’ ve done
working over your dippery and that great dozy blot beside you, I’m going to paint you red on red.”

| did not see what happened at that moment with Arlie. Somebody tried to fondle her, | believe, and
there was acommotion beside me, too brief to call astruggle, and then she had alaser in her hand and
wasfiring. A beam of crimson light no thicker than aknitting needle pat from the muzzle and punched its
way through the temple of acompact, graying man, exiting through the top of hisskull, droppinghimina
heap. Another beam spitted the shoulder of the blond woman. All this at close quarters, people shrieking,
stumbling, pushing together, nudging me, nearly causing meto set off the charge. Then the laser was
knocked from Arlie’' s hand, and she was thrown to the floor. Samuel son came to stand astraddle her, his
laser aimed at her chest.

“Carvethe bitch up!” said the blond woman, holding her shoulder.

“Splendid idea,” Samuelson said, adjusting the setting of hislaser. “I'll just do alittle writing to begin
with. Start with an inspirationa saying, don't you think? Or maybe’ -- he chuckled -- “ John Loves
Arlie”

“No,” | said, my nerves steadied by thisfrontal assault; | pulled out the packet charge. “No, you're
not going to do that. Because unless you do the right thing, in about two seconds the best part of you is
going to bediding dl greasylike down thewals. I'll give you to three to put down your wegpons.” | drew
abreath and tried to fed Arliebesideme. “One.” | stared at Samuelson, coming hard at him with al the
fireleftin me. “You best tell "em how mad | amfor you.” | squared my shoulders; | prayed | had the guts
to pressthe switch on three. “That’ stwo.”

“Doit!” hesadto hispeople. “Doit now!”

They let their weaponsfall.

“Back it off,” | said, feding relief, but dso aghostly momentum asif the count had continued onin
some dternate probability and | was now blowing away in fireand ruin. | picked up my pack, grabbed
Samuelson by the shirtfront as the rest retreated a ong the corridor. “Open the hatch,” | told Arlie, who
had scrambled up from thefloor.



| heard her punching out the code, and amoment later, | heard the hatch swing open. | backed
around the door, dung Samue son into the airlock, damming him up againg Bill, who had wandered in on
his own. At that precise moment, the CPC exploded.

The sound of the explosion wasimmense, agreat wallop of pressure and noise that sent meredling
into the airlock, regling and floating up, the artificid gravity syssems no longer operative; but what was
truly terrifying was the vented hiss that followed the explosion, sgnaling disengagement from the
connecting corridors, and the sickening sway of the floor, and then the roar of ignition asthe modul€' s
engines transformed what had been a habitat into aship. | pictured the whole of Solitaire coming apart
piece by piece, each oneigniting and moving off into the nothing, little glowing bits, like the breskup of an
electric redf.

Arlie had snatched up one of the lasers and she was now training it a Samuelson, urging himinto his
pressure suit -- adifficult chore considering the accel eration. But he was managing. | helped Bill onwith
his helmet and fitted mine in place just as the boost ended and we drifted free. Then | broke the seal on
the outer hatch, started the lock cycling.

Oncethelock had opened, | told Arlie she would have to drive the ded. | watched as shefitted
hersdf into the harness of the rocket pack, then | lashed Samuelson to one of the metal struts, Bill to
another. | set the charge | had been carrying on the surface of the station, took two more out of the pack.
| set the timersfor ninety seconds. | had no thoughtsin my head as| was doing this; | might have been a
technician stripping awire, awelder joining aseam. Yet as| prepared to activate the charges, | redized
that | was not merely ridding the station of the Strange Magnificence, but of the corporation’s personnd.
| had, of course, known this before, but | had not understood what it meant. Within amonth, probably
consderably less, the various e ements of the station would be afree place, without a corporate presence
to strike the fear of God and Planet Earth into the hearts and minds of the workers. Oh, it wastrue, some
corporates might have been in other modules when the explosion occurred, but most of them were gone,
and the survivors would not be able to wield much power; it would be six months at least before their
replacements arrived and anew administration could beingtaled. A lot could happen in that time. My
comprehension of thiswas much lesslinear than | am reporting; it came to me as apassion, a hope, and
as| activated thetimers, | had awild sense of freedom that, though | did not fathom it then, seems now
to have been premonitory and inspired.

| lashed and locked mysalf onto a strut close to Arlie and told her to get the hell gone, pointing out as
adestination the web of atrangport dock that we were passing. | did not see the explosion, but | saw the
whiteflare of it in Arlie sfaceplate as she turned to watch; | kept my eyesfixed for atime on the bitsand
pieces of Solitaire passing silently around us, and when | turned to her, asthe reflected fire died away
and her eyes were reveaed, wide and lovely and dark, | saw no hatred in her, no disgust. Perhaps she
had aready forgiven mefor being the man | was. Not kindly, and yet not without kindness. Merdly
someone who had learned to do the necessary and live with it. Someone whose past had burned a
shadow that stretched across hisfuture.

| told her to reverse the thrusters and stop the ded. There was one thing eft to do, though | was not
S0 eager to have donewith it asonce | had been. Out in the dark, in the nothing, with al those stars
pointing their hot eyes at you and trying to spear your mind with their secret colors, out in that absolute
desert the questions of villainy and heroism grow remote. The most terrible of Sins and sweetest virtues
often become compressed in the midst of dl that sunless cold; compared to the terrible inhumanity of
space, they both seem warmly human and comprehensible. And thus when | approached the matter of
ending Samuelson’slifel did so without relish, without the vindictive spirit that | might have expressed
had we been back on Solitaire.

| inched my way back to where| had tied him and locked onto a sirut; | trained the laser on the
plastic rope that lashed him to the ded and burned it through. Hislegs floated up, and he held onto a strut
with his gauntleted hands.

“Please, God! Don't!” he said, the panic in his voice made tinny and comical by my helmet speaker;
he stared down through the struts that sectioned off the void into which he was about to travel -- silver



frames each enclosing arectangle of unrelieved black, some containing afew scraps of billion-year-old
light. “ Pleasa!”

“What do you expect from me?’ | asked. “What do you expect from life? Mercy? Or the accolade?
Here” | pointed at the sweep of stars and poetry, the iron puzzle of the dock beginning to loom, to swell
into amassive crosshatching of girders, each strung with white lights, with Mars a phantom crescent
below and the sun ayellow cod. “Y ou longed for God, didn’t you? WhereisHeif not here? Here' syour
strange magnificence.” | gestured with the laser. “Push off. Hard. If you don't push hard enough, we'll
come after you and give you anudge. Y ou can open your faceplate whenever you want it to end.”

He began to plead, to bargain. “1 can make you wedthy,” he said. “I can get you back to Earth. Not
London. Novo Sibersk. One of the towers.”

“Of courseyou can,” | said. “And | would be awise man, indeed, to trust that promise, now wouldn't
Ird

“Thereareways,” Samudson said. “Waysto guaranteeit. It'snot that difficult. Redly. | can...”

“Thirwdl smiled at me,” | reminded him. “He sang. Are your beliefs so shalow you won't even favor
uswith atune?’

“Do you want meto sing? Do you want me to be humiliated? If that’ swhat it'll take to get you to
ligentome, I'll doit. I'll do anything.”

“No,” | said. “That’snot what | want.”

His eyeswere big with theidea of desth. | knew what he wasfeding: All hislife was suddenly thrilling,
precious, new; and he was dmaost made innocent by the size and intensity of hisfear; dmost cleansed and
converted by the knowledge that dl this sensy splendor was about to go on forever and ever without him.
It was a hard moment, and he did not do well by it.

When he began to weep | burned aholein hisradio housing to silence him. He put ahand up to shield
hisface, fearing | would burn the helmet; | kicked his other hand loose from the ded, sending him
spinning away dowly, head over hedstoward the sun, abulky white figure growing toylike and clever
againg the black ground of hisfuture, like one of those little mechanica monkeysthat spinsround and
round on aplastic bar. | knew he would never open hisfaceplate -- the grester the villain, the greater
their inability to accept fate. He would be along time dying.

| checked on Bill -- hewas degping! -- and returned to my place beside Arlie. We boosted again
toward the dock. | thought about Gerald, about the scattered station, about Bill, but | could not
concentrate on them. It was asif what | saw before me had gone inside my skull, and my mind was no
longer astorm of electric impulse, but an immense black emptinesslit by tiny stars and populated by four
souls, one of whom was only now beginning to know the terrible loneliness of his absent god.

We entrusted Bill to the captain of the docked transport, Seel City, a hideous namefor ahideous
vessd, pitted and gray and ungainly inform, like a sad leviathan. There was no going back to Solitaire for
Bill. They had checked the recordings taken in the CPC, and they knew who had been responsible for
the breakup of the ation, for the nearly one hundred and thirty lives that had been logt, for the billionsin
credit blown away. Even under happier circumstances, without Mister C to guide him, he would not be
ableto survive. Nor would he survive on Earth. But there he would at least have adight chance. The
corporation had no particular interest in punishing him. They were not atogether dissatisfied with the
Stuation, being pleased to learn that their failsafe system worked, and they would, they assured us, seeto
it that he was given ingtitutional care. | knew what that portended. Shunted off to some vast dark building
with a Catholic statue centering a seedy garden out front, and misplaced, lost among the howling damned
and termindly feeble, and eventually, for want of any reason to do otherwise, going dark himsdlf, lying



down and bresthing, perhaps feeding from timeto time, for awhile, and then, one day, Smply giving up,
giving out, going away on arattle of dishes on the dinner cart or awild cry ghosting up from some nether
region or ashiver of winter light on acracked linoleum floor, some little piece of brightnessto which he
could attach himsdlf and let go of therest. It was horrible to contemplate, but we had no choice. Back on
the station he would have been torn apart.

The Sed City wassx hoursfrom launching inbound when Arlieand | last saw Bill. Hewasin acdll
lit by ahbiliousyellow tray of light set in the celling, wearing agray ship’sjumpsuit; hiswound had been
dressed, and he was clean, and he was terrified. Hetried to hold us, he pleaded with usto take him back
home, and when we told him that was impossible, he sat cross-legged on the floor, rocking back and
forth, humming atunethat | recognized as*“Barnacle Bill the Spacer.” He had apparently forgotten its
context and the crudl words. Arlie kneeled beside him and told stories of the animals he would soon be
seeing. There weretigers deek asfire, she said, and eephants bigger than small towns, and birds faster
than rain, and wolves with mysteriouslightsin their eyes. There were serpents too, she said, green ones
with ruby tongues that told the most beautiful storiesin the world, and cries so musica had been heard in
the Mountains of the Moon that no one dared seek out the cresture who had uttered them for fear of
being immolated by the sight of such beauity, and the wind, she said, the wind was aso an animal, and to
those who listened carefully to it, it would whisper its name and give them aride around theworld ina
single day. Birds as bright as the moon, grest lizards who roared when it thundered asif answering
questions, white bears with golden claws and magica destinies. It was awonderland to which hewas
traveling, and she expected him to cal and tell usal the amazing thingsthat he would do and see.

Watching them, | had a clearer sense of him than ever before. | knew he did not believe Arlie, that he
was only playing at belief, and | saw in this his courage, the stubborn, clean driveto live that had been
buried under years of abuse and denid. He was not physically courageous, not in the least, but | for one
knew how easy that sort of courage wasto sustain, requiring only a certain cardless view of lifeand afew
tricksto inspire ared madness. And | doubted | could have withstood al he had suffered, the incessant
badgering and humiliation, the sharp rgection, the sexud defeats, the mongtrous loneliness. Years of it.
Decades. God knows, he had committed an abysmal stupidity, but we had driven him to it, we had
menaced and tormented him, and in return -- an act of salfishness and desperation, | admit, yet
sdfishnessin its most refined form, desperation in its most gentle incarnation -- he had tried to save us, to
make uslove him.

It islittle enough to know of aman or awoman, that he or she has courage. Perhaps there might have
been more to know about Bill had we dlowed him to flourish, had we given his strength levers against
which to test itself and thusincrease. But at the moment knowing what | knew seemed more than enough,
and it opened meto dl thefeding | had been repressing, to thoughts of Gerald in particular. | saw that
my relationship with him -- in fact most of my relationships -- was smilar to the one I'd had with Bill; |
had shied away from rea knowledge, red intimacy. | felt like weeping, but the pity of it was, | would only
be weeping for mysdlf.

Findly it wastimefor usto leave. Bill pawed us, gave us clumsy hugs, clung to us, but not so
desperately as he might have; heredized, | am fairly certain, that there would be no reprieve. And, too,
he may not have thought he deserved one. He was ashamed, he believed he had done wrong, and so it
waswith ashameful attitude, not at al demanding, that he asked meif they would give him another
implant, if | would help him get one.

“Yeah, sure, Bill,” | said. “I’ll do my best.”

He sat back down on the floor, touched the wound on his neck. “1 wish hewas here,” he said.

“Miger C?’ said Arlie, who had been talking to ayoung officer; he had just come aong to lead us
back to our ded. “Isthat who you' retalkin’ about, dear?”’

He nodded, eyes on the floor.

“Don't you fret, luv. You'll get another friend back 'ome. A better one than Mister C. One what
won't’urt you.”

“I don’'t mind he hurts me,” Bill said. “ Sometimes | do thingswrong.”



“Weadl of usdowrong, luv. But it ain’t dways necessary for usto be’urt for it.”

He stared up at her asif shewere off her nut, asif he could not imagine a circumstance in which
wrong was not followed by hurt.

“That' sthe gospd,” said the officer. “And | promise, we'll betakin' good care of you, Bill.” He had
been eyefucking Arlie, the officer had, and he was only saying thisto impress her with his humanity.
Chances were, as soon aswe were out of sight, he would go to kicking and yelling at Bill. Arliewas not
fooled by him.

“Goodbye, Bill,” she said, taking his hand, but he did not return her pressure, and his hand dipped out
of her grasp, flopped onto his knee; he was aready retreating from us, receding into his private misery,
no longer able to manufacture a brave front. And asthe door closed on him, that first of many doors,
leaving him donein that sticky yellow space, he put hishandsto the sdes of hishead asif his skull could
not contain someterrible pain, and began rocking back and forth, and saying, dmost chanting the words,
like abitter monk his hopelesslitany, “Oh, no... oh, no... oh, no...”

Some seventy-nine hours after the destruction of the CPC and the dispersal of Solitaire, the lightship
Perseverance came home... came home with such uncanny accuracy, that had the station been Situated
where it should have been, the energies released by the ship’ sreentry from the supralumina would have
annihilated the entire facility and all on board. The barnacles, perhaps sensing some vast overload of light
through their photophores... the barnacles and an idiot man had proved wiser than therest of us. And this
was no ordinary homecoming in yet another way, for it turned out that the voyage of the Perseverance
had been successful. There was anew world waiting on the other side of the nothing, unspoiled, agarden
of possihility, achallenge to our hearts and a beacon to our souls.

| contacted the corporation. They, of course, had heard the news, and they also recognized that had
Bill not acted the Perseverance and dl aboard her would have been destroyed dong with Solitaire. He
was, they were delighted to attest, a hero, and they would treat him as such. How'sthat? | asked.
Promotions, news specials, celebrations, parades, was their answer. What heredly wants, | told them, is
to come back to Solitaire. Well, of course, they said, we'll see what we can do. When it stime, they
said. We'll do right by him, don’t you worry. How about another implant? | asked. Absolutely, no
problem, anything he needs. By thetime | broke contact, | understood that Bill’ sfate would belittle
different now he was a hero than it would have been when hewasamere fool and avillain. They would
use him, milk his story for dl the good it could do them, and then he would be discarded, misplaced, logt,
dropped down to circulate among the swirling masses of the usdless, the doomed, and the forgotten.

Though | had dready -- in concert with others -- formed aplan of action, it wasthis duplicity on the
corporation’s part that hardened me against them, and thereafter | threw mysdlf into the implementation
of the plan. A few weeks from now, the Perseverance and three other starships soon to be completed
will launch for the new world. Aboard will be the population of Solitaire, minus afew unsympeathetic
personne who have been rendered lifel ess, and the population of other, smaler stationsin the asteroid
belt and orbiting Mars. Solitaire itsdlf, and the other stations, will be destroyed. 1t will take the
corporation decades, perhaps a century, to rebuild what has been lost, and by the time they are able to
reach us, we hope to have grown strong, to have fabricated a society free of corporations and Strange
Magnificences, composed of those who have learned to survive without the quotas and the dread
consolations of the Earth. It isan old dream, this desire to say, No more, never again, to build asociety
cleansed of the old compulsions and corruptions, the ancient, vicious ways, and perhapsit isafutile one,
perhaps the fact that men like mysdlf, violent men, men who will do the necessary, who will protect
againg al enemieswith no thought for mora falout, must be included on the roster, perhapsthis



preordainsthat it will fail. Nevertheless, it needs to be dreamed every so often, and we are prepared to
be the dreamers.

So that isthe story of Barnacle Bill. My story, and Arlie saswell, yet hismost of all, though hisred
part init, the stuff of histhoughts and hopes, the pain he suffered and the fear he overcame, those things
can never betold. Perhaps you have seen him recently onthe HV, or even in person, riding in an open
car at the end of aparade with men in suits, eating an ice and smiling, but in truth he isaready goneinto
history, aready part of the past, dready half-forgotten, and when the fina door has closed on him, it may
bethat hisrolein dl thiswill be reduced to amere footnote or smply amention of hisname, the dightest
token of alife. But | will remember him, not in memoria grace, not asahero, but ashewas, indl his
graceless ways and pitiable form. It is of absolute importance to remember him thus, because that, | have
cometo redlize, the raw and the deformed, the ugly, the miserable miracles of our days, the unalloyed
baseness of existence, that iswhat we must learn to love, to accept, to embrace, if we areto ceasethe
deniasthat weaken us, if we are ever to admit our dismal frailty and to confront the natura terror and
heartbreak weather of our livesand live like astrong light across the sky instead of retreating into
darkness.

The barnacles have returned to Salitaire. Or rather, new colonies of barnacles have attached to the
newly reunited station, not covering it completely, but dressing it up in paiches. | have taken to walking
among them, weeding them as Bill once did; | have become interested in them, curious asto how they
perceived aship coming from light-years away, and | intend to carry some aong with us on the voyage
and make an attempt at astudy. Y et what compels me to take these walks isless scientific curiosity than
akind of furious nostagia, adesire to remember and hold the center of those momentsthat have so
changed the direction of our lives, to think about Bill and how it must have been for him, afrightened
lump of aman with aclever voicein hisear, donein dl that daunting immensity, fixing hiseyesonthe
bright clots of life at hisfeet. Just today Arliejoined me on such awalk, and it seemed we were passing
aong therim of an infinite dark eye flecked with atrillion bits of color, and that everything of our souls
and of every other soul could be seenin that eye, that | could look down to Earth through the haze and
scum of the ocean air and see Bill where he stood |ooking up and trying to find usin that mottled sky, and
| felt al the eerie connections a man feels when he needs to believe in something more than what he
knowsisred, and | tried to tel mysdf hewasadl right, waking in his garden in Novo Sibersk, taking the
ar with anidiot woman so beautiful it nearly made himwise. But | could not sustain the fantasy. | could
only mourn, and | had no right to mourn, having never loved him -- or if | did, even in the puniest of
ways, it was never hisperson | loved, but what | had from him, the things awakened in me by what had
happened. Just the thought that | could have loved him, maybe that was al | owned of right.

We were heading back toward the East Louie airlock, when Arlie stooped and plucked up amae
barnacle. Dark green asan emerdd, it was, except for its stubby appendage. Glowing like magic, alive
with threads of color like a potter’ s glaze.

“That'sarareone,” | said. “Never saw one that color before.”

“Bill would’avefancied it,” she said.

“Fancied, hell. He would have hung the damned thing about his neck.”

She st it back down, and we watched as it began working its way across the surface of the barnacle
paich, doing its dow, ungainly cartwhed s, wobbling off-true, lurching in flight, nearly missingitslanding,
but somehow making it, somehow getting there. It landed in the shadow of some communications gear,
stuck out its tongue and tried to feed. We watched it for along, long while, with no more words spoken,
but somehow there was alittle truth hanging in the space between us, in the silence, a poor thing not
worth naming, and maybe not even having aname, it was such an infinitesmal dice of what was, and we
let it nourish us as much asit could, we took its luster and added it to our own. We sucked it dry, we had
itsevery flavor, and then we went back insde arm in arm, to rgoin the lie of the world.



ALITTLENIGHT MUSIC
First published in Omni, March 1992.

“Dead men can't play jazz.”

“That' sthetruth | learned last night at the world premiere performance of the quartet known as
Afterlife at Manhattan' s Village Vanguard.

“Whether or not they can play, period, that’s another matter, but it wasn't jazz | heard at the
Vanguard, it was something bluer and colder, something with notes made from centuries-old Arcticice
and stonesthat never saw thelight of day, something uncoiling after along black deep and tasting dirt in
its mouth, something that wasn't the product of creative impulse but of need. But the bottom lineis, it was
worth hearing.

“Asto the mordity involved, well, I'll leave that up to you, because that’ sthereal bottom line, isn't it,
music lovers? Do you likeit enough and will you pay enough to keep the question of morality a hot topic
on the talk shows and out of the courts? Those of you who listened to the smulcast over WBAI have
probably aready formulated an opinion. The rest of you will haveto wait for the CD.

“I won't waste your time by talking about the technology. If you don’t understand it by now, after al
the televison speciads and the (ohmygodpl easenotanother) in-depth discussions between your local
blow-dried news creep and their pet science-fiction hack, you must not want to understand it. Nor am |
going to wax profound and speculate on just how much of aman isleft after reanimation. The only ones
who know that aren’'t ableto tell us, because it seems the speech center just does’t thrive on hypoxia.
Nor does any fraction of senshility that caresto communicateitself. In fact, very little ssemsto thrive on
hypoxiaasde from the desire... no, like | said, the need to play music.

“And for reasons that God or someone only knows, the ability to play music where none existed
before.

“That may be hard to swallow, | redlize, but I'm here to tell you, no matter how weird it sounds, it
appearsto be true.

“For thefirst time in memory, there was a curtain across the Vanguard' s stage. | supposethere's
some awkwardness involved in bringing the musicians out. Before the curtain was opened, William
Dexter, the genius behind thiswhole dedl, alittle bald man with ahearing ad in each ear and the affable,
smpleface of someone whom kids call by hisfirst name, came out and said afew words about the need
for dragtic solutions to the problems of war and pollution, for aredefinition of our goals and values.
Things could not go on asthey had been. The words seemed somewhat out of context, though they're
aways niceto hear. Findly heintroduced the quartet. Asintroductions go, thiswas atelegram.

“*The music you're about to hear,” William Dexter said flatly, without the least hint of hype or
hyperventilation, ‘is going to change your lives’

“And there they were.

“Right on the same stage where Coltrane turned alove supreme into song, where Miles singed us with
the hateful beauty of needles and knives and Watts on fire, where Mingus went crazy in 7/4 time, where
Ornette made Kansas City R&B into the art of noise, and athousand lesser geniuses dreamed and
amogt died and were changed before our eyes from men into moments so powerful that guyslike me can
meake aliving writing about them for people like you who just want to hear that what they felt when they
were lisening wasredl.

“Two white men, one black, one Hispanic, theracia quota of an all-American TV show, marooned
on aradiant idand painted by a blue-white spot. All wearing sunglasses.

“Raybans, | think.

“Wonder if they'll get acommercidl.

“The piano player was young and skinny, just akid, with the long brown hair of arock star and



sunglassesthat held gleams as shiny and cold asthe black surface of his Baldwin. The Hispanic guy on
bass couldn’t have been more than eighteen, and the horn player, the black man, he was about
twenty-five, the oldest. The drummer, a shadow with a crewcut and apae brow, | couldn’'t seehim
clearly but I could tell he was young, too.

“Too young, you' d think, to have much to say.

“But then maybe time goes by more dowly and wisdom accretes with every measure... inthe
afterlife.

“No apparent signa passed between them, yet as one they began to play.”

Goodrick reached for histape recorder, thinking he should listen to the set again before getting into
the music, but then he realized that another listen was unnecessary -- he could till hear every blessed
note. The ocean of dark clouds on the piano opening over a snaky, dithering hiss of cymbasand a
cluttered rumble plucked from the double bass, and then that snuous ato line, like snake-charmer music
risng out of astorm of thunderheads and scuttling claws, dl fusng into asignature as plaintive and familiar
and dusveasamuezzin'scdl. Chrigt, it stuck with you like ajingle for Burger King... though nothing
about it was smple. It seemed to have the freedom of jazz, yet at the sametimeit had the fed of heavy,
ritud musc.

Weird shit.

And it sure as hell stuck with you.

He got up from the desk, grabbed his drink, and walked over to the window. The nearby buildings
ordered the black sky, ranks of tombstonesinscribed with awriting of rectangular stars, geometric
congdlations, and linear rivers of light below, flowing aong consecutive chasms through the high country
of Manhattan. Usually the view soothed him and turned his thoughts to pleasurable agendas, asif height
itself were aform of assurance, an emblematic potency that freed you from anxiety. But tonight he
remained unaffected. The sky and the city seemed to have lost their scope and grandeur, to have become
merely an adjunct to hisliving room.

He cast about the apartment, looking for the clock. Couldn’t locate it for a second among a chaos of
gicks of gleaming chrome, shining black floors, framed prints, and the black plush coffins of the sofas.
He' d never put it together before, but the place looked like a cross between a Nautilusgym and a
goddamn mortuary. Rachel’ staste could use alittle modification.

Two-thirty A.M.... Damn!

Where the hell was she?

She usudly gave him time aone after a show to write his column. Went and had adrink with friends.

Three hours, though.

Maybe she' d found a specid friend. Maybe that was the reason she had missed the show tonight. If
that was the case, she’ d been with the bastard for... what? Almost seven hours now. Screwing her brains
out in some midtown hotel.

Bitch! He d settle her hash when she got home.

Whoa, big fella, he said to himsalf. Get real. Rachel would be much cooler than that... make that, had
been much cooler. Her affairs were state-of-the-art, so quietly and elegantly handled that he had been
ableto perfect denial. Thiswasn't her style. And even if shewereto throw it in hisface, hewouldn’'t do a
thing to her. Oh, he'd want to; he’ d want to bash her goddamned head in. But he would just sit there and
smile and buy her bullshit explanation.

Love, heguessed you'd cdl it, the kind of love that will accept any insult, any injury... though it might
be more accurate to call it pussywhipped. There were times he didn’t think he could take it anymore,
times-- like now -- when his head fdt full of lightning, on the verge of exploding and setting everything
around him on fire. But he dways managed to contain his anger and swallow his pride, to grin and besr it,
to settle for the pecious currency of her lovemaking, the price she paid to live high and do what she
wanted.

Jesus, hefdt strange. Too many pops a the Vanguard, that was likely the problem. But maybe he
was coming down with something.



He laughed.

Like maybe middle age? Like the married-to-a-chick-fifteen-years-younger-paranoid flu?

Still, he had felt better in histime. No real symptoms, just out of sorts, Suggish, dulled, some trouble
concentrating.

Finish the column, he said to himsdlf; just finish the damn thing, take two aspirin, and fal out. Dedl
with Rachel in the morning.

Right.

Ded with her.

Bring her breskfast in bed, ask how she was feeling, and what was she doing later?

God, he loved her!

Loves her not. Loves. Loves her not.

Hetore off alast mental petal and tossed the stem away. Then he returned to the desk and typed a
few lines about the music onto the computer and sat considering the screen. After amoment he began to
typeagain.

“Plenty of blind men have played the Vanguard, and plenty of men have played there who' ve had
other reasonsto hide their eyes, working behind some miracle of modern chemistry that made them
sengtiveto light. I’ ve never wanted to see their eyes -- the fact that they were hidden told me al |
needed to know about them. But tonight | wanted to see, | wanted to know what the quartet was seeing,
what lay behind those sunglasses starred from the white spot. Shadows, it's said. But what sort of
shadows? Shades of gray, like dogs see? Are we shadows to them, or do they see shadows where we
see none? | thought if | could look into their eyes, I’ d understand what caused the dto to sound like a
reedy alarm being given againg acrawl of background radiation, why one moment it conjured images of
datic red flashes amid black mountains moving, and the next brought to mind alivid blue streak pulsingin
aserene darkness, aminera moon in agranite sky.

“Despite the compelling qudity of themusic, | couldn’t set aside my curiosity and Smply listen. What
was| ligtening to, after dl? A clever parlor trick? Seight of hand on ametaphysica level? Were these
guysredly playing Death’s Top Forty, or had Mr. William Dexter managed to chump the whole world
and program four giffsto make certain muscular reactionsto sublimina stimuli?’

The funny thing was, Goodrick thought, now he couldn’t stop listening to the damn music. In fact,
certain phrases were becoming so ingstent, circling round and round insde his head, he was having
difficulty thinking retiondly.

He switched the radio on, wanting to hear something else, to get a perspective on the column.

No chance.

Afterlife was playing on the radio, too.

He was stunned, imagining some bizarre Twilight Zone circumstance, but then redlized that the radio
was tuned to WBAI. They must be replaying the smulcast. Pretty unusud for them to devote so much air
to one gory. Still, it wasn't every day the dead came back to life and played song stylingsfor your
listening pleasure,

He recognized the passage. They must have just Started the replay. Shit, the boys hadn’t even gotten
warmed up yet.

Heh, heh.

Hefollowed the serpentine track of the alto cutting across the rumble and clutter of the chords and
fillsbehind it, a bright ribbon of sound etched through thunder and power and darkness.

A moment later he looked at the clock and was startled to discover that the moment had lasted
twenty minutes.

Wéll, so hewas alittle spaced; so what? He was entitled. He' d had ahard wife... life. Wife. The
knifing word he' d wed, the dull flesh, the syrupy blood, the pouty breasts, the painted face he’ d thought
was pretty. The dead music woman, the woman whose voi ce caused cancer, whose kisses|eft damp
mildewed stains, whose...

His heart beat flabbily, his hands were cramped, hisfingertips were numb, and histhoughtswere a



whining, glowing crack opening in asmoky sky like dow lightning. Feding adark red emotion too
contemplative to be anger, he typed asingle paragraph and then stopped to read what he had written.

“Thething about thismusic s, it just fedsright. It snot art, it’ snot beauty; it' sameter reading on the
gtate of the soul, of theworld. It’ sthe bottom line of al time, aregistering of creepy fundamentass, the
rendering into music of the crummiest truth, the statement of some meeager find tolerance, auniversd
aphawave. God' sEKG, the least possible music, the absolute minimum of sound, all that’ sleft to say, to
be, for them, for us... maybe that’ swhy it feels so damn right. It creates an option to suicide, aplace
where thereis no great trouble, only atrickle of blood through stony flesh and the crackle of abase
€lectric message acrossthe brain.”

Widll, he thought, now there' sawaste of a paragraph. Put that into the column, and he’ d be looking
for work with aweekly shopping guide.

He essayed alaugh and produced a gulping noise. Damn, hefelt lousy.

Not lousy, redly, just... just sort of nothing. Like there was nothing in his head except the music.
Music and black deed air. Dead life.

Dead love. He typed afew more lines.

“Maybe Dexter was right, maybe thismusic will change your life. It sure ashdll seemsto have
changed mine. | fed like shit, my lady’ s out with some dirtball lowlife, and dl | can muster by way of a
reactionismild pique. | mean, maybe the effect of Afterlife smusicisto reduce the emotiona volatility of
our kind, to diminish usto thelevd of the stiffswho play it. That might explain Dexter’ s peace-and-love
rap. Peoplewho fed like | do wouldn’t have the energy for war, for polluting, for much of anything.
They’ d probably st around most of thetime, trying to think something, hoping for food to walk in the
door...”

Jesus, what if the music actualy did buzz you like that? Tripped some chemica switch and dowly shut
you down, brain cdll by brain cell, until you were about three degrees below norma and aslively asa
hibernating bear. What if that were true, and right this second it was being broadcast al over hell on
WBAI? Thisiscrazy, man, hetold himsdf, thisistruly whacko.

But what if Dexter’s hearing aids had been ear plugs, what if the son of abitch hadn’t listened to the
music himself?What if he knew how the music would affect the audience, what if he was after turning half
of everybody into zombies dl in the name of abetter world? And what would be so wrong with that?

Not athing. Cleaner air, lesswar, more food to go around... just stack the dim bulbsin warehouses
and let them vegetate, while everyone €l se cleaned up the mess.

Not athing wrong withiit... aslong as you weren't in the half that had listened to the music.

Thelight was beginning to hurt his eyes. He switched off the lamp and sat in the darkness, staring at
the glowing screen. He glanced out the window. Since last he' d looked, it appeared that about
three-quarters of the lightsin the adjoining buildings had been darkened, making it appear that the
remaining lights were some sort of weird code, Spelling out amessage of golden squares againgt ablack
page. He had a crawly feding aong his spine, imagining thousands of other Manhattan nighthawks
growing dow and cold and sengitiveto light, Sitting in their dark rooms, while awhining ato serpent sung
theminthebrain.

Theideawas ludicrous -- Dexter had just been shooting off his mouith, firing off more whiteliberd
bullshit. Still, Goodrick didn't fed much likelaughing.

Maybe, he thought, he should call the police... call someone.

But then he' d have to get up, dia the phone, talk, and it was so much more pleasant just to Sit here
and listen to the background static of the universe, to the sad song of a next-to-nothing life.

He remembered how peaceful Afterlife had been, the piano man’s pae handsflowing over the keys,
likewhite animals gliding, making arippling track, and the horn man’seyesrolled up, showing dl white
under the sunglasses, turned inward toward some pacific vison, and the bass man, fingers blurring on the
strings, but his head falen back, gaping, hiseyes on the ceiling, asif keeping track of the sars.

Thiswasredly happening, he thought; he believed it, yet he couldn’t rouse himself to panic. His hands
flexed on the arms of the chair, and he swallowed, and he listened. More lights were switched off in the



adjoining towers. Thiswas redly fucking happening... and he wasn't afraid. Asamatter of fact, hewas
beginning to enjoy the feding. Like alittle vacation. Just turn down the volume and response, sit back and
let theol’ brain start to mellow like aging cheese,

Wonder what Rachel would say?

Why, she'd be ddighted! She hadn’t heard the music, after all, and she’ d be happy as a goddamn
clam to be one of the quick, to have him sit there and fester while she brought over strangers and let them
pork her on the living room carpet. | mean, he wouldn’t have any objection, right? Maybe dead guys
liked to watch. Maybe... His hands started itching, smudged with city dirt. He decided that he had to
wash them.

With amighty effort, feding like he weighed five hundred pounds, he heaved up to hisfeet and
shuffled toward the bathroom. It took him what seemed a couple of minutesto reach it, to fumble for the
wall switch and flick it on. Thelight dmost blinded him, and he reded back againgt the wadll, shading his
eyes. Glints and gleams shattering off porcdain, chromefixtures, and tiles, ashrapnd of light blowing
toward hisretinas. “Aw, Jesus,” hesaid. “Jesus!” Then he caught sight of himsdlf in the mirror. Pasty
skin, liverish, too-red lips, bruised-looking circles around hiseyes. Mr. Zombie.

He managed to look away.

He turned on the faucet. Music ran out dong with the bright water, and when he stuck his hands
under theflow, he couldn’t fed the cold water, just the gloomy notation spidering across his skin.

Hejerked his hands back and stared at them, watched them dripping glittering bits of ato and drum,
bass and piano. After amoment he switched off the light and stood in the coal, blessed dark, listening to
the dto playing in the distance, luring his thoughts down and down into a golden crooked tunndl leading
nowhere.

Onething he had to admit: Having your vitality turned down to the bottom notch gave you perspective
on thewholevita world. Take Rachel, now. She'd comein any minute, al bright and smiling, switching
her ass, she'd toss her purse and coat somewhere, give him a perky kiss, ask how the column was
going... and al the while her sexua engine would be cooling, ticking away the last degrees of heet like
how acar engineticksin the silence of agarage, some vilejuice leaking from her. He could seeit clearly,
the entire spectrum of her deceit, seeit without fedling either helplessrage or frustration, but rather
registering it as an untenable state of affairs. Something would have to be done. That was obvious. It was
surprising he' d never cometo that conclusion before... or maybe not so surprising. He' d been too
agitated, too emotiona. Now... now change was possible. He would have to talk to Rachel, to work
thingsout differently. Actually, he thought, atalk wouldn't be necessary. Just alittle listening experience,
and she' d get with the program.

He hated to leave the soothing darkness of the bathroom, but he felt he should finish the column... just
to tie up loose ends. He went back into the living room and sat in front of the computer. WBAI had
finished replaying the smulcast. He must have been in thejohn along time. He switched off theradio so
he could hear the music in his head.

“I'm gtting herelistening to alittle night music, areedy little whisper of melody lesking out acrack in
death’ sdoor, and you know, even though | can't hear or think of much of anything except that shivery
diver of sound, it's become more avirtue than ahindrance; it’s beginning to order the world in an entirely
new way. | don’'t haveto explain it to those of you who are hearing it with me, but the rest of you, let me
shed some light on the experience. One sees... clearly, | suppose, isthe word, yet that doesn’t cover it.
Oneisfreed from the tangles of inhibition, volatile emotion, and thus can perceive how easy itisto
change on€'slife, and findly, one understands that with avery few changes one can achieve a sate of
cam perfection. A snip here, atuck taken there, another snip-snip, and suddenly it becomes apparent
that thereis nothing left to do, absolutely nothing, and one has achieved utter harmony with one's
environment.”

The screen was glowing too brightly to look at. Goodrick dimmed it. Even the darkness, he realized,
had its own peculiar radiance. B-zarre. He drew adeep bregth... or rather tried to, but his chest didn't
move. Cool, he thought, very cool. No moving parts. Just solid cam, white, white calm in ablack, black



shell, and alittle bit of fixing up remaining to do. He was dmost there. Wherever there was.

A cool dtotrickle of pleasure through the rumble of nights.

“I cannot recommend the experience too highly. After dl, there samost no overhead, no troublesome
desires, no ugly moods, no loathsome habits...”

A click -- the front door opening, a sound that seemed to increase the brightness in the room.
Footsteps, and then Rachel’ s voice.

“Wade?’

He could fed her. Hot, sticky, soft. He could fed the suety weights of her breasts, the torson of her
hips, theflexing of live snews, likemusic of akind, alewd concerto of vitality and decait.

“Thereyou arel” she said brightly, astreak of hot sound, and came up behind him. She leaned down,
hands on his shoulders, and kissed his cheek, a serpent of brown hair coiling across his neck and onto his
chest.

“How’ sthe column going?’ she asked, moving away.

He cut hiseyestoward her. That teardrop ass sheathed in silk, that mind like a sewer running with
black bile, that heart like apound of red-raw poisoned hamburger. Those cute little puppies bounding
adonginfront.

Thefevered temperature of her soiled flesh brightened everything. Even the air was shining. The
shadows were black glares.

“Fing” hesad. “Almost finished.”

“...only infinite dow minutes, dow thoughtslike curls of smoke, only time, only aflicker of presence,
only perfect music that does not exist like smoke...”

“So how was the Vanguard?’

He chuckled. “Didn’t you catch it on the radio?’

A pause. “No, | wasbusy.”

Busy, uh-huh. Hips thrusting up from arumpled sheet, deek with swesat, mouth full of tongue, breasts
rolling fetty, big assflattening.

“It was good for me,” he said.

A nervousgiggle.

“Very good,” hesaid. “The best.”

He examined hisfedings. All in order, dl under contral... what there was of them. A few splinters of
despair, afragment of anger, some shards of love. Not enough to matter, not enough to impair judgment.

“Areyou okay?Y ou sound funny.”

“I’'mfine” hesad, feding acreepy, secretivetingle of delight. “Want to hear the Vanguard set?1
taped it.”

“Sure... but aren’t you deepy? | can hear it tomorrow.”

“I'mfine”

He switched on the recorder. The computer screen was blazing like awhite sun.

“...the crackling of ablack storm, the red thread of afire on adistant ridge, the wholeworld
irradicated by amystic vibration, the quickened inches of the flesh becoming cool and easy, the White
Nile of the cdmed mind flowing everywhere...”

“Likeit?" he asked. She had walked over to the window and was standing facing it, gazing out at the
city.

“It's... curious,” shesaid. “1 don't know if | likeit, but it' s effective.”

Wasthat a hint of entranced dullnessin her voice? Or wasit merely distraction? Open those ears
wide, baby, and let that ol black magic take over.

“..Justligen, just et it flow in, let it fill the empty spacesin your brain with muttering, cluttering bassy
blunders and a crooked wire of brassy red snakefluid, let it cozy around and coil up inside your skull...”

The column just couldn’t hold hisinterest. Who the hell was going to read it anyway? His place was
with Rachel, helping her through the rough spots of the transition, the confusion, the unsettled fedlings.
With difficulty, he got to his feet and walked over to Rachel. Put his hands on her hips. She tensed, then



relaxed against him. Then she tensed again. He looked out over the top of her head at Manhattan. Only a
few lights showing. The message growing smpler. Dot, dot, dot. Stop. Dot, dot. Stop.

Stop.

“Can wetalk, Wade?’

“Ligten to the music, baby.”

“No... redly. We haveto talk!”

Shetried to pull away from him, but he held her, his fingers hooked on her hipbones.

“It' [l keep 'til morning,” he said.

“I don’'t think so.” Sheturned to face him, fixed him with her intricate green eyes. “I’ ve been putting
this off too long already.” Her mouth opened, asif she were going to speak, but then she looked away.
“I’'m so sorry,” she said after a considerable pause.

He knew what was coming, and he didn’t want to hear it. Couldn’t she just wait? In afew minutes
she' d begin to understand, to know what he knew. Christ, couldn’t she wait?

“Ligten,” he said. “ Okay? Listen to the music and then we'll talk.”

“God, Wade! What isit with you and this dumb music?’

She started to flounce off, but he caught her by the arm.

“If you giveit achance, you'll ssewhat | mean,” hesaid. “But it tekesawhile. You haveto giveit
time”

“What are you talking about?’

“Themusc... it sredly something. It does something.”

“Oh, God, Wade! Thisisimportant!”

Shefought againgt hisgrip.

“I know,” hesaid, “1 know it is. But just do thisfirst. Do it for me.”

“All right, dl right! If it' [l make you happy.” She heaved asigh, made avisble effort a focusng on the
music, her head tipped to the side... but only for a couple of seconds.

“I can't ligen,” she said. “ There stoo much on my mind.”

“You'renot trying.”

“Oh, Wade,” she said, her chin quivering, acatchin her voice. “I’ve been trying, | redlly have. You
don’'t know. Please! Let’sjust Sit down and...” Shelet out another sigh. “Please. | need to talk with
you.”
He had to cam her, to let his calm generate and flow inside her. He put a hand on the back of her
neck, forced her head down on his shoulder. She struggled, but he kept up afirm pressure.

“Let mego, damnit!” she said, her voice muffled. “Let mego!” Then, after amoment: “You're
smothering me.”

Helet her lift her head.

“What's wrong with you, Wade?’

There was confusion and fright in her face, and he wanted to soothe her, to take away dl her
anxieties.

“Nothing’ swrong,” he said with the sedated piety of apriest. “1 just want you to listen. Tomorrow
morning...”

“I don’'t want to listen. Can't you understand that? | don’t. Want. To listen. Now let me go.”

“I’'m doing thisfor you, baby.”

“For me? Areyou nuts? Let me go!”

“I can't, baby. | just can't.”

Shetried to twist free again, but he refused to release her.

“All right, al right! | wastrying to avoid ascene, but if that's how you want it!” She tossed back her
hair, glared a him defiantly. “I’m leaving...”

He couldn’t let her say it and spoil the evening; he couldn’t let her disrupt the healing process. Without
anger, without bitterness, but rather with the precision and control of someone trimming ahedge, he
backhanded her, nailed her flush on the jaw with al his strength, snapping her head about. She went hard



againgt the thick window glass, the back of her skull impacting with a sharp crack, and then she dumped
to the floor, her head twisted at an improbable angle.

Snip, snip.

He stood waiting for grief and fear to flood in, but he felt only awave of serenity as pdpableasa
stream of cool water, as a cool golden passage on adistant horn.

Snip.

The shape of hislife was perfected.

Rachel’ stoo.

Lying there, pale lips parted, face rapt and dack, drained of lust and emotions, she was beautiful. A
trickle of blood edled from her hairline, and Goodrick realized that the pattern it made echoed the dto
line exactly, that the music wasleaking from her, sgnaling the minimal continuance of her life. Shewaan't
dead; she had merdly suffered a necessary reduction. He sensed the edgy crackle of her thoughts, like
the intermittent popping of afire goneto embers.

“It' sokay, baby. It'sokay.” He put an arm under her back and lifted her, supporting her about the
waist. Then he hauled her over to the sofa. He hel ped her to Sit, and sat beside her, an arm about her
shoulders. Her head lolled heavily againgt his, the softness of her breast pressed into hisarm. He could
hear the music coming from her, aong with the e ectric wrack and tumble of her thoughts. They had
never been closer than they were right now, he thought.

He wanted to say something, to tell her how much he loved her, but found that he could no longer
speak, histhroat muscles dack and useless.

Weéll, that was okay.

Rachd knew how hefelt, anyway.

But if he could speak, he' d tdll her that he’ d dways known they could work things out, that though
they’d had their problems, they were made for each other...

Thelight was growing incandescent, asif having your life ultimately smplified admitted you to a
dimension of blazing whiteness. It was streaming up from everything, from theradio, the television, from
Rachd’ s parted lips, from every surface, whitening the air, the night, whiting out hope, truth, beauity,
sadness, joy, leaving room for nothing except the music, which was swelling in volume, stifling thought,
becoming akind of thirsting presence ingde him. It was sort of too bad, he said to himsdlf, that things had
to be likethis, that they couldn’'t have made it in the usua way, but then he guessed it was all for the best,
that thisway at least there was no chance of screwing anything up.

Jesus, the goddamn light was killing hiseyes! Might have known, he thought, there d be somefly in
the ointment, that perfection didn’t measure up to itsrep.

He held onto Rachd tightly, whispering endearments, saying, “Baby, it'll be okay inaminute, just lie
back, just takeit easy,” trying to reassure her, to help her through this part of things. He could tell the
light was bothering her aswell by the way she buried her face in the crook of his neck.

If this shit kept up, he thought, he was going to have to buy them both some sunglasses.

HUMAN HISTORY
First published in Isaac Asimov' s Science Fiction Magazine, April 1996.

Stories, I'mtold by old Hay (who' stold enough of them to passfor an expert), must have a beginning
and middle and end that taken atogether form a shape, amovement that pleases the mind of the listener.
And soin order to give my chronicle of those weeks in Edgeville and the land beyond a proper shape, |
must begin before the beginning, create afa se beginning that will illuminate the events of later days. I'm



not sure thisisthe most truthful way to go about things. Sometimes | think it would be best to jump right
in, to leap backward and forward in chronology like an excited man telling his story for thefirgt time; but
sance |’ ve never written anything down before, | guess 1’1l play it conservative and do asold Hay has
advised.

This happened in the summer, then, when the gpes and the tigers keep mostly to the high country, the
snow pesks east of town, and strangers come from Windbroken, the next town north, and from even
farther away, with goodsfor trade or maybe to settle, and it's more or less safe to ride out onto the flats.
Edgeville, you see, istucked into a horseshoe canyon of adobe-colored stone, its sSides smoothly dimpled
asif by the pressure of enormous thumbs; the houses and shops -- shingleroofed and painted white for
the most part -- are set close together toward the rear of the canyon, thinning out toward the mouth,
where barricades of razor wire and trenches and various concedled traps are laid. Beyond the canyon the
flats begin, a hardpan waste that appearsto stretch into infinity, into aline of darknessthat never liftsfrom
the horizon. Out there live the Bad Men and the beasts, and on the other side... well, it's said by some
that the other Sde doesn't exist.

I’d taken alittle roan out onto the flats that morning to look for tiger bones, which | usefor carving. |
rode east toward the mountains, keeping close to the cliffs, and before I’ d gone more than a couple of
miles| began to hear amechanical hooting. Curious, | followed the sound, and after another mile | caught
sight of ared car with abubble top parked at the base of acliff. I’d seen acouplelikeit last timel was
to market in Windbroken; some old boy had built them from plans he d gotten from the Captains. They
werethetak of thetown, but | didn’t see much point to them -- only place level enough to drive them
was on the flats. Whoever was insde the car wore agolden helmet that sparkled inthe sun. As| drew
closer, | redized that the driver was pressing the middle of the steering whed with the hedl of hishand,
and that was causing the hooting noise. He kept it up even after | had pulled the roan to ahalt besde the
car, acting asif hedidn’t notice me. | sat watching him for half aminute, and then shouted, “Hey!” He
glanced a me, but continued besting on the steering wheed. The sound was wicked loud and made the
roan sKkittish.

“Hey!” | shouted again. “Y ou don’t quit doin’ that, you gonna bring down the apes.”

That stopped him... for amoment. He turned to me and said, “ Y ou think | care’ bout apes? Shit!”
Then he went back to beating on the whed!.

The hemet had afunny metal grille acrossthe front that halfway hid hisface; what | could see of it
was pinched, pale, and squinty-eyed, and his body -- he was wearing ared coverdl that matched the
car’ spaint -- gppeared to be starved-thin. *Y ou may not care’bout ’em,” | said. “But you keep up with
that nonsense, they gonna start droppin’ rocks down on you. Apeslike their peace and quiet.”

He stopped making hisracket and stared at me defiantly. “ Ain’'t gonnahappen,” he said. “I’'m aman
of destiny. My futureisathing assured.”

“Yeah?' | said with alaugh. “And how’ sthat?’

He popped open the bubble top and clambered out. The roan backed off afew paces. “I’m gonna
crosstheflats” he said, puffing up his chest and swaggering in place: Y ou might have thought he wasten
feet tall instead of the puny piece of work hewas.

“That right?’ | said, gazing west toward nothing, toward that empty land and dark horizon. “Got any
last requests? Messages to your kinfolks?”

“| " gpect you heard that before,” he said. “Y ou probably get lots out heretryin’ to make acrossin’.”

“Nope, never met anybody e se that much of adamn fool.”

“Wall, you never met nobody with amap, neither.” He reached into the car, pulled out some
bedraggled-looking papers and shook them at me, causing the roan to snort and prance sdeways. He
glanced from sdeto side asif expecting eavesdroppers and said, “ Thisworld ain't nothing like you think
itis.. not atdl. I found these here maps up north, and believe you me, they’ re arevelation!”

“What you gonna do with the Bad Men? Hit ’em over the head with them papers?’ | got the roan
under control and dipped off him; | must have stood a head taler than the driver, even with hishelmet.

“They’'ll never spot me. I’'mgoin’” wherethey ain't got the ballsto go.”



Therewas no point in arguing with alunatic, so | changed the subject. “You ain't gonnahave a
chance to hide out from the Bad Men, you don’t quit hootin’ at the apes. What for you doin’ that,
anyway?”’

“Just gearin’ up,” hesaid. “ Gettin’ up my energy.”

“Wél, I'd do it out away from the dliff if | wasyou.”

He glanced up at the clifftop. “I ain't never seen them apes. What' re they like?’

“They got white fur and blue eyes... least most of "em. ' Bout the size of aman, but skinnier. And
"bout as smart, too.”

“Now | don't believethat,” he said. “Not onelick.”

“I didn’'t neither.” | said. “But | know someone who went up amongst ’em, and after he come back,
well, | believed it then.”

Helooked at me expectantly. | hadn’t been meaning to get into it, but seeing that | had nothing
pressing, | told him alittle about Wall.

“Themanwashuge,” | said. “1 mean | never seen anybody closeto that big. He musta stood closeto
seven feet... and hewasn't just tall. Hewas big dl over. Chest like abarrel, thighslike abull. Man, even
hisfingerswere big. Bigger’' n most men' sdinguses, if you know what I'm talkin’ "bout.”

The driver chuckled.

“One peculiar thing. He had thisred soft voice. Almogt like awoman’svoice, just degper. And that
just accentuated his ugliness. Shit, | seen apes better lookin'! He had these big tufted eyebrows that met
up with hishairline. Hair dl over him. He come from one of them ruined cities up to the north. A hard
place, the way hetold it. Lotta Bad Men. Cannibaism. Stuff like that. But he wasn't no savage, hewas
al right. Didn’t say much, though. | figger he liked the apes’ bout as good as he did us.”

“He went and lived with ’em, did he?’

“Not ‘lived,”” | said. “Not exactly. Kinda hung around ’em, more like. Hewas helpin’ us, y’ see. The
apesthey sted our babies, and he thought he might be able to get *em back.”

“And did he?’

Theroan grunted and nuzzled the driver’ s chest; he swatted its nose.

“He said we wouldn't want ’em back, the way they was. But hetold usalot bout how the gpeslive.
Said they had this cave wherethey...” | broke off, trying to remember how Wall had described it. The
wind blew londly cold notesin the hollows of the cliff; the sky seemed the visua counterpart of that
music: ahigh mackerdl sky with apale white sun. “They’ d taken the skulls of the people they’ d killed,
busted ' em up and stuck em on the walls of this cave. Stuck ’em flat, y’ know, like flattened skull faces
al over thewallsand celling. Painted ’em dl over with weird designs. Our babies, our kids, werelivin' in
the cave, and the apes, they’ d go into the cave and fuck " em. Girls, boys. Didn’t make no difference.
They'djust do’em.”

“Damn,” said the driver, sympathizing.

“Now don’t that sound like they smart likemen?’ | said. “Don’'t it?’

“Guessit does at that,” he said after abit. “ Damn.”

“Y ou don’t wannamess with them gpes,” | told him. “I wasyou, I’d be movin' my car.”

“Wadll, I reckon | will,” he said.

There was nothing more | could do for him. I mounted up, swinging the roan’ s head so he faced
toward the dark end of everything.

“What you doin’ out here?’ asked the driver.

“Just huntin’ for tiger bones,” | said. “1 carve shit from’em.”

“Huh,” he said asif thiswere agreat intelligence. Now that he saw | was making to leave, hedidn’'t
want to let me go. | could tell he was scared.

“You don’t think I’m gonnamakeit, do ya?’ he said.

| didn’t want to hex him but | couldn’t lie. “Not hardly. It'salong way to forever.”

“You don't understand,” he said. “1 got maps; | got secret knowledge.”

“Then maybeyou'll bedl right.” | wheded the roan around and waved to him. “Luck to you!”



“Don't needit!” hecried as| started away. “1 got more heart than that horse of yours, | got...”
“Takeit anyway!” | shouted, and spurred the roan westward.

How did it happen, thisworld? Our ancestors decided they didn’t care to know, so they told the
Captainsto take that knowledge from them. Maybe | would have done the sameif | was them, but
sometimes | regretted their decison. What | did know happened was that one day the Captains came
down from the orbital stations and waked the survivors of agreat disaster, brought them forth from the
caves where they were degping, and told them the truth about the world. The Captains offered our
ancestors achoice. Said they could live up on the stations or on the earth. A bunch of our ancestors flew
to the stations to take alook-see: it must have been pretty bad, because not a one wanted to emigrate.
The Captainsweren't surprised; they didn’t think al that highly of themselves or of their life, and our
ancestors got the notion that maybe the Captainsfelt responsible for what had happened to the world.
But no matter whether or not they were responsible, the Captains were abig help. They asked our
ancestorsif they wanted to remember what had happened or if they wanted to forget; they had machines,
they said, that could erase memory. Our ancestors gpparently couldn’t live with the idea of al that deeth
behind them, maybe because it was too close to ded with easily, and so they choseto forget. And they
aso chose further to reject many of the old world' s advantages, which iswhy we haverifles and horses
and hydroponics and no more... except for our hobbies (like the man in the gold helmet with hisbubble
car) and the hospitas. The hospitd in Edgeville was along silver windowless building where we went to
get injections and a so where we talked to the Captains. We' d punch ablack stud on asilver panel and
their images would fade in on ascreen. It was dmost never the same Captain, but they looked alot dike
and they wouldn't say their names. Ask them, and they merdly said, “1 am the Captain of the Southern
Watch.” They have these lean pa e faces and wet-looking purplish eyes, and they are every one skinny
and nervous and not very tal. The apes and thetigers? My guessisthat there were animasin the
deeping caves, too. Our ancestors could have had the Captains do away with them; but maybeit was
decided that enemieswere needed to keep us strong. | used to hate our ancestors for that, though |
suppose | undergtood it. They wanted a challenging life, one that would make us hardy and saf-sufficient,
and they got that sure enough. Gazing out from the Edge into that rotten darkness at the end of theflats,
you had the ideayou were looking back into that gulf of time between now and the destruction of the old
world, and you' d get sick insde with the fedings that arose. That aone was dmost too much to bear.
And on top of that the Bad Men burned our houses and stole our women. The apes defiled our children,
and thetigers haunted us with their beauty... Could be that was the worst thing of dll.

How did thisworld happen?

That’ s the whole of what | used to know about human history, and even now | don’t know awhole
lot more. It wasn't enough to make a clear picture, but for seven hundred yearsit was dl the knowing
most of us wanted.

| woke one morning to the smell of snow inthe air. Snow meant danger. Snow meant apes and
maybetigers. The apes used the snow for cover to infiltrate the town, and sometimesit was al we could
do to beat them off. | rolled over. Kiri was still adeep, her black hair fanned out over the pillow.



Moonlight streamed through the window beside her, erasing the worry linesfrom her brow, the faint
crow’ s-feet from around her eyes, and she looked eighteen again. Visible on her bared shoulder was the
tattoo of araven, the mark of adudist. Her festures were sharp, but so findy made their sharpnessdidn’t
lessen her beauty: like ahawk become awoman.

| was tempted to wake her, to love her. But if it was going to be abig snow, soon she'd be up inthe
high passes, sniping at the gpesfiltering down, and she’ d be needing al the deep she could get. So |
eased out of bed and pulled on my flannd shirt and denims, my leather jacket, and | tiptoed into the front
room. The door to Bradley’ s room was open, his bed empty, but | didn’t worry much. Herein Edgeville
we don't baby our kids. We let them run and learn the world their own way. What littleworry | did fed
was over thefact that Bradley had lately been running with Clay Fornoff. There wasn't much doubt in
anybody’ s mind that Clay would wind up aBad Man, and | just hoped Bradley would have better sense
than to follow him the whole route.

| cracked the front door, took alungful of chill air and stepped out. Our house was @ the back of the
canyon, and the moonlight was so strong that | could see the shapes of separate shingles on the hundreds
of roofs packed together on the dope below. | could seethe rutsin the dirt streets brimful of shadow, the
fleeting shapes of dogs, blazes of moonlight reflected from a thousand windows, and at the center of it al,
the slver rectangle of the hospital. Leaflesstrees siood sentinel on the corners, and darknesslooked to
be wdling through the mouth of the canyon from theflats. If | strained my eyes, | thought, | might see
eght thousand souls shining intheir little frame shacks.

| walked at a brisk pace down through the town. The shadows were sharp, dead black, and the stars
glittered like points of ice. My boots made husking noises on the frozen dirt, and my breath steamed,
turning into ice chips on my beard. From the sty in back of Fornoff’s store | could hear the muffled grunt
of some pig having adream.

Fornoff’ swas alantern-lit barnlike place, with sacks of meal and garden tools stored up in the rafters,
the walls ranged by shelves stocked with every kind of foodstuff, most of it dried or preserved. Brooms,
bolts of cloth, smal tools, and just about everything else were stacked in corners or hegped in bins, and
in the back was a cold box where Fornoff kept hismesat. A group of men and women were Sitting on nall
kegs around the pot-bellied stove, drinking coffee and talking in low voices; they glanced up and gavea
wave when | entered. Dust adrift in the orange light glowed like pollen. The fat black stove snapped and
crackled. | wrangled up another keg and joined them.

“Where' sKiri a?" asked Marvin Blank, atal, lean man with ahorsy face that struck abargain
between ugly and distinctive; he had asticking plaster on his chin to cover ashaving nick.

“Seepin’,” | told him, and he said that wasfine, he'd pick her amount and fetch her when it came
time.

The others went back to their planning. They were Cane Reynolds, Dingy Grossman, Martha
Alardyce, Hart Menckyn, and Fornoff. All intheir early to mid-thirties, except for Fornoff, who was
beer-bdllied and vast and wrinkled, with abushy gray beard bibbing his chest. Then Callie Dresser came
infrom the back with atray of hot rolls. Calie was about twenty-five, twenty-six, with afdine cleverness
to her features. She had a deep tan, blackberry eyes, chestnut hair to her shoulders, and anicefigure.

Y ou could see her nipples poking up her wool shirt, and her denims couldn’t have been any tighter. She
was awidow, just moved to town from Windbroken, and was helping out at the store. According to
Fornoff’ swife, the reason she’ d moved wasto kick up her heds. Windbroken isfairly straitlaced
compared to Edgeville. Among the population of Windbroken we had the deserved reputation of not
being too concerned over who was degping with whom... maybe because having to dedl with the apes
and the tigers gave us aless hidebound perspective on the importance of fiddity. Anyway, | was made
both pleased and nervous by Cdli€' s presence. Kiri didn’t mind if | got it wet away from homeonceina
while, but | knew how she'd react if | ever got involved with anyone, and Callie was atemptation in that
regard: She had in her both wildness and innocence, amixture that has dways troubled my heart. And so
when old Fornoff announced that he was assigning me and Callie to guard the front of the store, | was of
two minds about it. Not that the assignment didn’t make sense. What with Callie being new, me not being



much with arifle, and the store being hard to get &, it was probably the best place for us. Calie smiled
coyly and contrived to nudge my shoulder with her breast as she handed me arall.

I’ d been intending to go back and wake Kiri mysdlf, but the snow began falling sooner than I'd
expected. Marvin Blank heaved up from hiskeg, said he was going to fetch her, and sumped out. The
othersfollowed suit, and so it wasthat at firgt light, with snow whirling around us, | found mysdlf itting
hip-to-hip with Calie in the recessed doorway, blankets over our knees and rifles at the ready. The sky
grayed, the snow camein big flakeslike bits of ragged, dirty wool, and thewind sent it spinning in every
direction, howling, shaping mournful words from the eaves and gutters. All | could see of the houses
acrossthe street were intimations of walls and dark roofpeaks. It was going to be abad one, and | didn’t
try to avoid Cdlie when she nestled close, wanting dl the creature comforts | could get.

Wetaked alittlethat first hour, mostly just things such as*Y ou got enough blanket?” and “Want
some more coffee?” Every so often we heard gunfire over the wind. Then, just when | was starting to
think that nothing much was going to happen, | heard glass breaking from the sde of the store. | cameto
my feet and told Calieto Stay put.

“I’'m comin’” with you,” she said, wide-eyed.

“No,” | said. “Someone' s got to watch the front. Stay here. I'll be back in aminute.”

Out in the wind, my beard and eyebrowsiced up a once. Vishility wasn't more than afew feet. |
kept flat againgt thewal until | reached the corner, then jumped out, leveling my gun. Nothing but whirling
snow met my eye. | eased dlong the wall, my heart pumping. Suddenly the wind spun the flakesin akind
of eddy, clearing an avenue of sight, and | spotted the ape. He was standing about a dozen feet away
beside a broken window, hisfur aimost the same dirty white color asthe snow, and hewas carrying a
bone club. He was a scrawny specimen, old, his fur worn down to the nub in patches, and the black
mask of hisface aswrinkled asaprune. Y et in the center of hisface were set two young-looking blue
eyes. It shard to think of blue eyes being savage, but these were. They blinked rapidly, seeming to
semaphore rage and shock and madness, and their force stunned mefor a split second. Then he came at
me, swinging the club, and | fired. The bullet reddened his chest and blew him backward into a drift. |
went over to him, keeping therifletrained. He lay spread-eagled, looking up at the toiling sky. Blood was
bubbling from his chest, miring hisfur, and for amoment his eyesfixed on me. One hand clenched, his
chest heaved. Then the eyesjdlied and went dead. Snowflakesfell down to cover them. Watching them
whiten, | felt atouch of regret. Not for him personally, you understand, just the sort of generalized,
winnowing sadness you fed when you see death happen.

| walked back to the front of the store, calling as| went to Callie so she wouldn't think me an ape and
shoot. “What wasit?’ shesaid as| settled next to her.

“Ape” | said. “An old one. He probably wanted to die, that’ swhy he wastryin’ for the store. They
know the odds are against them this deep into town.”

“Why’d hedo that?’ she said, and from the depth of her perplexity, the innocence of her question, |
realized that she was s0 young and vitd, it could never be made clear to her how apes and people will
just up and grow weary of theworld.

“Beatsme,” | told her. “ Just crazy, | guess.”

While we kept watch, she told me some about Windbroken. I"d only visited the town twice and
hadn’t thought much of it. Prettier than our town, that’ sfor sure. With nicer houses and picket fencesand
larger trees. But the people acted asif that prettiness made them superior: Seemsthey don’t have quite
enough danger in their livesto keep them redl. Cdlie didn’t strike me that way, however, and | figured
that she had found her rightful placein Edgeville.

She cuddled closer to me, and before long she dipped a hand under the blanket and rested it on my
thigh, moving her fingersabit, enough to get my dingustwitching. | told her to sop it, and she grinned.
“What for?” she asked. “Don’'t you like it?’

“That an't thepoint.” | lifted her hand away. “I'm married.”

“Oh, | heard ' bout how married you are from Miz Fornoff.” She shifted away, acting huffy. “Saysyou
"bout as married asatomcat.”



“That ol” woman don’t know nothin’!”

“Don’t tell methat! Sheain't the only onetaks’bout you.” Her grin came back, sexy and
mischievous. “Clare Alardyce, Martha s girl?'Y ou oughta hear what she saysl And Laney Fellowes, and
Andrea Simpkins -- shetold me’ bout the time you and her went out on theflatsand...”

“Wel, sowhat?’ | said angrily. “It'sno business of yourswhat | do!”

“Not yet.”

“Not ever!”

“Why?" She asked thiswith the stubborn rectitude of a child denied atreat. “Don’t yathink I’'m
pretty?’

| couldn’'t say shewasn't, so | got by with“You'redl right.”

“If 'mjugt dl right,” she said, pitching her voice husky, “how come you try to see down my shirt
every timeyou comein the store?’

| shrugged and stared off into the snow. “ Just ' cause aman takes a peek, don’t mean he' s gonna buy
the goods.”

“Y ou don’'t have to peek,” she said.

The odd tremor in her voice made meturn to her. She had opened her coat and was unbuttoning her
shirt, exposing the plump upper dopes of her breasts. They were as brown asthe rest of her and looked
full of juice. She dipped loose another button, and | could see one of her nipples, erect, the dark areola
pebbled from the cold. | swear to God, | think my mouth started to water. She had the shirt mostly
unbuttoned now, and she took my free hand and brought it over to cup one breast. | couldn’t help giving
it asqueeze, and when | did, she arched into the pressure, closed her eyes and let out a hiss of pleasure.
Next thing | knew, | was bending to her and putting my mouth where my hand had been, and she was
saying my name over and over, saying it soft so | could just hear it above the wind and pushing my head
down into asweet warmth that smelled of harsh sogp and vanillawater. And then she stiffened, froze
right up, and was pushing me away, whispering my name with adifferent kind of urgency. “What' sthe
matter?’ | asked, and she nodded her head toward the street, her lips parted, eyes bugged. | |ooked
around and forgot all about Callie Dressier’ s breasts.

Standing in the middle of the street was atiger... and not just an ordinary tiger, if any of them can be
said to be ordinary. He appeared to be more than twice the length of aman, and his head would have
come at least to my shoulder. Hisfur was pure white, and his stripes were vagudly drawn the way some
linesarein addicate charcoa sketch. In the thick eddying snow he kept vanishing and regppearing as
would adream cresture or the image of abeast surfacing in amagic mirror. But he was no dream. The
wind brought his heavy scent to me, and for the time he stood there, | lived in terror that the wind would
shift, that he would twitch his head toward us, burn me with those yellow eyeslike sad crydals.

| had seen tigers prowling the dopes of the mountains at a distance, but never had | been so closeto
one, and it seemed that the vast weight of hislife was diminishing mine, that if he were to stand there long
enough | would be crushed and transformed into some didtillate of being. | had no thought for my gun, for
Cdlie, and barely any thought for my own safety. All my thoughts were asinsubstantia and flighty asthe
flakes whirling about his massve head. He remained motionless for several seconds, testing thewind. His
tall lashed, he made asmall thunder in histhroat, and then he sprang off aong the street, disappearing into
atornado of snow that spun up from one of the drifts.

My chest ached, and | realized | had stopped breathing. | continued staring at the spot where the tiger
had been. | turned to Cadllie, my mouth open. Shelifted her eyesto mine, and ascratchy sound came
from her throat. “1...” she said, and gave her head a shake.

“I know,” | said. “God amighty damn!”

Her face seemed to have been made even more beautiful by the apparition of tiger, asif the keenness
of the sght had carved away the last of her baby fat, hollowing her cheeks, bringing out the sensitivity and
soulfulness of the woman she would become. In that moment she looked to have captured something of
thetiger' s beauty, and maybe she had, maybe we both had, because she was staring a me asintently as
| a her, asif shewere seeing anew dement in my face. | don’t remember wanting to kiss her, | just did.



The kisslasted along, long time. Like thetiger, it was not ordinary. It was akind of admission, that kiss,
an ultimate acknowledgement, and it was far more of athreet to Kiri and me than had been my fumbling
with Cdllie' s breasts. It was an event that would be very hard to pull back from. We stood most of the
remainder of the watch in sllence, and we didn't get cozy again. Wetalked siffly of inconsequentia
matters and were overly solicitous of one another’ s comfort. Both of us knew that what might have been
afling had gotten out of hand.

We had atiger between us, now.

It had been bad up in the passes, Kiri said. Charlie Hatton had been bitten in the neck, Mick
Rattiger’s skull had been crushed. Four men dead altogether. She stripped off her clothes and stood by
the bedroom window, staring out at the moonstruck snow, her tawny skin drenched in whiteness.
Dudling scars on her somach and arms. Lean and small-breasted, with long fluid muscles running from
thigh to buttock, and wings of black hair pulled back from her face: she posed a polar oppositeto
Callie' samost teenage beauty, her butterfat breasts and berry mouth. She dipped benegth the covers,
lay on her back, and took my hand. “How was it with you?" she asked.

| wanted to tell her about thetiger, but | didn’t have the words yet, the words with which to tell her,
anyway. My incapacity had only alittle to do with Cdlie; | wanted to tell Kiri in away that would open
her to her own beauty. She' d never been a happy woman; too much of her was bound up by the
disciplines of adudigt, by the bleakness of her youth in the northern ruins. She expected death, she
believed in the lessons of pain, and shelived by aharsh codethat | could never fully understand. | think
shelooked upon Brad and me as an aberration on her part, asign that she had grown soft.

“Shot an ape,” | said. “That's’ bout it.”

She made adry, amused noise and closed her eyes.

“| saw Bradley,” | said. “Hedid fine, but | think he' s off with Clay again tonight.”

“Hell bedl right.”

She turned on her side to face me and caressed my cheek, a sign that she wanted to make love.
Directnesswas a odds with her nature: she lived by Sgns, hints, intimations. | kissed her mouth, thetiny
crow tattoo on her shoulder. Pressing against me, her body felt supple, snuous, al her musclestensed as
if for battle. There' s adways been amean edge to our lovemaking, and that night was no exception. She
seemed to befighting me as| entered her, and she clawed my back so fiercely, | had to pin her wrists
above her head, and when she cried out at the end, it sounded like acry of victory, a celebration of
triumph over her body’ s resistance to pleasure.

Shewent to degp dmost immediately afterward, and | sat on the edge of the bed, writing at the night
table by the light of the moon. | wastrying to write some wordsfor Kiri, talking not about the tiger, but
about how it had been that night with her. | had, you see, come to the redlization of how much | loved
her, how much | wanted to split open her hard shell and make her bloom at least for a season. Whatever
| felt for Callie, | decided, was nothing by comparison, no matter if it wasred.

But thinking al this made me restless and unhappy, and no words would come. So | dressed,
grabbed arifle and went for awalk, going knee-deep through the snowcrugt, plowing ahead, having no
red destination in mind. The town was qui€t, but there were maybe a dozen firesflickering atop the
canyon walls, and from those fires came the howling of apes mourning their dead. They’d be coming
back with the next storm. The rooftops were mantled with snow; snow ledged the windows and marbled
the boughs of the leaflesstrees, and the sound of my breath seemed harsh and unnaturd in dl that white
dillness. | turned acorner and camein sight of the hospital, itssilver meta wallsflashing and rippling with
the moonlight. Seeingit, | redized that therein lay the only soul to whom | could spesk my heart, the only



one who was bound to listen and who would be sure to fed the current in my words. | walked to the
door, put my hand flat againgt an inset silver rectangle, and after a second the door did open with ahiss. |
stepped into the anteroom. Soft light began to shine from thewalls, and awhispery voice asked if |
needed trestment.

“Jugt alittle conversation,” | said.

The room was about fifteen by fifteen, and alarge screen occupied most of the rear wall, fronted by
three chairs of slver metal and some sort of foam. | plopped into one and punched the black button. The
screen brightened, dissolving to ashot of asolitary Captain. A woman. It' sdifficult to tell sometimes
what sex they are, because they all wear the same purple robes, amost the exact dark shade astheir
eyes, and their hair isuniformly close-cropped, but | knew this one for awoman, because when the
picture had come into focus, she had been turned abit sdeways and | could see that her robe was
pushed out atad in front. Her skin was the color of the winter moon, and her cheeks were so hollowed
that she looked toothless (yet she was pretty in an exotic way), and her eyes weretoo large for her face,
afacethat registered agloomy, withdrawn qudity during the entire time we talked.

“What'syour name?’ | asked; | dways hoped one of them would just say to hell with it and come
clean.

“I am the Captain of the Southern Watch.” Her voice was o Soft as to be toneless.

| studied her amoment, thinking where to begin, and for some reason | decided to tell her about the
tiger. “Ligten,” | said. “1 want your promise that you're not goin’ to go off and hurt yoursdlf after I'm
done”

She appeared reluctant but said, “Y ou have my word.”

Y ou had to get this out of them before you told them anything fraught with emotion, or elsethey were
ligbleto kill themsdlves; at least that waswhat I’ d heard al my life. Their guilt over what happened to the
world wasto blame... Or so | thought at the time. But sometimes | would think that we were to them like
the tigerswere to us: beautiful strong livesthat wounded them by merdly being.

“Ever seeatiger?’ | asked.

“Pictures of them,” she said.

“Naw, | mean up close... so close you could smell it.”

The idea seemed to trouble her: She blinked, her mouth thinned and she shook her head.

“I saw onethat closethismorning,” | said. “ Twenty, twenty-five feet avay.”

| went on to tell her of its heart-stopping beauty, its power, how | couldn’t breathe on seeingit; | told
her what had happened as aresult between me and Callie. | could see my words were hurting her -- her
bony fingers curled into fists, and her face grew strained -- but | couldn’t stop. | wanted to hurt her, to
make her fed as diminutive and worthless as the tiger had made mefed. | knew thiswasn't fair. No
matter if the Captains were responsible for the way things were, they weren't responsible for tigers; | was
surethat elther tigers or something like them must dways have existed to help whoever was around to
keep things in perspective.

By thetime| finished, she was trembling, leaning away from me, asif my words had aphysica vaue
that was beeting her back. She glanced from one side to the other, then -- gpparently finding no help for
her condition -- she turned back to me. “Isthat al?’ she said.

“Why do you talk to us?’ | asked after apause. “Y ou obvioudy don't enjoy it.”

“Enjoy?’ The concept seemed to perplex her. “You are our lives.”

“How can that be? We don’t know your names, we never seeyou in the flesh.”

“Do theimportant things of your lifedl lie close a hand?’

| thought about it. “Yeah.”

She shrugged. “ Then in thiswe are different from you.”

| tipped my head, trying to see her in anew light, to read the world behind that pale mask. “But you
want us close at hand, don’t you?’

“Why do you think that?”

“Just atheory of mine”



She arched an eyebrow.

“Y’'see” | said, “you got uslivin’® with alimited technology, but whenever somebody wantsto know
somethin' new, ahobby, you let’em investigate whatever it is... 'lessit’ssomethin’ too big. | figure
you'relettin’ uswork our way to you.”

Her eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.

“I’ve talked to awhole bunchayou people in my time, and | get the idea you' re ashamed of what you
are, that you don’t want usto seeit... ’least not "til we' re strong enough to swallow whatever it isyou're
hidin’.”

“Suppose that isthe truth,” she said. “How would you fedl about us?’

“Probably not much different from now.”

“And how isthat?’

“Tell you thetruth. | don’t fed much "bout you one way or the other. Y ou'rejust facesand voicesis
al, and you don’t have any red mystery to you like thereisto stuff like God. Y ou're like distant cousins
who never cometo vist, and who nobody misses at family reunions.”

The hint of asmilelifted the corner of her mouth. | had the ideamy answer had pleased her, though
for no reason | could fathom.

“Wel,” | said, standing, picking up my rifle. “It' sbeen fun.”

“Goodbye, Robert Hillyard,” she said.

That irritated me, her knowing my name and the reverse not being true. “Why the hell won't you tell
usyour names?’ | asked her.

Sheamost smiled again. “ And you clam we have no mystery,” shesad.

Days, | worked in the hydroponic shed, along, low building of caulked boards and plastic foam two
streets east of the hospital. The shed and its contents were my hobby, and | liked breathing itsrich air,
mixing chemicals, watering, strolling dong the aides and watching the green shoots that had pushed up. |
would hum, make up songs, and forget about everything else. Nights -- at least for the next couple of
weeks -- | spent with Kiri. She had aduel coming up, and she wasworking hersaf up into that fierce
caminwhich shedid her best fighting. It was't to be adue to the death -- she had stopped fighting
those when Brad came aong -- but you could get hurt badly enough in afirgt-blood duel, and she was
deadly serious. Kiri was one of the best there was. It had been years since she' d logt, but now, in her
thirties, she had to work harder than ever to keep her edge. Sometimes there was just no being around
her during her preparation. She would snap and snarl and dare you to say Boo. On several occasions|
thought about dropping over to Fornoff’ s and seeing how Callie was doing; but | managed to resst the
impulse. Kiri needed me, and | knew that pretty soon she would haveto give up duding, and then she'd
need me even more to help her get through that time. So whenever it became necessary for her to have
some solitude, | would take arifle and climb up to the north wall of the canyon and seeif | could pick of f
an gpe or two. The north wall was higher than the south, where the apes tended to congregate, and was
cut off from the ape encampments by a deep cut that we had mined with explosives and otherwise
booby-trapped. Though it was aclear shot, you couldn’t see the apes very well unlessthey started
dancing around their fires; even then, the range was so extreme, you had to be lucky to score a hit. Funny
thing was, they didn’t seem to mind when you did; they just kept dancing.

One night Brad and | climbed up to the top of the north wall. He was alanky kid of thirteen and
favored Kiri some, having her black hair and thin, hawkish face. We staked ourselves out behind a pile of
loose rocks, rested our rifles across our knees and sat back to enjoy the night air. The wegther had
warmed alittle; the sky was clear, and the stars were winking with such intensity they looked to be



jumping from placeto place. It was 0 quiet, the silence had ahum. There werefires on the south wall,
but no apesin sight, and we got to talking about thisand that. | could tell there was something weighing
on hismind, but he couldn’t seem to spit it out. Finally, though, he screwed up his courage and told me
what wastroubling him,

“Y’know Hazel Aldred?’ hesaid.

“Bigol’ girl?’ | said. “Kinda pretty, but on the heavy sde?’

“Yeah.” He dug his hedl into someloose gravel and set to carving out atrench.

“Wdl, what about her?’

“Nothin’,” he said after a bit; he stared off toward the south wall.

| studied him and made aguess. “Don’t tell me you been gettin’ prone and lowdown with oI’ Hazel ?’

“How’d you know?" He pushed hair back from his eyes and stared at me fiercely. “Who told you?’

“It don't take no geniusto figureit out.” | aimed at adistant fire and squeezed off an imaginary round.
“So what about it?’

“Wdll...” Moredigging with hished.

“Didn’'t go so hot... That it?’

He ducked his eyes and mumbled. “Uh-huh.”

| waited for him to say more, and when he kept quiet, | said, “Am | gonnahaveto tdll this story?’

Silence.

“Lookit, Bradley,” | said. “1 been gettin’ my sharefor along time now, and I’'m hereto tell you, it
don’t alwayswork out so hot, no matter how many times you doneit.”

“That an’'t what Clay says.”

“Shit! Clay! Y ou believe everything hetellsyou?’

“Naw, but...”

“You'regoin’ onlikeyou do!”

On the south wall asolitary ape capered for amoment in front of afire, looking like aspirit or adevil
dancing inside the flame. To ease the pressure on Brad, | took aim and sent around inthe ape’'s
direction.

“Dijaget him?’

“Don'tseehim,” | said. “But | think he just went to ground.”

Wind sprayed grit into our faces.

“Anyway,” | went on. “I can't tell you thetimesit’s gone bad for me with the ladies. Mostly the limps,
y’know. Too much drinkin’, or just a case of nerves. That what happened to you?’

“Naw.” Bradley trained hisrifle on the south wall, but had no target; his mouth was set grim.

“Guess| can't think of but one other thing that coulda happened,” | said. “Maybe you was alittle too
excited to begin with.”

“Yeah,” hesaid sharply.

“And how'd she take that?’

Heworried hislower lip. “ Shetold meto clean off her dress” he said finaly. “ And everybody
laughed.”

“Everybody?’

“Clay and therest.”

“Damn, Bradley,” | said. “I ain’'t gonnatell you not to go down with acrowd. | mean it happens that
way sometimes. But it sureisalot nicer to do it with just you and whoever.”

“l @n't never gonnado it again,” he said sullenly.

“Now | doubt that.”

“l an't!” Hefired around into nowhere and pretended to watch it travel.

“Why you fed that way?’

“I dunno.”

“Talk to me, boy.”

“I just don’t know what to do,” he said in arush. “1 mean | seeniit, | seen guyshop on and it’sover



rea quick, and the girl she actslikean’'t nothin’ happened. So what’ s the damn point?’

Hefired a couple of more rounds. Some apes were dancing around afire near the canyon mouth, but
he hadn’t been aiming that way.

“Ligtenup, son,” | said. “Likel sad, | ain't gonnatel you not to do what you been doin’. But | am
gonnagive you someadvice. You ligenin'?’

“Yes, gr.” Herested therifle across his knees and met my eyesin that steady, sober way of his
mother’'s.

“All right.” | leaned my rifle against my shoulder. “Y ou find yoursdlf agirl who wantsto be with you,
just you and nobody watchin’, and then you take her somewhere nice, maybe up to that storage shack
near Hobson' s by the rear wall. Got a couplaboards missin’, and if you look out, you can seethe
waterfdl.”

“Yeah, | know.”

“All right. If you start gettin’ too excited, you try to think "bout somethin’ else. Think ’bout your
mama sdud or somethin’ that don’t have nothin’ to do with the subject a hand. And then, when thetime
comes and shewantsyou in her, you go in dow, don’t just jab it home, y’ know. And when you' re there,
whenyou'rein dl theway, don't go crazy al at once. Just move your hipsthetiniest bit, o little you
barely fed you removin’, and then pull out maybe an inch and hold there, and then sink back in and pin
her, grind into her, like dl you want isto be right where you are or maybe more so. And y’ know what
that'Il do?’

Hewasal eyes. “Un-uh?’

“No matter what happens after that,” | told him, “like as not, you'll have been thefirst oneto treat that
little girl like you wanted to be dl through her. Most guys, y’ see, once they get in the saddle they don't
think about what the girl’shopin’ to fed. Y ou do what | say, chances are she' sgonnathink you ’ bout the
best thing to come adong since berries and cream.”

“You swear?’

“You'rehearin’ the voice of experience,” | said. “ So takeit to heart.”

Hemulled it over. “Y’know SaraLee Hinton?’

“Oh, yeah!” | said. “Now that’ sthe kinda girl you wannabe dealin’ with, not an ol’ plowhorselike
Hazd.” | mussed hishair. “But you an’t got achancewith SaralLee”

“1 do, too!” he said defiantly. “ Shetold me s0.”

“Wdl, gotoitthen,” | said. “And remember what | told you. Y ou got it in mind?’

“Yeah,” hesaid, and grinned.

| gave him ashove. “Let’'sdo some shootin'.”

Before long, the apes came out in force and took to dancing around their fires like black paper dolls
brought to life. Wefired round after round with no measurable result. Then as Brad fired, one of the gpes
did adive and roll, and went out of sSight. I’d seen that move many times; it was apart of their normal
style of dancing. But | figured the boy could use another boost in confidence, and | gave him ahug and
shouted, “ Goddamn! | believe you got him!”

It wasthree nights later that Clay Fornoff turned Bad Man. Everyone had been expecting it snce his
trouble with Cindy Aldred, Hazel’ s big sster. Clay had been sweet-talking her, trying to persuade her to
go out onto the flats with him... not that she needed much persuasion. Cindy’ s reputation was no better
than her agter’s. But even agirl like Cindy likes alittle sweet talk, and she was playing hard to get when
Clay lost his patience. He dgpped her slly, dragged her into the bushes and had her rough and mean.
The next day Cindy accused him, and he made no bones that he had doneit. He could have suffered



plenty, but Cindy must have been soft on him, or € se he had something on her that stayed her anger. She
asked for mercy, and so Clay was put on warning, which meant that we would al be watching him, that
one more dip would buy him aone-way ticket onto theflats.

That night there was afull moon, amonstrous golden round that |ooked to be hovering just out of
reach, and whose light made the canyon wals glow like they were made of light themselves. | was
ambling along with Brad past Fornoff’ s, which had closed down acouple of hours earlier, taking the air,
talking, when | heard something crash insde the ore. In the corra afew doors down, the horses were
milling, pushing against the fence. | shoved Brad behind me and eased around the corner of the Sore,
holding my rifle at the ready. A shadow sprinted from the rear of the store and crossed the Street to the
corra, then ducked down so asto hide in the shadows. | aimed, held my breath, but before | could fire,
Brad knocked the barrel offline.

“It'sClay,” he whispered.

“How the hdl you know?’

“I just cantdl!”

“That makesit worse. Stedin’ from hisdaddy’ s store.” | brought the rifle up again, but Brad caught
hold of it and begged me to hold back.

The shadow was duck-walking aong beside the corral, and the horses, their eyes charged with
moonlight, were moving in tight circles, bunched together, like eddiesin a stream.

“Let go,” | saidto Brad. “I won't hurt him.”

The shadow flattened against the wall of the dress shop next to the corrd. | pushed Bradley back
around the corner, aimed at the shadow, and called out in a soft voice, “Don’t you move now, Clay
Fornoff!”

Clay didn’t make a sound.

“Get out inthelight wherel can seeyou,” | told him. “Or I'll kill you quick!”

After asecond hedid as|’d said. He was amuscular blond kid somefive or six years older than
Brad, and he was wearing a shegpskin coat that his daddy had bought him up in Windbroken. His mouth
was full and petulant, his eyes set wide gpart in ahandsome face, and in his hands were a shotgun and
severd boxes of shells. Thewind lifted hislong hair, drifted it across his eyes.

“What you plannin’ to do with al the firepower?’ | asked, walking out into the middle of the Strest.

He gave no reply, but stared daggers at Brad.

“| " gpect you oughta throw down the gun,” | said.

He heaved it toward me.

“Shells, too. Just drop ' em, don't throw "em.”

When he had donewhat | asked, | walked over and gave him acold eye. “I turnyouin,” | said,
“they’ll have you wakin” west without boots or blankets. And if you stick around, I'm bound to turn you
in”

Hewasn't afraid, | give him credit; hejust stared at me.

“Lemmetakeahorse,” hesaid.

| thought about that. If | wereto tell old Fornoff what had happened, | figured he' d be glad to pay the
price of the horse. “All right,” | said. “Go ahead. And take the gun, too. Y our daddy would want that.
But | see you back here, | ain't gonnathink twice’ bout how to handle it. Understand?’

All hedid by way of thanking me wasto grunt.

| kept him covered while he cut out abay and saddled it. Brad hung back, acting like he was having
no part of the matter, but saying nothing. 1 didn’t blame him for not facing up to Clay; | would probably
have done the same at hisage.

Clay mounted up, pulled hard on the reins, causing the horse to rear. His head flew back, his hair
whipping in the breeze, and the moon struck him full in the eyes, making it seem that wicked fires had
suddenly been kindled there. For that split second | could fedl how it would be to give up on the law, to
turn Bad Man, to take along ride west of anywhere and hope you come to something, and if you
didn't... Well, for the length of theride a least you lived aswild and strong and uncaring as atiger. But



Clay spoiled the moment by cursing Brad. He whedled the bay around, then, and spanked it into agallop
west, and in asecond he was gone, with only afew puffs of frozen dust settling on the street to show
he'd ever been.

Brad' s chin was trembling. God only knowswhat part of life he had just watched riding out of sight. |
patted him on the shoulder, but most of my thoughts were arrowing toward the next morning. It wasn't
going to be easy to tell old Fornoff that his son had gone to the Devil for ashotgun and a couple of boxes
of shells

The night before Kiri left for Windbroken and her dud, acouple of months after Clay Fornoff had
gone Bad, | tried to talk to her about the future, about when she planned to quit fighting, but she wouldn't
have any part of it, and instead of gentling her as|’d intended, | just made her mad. We went to bed
strangers, and the next morning she gave me acold peck on the cheek and a perfunctory wave, and
stalked out the door. | can’'t say | wasangry at her... more frustrated. Sooner or later, | knew, shewas
going to bein for abad time, and that meant bad times for me aswell. And perhapsit was my frustration
with this sense of imminent trouble that led me to seek out trouble on my own.

That same afternoon | dropped into Fornoff’ sto buy some seed. Fornoff and his wife were off
somewhere, and Calie was the only one on duty. There were afew other customers, and she couldn’t
leave the counter to go in the back where the seed was stored, so | told her to send it over to the
hydroponics building when she had time. She leaned forward, resting her e bows on the counter; her shirt
belled, exposing the dopes of her breasts; every little move she made caused them to sway and signd
that they were sweet and easy and free for the evening.

“What time you want’em?’ she asked.

“Any ol’ time' sfing” | said. “Whenever’s convenient.”

“Well, when do you need’em?’ Shelaid heavy emphasis on the word “ need.”

“Ain't nothin’ urgent,” | said. “But | would like’em by tomorrow.”

“Oh, we can managethat,” said Callie, straightening. “I don’t get "round to it "foreevenin’, I'll walk
"em over mysdlf after work.”

“Whatever,” | said, pretending that | hadn’t picked up on the none-too-subtle undertone of the
conversation; even after | had left the store, | kept up the pretense and pushed the matter from mind.

The main hydroponics shed was set directly behind the hospital, along, low building of tin and
structura plastic, so low that if you were standing up by my house, the hospital and alow ridge would
have blocked it from view, even though it enclosed nearly adozen acres. Inside, there was corn and
tomatoes and lettuce and at the rear, next to the office -- alittle room with tin walls and a couple of
pictures, adesk, and acot where| dept whenever Kiri was away -- I d erected some trellises and was
growing grapes. | enjoyed the peace of the place and liked to walk up and down the aides, checking the
nutrientsin the tanks, squeezing the tomatoes, petting the corn, generdly just fedling at home and master
of it al. The greenness of the leaves colored the air, creating a green shade under the ultraviolets, and the
muted vibration of the generator created the rumor of a breeze that made dl the plants whisper together.
| spent alot of time in the office reading, and that evening | was sitting at my desk with my feet up,
reading abook called The Black Garden written by aman from Windbroken, afantasy about the world
that used to be. I'd read it before, more than once, as had most other readersin the town. Books were
expensive to make, and there weren't many of them. Most pretended to be histories, recounting the
innumerable daughters and betraya s and horrors that supposedly comprised our past, but thisonewasa
refreshing change, featuring anumber of color illustrations, severa depicting avast underground chamber
floored with exotic plants and trees, threaded by canopied pathways, and the strange dark areathat lay



beyond it, alightless cavern choked with black bushes and rife with secret doors that opened into little
golden rooms where the inhabitants of the place explored the limits of pleasure. Their idea of pleasure,
according to the author, was kind of nasty, but till it beet al to hell the stories of massacres and mass
torture that you usualy ran acrossin books. Anyway, | was leafing through the pages, wondering if what
the author had written bore any relation to the truth and marveling once again a the detail of the
illugtrations, when Callie poked her head in through the office door.

“Wadll, ain't you cozy?’ shesaid, and cameonin. “I left the seed out front.” She glanced around the
room, her eyeslingering on the cot. “ Got yoursdf aregular home away from home here, don’ tcha?’

“Sposel do.” | closed the book, looked at her, then, fedling antsy, | got to my feet and said, “1 gotta
check on somethin’.”

| went out into the shed, fiddled with some dials on thewall, tapped them asif that were meaningful.
At thispoint | wasn't sure | had the will or the need to get horizonta with Calie, but then she came out of
the office, went gtrolling dong an aide, asking questions about the tanks and the pipes, touching leaves,
and watching her, seeing her pretty and innocent-looking in the green darkness of my garden, | redlized |
didn’'t have a choice, that while she had not been foremost on my mind lately, I’ d been thinking about her
under the surface, S0 to speak, and whenever agap cleared in the cloudiness of my daily concerns with
Kiri and Brad, there Cdlie would be. She walked off aways, then turned back, face solemn, ahand
toying with the top button of her shirt. | knew she was waiting for meto say or do something. | felt
awkward and unsure, like | was Brad' s age once again. Cdlie leaned against one of the tanks and
sghed; the Sgh seemed to drain off some of thetension.

“You look worried,” she said. “Y ou worryin' "bout me?’

| couldn’t deny it. | said, “Yeah,” and by that admission | knew wewould likely get past the worry.
Which worried me still more. “1t' sKiri, too,” | went on. “I don’t know... I...”

“You'refedin' guilty,” shesaid, and ducked her head. “Soam |.” Sheglanced up a me. “I don’t
know what' s happenin’. Firgt off, | just wanted somefun... That'sal. And | wouldn't have fet guilty
"bout that. Then | got to wantin’ more, and that made me fed bad. But theworse | fed” -- she flushed
and did a half turn away from me -- “worse | fed, the more | want you.” Shelet out another sigh.
“Maybe we shouldn’t do nothin’, maybe we should just go our own ways.”

| intended to say, “Maybe s0,” but what came out was, “1 don’t know ’bout you, but | don’t think |
coulddoit.”

“Oh, sure you could,” she said, downcast. “We both could.”

| knew she meant what she was saying, but there was also a chalengein those words, adare for me
to provewhat | had said, to prove that what | felt had the power of compulsion. | went over and put my
hands on her waist; | could fed apulsedl through her. She looked up, holding my eyes, and | couldn’t
do anything else but kiss her.

There salot of false in everything that people do, particularly when it comesto the dealings between
men and women. There' s games played, liestraded, and fantases given undue weight. But if those things
are combined and cooked by the passage of timein just the right way, then amoment will arrive when
everything that’ s false can get truein aflash, when the truest love can be made out of al thet artifice, and
once the games and the lies have been tempered into something solid and redl, the process kegps on
going, and you discover what worlds have changed, which lives have been diminished, which onesraised
to glory. We can’t know in advance what we make when we go to making love. If we could, maybe
therewould be awholelot less of it made. But chances are, knowing in advance wouldn't change athing,
because those moments are so strong they can overwhelm most kinds of knowledge. Even knowing dl |
do now, | doubt | could have resisted the forces that drew Callie and me together.

We went into my office, and we lay down on the cot, and seeing her naked, | recognized that her
deek brown body was at home here among the growing things, that this was the place for us, surrounded
by corn and green leaves and tomatoes bursting with juice, whereas Kiri’ s place wasin that sad, barren
little cabin up on the dope, with the apes howling above and aview of emptiness out the bedroom
window. | fet that what Callie and me had was something growing and fresh, and that what | had with



Kiri wasdry and brittle and amost gone, and though it hurt meto think that, it pleasured meto think it,
too. | liked being with awoman who was gentle, who didn’t force me to take what | wanted, one whose
crieswere soft and full of delight, not tormented and fierce. | liked the easy way she moved with me, the
joyful greed with which she drew mein deep. | knew there were going to betrials ahead, but | wasn't
ready to confront them. Kiri would be gone for ten days, and | wanted to relish each and every one.

Therewasagood dedl of little girl in Calie. One minute she could be tender, al concern and care and
thoughtfulness, and the next she might become petulant, stubborn, willful. That girlish Sde only cameinto
play in good ways at the beginning -- in bed, mostly -- and it plumped up my ego to be ableto fed
paterna toward her, giving me adistant perspective on her that was asloving in its own fashion asthe
intimate perspective we shared when we lay tangled and sweaty on the cot in my office. And, too, she
brought out the boy in me, apart of my character that I’ d had to keep under wraps for the duration of
my marriage. Love with Calie was akind of golden fun, serious and committed, untainted with
desperation. It wouldn't ways be just fun; | was aware of that, and | was sure we would have our ups
and downs. Yet | thought at the core of what we were was that tiger, that emblem of beauty and power,
something that could be whirled away in the snow, but would aways return to buck us up no matter how
painful or difficult the circumstance. However, | had no ideaof the difficulties that would arise when Kiri
returned from Windbroken.

One afternoon | came into the house whistling, direct from Callie€ sarms, and found Brad Sittingina
straight-backed chair by the closed door of the bedroom. His somber look cut through my cheerful
mood, and | asked why he was so low.

“Mama shome,” hesaid.

That knocked me back astep. | covered my reaction and said, “That ain't nothin’ to be dl downin
the mouth about, isit?’

“Shelost.” He said thisin dmost aquestioning tone, asif he couldn’'t quite bdieveit.

Therewas nothing cheerful | could say to that. “ She dl right?’

“Got acut on her amisall. But that ain’t what' s bad.”

“She'sgrievin’, isshe?’

He nodded.

“Well,” | said. “Maybe we can nudge her out of it.”

“I don't know,” he said.

| ran my hands aong my thighsasif pushing mysdlf into shape, needing thefed of that solidity,
because everything | had been anticipating had been thrown out of kilter. It ssemed | could fed the
weight of Kiri’sdespair through the wood of the door. | gave Bradley adistracted pat on the head and
went onin. Kiri was sitting on the edge of the bed, bathed in the sunset that came russet through the
shade, giving the air the color of old blood. Except for abandage around her bicep, she was naked. She
didn’t move amuscle, eyesfixed on thefloor. | sat beside her asclose as| dared, hesitant to touch her;
there had been times she' d been so lost in hersalf that she had lashed out at mewhen | startled her.

“Kiri,” | said, and she shivered asif the sound had given her achill.

Her face was drawn, cheeks hollowed, lipsthinned. “| should have died,” shesaid in avoicelike
ashes.

“We knew thistime was coming.”

Sheremained silent.

“Damn, Kiri,” | said, feding more guilt and sdf-recrimination than | had thought possible. “We' Il get
through this.”

“I don't want that,” she said, the words coming out dow and full of effort. “It'stime.”

“Bullshit! Youain'tlivin' up north no more”

Her skin was pebbled with the cold. | forced her to lie down and covered her with blankets. Then,
knowing the sort of warming she most needed, | stripped and crawled in with her. | held her close and
told her | didn’t want to hear any more crap about it being her time, that here in Edgeville just because
somebody logt afight didn’t mean they had to walk out into the Big Nothing and die. And | told her how



Brad wasrelying on her, how we both were, feding the bad place that thelie I’ d been living made insde
my chest. | doubt she heard me, or if she did, the words had no weight. Her head lolled to one side, and
she stared at the wall, which grew redder and redder with the declining sun. | think she could have willed
hersdf into dying right then, losing had made her so downhearted. | tried to love her, but she resisted
that. | guess| was grateful not to haveto liein that way aswell, and | just held onto her and talked until it
got late, until | fell adeegp talking, mumbling in her ear.

I had thought during the night that my attentions were doing Kiri some good, but if anything, her
depression grew deeper. | spent day after day trying to persuade her of her worth, sparing timefor little
else, and achieved nothing. She would sit cross-legged by the window, staring out over theflats, and
from time to time would give voice to savage-sounding chants. | feared for her. Therewas no way |
could find to penetrate the hard shell of misery with which she had surrounded hersdlf. Logic; pleading;
anger. None of these tactics had the least effect. Her depression began to communicate to me. | felt
heavy in my head, my thoughts were dulled and drooping, and | couldn’t summon the energy for even the
lightest work. Despite my concern for Kiri, | missed Calie -- | needed her clean sweetnessto counteract
the despair that was poisoning me. | managed a couple of fleeting conversations with her during the
second week after Kiri’ sreturn and told her I'd get out as soon as | could and asked her to take the late
shift at the store, because it would be easier for meto get free after work. And finally one night after Kiri
had taken to chanting, | dipped out the door and hurried down through the town to Fornoff’s.

| stood outside in the cold, waiting until the last few customers and then old Fornoff had gone, leaving
Cdlieto close up. Just as she was about to lock the door, | darted inside, giving her astart. She had her
hair up and was wearing ablue dress with asmall check, and she looked so damn good, with her plush
hipsflaring from that narrow waist, | wanted to fal down and drown inside her. | tried to give her ahug,
but she pushed me away. “Where the hell you been?’ she said. “I been going crazy!”

“I toldyou,” | said. “l had to...”

“I thought you was gonnartell her *bout us?’ she shrilled, moving deeper into the store.

“I"'m gonnatell her!” | said, beginning to get angry. “But | can't right now. Y ou know that.”

Sheturned her back on me. “I don’t mean nothin’ to you. All that sweet talk was jugt... just talk.”

“Goddammit!” | spun her around, catching her by the shoulders. “Y ou think | been havin’ awonderful
timethislast week? 1 beenlivin' in hell up there! | wannatdl her, but | can’'t’long asshe' slike sheis
now.” It stung meto hear mysdf talking with such callousness about Kiri, but strong emotion was making
me stupid. | gave Cdlie ashake. “ Y ou understand that, don’ tcha?’

“No, | don't!” She pulled away and stalked off toward the storeroom. * Even if everything you say’s
true, | don’t understand how anyone could be as peculiar asyou say sheig!”

“Shean't peculiar, she' sjust different!”

“Oh, well!” She shot me ascornful look. “I didn’t know she was different. All | been hearin’ "til now
is how she can't satisfy you no more.”

“That don’t mean she ain’t good-hearted. And it don’t mean she' s peculiar. Y ou know damnwell |
never said | didn’t care’ bout her. | dways said she was someone | respected, someone | loved. Not like
| loveyou, | admit that. But it'slove dl the same. And if | haveto kill her so we can get together, thenit's
sure as shit gonnakill whatever | fed for you.” | cametoward her. “Y ou just don't understand ' bout
Kiri.”

“I don’t wanna understand!”

“Where she comesfrom it' s so bad, times get hard, they kill the weak ones for food, and when they
fed they’ reworthless, they’ Il take awalk out into nowhere so they won't be aburden. | know it's hard
to understand what that kindalife doesto you. | didn't understand for along while mysdlf.”

Her chin quivered, and shelooked away. “I’'m scared,” she said after a second. “1 seen this before up
in Windbroken, this exact samething. ' Cept it was the woman who's married. But it wasthe same. The
man she loved, not her husband, thisboy... When she couldn’t leave her husband ’ cause he wastook ill,
he liketo gone crazy.” Tearsleaked from her eyes. “ Just like | been doin’.”

| started for her, but she backed into the dimly lit storeroom, holding up a hand to fend me off. “ Y ou



keep away fromme,” she said. “1 don’'t need no more pain than | got right now.”

“Cdlie” | said, feding helpless.

“Naw, | meanit.” She kept on backing, beginning to sob. “I’m sorry for what | said about her, | truly
am. | dofed bad for her. But | just can't keep on bein’” sdf-sacrificin’, you hear? | just can't. If it's
gonnabe over, | want it to be over now.”

It was funny how everything we said and did in that dusty old store, in that unsteady lantern light, with
the pot-bellied stove snapping in the background, seemed both ultimately false, like a scene from abad
play, and ultimately true at the same time. How it led us toward the one truth we were, how it
commanded usto make every lying thing true. Thethings| said werethings | couldn’t keep from saying,
even though some of them rang liketinto my ear.

“Damn, Cdlie,” | said, moving after her into the storeroom. “Y ou just gotta give it sometime. | know
it looks bad now, but believe me, it’s gonnawork out.”

Shefetched up againgt the wall next to a stack of bulging sacks of grain; the sacks were each stamped
with fancy lettering and the picture of arooster, and seemed to be leaking their faded colors up to stain
the air the grainy brown of the burlap. A barrdl full of shovels, blades up, to her right, and coils of rope
on pegs above her. Shelet her head droop to one side asif she didn’t want to see what would happen
next.

“Y ou believe me, don’tcha?’ | said, coming up to her, losing the last of my reason in her smdll of
warmth and vanillawater, pulling her hipsagaing mine.

“I want to,” she said. “God knows, | want to.”

Her breastsfelt like the places where my hands had been formed, her mouth stopped my thirst. Berry
lipsand black eyes and brown skin al full of juice. | didn’t know her, but | felt she knew me, and
sometimesit seemsthat’ sthe most of love, believing that the other seesyou clear. | hitched up her skirt,
muffling her protests with my mouth, and wrangled down the scrap of athing that covered her heat, and
then | lifted her up abit and pushed insde, pinning her againgt the rough boards. She was like honey
melting over me. | tangled ahand in her hair, yanking back her head and baring her neck. | kissed her
throat and loved the smple sounds she made. In the dimness her dazed expression looked saintly and her
movements were frantic, her big rear end pounding the planking, one foot hooked behind my knee. “Oh,
God! | loveyou, Bob,” shesaid. “I love you so much.” The shove blades were quivering in the barrel,
the coils of rope werejiggling; atrowe suspended from anail started to clank in rhythm with us. It wasa
cluttered act, bone-rattling and messy. Our teeth clicked together in akiss, and my palm picked up
splintersas | groped for purchase on the wall. But it was pure and urgent and the best thing that hed
happened to mein along time. Cdlie began saying “love’ every timel plunged into her asif | were
dredging love up from the place it had been hiding. And she said other things, too -- gushes of breath that
might have been wordsin a strange windy language, alanguage whaose passion made me fed twicethe
man | was and goaded me to drive harder into her. Then she was pushing at me, saying “Oh, God,” her
tone suddenly gone desperate, her expression no longer dazed, but horrorstruck, saying, “ Stop it...
stop!” and staring past my shoulder. “What isit?’ | asked, trying to gentle her, but she shoved me hard
and | dipped out of her. | turned, my cock waving stupidly inthe air, and saw Kiri standing at the door in
her black dueling clothes, her face stony with anger.

“Kiri,” | said, trying to stuff myself back into my pants, fedling shame and fear and sorrow dl at once.

She whirled on her hedl and stalked toward the door.

“Kiri!” | sumbled after her, buttoning my pants. “Wait!”

| caught at her shoulder, spinning her haf around, and before | could spesk another word, she hit me
three times, twicein the face, and thelast -- ablow delivered with the heel of her hand to the chest --
taking my wind and sending me onto my back. Something black hovered over meas| lay curled on the
floor, fighting to breethe, and when my vision cleared, | saw Kiri’ s dark face looming close.

“Can you hear me?’ she asked in avoice empty as ashes.

| nodded.

“What I’m doing now,” she said, “isn’t because of this. It’sbecause of who | am. Y ou' re not to



blame yoursdf for whet | do. Areyou ligening?’

Uncomprehending, | managed to gasp out, “Yes.”

“Areyou sure? What I’ m going to do isn’t because of you and... the girl.” She made“thegirl” sound
like“theworm” or “therat.”

“Wha...” | gagged, choked.

“But | will not forgive what you' ve done,” she said, and struck me in the jaw, sending white lights
shooting back through my eyes and into my skull. When | regained consciousness, she was gone.

It took me most of that night to discover that Kiri had |eft Edgeville, that she' d taken one of Marvin
Blank’ s horses and ridden out onto the flats. | knew she was gone for good. | would have ridden after
her sraightaway, but | didn’t want to leave without telling Brad, and he was nowhere to be found. |
decided I’ d give him a couple of hours, and then | was going, no matter whether he had returned or not. |
sat on the bed, with Callie beside me, and we waited, each minute like a glass prison that lasted too long
to be measured except by itsweight and its Slence. Callie had put on her riding clothes, and I’ d quit
trying to persuade her to stay behind. Her arguments were sound: It was as much her fault as mine, we
were in thistogether, and so forth. | didn’t want to go aone, anyhow. That wasthe main reason I’ d left
off arguing with her. The honorable reason, the reason | kept telling myself was the most important one,
and maybe the one that had the most chance of working out to be true, of being the kind of hopeful lie
that breeds a passionate truth, was that | needed to be honest with Brad about Callie, about everything
that had happened, because that was the only way that any good could come out of it for him, for Calie
and me. Having her along was part of that honesty. To be consdering al this at the time may appear
sdlf-absorbed, but | have dways been a pragmatic soul, and though | cared about Kiri, | didn’t expect to
see her again; | knew that whenever she made adecision, she decided it to death, and by giving thought
to Brad and Cdllie, | was hoping to salvage something of the mess|’d made. It might bethat | didn’t
deserve anything good, but we were foolish people, not evil, and our liveswere hard enough without
demanding perfection of ether oursalves or one another. Living on the Edge, you learned to make the
best of things and not waste too much time in recriminations, and you left the indulgence of self-pity to
those who could afford the luxury of being assholes.

Brad came home about an hour after first light, disheveled and deepy-looking, hishair al stuck upin
back. He stared at me, at my bruises, at Calie, and asked where hismamawas.

“Let’'sgofind her,” | said. “I’ll tell you what happened on theway.”

He backed away from me, his pale face tightening just like Kiri’ s might have. “Where' s she gone?’

“Ligentome, son,” | said. “There |l betimelater for you to get dl over my butt if you want. But right
now findin’ your mama swhat’ simportant. | waited for you ' cause | knew you' d want to help. Solet’s
just go now.”

Cadlie eased back behind me asif Brad were hurting her with his stare.

“She'srodeout,” hesaid. “That it?’

| said, “Yeah.”

“What'd you do?’

“Bradley,” | said. “Ten seconds more, and I’ m gone.”

He peered at Callie and mefiercely, trying to see the rotten thing we' d done. “Hell, | reckon | don’t
need no explanation,” he said.



| could write volumes about the first days of our ride; nothing much happened during them, but their
emptiness was so profound that emptinessitsalf becameintricate and topica, and the bleakness of the
land, the frozen hardpan with its patches of dead nettles and silverweed, the mesasrising in the distance
like black arks, became a commentary on our own bleakness. The mountains faded into smoky blue
phantoms on the horizon, the sky was aternately bleached and clouded gray. Now and then I’ d glance at
Cdlieon my left, Brad on my right. With their dark hair flying in thewind and their grave expressons,
they might have been family, and yet they never poke aword to the other, just maintained aremorseless
concentration on the way ahead. By day we followed Kiri’s sgn, taking some hope from the fact that she
wasn't trying to cover her tracks. Nights, we camped in the lee of boulders or alow hill, with wind
ghosting from the dark side of forever, and our cooking firethe only light. Snow fell sometimes, and
athough most of it would melt by the time the sun was full up, what had collected in the hoofprints of the
horses would last awhile longer, and so in the mornings we would see aghostly trail of white crescents
leading back in the direction of home.

Thefirst night out | let Brad vent his anger over what had happened, but it wasn't until the second
night that | really talked with him about it. We were Sitting watch together by thefire, our riflesbesde us,
and Cadllie was ad eep beneath some blankets afew yards away, tucked between two boulders. Despite
Kiri’s parting gift of absolution, | took the blame for everything; but he told me that Kiri wouldn't have
said what she had unless she' d meant it.

“Shewouldagoneridin’ sooner or later,” he said. “ She wanted you to know that. But that don’t mean
| forgiveyou.”

“Whatever,” | said. “But | " spect you'religbleto forgive me’fore| forgive mysdf.”

Hejust sniffed.

“I never told you | was perfect,” | said. “’Fact, ain't | dwaystelin’ you how easy it isfor men and
women to screw each other up without meanin’ harm to nobody? | thought you understood about all
thet.”

“Undergtandin’ ain't forgivin'.”

“That’ strue enough,” | said.

He shifted so that the firelight shined up one side of hisface, leaving the other sidein inky shadow, as
if hisgrim expression were being eclipsed. Hislips parted, and | thought he was going to say something
else, but he snapped his mouth shut.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“Nothin’,” he said.

“Might aswell spit it out.”

“All right.” Heglared at Cdlie. “ She shouldn’'t oughta be here. | mean if we find mama, sheain't
gonnawant to see her with us”

“That may be,” | said. “But Calli€' sgot her own needs, and she needs to be here.” Brad made to
speek, but | cut him off. *Y ou know damn wel if your mama don’t wanna be found, we ain’t gonnafind
her. We dl hope wefind her, and we re gonnatry hard. But if we don't, then it'simportant for every one
of usthat wedid try. Y ou may not like Callie, but you can’'t deny her that.”

He gave arductant nod, but looked to be struggling over something else.

“Don’t hold back now,” | said.

“I thought...” He turned away, probably to hide hisface; there was a catch in his voice when he spoke
again. “1 don’'t understand why... Why you and mama had to... Why you...”

“I can’t tell you why this happened. Shit, | never even could figure out how things got started " tween
me and your mama. The two of ustogether never seemed to make any damn sense. We loved each
other, but | think love was something that came from need, ’ stead of the other way around.”



Brad jerked histhumb toward Callie. “It make more sense with her?’

“It might have, bad asthat may sound to you. But now... now, | don’t know. Thisdl mightakilled it.
Maybethat’s how it should be. Anyhow, that an’t nothin’ we have to deal with thisminute.”

The wind made a shivery moan down through the rocks, and the flames whipped sideways. Brad
lowered his eyes, scooped up ahandful of dugt, let it sift through hisfingers. “Don’t guess there' sany
moreto besaid.”

| let hiswords hang.

“I kegp thinkin' " bout Mama out there,” he said after abit. “I keep seein’ her like... likethislittle
black dot in the middle of nowhere.” Hetossed dust into thefire. “Y’ figure anything lives out here?”

“Just us, now.” | spat into thefire, making the embers sizzle. “Maybe atiger or two what wanders out
todie”

“What ' bout Bad Men?’

“Why’ d they want to be way out here? It'smore likely they’relivin' north of Edgeville up inthe hills”

“Clay told me he’ d met somebody lived out here.”

“Wadll, Clay wasn't no big authority now, was he?’

“Hewasn't no liar, either. He said thisfellacomein oncein awhile to buy shells. Never bought
nothin’ but shdlls. Thefdlatold him helived out on the flats with a buncha other men. Hewouldn’t say
why. Hetold Clay if he wanted to learn why, he' d have to come lookin’ for 'em.”

“He sjust havin' somefun with Clay.”

“Clay didn’t think s0.”

“Then hewasafool.”

Brad gave me asharp look, and | had the feeling he was seeing me new. “Heain't afool just ' cause
you say heis”

“Naw,” | sad. “There sahdl of alot more reason than that, and you know it.”

He made anoise of displeasure and stared into the flames. | stared at them, too, fixing on the nest of
embers, ahive of living orange jewels shifting bright to dark and back again as they were fanned by the
wind. The glow from thefire carved a bright hollow between the two boulders where Callie was degping.
| would have liked to have crawled under the blankets with her and taken whatever joy | could in the
midst of that wastdland; but Kiri wastoo much on my mind. | wished | could have limited my vison of
her to ablack dot; instead, | pictured her hunkered down chanting in the darkness, making her mind get
dower and dower, until it grew so dow shewould just Sit there and die.

| straightened and found Brad looking at me. He met my eyes, and after along moment he sumped
and let his head hang; from that exchange | knew we had been thinking pretty much the samething. | put
my hand on hisarm; he tensed, but didn’t shrug it off as he might have the night before. | saw how worn
down and tired he was.

“Go and get some deep,” | told him.

Hedidn't argue, and before long he was curled up under his blankets, breathing deep and regular.

| lay back, too, but | wasn't degpy. My mind was thrumming with the same vibration that
underscored the sillence, asif al the barriers between my thoughts and the dark emptiness had been
destroyed, and | felt so divethat it seemed | wasfloating up afraction of an inch off the ground and
trembling dl over. A few stars were showing as pae white points through thin clouds. | tried to make
them into a congtdlation, but couldn’t come up with a shape that would fit them; they might have been the
garsof my life, scattered from their familiar pattern, and | redlized that even if we could find Kiri, | was
never going to be able to put them back the way they had been. Life for me had been akind of
accommodation with questions that I’ d been too cowardly or just too damn stupid to ask, and that was
why it had been blown apart so eadily. If Kiri hadn’t been the victim of the piece, | thought, having it
blown gpart might have been agood result.

| made an effort to see what lay ahead for us. The way things stood, however, there was no figuring it
out, and my thoughts kept drifting back to Kiri. | stared off beyond thefire, letting my mind empty,
listening to the wind scattering grit across the stones. At last | grew drowsy, and just before | woke Callie



to stand her watch, | could have sworn | saw one of the tiny pale stars dart off eastward and then
plummet toward the horizon; but | didn’t think much about it at thetime.

Five days out, and no sign of Kiri. Her trail had vanished like smokein amirror, and | did not know
whét to do. Fivedays ride from Edgeville was consdered an unofficia border between the known and
unknown, and it was generdly held that you would be risking everything by continuing past that limit.
Nobody I’ d ever met had taken up the challenge, except maybe for the man in the bubble car. We had
enough suppliesto keep going for a couple more days, yet | felt we d be wasting our time by doing so,
and | decided to bring the matter up that night.

We camped in alittle depression among head-high boulders about fifty yards from the base of ahill
that showed like alizard’ s back against the stars, and as we sat around thefire, | made my speech about
returning.

After | had done, Cdlie said with someforce, “I ain't goin’ back 'til we find her.”

Brad made anoise of disgust. “Y ou got nothin’ to say about it,” hetold her. “Wasn't for you,
wouldn't none of this happened.”

“Don’t you be gettin’ on mel” she snapped. “ There’ salot about dl thisyou ain’t got the brainsto
understand.”

“I'll say whatever the hell | want,” he came back.

“Both of you shut up,” | said.

Thefire popped and crackled; Brad and Callie sat scowling at the flames.

“WE re not gonnaargue abouit this,” | said. “Everybody knows what happened, and we all got reason
for being here. We started together and we' re gonna finish together. Understand?’

“1 understand,” said Callie, and Brad muttered under his breath.

“Say it now,” | told him. “Or keep it to yourself.”

He shook hishead. “Nothin’.”

“WE |l go onacouplemoredays,” | said after apause. “If weain't found her by then, thereain’t
gonnabenofindin' her.”

Brad' sface worked, and once again he muttered something.

“What say?’

“Nothin’.”

“Don’'t gimmethat,” | said. “Let’shear it. | don’'t want you pissn’ and moanin’ any more. Let’s get
everything out in the open.”

His cheekbones looked asif they were going to punch through the skin. “If you gave adamn about
Mama, you wouldn't stop "til we found her. But al you wannado isto get back home and crawl in bed
with your whore!” He jumped to hisfeet. “Whyn't you just do that? Go on home! | don't need you, I'll
find her mysdf.”

A hot pressure had been building in my chest, and now it exploded. | launched mysdlf at Brad, driving
him back against one of the boulders and barring my forearm under hisjaw. “Youllittle shit!” | said. “Tak
to melikethat again, I’ ll break your goddamn neck.”

Helooked terrified, his eyestearing, but dl hell wasloosein meand | couldn’t stop ydling at him.
Cdlietried to pull me off him, but | shoved her aside.

“I’'msick’ ntired of you remindin’ me every damn minute’ bout what itis| done,” | said to Brad. “I
know it to the goddamn bone, y’ hear? | don’t need no fuckin’ reminders!”

Suddenly | had aglimpse of mysdlf bullying athirteen-year-old. My anger drained away, replaced by
shame. | let Brad go and stepped back, shaking with adrendine. “I’'m sorry,” | said. But he was dready



gprinting off into the night, and | doubt he heard me.

“He Il be back,” said Cadliefrom behind me. “It’ Il bedl right.”

| didn’t want to hear that anything was all right, and | moved away from her; but she followed and
pressed againgt my back, her armslinking around my waist. | didn’t want tenderness, either; | pried her
armsloose.

“What' sthe matter?’ she asked.

“What the hell you think?’

“I mean with us. | know you can't be lovin' to me with Bradley around. But it'smore' n that.”

“Maybe,” | said. “I don’t know.”

| stepped away from the fire, moving off into the dark; the hardpan scrunched beneath my boot hedls.
The dark seemed to be pouring into my eyes. | fdt that everything was hardening around me, locking me
into ablack mood, a black fate.

“Y ou know what we need to do?’ | said bitterly, not even looking at Calie. “We need to just keep
onridin’... more' n acouple of days, | mean. We should just keep ridin’ and ridin’ "til that’ sthe only thing
we can do, 'til we' re nothin” but bones and saddles.”

| guess| figured she would object to that, promote some more optimistic viewpoint, but she said
nothing, and when | looked back at her, | saw that she was sitting by the fire with her knees drawn up,
holding her head in her hands.

I”d expected my mood would lift with the morning, but it did not, and the wegether seconded my
gloom, blowing up to near agae, driving curtains of snow into our faces and obscuring us one from
another. | rode with ascarf knotted about my face, my collar up, my eyebrows frosted. My thoughts
revolved in adismd cycle... lessthoughts, redlly, than recognitions of anew thing ingde me, or rather the
breaking of some old thing and the new absence that had replaced it, solid and foreboding asthe
shadowy granite of the hills. Something had changed in meforever. | tried to deny it, to reason with
mysalf, saying that aflash of temper and amoment’ s bitterness couldn’t have produced amarked effect.
But then | thought that maybe the change had occurred days before, and that dl my fit of temper had
achieved wasto clear away the last wreckage of my former sdlf. | felt disconnected from Callieand
Bradley. Emotionless and cold, colder than the snowy air. My wholelife, | saw, was without coherence
or structure. An aimless scattering of noises and heats and moments. Recognizing this, | felt to an extent
liberated, and that puzzled me more. Maybe, | thought, thiswas how Bad Men redly fdt; maybe feding
thisway was astage in the making of aBad Man. That notion neither cheered nor darmed me. It had no
color, no tondity. Just another icy recognition. Whenever Bradley or Cdlie drifted close, | saw in their
faces the same hard-bitten glumness, and whenever we made eye contact, there was no flash of hatred or
love or warmth. | recalled what I’ d said the night before about riding until we were nothing but bones and
saddles, and | wondered now if that might not have been prophetic.

Toward midafternoon, the wind dropped off and the snow lightened. What I’ d thought were snow
peaks on the horizon proved to be clouds, but rocky brown hills burst from the hardpan, leaving a
narrow channd between them aong which we were passing. Though therewas no sign of life other than
patches of slverweed, though the landscape was leached and dead, | had a sense that we were moving
into aless barren part of theflats. The sky brightened to adirty white, the sun just perceptible, atinny
glarelowering in the west. | felt tense and expectant. Once | thought | spotted something moving aong
the crest of ahill. A tiger, maybe. | unsheathed my rifle and kept a closer watch, but no threat
meaterialized.

That evening we camped in asmall box canyon cut about a hundred yards back into the side of the
hill. 1 did for the horses, while Bradley and Callie made afire, and then, with full dark sill half an hour off,
not wanting any conversation, | went for awalk to the end of the canyon, passing between limestone
walls barely wider than my armspan and rising thirty and forty feet overhead. A few thorny shrubs
gprouted from the cliffs, and there was an inordinate amount of rubble underfoot, asif the place had
experienced aquake. In certain sections, the limestone was bubbled and severa shades darker than the
surrounding rock, atype of formation I’ d never seen before. | poked around in the rubble, unearthing a



spider or two, some twigs; then, just as| was about to head back to the campsite, | caught sight of
something half-buried under some loose rock, something with asmooth, unnatural-looking surface. |
kicked the rocks asde, picked it up. It was roughly rectangular in shape, about three inches long and two
wide, and weighed only acouple of ounces; it was dightly curved, covered with dust, and one edge was
bubbled and dark like the limestone. | brushed away the dust, and in the ashen dusk | made out that its
color was metdlic gold. | turned it over. The inner surface was covered with padding.

It wasn't until aminute or so later, as | was digging through the rubble, looking for more pieces, that |
put together the fragment in my hand with the golden helmet that the driver of the bubble car had worn.
Eventhen| figured that | waslegping to aconclusion. But the next moment | uncovered something that
substantiated my conclusion beyond adoubt. At first | thought it aroot of some sort. A root with five
withered, clawed projections. Then | redlized it was amummified hand. | straightened, suddenly anxious,
suspicious of every sKkittering of wind, sickened by my discovery. At length | forced mysdlf to Sart
digging again. Beforelong | had uncovered most of abody. Shreds of bleached, pale red rags wrapping
the desiccated flesh. Bigger fragments of the heimet. And most pertinently, a hole the sze of my fist
blown in the back of the skull; the edges of the bone frothed into alace of tiny bubbles. Gingerly, | turned
the body over. The neck snapped, the head broke away. | fought back the urge to puke and turned the
head. Black dits of eyes sawn together by brittle eyebrows. It was the face of athousand-year-old man.
Therewas no exit wound in the front of the skull, which meant -- as |’ d assumed -- that the wound could
not have been made by arifle, nor by any weapon with which | wasfamiliar.

It'sstrange how | felt at that moment. | wasn't afraid, | was angry. Part of my anger wasrelated to
memories of that pitiful little man and hisred car and his foolhardiness with the apes; but therewas
another part | didn’t understand, apart that seemed to bear upon some vast injustice done me, onel
could fed in my guts but couldn’t name. | held onto the anger. It wasthefirst strong thing I’ d flt al day,
and | needed it to sustain me. | could understand why apes danced, why tigers howled. | wanted to
dance mysdlf, to howl, to throw some violent shape or sound at the sky and kill whatever was
responsible for my confusion.

| think my mind went blank for awhile; at any rate, it seemed that along time passed before | next
had a coherent thought. | didn’t know what to do. My ingtincts told me that we should head back to
Edgeville, but when | tried to settle on that course, | had the sudden suspicion that Edgeville was more
dangerous than theflats, that | waswell out of there. | knew | had to tell Brad and Calie, of course.
Nothing would be gained by hiding thisfrom them. | just wasn't surewhat it al meant, what anything
meant. My picture of the world had changed. Everything that had seemed to make sense now seemed
pitiful and pointless, thrown out of kilter by the last day’ sride and my discovery of the body; | couldn’t
see anything in my past that had been done for areason | could understand. | was sure of onething,
however, and though knowing it was not an occasion for joy, it gave me ameasure of confidenceto be
sure of something. The flats were not empty. Something was living out there, something worse than Bad
Men. And | knew we must be close to whatever it was. We might die if we wereto stay, but | doubted
now that it would be by starvetion.

Asl’'vesad, | intended to tell Brad and Callie about the dead man, but | wasn't eager to do it. At the
end of the canyon, the stone doped up at agentleincline, gentle enough so | could scramble up it, and
after | had donethis, | walked dong the rim of the canyon wall until | could see the glow of our fire. | sat
down, my feet dangling, and went with my thoughts, which were none of them of the happy variety. | ill
didn’t know what course to follow, but the more | studied on it, the more | wanted to find out what had
killed the man in the bubble car. It wasafool’smission. Yet | could not let go of theidea; my hold onit
seemed unnaturdly tenacious, asif it were something I’d waited dl my lifeto pursue. At last | wore out
on thinking and just sat there stargazing, watching athin smokerise from our fire,

I’m not sure when | first noticed that some of the starswere moving; | believe | registered the fact
long before | began to be alarmed by it. There were three starsinvolved, and instead of faling or arcing
across the sky, aswould have been the case with meteors, they were darting in straight lines, hovering,
then darting off again. What eventudly alarmed mewasthat | redlized they were coming closer, that they



werefollowing theline of the hills. And what put the fear of God into me was when one of them began to
glow apde green and from it a beam of emerad brilliance lanced down to touch the dopesand | heard a
distant rumble. At that | jumped to my feet and raced along the main rim of the canyon, fear a cold knot
inmy groin, shouting to Brad and Callie, who peered up a mein confusion.

“Get the horses!” | yelled. “Bring’em on up here! Now!”

They exchanged concerned glances.

“What' sthe matter?’ Brad cdled out.

| looked out across the flats; the three stars were getting very close.

“Now!” | shouted. “Hurry, damnit! Trouble'scomin’!”

That got them moving.

By the time they reached me with the horses, | could see that the three stars weren't shaped like stars
at al, but like the spearpoints the gpes used: curved cylinderswith the blunt tip at one end, thirty or forty
feet long, with adightly convex undersde. | couldn’t make out any details, but | had no desireto stick
around and observe. | swung onto my horse, reined it in, and said to Bradley and Cdllie, “” Member that
cave we spotted up top?’

“What arethey?’ asked Cdlie, staring at the three stars.

“Well find out later,” | said. “Come on! Head for the cavel”

It was awild ride we had, plunging up the dark dope, with the horses diding on gravel, nearly losing
their footing, but at length we made it to the cave. The entrance wasjust wide enough for the horses, but
it widened out inside and looked to extend pretty far back into the hill. We hobbled the horses degp in
the cave, and then crept back to the entrance and lay flat. A couple of hundred feet below, those three
glowing things were hovering over the canyon we had just vacated. It was an eerie thing to see, theway
they drifted back and forth with an unsteady, vibrating motion, asif lighter than air and being trembled by
an updraft. They were bigger than I’ d judged, more like sixty feet long, and the white light appeared to
be flowing acrosstheir surfaces -- metal surfaces, | supposed -- and wasfull of iridescent glimmers. The
light was hard to look at close up; it made your eye want to dide off it. They made ahigh-pitched,
quivering noise, something like aflute, but reedier. That sound wriggled into my spine and raised
gooseflesh on my arms.

| was morefrightened than I’d beenin all my life. | shivered like ahorse that has scented fire and
dared with my eyes strained wide until | was poured so full of that sirange glittering whitelight, al my
thoughts were drowned. Then | yanked at Callie and Brad, and hauled them after me into the cave. We
scuttled back deep into the darkness and sat down. The horses snorted and shifted about; their noises
gave me comfort. Brad asked what we were going to do, and | said, What did he want to do? Throw
rocks at the damn things? We'd just sit tight, | said, until our company had departed. | could barely see
him, even though he was a couple of feet away, but talking to him stiffened my spine some. Y et with half
my mind | was praying for the things outside just to go away and leave us be. | could till hear their weird
fluting, and | saw afaint white glow from the cave mouth.

Cadllie asked again what | thought they were. | said | reckoned they must be some sort of machines.

“| can seethat,” she said, exasperated. “ But who you figger’ sflyin’ "em?”’

| hadn’t really had timeto think about that until then, but till, it struck me as particularly stupid on my
part that | hadn’t aready come up with the answer to her question.

“The Captains,” | said. “Hasto be them. Couldn’t nobody €lse make amachine like that.”

“Why’ d they be chasin’ us?’ Brad asked.

“We don't know they are,” said Cdlie. “They could just be after doin’ their own business.”

“Then why’'d we run?’

| realized | hadn’t told them about the dead man, and | decided that now wasn't the time -- it would
be too much bad newsal at once.

“Wedidrighttorun,” | said. “Believe me, we did right.”

“’Sides,” said Cdlie, “we don't know for absolute sureit’ s the Captains. | mean what your pa says
makes good sense, but we don’'t know for sure.”



Wewereslent for abit and findly Brad said, “Y ou think Mamarun into them things?’

| gave asigh that in the enclosed space of the cave seemed as loud as one of the horses blowing out
itsbreath. “I waswatchin’ "em for along time’forel hollered,” | said. “ From the way they’ re patrollin’
thehills, | figger that' spossible.”

Therefollowed another silence, and then he said. “Maybe after they gone, maybe we should try
trackin’ "em.”

| was about to say that we' d be doing good just to get shut of them, when the cave mouth wasfilled
with an emerdd flash, and | was flung back head over hedls, and the next thing | knew | waslying in pitch
darkness with dirt and stone chipsin my mouth, and my earsringing. Sometime later | felt Brad' s hands
on my chest, heard him say, “Dad?’ Then | heard the horses whinnying, their hooves clattering asthey
tried to break free of their hobbles. | wanted to sit up but was too woozy.

“Cdlie” | sad.

“She'sgoneto seeif there saway out.”

“Wha...” | broke off and spat dirt.

“The entrance is blocked. Must be aton of rock come down over it.”

“Shit!” | said, touching the back of my heed; there was alump coming. Patches of shiny blackness
swam before my eyes. “ The horses awright?’

“Just scared.”

“Yeah,” | said. “Metoo.”

| sat up cautioudy, groped for Brad, found his shoulder and gave it asqueeze. | couldn’t think; | was
so numb that | only fdt thefirst trickles of fear. It was asif the explosion was il taking placein my skull,
adark cloud of smoke and splintered rock boiling up and whirling away the last of my good sense.

Seconds later Calli€' s voice caled from adistance, telling us to come ahead, she’ d found something.

Still dizzy, | et Brad take the lead, going in a crouch deeper into the hill, and after aminute | saw stars
and aragged oval of blue-dark sky.

Cdlie svoice came again, issuing from beyond the opening. “ Seeit?’

“Almogt there!” | told her.

The opening was set about six feet up inthe wall, not too high and easily wide enough for amanto
pass through, but no horse was ever going to |eave the cave that way. Without the horses, | thought, we
might aswell have died in the explosion. However, when | pulled mysdf out into the chill air besde Cdlie
and saw what she had found, | forgot al about our plight.

Onthisside of the hill, too, the hardpan flowed off toward the horizon. But there was one distinct
difference. Below us, itsrim no more than afew hundred yards from the base of the hill, lay alarge
crater, roughly circular and perhapsamilein diameter, like abowl brimful of golden light. Light so
brilliant it obscured al but the deepest cuts and bulgesin the crater’ srock walls. It resembled aglowing
golden sore on a cracked, stretched-tight hide. The three flying machines wereflitting back and forth
above it with the agitation of mites swarming above adead squirrel, and as we watched they descended
into the crater, vanishing beneath the rim. After they had gone out of view, none of usmoved or said a
thing. | can’t speak for Brad or Cdlie, but for my part, though I’ d dready had my basic notion of how
the world worked shaken considerably, the sight of the crater completely shattered all my old
conceptions. Maybe it was smply the size of the thing that affected me... The size and the upward pour
of light. Maybe dl the little wrong bits that had come before had had the irritating effect of putting afew
sand grainsin my boots, and now this, thisimmense wrongness, had scraped the skin off my solesand
left me unable to walk or do anything other than reckon with shock and bewilderment. Even ahaf-hour
earlier, | might -- if asked -- have given afair gpproximation of where | stood. With my son and my
lover, Sx days out on the flats from Edgeville, | would have said. In the heart of the wasteland where
once the old world flourished, countless centuries after the disaster that ended it. | would have thought
thisafine answer, and | would have been certain of my place and purpose. Now | felt | wasinthe
company of strangers, in the midst of agreat darknesswith light below, abarren place of unrelieved
abstraction that offered no clue asto its nature. Perhaps the depth of my reaction seems unreasonable.



After al, we had long supposed that the Captains must have flying machines, and though | had never seen
one, | shouldn’t have been so thoroughly disconcerted by the sight. And | had seen craters before, abeit
never onethishig. But it wasasif al thetidy structures of my life had been abolished, dl rulesof logic
broken, and | could not come up with anew picture of the world that would fit insde my head. | redize
now that this breakdown had been along time coming, that what had provoked it had been working on
me for days, but at the time it seemed sudden, catastrophic, totally disorienting.

It was Callie who broke the silence, saying we had to go down to the crater, we had no other choice.
| am not clear how | responded; | recall saying something about the horses, about how even if we went
down, we' d have to come back and shoot them, we couldn’t leave them to die of thirst. Therewasa
little more conversation, but | cannot recdll it. Eventually we began picking our way down the dope,
glancing up now and again to seethat the crater had swelled and grown brighter, avast golden pit into
which we were preparing to descend.

Wewere, I'd estimate, about fifty feet from the base of the hill when awoman’svoice hailed usfrom
the darkness and ordered us to drop our rifles. | was so bewildered and startled, | obeyed without
hesitation. | guessit seemed right given the circumstance that voices should issue from the dark and
command us. | heard footsteps crunching nearby, caught sight of shadowy figures moving toward us
through the rocks. Lots of them. Maybe thirty, maybe more. They assembled about us, some gaining
detall againgt the nimbus of light shining up from the crater behind them, yet most of them remaining
shadows, looking evil as crowsin their douch hats and long coats.

“Just who are you people?’ asked another voice, this one aman’s, deeper than the woman’s, but
softer and oddly familiar.

We gave our names, said we were from Edgeville.

“Bob Hillyard,” said the voice musingly. “I’ll be damned.”

“That' shisboy with him,” said someone ese. “And that girl thereworksfor o’ Fornoff.”

“Just who in cregtion areyou?’ | asked, not wanting to let on how intimidated | was -- | knew we
hed falen in with Bad Men. | should have felt more afraid than | did, but | was till so confused, so
daunted by the overall situation, the threat these men presented did not seem of moment.

“Y ou know some of us,” said sill another voice. “Leastways, | bet you know me.”

A match flared, caught on atwist of something in one of the figure' s hands, and as he moved nearer,
holding atorch o that it shone up onto hisface, making ghoulish shadows under the eyes, | saw it was
Clay Fornoff. Heavier; chin covered with pale stubble; wearier-looking. But still with that petulant sneer
stamped onto hisface.

“Wasn't for thisman here, I'd never havetaken theride,” he said.

“* Spect you owe him one, don'tcha, Clay?’ said somebody.

“You know | didn’'t have no choice,” | told him.

“Don’'t matter,” he said. “ Turns out you did me afavor. But you didn’t have that in mind, didjanow?
Youwasjust runnin’ me off todie”

A huge shadow moved up beside Clay and nudged him aside.

“You got ascoreto settle,” he said to Clay in that soft voice, “ded withiit later.” He moved full into
thelight of thetorch, and | saw what I’ d begun to suspect seconds before: It wasWall. A monstrous dab
of aman with owl-tufted brows, a shaggy graying beard, thick lips, and a bulging forehead, hisface as
expressonlessasanidol’s. A waterfall of dark hair spilled from under his hat to his shoulders.
“Goddamn, Bab,” he said to me. “Man shoots as poorly as you got no business thisfar out on the
flas”

I’d always admired Wall, and that his most sdient memory of me was my poor shooting eye made me
fedl stupid and childlike. Kind of like being dressed down by your boyhood hero.

“Ain't like | wannabe here” | said. “ Just had somethin’ needed doin’.”

Wil studied Cdlie and Brad, who were gawping a him, apparently overwhelmed by the sight of this
€normous man.

“Fedin’ confused, areye?’ he said with mild good humor, asif he weretaking to children. “ Seem like



even smplethingslikeright and left ain’'t what they used to be?’

That struck me as odd, that he would offer such an accurate andysis of my mental condition and do it
s0 casudly, asif how | felt was something usual, something any fool could have predicted.

“What the hell you know about it?” | asked him.

“Hitsever’ body the same,” he said. “ The conditionin’ sarts breakin’ down ’bout five days out. Time
aman getsthisfar, he' susually got more questionsin him than answers. Y’ see” -- he coughed, spat up a
hocker, and aimed it off to hisright -- “it ain’t only doctorin’ you get at the hospitals. The Captains
condition you to be happy with your lot. It' s sortalike hypnotizin’ ye. Takes amighty strong reason for a
man to break down the conditionin’. Seems powerful emotion’s’bout the only cure.” He cocked his
head, gave me a searching look. “What brings ye here?’

“My wife, Kiri,” | said, still trying to absorb what he had told us. “ Shelost aduel and come out here
todie”

“Kiri,” said Wall. “I remember her. She was agood fighter.”

Bradley piped up. “Wefigger she’sdown in that hole.”

Wil s eyesflicked toward him. “ She might be at that.”

From the cautious flatness of histone, | had the impression that if Kiri was down in the crater, it
wasn't likely we were going to see her again.

“I don't getit,” | said, and began talking fast to blot out the pictures | was conjuring of Kiri’ sfate.
“What the hdll’sgoin’ on? What're the Captainsdoin’ by givin' usthis here conditionin’? How come...”

“Sow down there, man,” Wall said, and put ahand on my shoulder; | was shocked into silence by
theweight and solidity of it. “I ain’'t got time just now to be givin’ ahistory lesson. Truthiis, | don't know
if I got much to teach ye, anyway. Far aswe can prove, things re’ bout the way the Captains say they
was. Though | got a suspicion that the folks who survived the bad time wasn't given a choice” bout how
they wanted to live, they was just put where the Captains wanted ' em and conditioned to accept it. But
there’ sa couplathings different for certain sure. Oneis, they ain't our friends, they just playin’ with us,
tormentin’ us. Hell, might be they could kill usal inaflash, they had amind. But eveniif that’sso, it'd ruin
their game. So our job isto be dangerousfor "em, kill afew here and there, give’em trouble. They enjoy
that kindatrouble. Our amisto get strong without’em redizin’ it, so the day’ [| come when we' re strong
enough to finish’em. And that day ain't far off. But you got timeto learn dl ’ bout that. What you need to
unnerstan’ is’ -- he spat again -- “you' re Bad Men now. Y ou may not unnerstan’ it thisminute, but ye
can’'t go back now your conditionin’sbroke. Ain’t nothin’ for ye back there. Y our lifeis here now, and
you gotta make the best of it. That meansyou' re with usin ever’thing we do. We make araid for
supplieson Edgeville, you're part of it. Thereain't no middle ground.”

“If thingsislikeyou say,” Cdlie asked, “whyn't you just tell it to the people back in Edgeville or
Windbroken... or wherever?’

“Someday maybe we will. But the way thingsis now, buncha Bad Men waltz into town and start goin’
on’bout how the Captainsis enemies of mankind... Shit! How do you think that’ d set? Think they’d
believe us? Naw, you gottaride out way past gone onto the flats’ fore you can hear the truth whenit's
told ye. But after you take that ride, you don’'t need to hear it more’' n once.” He sucked on atooth,
making asmacking noise. “ Anyways, there' s plenty of Bad Men ain't been brought into thefold. That's
somepin’ we need to take care of first, "forewe go bringin’ the word to Edgeville”

We stood there wrapped in the weighty stuff of dl he had said. The desolation hiswordsimplied had
dotted into areadymade placeinsde my brain -- it sesemed something | had always known. But the fact
that | was now aBad Man, that was almost impossible to believe. Thelonger | had to digest what Wall
had told us, thelesslikeaBad Man | fdt. | had the sense we were stranded at the bottom of an empty
well, and far above, invisible againgt the black circle of sky, strange, cruel faces were peering down at us,
deciding which onesto pluck up and gut. | felt more abandoned than afraid: | could not have felt more so
had | woken up to find mysalf naked and aonein the middle of nowhere. If it had been left to me | would
have sat down there on arock and stayed sitting until | had gotten a better handle on how things were,
but Bradley grabbed my arm and said, “We gotta go down there. We gottafind Mama.”



“Not tonight, boy,” Wl said. “You try goin’ down there tonight, you'd last " bout aslong as spit on a
griddle. W€ Il begoin” down tomorrow night. We'll have alook *round for her.”

“I'mgoin’ withyou,” said Bradley.

“Ligten, littleman,” Wall told him; despite its softness, hisvoice was o resonant, it might have issued
from acave. “You do what you told from now on. Thisain't nofinetimewe rehavin’ here. Thisis
desperate business. | admire you stickin’ by your mama, | swear | do. And maybe we can help her. But
ain’t nobody gettin’ in the way of what' s gotta be done tomorrow night, so you might aswell get used to
it”

Bradley stood his ground but said nothing. After asecond Clay Fornoff handed his torch to another
man and came up beside Brad and dung an arm around his shoulder. “C mon, kid,” he said. “We'll
getchasomethin’ to eat.”

| didn’t much like Clay taking him under hiswing, but | knew Brad didn’t want to bewithme, so | let
them go off into the darkness without a squawk.

Wall moved acouple of steps closer; despite the cold, | smelled his gamy odor. Beneath those owlish
brows, his eyeswere aglow with fierce red light from the torch. Generdly I’ ve found that people you
haven't seen in awhile shrink some from the image you hold of them in your mind. But not Wall. With
that golden glare streaming up from the crater behind him, he till looked more monument than man.
“Where d you stake your horses at?’ he asked.

| told him.

“Shitfirel” He dapped his hand againgt histhigh. Then he spoke to another man, ingtructing him to
take aparty up to the cave and see what could be done. When he turned back to me helet out a
chuckle; he was missing afront tooth, and the gap was about the same size asthefirst joint of my thumb.
“Perk up there, Bob,” he said. “You look like you ' spectin’ the Devil to fly down your chimney. Believe
me, you adamn sight better off’ n you was’fore you run into us.”

| had no doubt thiswas the truth, but it didn’t much gladden meto heer it.

“Thisyour woman?’ Wall asked me, jerking athumb toward Callie.

Cdlie seyes met mine, then ducked away, locking on the ground. | got something more than fear
from that exchange, but | was too weary to want to understand what.

“Yeah,” shesad, beating metoit by ahair.

“We'll fix yaup with some blankets directly.” Wall heaved asigh and stared off toward the crater.
“I’m mighty glad to see you out here, Bob. We been needin’ more people to work in the gardens.”

“Gardens?’ | said dully.

“That' sright. As| recal you had yoursaf some fine-looking tomatoes back in Edgeville”

“You growin’ things out here?’ | asked. “Where?’

“Somebody’ Il fill youin’bout dl that. Maybe in the mornin’.” Wall took off his hat and did some
reshaping of the brim, then jammed it back on. “Meantime you get somefood in ye and try to deep.
Gonnabe abig night tomorrow. Big night for ever’ body in the whole damn world.”

After we had been fed on jerky and dried fruit, Callie and | settled down in anest made by three
boulders aways apart from the others. We spread a couple of blankets and pulled the rest up to our
chins, gtting with our backs against one of the boulders, our hips and legs touching. Once | glanced over
at her. Light from the crater outlined her profile and showed something of her grave expression. | had the
ideashefelt my eyeson her, but she gave no sign of noticing, so | tried to do as Wall suggested and
deep. Sleep would not come, however. | couldn’t stop wondering what we had falen into. Seeing so
many Bad Men thisfar out, Wall’ stalk of gardens, the fact they planned araid or something like against



the Captains -- dl that spoke to acomplexity of life out here on theflatsthat | couldn’t fathom. And |
thought, too, about what Wall had told us about “conditioning.” Strange as the idea seemed, it made
sense. How else could you explain why people would be so stupid and docile asto swallow such swill as
we had about our ancestors choosing a pitiful, hardscrabble existence over alife of ease?

There was no use in studying on any of this, | redlized; sooner or later I’ d learn whatever there wasto
learn. But my mind kept on worrying &t thisor that item, and | knew | wasn't going to get any deep.

Then Cdliesaid, “1 thought it had dl gone, y’know. | thought all the bad times had wiped it away. But
that ain't s0. Everything' sill there”

Her face was turned toward me, too shadowed to read.

When she had spoken | hadn’t understood what she meant, but now | knew she had been talking
about the two of us.

“I guess | wanna hear how it iswith you,” she said.

“l @n’'t beenthinkin’ about it,” | told her. “1 an’'t had thetime.”

“Widll, you got the time right now.”

| didn’t fed much like exercising my brain, but when | tried to think how | fdlt, it al came clear with
hardly an effort. It was asif | were looking down atunnel that ran through time from the crater to
Edgeville, and | saw Kiri riding the flats alone, | saw the hurt on Brad' sface, | saw mysdlf, and | saw
Cdliewith rime on her hat brim and astony expression, and then those images faded, and what | was
looking at, it seemed, wasn't memory but truth, not the truth | believed, because that wasjust like
everything esein my life, akind of accommodation. No, thistruth | was seeing was the truth behind that,
the underpinnings of my existence, and | redized that thethings |’ d thought | felt for Calie were only
things I’ d wanted to fed, things I’ d talked mysdlf into fedling, but that was the way the brain worked, you
bought into something and more often than not it came true without your noticing, and so, while | hadn’t
loved Callie-- not like | thought I had, anyhow -- sometime between al the trouble with Kiri and theend
of our ride | had cometo love her exactly like that, and | was dways going to be ahead of mysdlf in that
fashion, | was dways going to be wanting and hoping for and believing in things because they were what
| thought | should want or hope for or believe... except now, because sometrick of conditioning the
Captains had played on me had worn off, and right this minute, maybe for thefirst time ever, | had caught
up with mysaf and could see exactly what | had become and what | believed in and what | loved. And
therewas Brad. And here was Cdllie. Beneath the flirty, pretty package, she was strong and flawed and
sweset and needy, just like usdl. But strong was most important. Strong was what | hadn’t known about
her. The strength it had taken for her, agirl from Windbroken who would dread the flatsworse by far
than any Edger, who had grown up fat and sassy in asofter world. The strength she’ d had to summon to
ride out into that world of less-than-degth, and the reasons she had done it, for honor, for love of me,
and for the thing she didn’t understand that made sirength possible.

And Kiri wasthere, too, but different.

Like apicture hung in an old cobwebby room both of us had vacated years ago. Whatever liewe had
believed into truth had been dead along time, and Kiri had done what she had because of how she was,
not because of how | was or how she was to me. Recognizing that didn’t make mefed any better, but at
least dl that old fire and smoke didn’t prevent me from seeing what was of consequence now. | had
known dl thisfor months, but | felt stupid for not having been able to accept any of it before, and |
couldn’t think of what to say, and al | managed was to repeat what Calie had said, telling her that
everything was till herefor me, too.

She moved into me abit, and | put an arm around her, and then she let her head rest on my shoulder,
and we sat that way for afew minutes -- we were both, | suspect, feding alittle awkward, alittle new to
one another. Calie stretched hersdlf end snuggled into me. Despite everything, despite fear and hard
riding and al that had happened, having her there under my blanket gave me some confidence.

“Youall right?’ | asked her.

Shesaid, “Just fing,” then let out adusty laugh.

“What's so funny?’ | asked.



“I wasgoin' to say | wished we was home, but then | thought twice about it. Edgeville don’t seem like
home no more.”

“Just alittle of it would be dl right,” | said. “Maybe awood stove and some kindling.”

She made anoise of agreement and then fell silent. Big cold stars were dancing in the faraway black
wild of the sky, so bright they |ooked to be shifting around like the ships the Captains flew, but | saw no
fearful thing in them, only their glitter and the great identities they Sketched in fire, thelady on the throne,
the old hunter with hisgemmy belt. What wasit like, | wondered, to live among them, to be smdl and
secretive with purple eyes. To be daunted by life and play with men and women asif they were dollsfull
of blood. Wall would probably understand them, | thought. For al his homespun ways, | had the notion
he was as different from me as any Captain.

“And abed,” Cdlie said out of the blue.

“Huh?

“I wasthinkin’ abed would be nice, too.”

“Oh, yeah,” | said. “Yesh, that'd be good.” Then thinking she might have been hinting at something, |
added, “I gottatell ya, | ain't fedin’ much likedoin' anything tonight.”

She picked hersdlf up, gave me alook and laughed. “1 swear you must think you' re the greatest damn
thing since vanillaice cream. I’'m so wore down, | doubt | could Sit up Straight let done” -- she sniffed --
“do anything.”

“I wasonly saying it in case you were...”

“Just shut up, Bob!”

She settled back down next to me. | couldn’t tell for certain, but | didn’t believe shewasredly angry.
After acouple of minutes shelaid her head on my shoulder again, and afew seconds after that she took
my hand beneath the blankets and put it up under her shirt. The warmth of her breast seemed to spread
from my pam dl through me, and its softness nearly caused meto faint. Thefeding that held in my mind
then had just a shade of lustfulness; most of what | felt was tender, trusted, loved. A feding like that
couldn’t last for too long, not in that place, not at that moment, but for the timeit did, it made the golden
light spilling upward from the crater afine place to rest my eyes, and pulled the starry void close around
me like agood blanket, and spoke to me of something | could catch on my tongue and cradlein my hand
and crush againgt my skin, but that | could have never put anameto.

Mornings, Kiri told me once, werelies. It was only the nights that were true. She meant asad,
desolate thing by this, she meant that the brightness of thingsisillusion, and the blackness of them is
where the truth would fit if we had courage enough to admit it. Y et when | thought of those words now,
they meant something completely opposite, because the virtues she gpplied to night and morning had
been dl switched around for me.

At any rate, inthe gray, blustery morning following thet brilliant night, with big flakesfaling from the
sky, Wall sent his second-in-command, aman named Coley, tofill usin. Coley was atense sort, alittle
yappy dog to Wall’ sbig placid one, scrawny and worried-looking, with agrizzled beard and sunken
cheeks and agtartling bit of color to his outfit, abright red ribbon for ahat band. Though his anxious
manner unnerved me -- he was dwaysfidgeting, glancing around asif concerned he might be caught at
something -- | related to him adamn sight better than | did Wall, mostly because Coley did not seem so
al-fired sure of himsalf.

Hetold usthey’ d been planning thisraid for years, and that the purpose of it wasto stedl aflying
machine. A few years back one of the machines had crashed out on the flats; they had captured the sole
survivor, whom they caled Junior, and forced him to supply information about al manner of things, he



was to be the pilot of the stolen machine once Wall’ s people succeeded in bresking into it. Problem was,
the minute they started messing with it, there was a chance that an alarm would be sounded, and we
might haveto fight off the Captainsfor aslong asit took to finish the job. Maybe an hour, maybe more.
There were, according to Coley, nearly five hundred men and women scattered about in the rocks, laying
low, and he wasn't sure that many would be enough to keep the Captains off, though Wall was of the
opinion that our casudties would belight. Coley did not agree.

“It ain’t the Captainsworry me,” he said. “It' swho they got doin’ their fightin’ for’em. Chancesare
there' Il be gpes. Might even be some of our own people. They got ways of makin' aman do things
agang hiswill.”

“What | don't get,” Brad said, “ishow you make this here Captain do what you want. Every timel
talk to’em, | get thefedin’ things don’'t go how they like’ em, they’reliableto kedl over and die.”

“That ain't quitethe way of it,” Coley told him. “They just don't think they can dieisdl.’ Cordin’ to
Junior, they make copies of themselves. Clones, he calls’em. One dies, there sanother waitin’ to take
his place who' s got the same memories, same everything.” He shook his head in wonderment.
“Damnedest thing | ever heard of. Anyhow, they got these collars. Metd collarsthat fit back of the neck
and the head. | don’t know how it works. But dap one on somebody, and they get downright
suggestible. We picked some up from the crash, and we used one on Junior.”

Wedl three nodded and said, “Huh,” or something similar, asif we understood, but | doubt Brad or
Cadlie understood Coley any better than | did.

A shout came from aman downdope, and Coley turned to it; but the shout must have been directed
a someone ese. The crater wallslooked ashen, and the whole thing seemed more fearsome now than it
had with light streaming up from it. Under the clouded sky the hardpan was adirty yelow, likeold
bones.

“What isthisplace?’ | asked. “What the hell arethey doin’ down there?’

“The Captainscdl it the Garden,” Coley said. “ Sometimesthey useit for fightin'. Junior saysthey’re
al divided into clans up on the stations, and this here’ swhere they settle clan disputes. Other timesthey
useit for parties, and that’ s probably what’sgoin” on now. If it was afight there’ d be more ships. They
liketo watch fightin'.” He worked up agood spit and let it fly. “That’ s how come they treasure us so
much. They enjoy theway wefight.”

| let that sink in for afew seconds, thinking about Kiri fitted with acollar. A break appeared in the
clouds, and Coley peered up into the sky, looking more worried than ever. When | asked him what was
wrong, hesaid, “I'm just hopin’ the weather holds. We usualy don’t put so many people at risk. Then if
the Captains drop anet, we don’t get hurt so bad.” He let out along unsteady breath. *’ Course even if
the weather does clear, chances are they ain’'t lookin’ thisway. They’re pretty careless as regards
security, and they ain’'t very well armed. Not like you might expect, anyway. They didn’t have many
persona weagpons up in the orbitals, and we don’t believe they’ ve collected any weapons from the
shdlters. Why would they bother? They don't think we can hurt them. All they’ ve got are their ships,
which are armed with mining lasers. And even if they did collect wegpons from the shelters, they
probably wouldn’t know how to use’em. They used to be technical, but they’ ve forgotten most of what
they know. Eventudly | figger their ships Il break down, and they’ll be stranded up there.”

Cadllie asked what he meant by “shelters,” and he told us that they were underground places where
people had dept away the centuries, waiting for the Captains to wake them once things on the surface
were back to something approaching normal. It wasin those places that the Bad Men lived. Places
fortified now againgt attack from the sky. But it was clear to methat neither Coley’ sfaith in those
fortifications nor in the raid was absolute. Though | didn’t know him, | had the impression that his anxiety
was abnormdl, a least initsintengty, and when | tried to talk with him about Wall, | detected
disapprovd.

“He s brought people together,” he said. “He sdone alot of good things.” But | could tell his heart
wasn't in thewords.

Sleet began coming down, just spits of it, but enough so | could hear it hissing against the rocks.



“What'sall thisabout?’ | asked Coley; | gestured at the crater. “ All this business here. | know you
said it wasto get aship. But why bother if...”

“It'sabout killin',” said Wall’ s voice behind me; he was leaning up against a boulder, looking down at
usinthat glum, chdlenging way of his; hislong hair lifted in thewind. “’ Bout them killin" usdl these
years,” hewent on. “And now usevenin' things up atouch. ' Bout finding some new thing that’ Il let uskill
even moreof 'em.”

“I redizethat,” | said. “But why not let well enough aone? Accordin’ to what Coley says, we leave
"em be, sooner or later they ain't gonna be a problem.”

“Isthat what Mister Coley says?” Wall pinned him with acold glare, but Coley didn't flinch fromiit;
he made a gruff noisein histhroat and turned back to me. “ Y’ see Coley’ s out here with us, don’'t ye?
Don't that tdll ye somethin’ ? He may believe what hetold ye, but heain’t countin’ onit to betrue. He'd
be crazy to count on it. S pose they got more weapons than he figgers? Even if they don’'t, who knows
what'sin their minds? They might up and decide they’retired of gamesand kill usal. Nosr! Killin'sthe
only way to ded with’em.”

“Ain’'t you worried they gonna strike back at you?” Callie asked him.

“Let"emtry! They might pick off afew of uswhen we' re out on theflats, but we' re dug in too deep
for them to do any real damage.”

“That' swhat you believe,” | said. “But then you' d be crazy to count onit bein’ true, wouldn’t you?’

Hetried the same stare on me that he' d tried on Coley, but for some reason | wasn't cowed by either
it or hisfaulty logic. Coley, | noticed, seemed pleased by what I’d said.

“S pose they got more weapons than what you figger?” | went on. “S pose they got some' Il dig you
outtayour holes? They might decideto kill usal. Who knowswhat they got in their minds?’

Wil gave alaugh. “You aclever talker, Bob, I'll hand you that. But ain't no point you goin’ on like
this. It' sdl been talked through and decided.”

“How "bout everyone back on the Edge?’ Calie asked. “ And Windbroken? And everywhere el se?

Y ou talked it through with them, have you?’

“They ain’t involved with us. Anyhow, the Captains got no reason to go hurtin’ them for somethin’® we
done”

“No reason you know of, maybe,” Callie said.

“Wdll,” said Wl after abit, looking off into the distance, “thisisared nice chat we'rehavin', but like
| told ye, it comesalittle late in the game. W€ Il be going down into the Garden at dusk.” He cut hiseyes
toward me. “Y ou come dong with meif you want, Bob, and have alook for Kiri. But keep in mind she's
not the main reason you'regoin’ to be there. Keepin' the Captains back from the ship is. That clear?’

Brad started to speak, but Wall cut him short.

“The boy and the woman can stay with the ship. We can use another couplarifles case any of 'em
break through.”

| thought Brad was going to say something, but he just lowered his head; | guess he was wise enough
to redize that Wall couldn’t be swayed by argument.

“Keep your chinup,” Wall told him. “Time || come soon enough for yeto do somered killin'.”

The three of us spent the remainder of the afternoon huddled among the rocks. We talked some,
more than we had recently at any rate, but it was for the most part anxioustalk designed to stop usfrom
fretting over what lay ahead, and never touched on the things we needed to talk about. Snow fell steedily,
capping the bouldersin white, and as the sky darkened, golden light began to stream up from the crater
once again. Then, as dusk began to accumulate, | caught sight of Coley and a couple of othersleading a



diminutive pae figure down the dope. It was a Captain, dl right, but like none I’ d seen before. Dressed
inrags, emaciated; scarred. Asthey drew near, | got to my feet -- we dl did -- fascinated by the
proximity of this creature whom | had previoudy thought of in dmost godlike terms. There was nothing
godlike about him now. His nose was broken, squashed nearly flat, and his scal p was crisscrossed by
ridged scars, one of hiseyeswas covered by apatch, and his other had alistless cast. The only qualities
he retained smilar to those curious entities | had spoken to in Edgevillewere hispalor and hissize.
About his neck and cupping the back of his skull was ameta apparatus worked with intricate designs
resembling those I’ d seen on antique silver; its richness was incongruous in contrast to his sorry state. |
had expected | might feel hatred on seeing him, or something dlied, but | felt nothing gpart from adry
curiosity; yet after he had passed | redized that my hands were shaking and my legsweek, asif strong
emotion had occupied me without my knowing and |eft only these symptoms, and | stood there, asdid
Brad and Callie, watching until the Captain -- Junior -- had been reduced by distance to atiny shadow
crossing the hardpan toward the crater.

It was not long afterward that Wall cameto collect me. Cdllie and Brad went off with abig,
broad-beamed woman who reminded me some of Hazel Aldred, and Wall led me over to agroup of
men and women who were Sitting and squatting at the edge of the hardpan, and gave me over to the care
of awoman named Maddy, who fitted me out with a hunting knife and a pistol and an ammunition belt.
She was on the stringy side, was Maddy, with dirty blond hair tied back in aponytail; but she had a
pretty face made interesting and more than alittle sexy by thelines|eft by hard westher and hard living,
and she had a directness and good humor that put me somewhat at ease.

“1 know ared-blooded sort like you' sal bucked up and rarin’ to go,” she said, flashing aquick grin,
“but you keep it holstered till | give you theword, y’ hear?”

“I'll domy level best,” | told her.

“We Il begoin’ down soon,” shesaid. “If there san attack and things get confused, stick with me and
chancesareyou |l befine. We believe there’ s gonna be some of our own people down there. They’ll be
collared, and like as not they’ll be comin’ after us. If you gottakill *em, nobody’ sgoin’ to blame you for
it. But if you can, aim at their legs. Maybe we can save one or two.”

| nodded, looked out between boulders across the hardpan. A handful of Bad Men were visible as
slhouettes at the rim of the crater, black stick figures blurred against the pour of golden light; | couldn’t
make out what they were doing. The thought of descending into that inferna light turned my nervesa
notch higher; | couldn’t have worked up a spit even if the price of spit had suddenly gone sky-high.

“Ain’'t no point my tellin’ you not to be afraid,” Maddy said. “1 ' spect we're dl afraid. But once we
get down to business, you'll bedl right.”

“You sure’bout that?’ | said, trying to make it sound light; but | heard aquaver in my voice.

“You comeal thisway from the Edge, | guess| ain't worried’ bout you seizin’ up on me.”

“How bout Wall?Y ou reckon he' safraid?’

She made anoncommittal noise and glanced down at her hands; with her head lowered, awisp of
hair dangling down over her forehead, her expression contemplative, the crater light glowing on her face,
eroding some of thelinesthere, | could see the girl she once had been.

“Probably not,” she said. “Helikesthiskind of thing.”

Therewas disgpprova in her voice. Thiswas the second time I’ d detected aless than favorable
feding toward Wall, and | was about to seeif | could learn where it came from, when Clay Fornoff
hunkered down beside us.

“Heall set?’ he asked Maddy.

Shesad, “Yes” Then, following apause, she asked how much longer before we started.

“Any minute now,” Fornoff said.

| didn’t redlly have anything to say, but | thought talking might ease my anxiety, and | asked him what
sort of opposition we' d be facing aside from people wearing collars.

“What' sthe matter, Bob?” He made a sneering noise of my name. “’ Fraid you gonnawet yoursalf?’

“| wasjust makin' conversation.”



“Y ou wannabefriends, isthat it?’

“1 don’t much care about that one way or another,” | said.

Hisfacetightened. “ Just shut the hell up! | don’t wanna hear another damn word fromya.”

“Surething. | understand. | S pose you don’t want to hear nothin’ "bout your folks either, do ya?’

Helet aafew beats go by then said, “How they doin’?’ But he kept his eyestrained on the crater.

| told him about hisfolks, hisfather’ s rheumatism, about the store and some of hisold friends. When |
had done he gave no sign that he had been in any way affected by the news from home. Maddy rolled
her eyes and shot me an afflicted smile, asif to suggest that | wasn't the only one who considered Fornoff
apainintheass. I’d been coming around 180 degreesin my attitude towards Bad Men, thinking of them
more as heroes, rebels, and so forth; but now | told mysdlf that some Bad Men were likely every bit as
rotten aswhat I’ d once supposed. Or maybeit wasjust that | was part of atime with which Fornoff
would never be able to reach an accommodeation; he would never be able to see me without recaling the
night when he had gone Bad, and thus he would dways react to me with loathing that might have better
been directed a himsdif.

Not long afterward | heard ashout, and before | could prepare mysdlf, | wasjogging dongside
Maddy and Fornoff toward the crater, watching the chute of golden light jolt sdewayswith every step; a
couple of minuteslater | found mysdf in the company of severa hundred others descending the crater
wall on ropes. Thethree ships rested at the bottom of the crater on a smooth plastic floor, from benegath
which arose the golden light. We paused beside one of them as Wall, with the help of two other men,
worked feverishly at the smallest of the mining lasersthat protruded from the prow. | saw that it wasa
modular unit that could be snapped into place. Once they had removed it, Wall shrugged out of his coat
and lashed the unit to hisright arm with acomplex arrangement of lesther siraps; the way it fitted, his
fingers could reach apanel of studs set into the bottom, and | redized it must have been designed to be
portable. Wall pressed a stud and abeam of ruby light scored adeep gouge in the rock face. On seeing
this he laughed uproarioudy, and swung the thing, which must have weighed seventy or eighty pounds, in
aceebratory circle above his head.

Beyond the ships, at the bottom of agently declining ramp, lay the entrance to avast circular chamber
-- | guessed it to be about a half-mile across -- floored with exotic vegetation, some of the plants having
sriped staks and huge rubbery leaves, unlike anything I’ d ever seen; the domed celling was aglow with
ultraviolet panels, the same sort of light | used to grow my peas and beans and tomatoes back in
Edgeville, and the foliage was so dense that the four narrow paths leading away into it were entirely
overgrown. Mists curled above the treetops, risng in wraithlike coilsto the top of the celling, lending the
gpace a primitive aspect like some long-ago jungle, daunting in its silence and strangeness.

And yet the place was familiar.

| couldn’t quite figure why at first; then | recalled that Wall had said the Captains called the crater the
Garden, and | thought of the book I’ d read and reread back in the hydroponics building, The Black
Garden, and theillugtrations it contained -- this chamber was either the model for one of those
illustrations or the exact copy of the model. Confused and frightened dready, | can't begin to tell you the
alarm this caused me. Added to everything that | previoudly had not understood but had managed to
arrange in amakeshift frame of reference, thislast incomprehensible thing, with its disturbing echoes of
decadence, now succeeded in toppling that shaky structure, and | felt as unsteady in my knowledge of
what was as| had during our ride from Edgeville. | had an urge to tell someone about my sudden
recognition, but then | realized that thanks to Junior, they must know far more than | did about the
Garden, and of course damn near everybody knew about the book. But none of these rationdizations
served to cam me, and | got to thinking what it meant that the Captains would give us these clues about
their existence, what it said about their natures.

Approximately a hundred of us headed down each of the avenues, moving quietly, but at agood
pace. Maddy, Clay Fornoff, and | were attached to a party led by Wall. Once beneath the canopy we
wereimmersed in agreen twilight; sweetish scents reminiscent of decay, but spicier, issued from the
foliage and a humming sound rose from the polished stones benegath our feet -- that sound, apart from the



soft fal of our footsteps -- was the only bresk in the silence. No rustlings or ditherings, no leaves diding
together. Every now and then we came to a section of the path where the stones had been replaced by a
sheet of transparent paneling through which we could see down into ablack space picked out here and
there by golden lights, and once again | was reminded of The Black Garden, of what the book had
related about aregion of black foliage and secret rooms. Once we walked beneath a crystalline bubble
the size of asmall room suspended in the branches, furnished with cushions, and with abroad smear of
what appeared to be dried blood marring itsinterior surface. Far too much blood to be the sign of
anything other than adesth. The sght harrowed me, and Maddy, after aquick glance at the bubble, fixed
her eyes on the path and did not lift them again until it waswell behind us.

No more than fifty yards after we had passed beneath the bubble, we encountered the first of two
Sde paths -- the second lay barely another twenty-five yards farther along -- and at each of these
junctions we left aquarter of our number, who hid among the fernsthat lined theway. | expected to be
left with them, but | imagine Wall wanted to give me the best possible chance of locating Kiri, and though
uneasy with the fact that | was moving deeper and deeper into this oppressive place, | was at the same
time grateful for the opportunity. After about fifteen minutes we reached the far sde of the chamber, a
place where the path planed away into awdl-lit tunnel that led downward a a precipitous angle. We
proceeded dong it until we came to another chamber, smdler than thefirst yet till quite large, perhapsa
hundred yardsin diameter, itswalls covered with white shiny tiles, each bearing ared hieroglyph, and
dominated by a grotesque fountain ringed by benches and banks of tree ferns, whose centerpiece, the
life-szed statue of anaked crouching woman with her mouth stretched open in anguish, bled red water
from a dozen gashes carved in the grayish-white stone of her flesh. The statue was so redl-looking, |
could have sworn it was an actua person who had been magicked into stone. Vineswith serrated leaves
climbed the walls and intertwined acrossthe white tray of ultraviolet light that occupied the celling, casting
pindly shadows.

Onfirgt glance I’ d assumed the chamber to be untouched by age, but then | began to notice worn
edges on the benches, corners missing from tiles, a chipped knuckle on the statue, and other such
imperfections. Theideathat the place was old made it seem even more horrid, spesking to atradition of
the perverse, and the longer | looked at the statue, the more certain | became that it had been rendered
from life; there was too much detail to the face and the body, details such as scars and lines and the like,
to make methink otherwise. | imagined the woman posing for some palid little monster, growing wesker
and weeker from her wounds, yet forced by some terrifying presence, some binding torment, to maintain
her pose, and the anger that | had not been able to fedl on seeing Junior now surfaced in me and swept
away my fear. | grew cold and resolved, and | imagined mysdlf joyfully blowing holesin the pulpy bodies
of the Captains.

We crossed the chamber, progressing with more caution than before. Judging by the way Wall turned
thisway and that, searching for ameans of egress -- none was apparent -- | had the notion that the
existence of the chamber came asasurprise to him, that Junior must not have informed him of it.
Unnerved by what this might mean, whether it was that the collars were not totally controlling and Junior
had lied, or else that he had been so stupefied he had forgotten to mention the place, | put my hand on
my pistol and turned to Maddy to see what her reaction might be to thisturn of events; but asl did, a
section of the wall opposite us did back to reveal awedge of darkness beyond, avoid that the next
moment was choked with emaciated men and women wearing metal collars like the one Junior had worn,
dozens of them, all armed with knives and clubs, driven forward by white-furred apesthat differed from
the Edgeville apes by virtue of their barbaric clothing -- leather harnesses and genital pouches. The most
horrifying thing about their approach was that they -- the men and women, not the gpes -- made no
sound asthey came; they might have been corpses reanimated by aspell.

| glanced back to the tunnel and saw that it was blocked with in equally savage-looking force; then
the attackers were on us, chopping and dashing. There was no hope of aming discriminately as Maddy
had suggested. Everything became a chaos of gunshots and screams and snarling mouths, and we would
havedl diedif it hadn’t been for Wall. He swvung hislaser in sweeping arcs, cutting aswath in the ranks



of our adversaries, and headed straight for the opening on the far side of the chamber and the darkness
beyondit.

It was amatter of sheer luck that | was standing close to Wall when he made his charge. During the
firgt thirty seconds of the attack | had emptied my pistol; I’'m sure| hit something with every shot -- it
would have been nearly impossible not to do so -- yet | have no clear memory of what | hit. Faces, ape
and human, reeled into view, visible for split seconds between other faces, between bodies, and blood
was everywhere, streaking flesh, matting fur, spraying into the air. | smply poked the barrel of my pistol
forward and fired until the hammer clicked. Then as| went to reload, a club glanced off the point of my
left shoulder, momentarily numbing my hand, and | dropped the pistol. Even with the ape stink thickening
theair, | could smell my own fear, ayellow, sour reek, and while | didn’t have the timeto indulge that
fear, | felt it weakening me, fdlt it urging meto flee. And | might haveif | had seen asafe harbor. | drew
my knife and dashed a an ape' s hand that was grabbing for me, going off-baance and falling backward
into Wall. He shoved me away, and inadvertently | went in astaggering run toward the opening from
which the apes and their collared army had emerged, so that in effect | wound up guarding hisflank,
though it was Maddy, beside me, who did the lion’ s share of the guarding. She had managed to reload,
and inthe brief timeit took to cross the remaining distance she shot four apes and two collared men,
while Wall burned down countless others, the laser severing limbs and torsos.

When we reached the darkness beyond the doorway, Wall turned back, continuing to fireinto the
melee, and shouted to usto search for aswitch, a button, something that would close off the chamber.
Asl followed hisorder, my hands trembling, fumbling, groping at thewall, | saw that seven or eight of
our group were pinned againgt the fountain, and before the wal did shut to obscure my view, seding us
into the dark, | saw threefal, each killed by collared men and women. Many lay dead dready, and many
others, wounded, were trying to crawl away; but the apes were on them before they could get far, dicing
with long-bladed knives at their necks. It appeared that the red water from the fountain had been
splashed and puddied everywhere, and that the open-mouthed woman at the center of the fountain was
screaming in adozen voices, lamenting the carnage taking place around her.

Theingtant the chamber vanished from sight, isolating usin the dark, Wall demanded to know who
had found the control, and when awoman’ s voice answered, he had her lead him to it and burned it with
the laser so that the door could not be opened again. He then asked us to speak our names so that he
could determine how many had survived. Sixteen names were sounded. Clay Fornoff’s was not among
them. | tried to remember if | had seen him fdl, but could not. The darkness seemed to deegpen with this
recognition. | could see nothing; even though | knew that the door to the chamber waswithinarm’s
reach, | felt asif | were standing at the center of alimitlessvoid. It seemed strange that only now, now
that | could not seeit, did | have a powerful apprehension of the size of the place.

“All right,” Wl said. “We rein the shit, and we can’t just stand around. Only way we' re going to get
home isto find one of the little bastards and make him show us a safe passage. We know they’rein here
somewhere. Solet'sgo find'em.”

He said thiswith such rdlish, such apparent delight, asif what had occurred was exactly what he'd
been hoping for, that -- dismayed and frightened as| was-- | found it kind of off-putting. Maybe his
words affected others the same, because he didn’t get much of aresponse.

“Do you wannadie?’ he asked us. “Or isit just you ' re scared of the dark? Wdll, | canfix that!”

| felt him push past me, saw the ruby stalk of the laser swing out into the blackness. In an ingtant
severd fires sprouted in the dark. Bushes turned to torches by the laser, their light revealing an uneven
terrain of moss or fungus or maybe even some sort of black grass, like arug thrown over aroomful of
lumpy furniture. Bushes and hollows and low rises. Here and there, barely visblein theflickering light,
thin seams of gold werelaid in againgt the black ground, and once again recalling The Black Garden, |
redlized that these likely signaed the location of doorways into secret rooms. There were no signs of
wallsor aceiling. Even with the light, we had no way to judge the actua size of the place; but the fires
gave us heart, and without further discusson, we headed for the nearest of those gold seams. When we
reached it Wall burned down the door and we poured inside. By chance more than by dint of courage, |



was beside him aswe entered, and | had aclear view of the opulent interior. A cavelike space of
irregular dimensions, considerably higher than it was long or wide, with aterraced floor and danted
ceiling, agolden grotto draped in crimson Slks, stalks of crystal sprouting from the floor, and aminiature
waterfal splashing down upon boulders that looked to be pure gold. Silk cushions were strewn
everywhere. An aguarium was st into the wall, teeming with brightly colored fish as different from the
drab brown trout and bottom feeders with which | was familiar as gems from common rocks; the
ornament of the aguarium through which the fish swam was ahuman spine and rib cage.

But what held my attention was the presence of three Captainslying on the cushions: two men and a
woman, their pale, naked, hairless bodies dmost childlike in appearance. There were aso three collared
women, who had apparently been sexualy engaged with the Captains, and showed bruises and other
marks of ill use, and a collared man who was obvioudy dead; his chest and limbs were deeply gashed,
and he was lying arms akimbo by awall, asif he had been tossed aside. When we entered, one of the
Captains, thelarger of the two men, put aknife to the throat of a collared woman; the other two reached
for what | assumed to be wesgpons -- short metal tubes resting on the floor at arm’ sreach; yet their
movements were languid, casud, asif they were not redly afraid of us. Or perhapsthey were drugged.
Whatever the case, they were overwhelmed before they could pick up the tubes and dragged from the
room. The Captain holding the knife looked a me -- directly a me, I'm sure of it -- and smiling, dashed
the woman'’ sthroat. She began to thrash about, clutching at the wound, and the Captain pushed her off
to thesde. Hewas gtill smiling. At me. The daft little shit was amused by my reaction. His androgynous
features twisted with amusement. Something gave way inside me, some elementd redtraint -- | felt it as
tangibly as| might have felt the parting of my tissuesfrom aknife stroke -- and | rushed a him, ignoring
Wall’ s order to hold back. The Captain kind of waved the knife at me, but again he did not seem overly
concerned with any threat | might pose. Even after | kicked the knife aside and yanked him to hisfest,
even after | grabbed him by the throat and shoved him back against the wall, he continued to regard me
with that mild, dissipated smile and those wet purplish eyesthat gave no hint of what might lie behind, as
empty asthe eyesof afish. | had the notion that | was doing exactly as he expected, and that my
predictable behavior was something that reinforced hisfedings of superiority.

“Let himgo,” said Wall from behind me.

“Inaminute,” | said, tightening my grip on the Captain’ sthroat. | was il full of loathing, but it wasa
colder emotion now, abeit no less managesble. | fixed my gaze on those inhuman eyes, wanting to learn
if anything would surfacein them at the end, and | plunged my knife hilt-deep into the top of hisskull. His
mouth popped open, the eyes bulged, and thick blood flowed down over hishead like syrup over a
scoop of vanilla. Spasms shook him, and a siream of his pisswetted my legs. Then it wasover, and | let
himfal. It looked for dl the world as though his head had grown abone handle. In some part of me that
had been obscured by anger, | could fed atrivia current of revulson, but most of what | felt at first was
satisfaction, though not long afterward | began to shake with the aftershocks of my violent act.

| turned to Wall, who stood regarding me with athoughtful expresson. “Y ou got two of 'em,” | said.
“Two'senough.”

Behind him, they were trying to remove the collars from the surviving women. Neither was doing well;
blood was|esking from their ears.

“Thereé smore,” Wall said. “Y ou gonnakill ’em dl?’

The question did not seem in the least rhetorical, and | did not take it as such.

“Long aswe'rehere” | sad.

But | did no further killing that night. The vengeful, outraged spirit that had moved me gradualy
eroded as we passed through the Black Garden, led by the two collared Captains, our path lit by burning
shrubs and doorways into golden light left open to revea scenes of luxury and carnage, like a score of
tiny stages mounted on the dark upon whose boards the same terrible play had been performed, and |
only watched the others do the bloody work. The violence I'd committed had worked a changein me, or
€l se had exposed some central weakness, and | grew disinterested in the outcome of our expedition.
Maddy had to urge me adong, or else |l might have just stood there and waited for my end, displaying no



more concern for my fate than the Captain that I’ d killed; and | wondered if the fact that they had done
s0 much violence was at the heart of their dismissve attitude toward life and death -- but | don’t believe
that. To imbue them with human qualities would be assuming too much. They were no more human than
the apes, and the apes, despite what I’ d said long before to the man in the bubble car, which had been
something I’ d said mostly to impress him, werein no way human.

Apes came at us now and again as we went, Sngly sometimes and sometimesin smal groups, flying a
usfrom dark crannies, their knives flashing with reflected fire, and they succeeded in killing three of our
people; but they were disorganized, without daves to support them, and this gave us hope that the other
three parties had done well, that the battle, if not yet finished, was on the verge of being won. Wekilled
them dl, and we aso killed every Captain whom we came across.

Wall wasin hiseement. He burned and burned, and when the laser gave out or broke or whatever it
isthat lasers do when they go wrong, he killed with his hands, in severa indtancesliterdly tearing the
heads off scrawny white necks. There was ajoyful flair in the way he went about it, and | was not the
only onewho noticed this; | saw others staring at him with a confused mixture of ave and distaste as he
carried out the business of daughter. It was not that the Captains deserved any less, nor wasit that
vengeance was ingppropriate to the moment. No, it was instead that Wall did not appear to be carrying
out avengeful process. Watching him was like watching afarmer scything wheat -- here wasaman
engaged in his proper work and enjoying it immensdly. The minor wounds he accumulated, the red stains
that flowered on hisrough shirt, hisarms and face, gave him thelook of an embattled hero, but the sort of
hero, perhaps, whom we -- who were oursalves the pitiful result of laws that heroes had written
thousands of years before -- no longer cared to exdt; and we moved ever more dowly in hiswake,
letting him run ahead of us, separating oursdvesfrom him, asif thiswould lessen our complicity and
devalue our support.

Still, we made no move to keep him from his pleasure. The things we found insde those golden
rooms, the flayed bodies, bits of men and women used for ornament or more perverted purposes yet, the
collared deed, the few that survived, shaking and ddlirious, al thislegidated againgt our reining Wall in,
and we might have let him go on forever had there been a sufficient number of Captainsand if there had
been nothing el se to capture our attention. But then there came two explosions, distant, the one following
hard upon the other, and aragged cheer went up.

“Wegot it!” Maddy said; she sounded happy yet bewildered, asif she couldn’t quite accept some
great good news, and when | asked what the explosions signified, she said, “ The ship. They must have
blown up the other two. They weren't supposed to do that until we had the ship.”

“Youmeanthey flew it away and dl?’ | said.

“I think s0!” She gave my hand asqueeze. In the garish orange light of the burning, she looked like
she was about to hop up and down from excitement. “1 can't be sure'til we see for ourselves, but | think
s0.”

Wall was prevailed upon to break off his hunt, so we could determine what had happened, and with
the two collared Captains till in the lead, we began to make our way back toward the crater.

But Wall was not yet finished with desth.

Aswe came out from yet another hidden door into the chamber where we had been ambushed, we
spotted an gpe squatting by one of itsfalen companions, rocking back and forth on its heelsin an attitude
that seemed to signd grief, though -- again -- | can’t say for certain what the thing was doing there. Just
aslikely it had gone crazy over something | could never understand. Someonefired at it, and with afierce
scream, it scuttled off into the tunndl that angled up toward the crater.

Wall sprinted after it.

A handful of people, Maddy included, followed him at agood clip, but the rest of us, governed by a
weary unanimity, kept plodding along, stepping between the bodies, friend and foe, that lay everywhere.
I’ d seen so much dying that night, you would have thought that the scene in the chamber would not have
affected me, but it took me by storm. That red fountain and the woman of stone and the bloody
hieroglyphsfiguring thetiles, and now the bodies, more than ahundred of them, | reckoned, scattered



about under benches, in the ferns, their pallor and the brightness of their blood accentuated by the glaring
light -- it was such aunity of awful place and terrible event, it struck deep, and | knew it would hurt me
forever, like awork of art whose lines and colors match up perfectly with some circuit in your brain or
some heretofore unmapped country in your soul, al the graceless attitudes of the dead’ sarmsand legs
and the humped bodieslike archipelagoesin the sea of red.

| found Clay Fornoff lying under the lip of the fountain, his chest pierced innumerable times, eyes
open, blond hair dick with blood. Something, an ape probably, had chewed away part of his cheek.
Tears started from my eyes-- | don’t know why. Maybe because | couldn’t disassociate Clay from
Bradley, or maybe it was just desth working its old sentimental trick on me, or maybe I’ d hoped to
reconcile with Clay and now that hope was gone | felt theloss. | don’t know. It was no matter anymore,
whatever the reason. Fedling astired as |’ d ever been, | kneeled beside him and collected his personals,
hisgun, aslver ring of Windbroken design, aleather wallet, and awhistle whittled out of some hard
ydlowish wood. | intended to give themto hisfolksif | ever saw them again, but | ended up keeping the
whistle. I'd never figured Clay to be one for making whistles, and | suppose | wanted to keep that fact
about himin mind.

| couldn’t think of anything much to say over him, so | just bowed my head and let whatever | was
feding run out of me. | recal thinking | wasglad | hadn’t seen him die, and then wishing | had, and then
wondering whether he had been brave or afool or both. Then there was nothing left but silence. | closed
his eyes and walked on up the tunndl.

Wall had caught up with the gpe -- or the gpe had let him catch it -- a the end of the tunnel, right
where the canopy of foliage began, and hewasfighting it hand to hand when | straggled up, whilethe
remainder of those who had survived the ambush and the Garden stood in asemicircle and watched.
Without much enthusiasm, | thought. Their faces dack and exhausted-looking.

Wall had killed apes with his bare hands before; he was one of the few men alive strong enough to
accomplish this, and under different circumstances it might have been incredible to see, like a scene out of
astorybook, this giant locked up hard with a six-foot, white-furred ape in aleather harness. But asthings
stood, redlizing that thiswas just more of Wall’s... I'm not sure what to call it, because it was more than
him showing off. Hisfally, | guess. Hismaking certain that the world stayed as violent and disgraceful as
he needed it to be. Anyway, recognizing this, the sght of the two of them rolling about, tearing and biting,
screaming, grunting, it did not seem vitd or heroic to me, merdly sad and depressing. To tell thetruth,
despite everything that had happened, | had a fleeting moment during which | found mysdf rooting for the
ape, a leadt, | thought, it had displayed something akin to human emotion back in the chamber.

There came a point when, sill grappling, they cameto their feet and reeled off aong the canopied
pathway; mired in that green dimness they seemed even more creatures out of legend, the gpe’ s smdll
head with its bared fangs pressed close to the great shaggy bulk of Wall’s head. Like insane lovers.
Wal's arms |locked behind the ape' s back, his muscles bunched like coiled snakes, and the ape clawing
a Wall’ sneck. Then Wall heaved with dl his might, at the same time twisting his upper body, a
wrestler’ squick move, lifting the gpe and dinging him up and out higher than hishead, itslimbsflalling, to
fetch up hard againgt atree trunk. The ape was hurt bad. It came up into a crouch, but fell onto itsside
and made amewling sound; it clawed franticaly at its own back, asif trying to reach some unreachable
wound. Finally it got to itsfeet, but it was an unsteady, feeble movement, like that of an old manwho's
midaid hiscane. It snarled at Wall, agrating noise that reminded me of a crotchety generator starting up.
| could tell it wanted to charge him, that its ferocity was unimpaired, but it was out of juice, and so was
waiting for Wall to cometoit. And Wall would have done just that if Maddy, who was standing about
ten feet away from me, hadn’t taken her pistol and shot the ape twice in the chest.

Wall stared increduloudly at the ape for a second, his chest heaving, watching it twitch and bleed
among the fernslining the path; then he spun about, and asked Maddy what the fuck she’d had in mind.

“We got better to do than watch you prove what aman you are.” She looked drawn and on edge,
and her pistol was dill in hand, trained alittle to the left of Wall.

“Who the hdll put yein charge?’ he said.



“Y ou want to argue’bout it,” shesaid, “we' |l argue later. Right now we got to get movin'.”

“Goddamniit!” Wall took a step toward her. With his hair falling wild about his shoulders and his
coarse features stamped with sullen anger, he looked every inch an ogre, and he towered over Maddy.
“I’'m sick right down to the bone of your bullshit. Thereain’t asingle damn thing we done, you ain't sood
intheway of.” He started toward her again, and Maddy |et the pistol swing afew degreesto theright.
Wall stopped his advance.

“You don't care who you kill, do you?’ she said. “ Can't be the ape, might aswell be one of us.”

Wall put his hands on his hipsand glared at her. “ Go on and shoat, if that’ s your pleasure.”

“Nothin’ "bout thishereismy pleasure,” shesaid. “Y ou know that. Just leaveit done, Wall. You've
had your victory, you' ve got your ship. Let’sgo home.”

“Y ou hear this?” Wall said to the others, none of whom had changed their listless expressonsand
attitudes. “1 mean have you been listenin’ to her?’

“They’'retoo damn tired to listen,” Maddy told him. “Death and killin' makes peopletired. That's
somethin’ you ain't figured out yet.”

Wal kept staring at her for afew bests, then let out aforceful breeth. “ All right,” he said. “All right for
now. But we' re gonna settle thislater.”

And with that he strode off along the path, ripping away abig rubbery leaf that hung down in hisface
with afurious gesture; he quickly rounded aturn and went out of sight, like he didn’t much careif any of
uswereto follow.

“Son of abitch ain’t gonna be happy till he gets every one of us dead,” Maddy said, holstering her
pistol; the lines around her mouth were etched sharp, and she looked years older than she had earlier in
the evening. But then maybeweal did.

It wasn't my place to say anything, | suppose, but since Wall had been part of Edgevillefor atime, |
fdt an oldloyaty to him.

“He mightagot carried away some,” | said. “But you can't deny he' sdone usall aworld of good
down there today.”

Maddy dropped alittle thong over the hammer of her pistol to keep it from bouncing out of the
holster; she gave me asharp look.

“You don't know nothin’ *bout Wall like you think you do,” shetold mein aweary tone. “But you
stick around, you gonnafind out way more' nyou can stand.”

When at last we reached the surface and took shelter among the rocks, we discovered that only
about ahundred and thirty of us had survived the Garden. Brad and Cdllie were fine, as were most of
those who had stayed with the flying machines; there had been scant fighting in the crater. But of the
nearly four hundred who had gone deep into the Garden, fewer than seventy had returned, ong with a
handful of men and women who' d been saved from the collars, and five Captains. Wall wanted to ride
out immediately, to return to wherever it was they’ d set out from; but Coley, Maddy, and otherstold
him, Fine, go ahead, but we' re going to wait awhile and see if anyone else comes out. More than three
hundred dead had shaken peopl€e sfaith in Wall -- that was a sight more than what you would call “light
casudties,” and resentment againgt him gppeared to be running high, even though we' d managed to sed
the flying machine. | had thought the argument between him and Maddy was personal, but it was now
obviousthat politicswasinvolved.

After heated discussion, it was decided that Wall would take a group on ahead, and the rest of us
would follow within the hour. But then they got to arguing about how many wereto go with Wall and
how many were to stay, and whether or not al the prisoners, who were sitting against boulders at the



edge of the hardpan, should go with Wall’ s party. It was hard to credit that people who had so recently
fought together could now be al snarled up in these petty matters, and after afew minutes of hanging
about the fringes of the argument, | gave up on them and went off and sat with Brad and Calie higher up
among the boulders.

From the way everything looked, with that golden light still streaming up from the crater, and the
moonstruck hardpan running flat and fissured to the mountains on the horizon, and cold stars glinting
through thin scudding clouds, it gppeared that nothing much could have happened down below the world;
| would have expected some sign of what had transpired, colored smokes curling up, strange flickering
radiances, asteam of dead souls rising from the deep, and there should have been scents of rot and
corruption on the wind, not merely the cool, dry smell of desolation; but al was as peaceful and empty as
before, and for some reason thislack of evidence that anything had occurred afflicted me and | began to
remember the things | had witnessed and the things | had done. As each of them passed before my
mind' seye, anew weight settled in my chest, making a pressure that hurt my heart and caused the flow
of my thoughtsto stick and swell in my head asif something had dammed them up. Brad asked me about
Kiri, about Clay, and al | could do was shake my head and say I’d tell him later. Of course he must have
known Clay was donefor, seeing | had the man’s possessions. But | didn’t redize this at the time,
because dl my mind wasturned insde.

| have no idea how much time had passed, but Wall, Maddy, and the rest were till arguing down on
the edge of the hardpan when the last survivors crawled up over the rim of the crater and came toward
usat aduggish pace, black and tiny and featureless againgt the golden light, like sick ants wandering
away from a poisoned hole. They were strung out over about adozen yards or so. Twenty, twenty-five
of them. And asthey drew near, the group who' d been arguing broke up and some went out to meet
them. A couple looked to be wounded and were being supported by their companions. Brad got to his
feet and moved alittle way downdope, staring out at them. | was so worn out, | couldn’t think what
might have caught hisinterest, and even when he started out acrossthe hardpan dl | said to Calliewas,
“Wherethe hdl’shegoin’?’ But Callie, too, had gotten to her feet by then and was peering hard in the
direction of the stragglers.

“Damn,” shesaid. “I think...” She broke off and moved closer to the edge of the hardpan. | saw her
Adam’sappleworking. “Bob, it'sher,” shesaid.

| stood and had alook for myself and saw alean, dark woman stepping toward us, she wastoo far
away for me to make out her features, but her quick stride and stiff posture, things I’ d aways taken for
telltaes of Kiri’ srage, were thoroughly familiar.

What was passing through my mind as | walked out onto the hardpan toward Kiri was dmost every
emotion |’ ve ever had, up to love and down to fear and dl their lesser permutations. I'd like to believe
that themain thing | felt was rdlief and happiness, and I’ m pretty sure that’ sthe case, but | know that it
was mixed in with a sizeable portion of worry about what would happen to dl of usnow. | had already
given up on Kiri, you see; | had buried her and the past dong with her, and it wasn't easy to recdibrate
my heart and mind to her presence.

She had one of the Bad Men's coats draped over her shoulders and was naked underneath it; she
hardly seemed to see Brad, who was hanging on her when | came up; her eyes were fixed on some point
beyond us both, and though her gaze wavered and cut toward me, the only other sign of
acknowledgement she gave wasto toude Brad' s hair absently and say something in a croaky voice that
might have been my name, but might also have been an involuntary noise. An old bruise was going yellow
on one of her cheekbones, and when the wind feathered her hair, | saw the marks on her neck made by
acollar; but otherwise she seemed fine, albet digtant... Though asit turned out, | mistook
sngle-mindednessfor abstraction.

Aswe reached the group of Bad Men waiting at the bottom of the dope, Kiri gave me ahard shove,
sending me staggering, and athough | hadn’t felt her hand on my sheeth, | saw my knifein her hand.
Quick as awitch, before anybody could move, she was in among the Bad Men and had grabbed one of
the seated Captains and dragged him upsl ope behind a boulder. Some made to go after her, but Wall



blocked their way and said, “1 wereyou, | wouldn't try to stop her.”

Coley -- | recognized him by the red ribbon on his hat -- said something by way of disagreement, but
there was not much point in arguing about this particular trouble. A high-pitched scream issued from back
of the boulder; it fatered, but then kept on going higher and higher, lasting an unreasonable length of time.
It broke off suddenly, asif the voice had been permanently stilled; but soon it started up again. And so it
went for agoodly while. Starting and stopping, growing weaker but no less agonized. It was plain Kiri
had found away of engaging the Captain’ sinterest in the matter of life and death.

When at last she stood up from behind the boulder, she was wild-eyed, covered with blood, her face
so strained it gppeared her cheekbones might punch through the skin. | caught sight of Brad standing off
to the side near Cdllie. He looked like he was about to cry, and | understood that he must understand
what | had known for awhile -- that though we had found Kiri, she would never find us again. Whether it
had been thelost dud or her troubleswith me or everything since or acombination of al those things, she
was goneinto a distance where we could never travel, into the world that had bred her, aworld whose
lawswould never again permit the enfeebling consolations of home and hearth.

Wedl watched her, sanding in ragged ranks like a congregation stunned and disoriented by some
terrible revelation from the pul pit, waiting for her to give some sign of what she might do next, but she
remained motionless -- she might have been amachine that had been switched off. The Slencewas so
deep, | could hear the wind skittering gravel across the hardpan, and | had the notion that the night was
hardening around us, sealing usingde the moment -- it felt more like resolution than anything that had
happened down in the crater. Like aviolent signature in the corner of apainting of blood and degradation
and loss. Findly Wall moved up beside her. He outweighed her by a couple of hundred pounds, but even
S0 he was extremely cautiousin his gpproach. He wastalking to her, but | couldn’t make out the words;
from the sound of the fragments | was able to distinguish, however, | figured he was spegking ina
northern tongue, one they shared. After abit he took the knife from her hand and wiped it clean on his
coat.

“Well then,” he said to us, without atrace of sarcasm and maybe with just atouch of regret. “1 guess
we can go now.”

Inthe end it happened that Wall was proved both right and wrong. As he' d predicted, the Captains
weren't able to root us out of the deep places where we hid, but they came damn close and many lives
werelost. Eventually that time passed, and things returned to normdl... at least as norma as normal gets
out herein the Big Nothing. Welive in a strange subterranean |abyrinth beneath a black mesa, aplace of
tunnels and storage chambers containing all manner of marvels, and machines whose purpose we may
never determine, where once our ancestors dept and dreamed of a sweet untroubled world that would
be born upon their waking. Bradley attends school, and though the subjects he sudies are far removed
from the rudimentary ones he studied back on the Edge, he remains nonetheless a schoolboy. | grow
vegetables and fruits and whesat and such on the subsurface farms; Cdlie helpsto administer stocks of
food and weagpons and so forth; Kiri trains our peoplein combat. So it would seem that very little has
changed for us, but of course amost everything has.

When | finished the main body of thisstory, | showed it to Callie and after she had read it she asked
why I’d caled it “Human Higtory,” because it dealt with such abrief period of time and ignored what we
had learned of the world of our ancestors. And that’ sthe truth, it doesignore dl that. I’ ve seen the
paintings our ancestors created, I ve read their books and listened to their music, |’ ve experienced no
end of their lofty thoughts and glorious expressions, and | admire them for the most part. But they don’t
counterbal ance the mass daughters, the barbarities, the unending tortures and torments, the vilenesses,



the Sicknesses, thetribd idiocies, thetrillion rapes and humiliations that comprise the history of that world
up until its mysterious ending (I doubt we' |l ever learn what happened, unless the Captains decideto tell
us). What the Captains did to usin the Black Garden paes by comparison to the nature of those ancient
atrocities, even if you figure in seven hundred years of evil duplicity. And at any rate, to my mind the
Captainsarerelics of that old world, and soon they’ |l be gone, relegated to that distant past. Aswill, |
believe, men and women such as Wall and Kiri. And therewe |l be, the whole human race freed from
that tired old history, maybe not completely, but with achance of doing something new, if we ve got the
heart to take it.

Back when | wasliving in Edgeville, | never thought much about God or rdligion. The Captains, |
suppose, took the place of God, and having God available to talk with any hour of the day or night
caused meto think lessthan perhaps | should have about the system of life. But maybe that was a
blessing in disguise, because when | look back at al the trouble caused by rdligion in the old world, |
haveto think that I’ m better off theway | am. Once | found an ageworn Bible, and in the front wasa
picture of the God known as Jehovah, an old man with fierce eyes and crud lips and abeard and tufted
eyebrows. Helooked alot like Wall, and sometimes when | go outside and glance up into the stormy sky
-- the skiesout here arerarely clear -- | imagine | seethat angry old bearded Jehovah face come boiling
out of the snow clouds, and | wonder if Wall wasn't standing in for him, if he wasn't the kind of leader
man once made in the image of their god -- strong, blustery, bloody-minded men who knew only one
way of achieving their goals. We need Wall and Kiri now, we need their violent hearts, their death-driven
need to dominate; but it’s clear -- at least s0 it seems -- that there'll soon come atime when we don't
need them any longer, and maybe that’ s al we can hope for, that we' Il learn to choose our leaders
differently, that we won’'t end up apes or Captains.

Old Hay forgot to tell me how to wind down astory, and I’'m sure I’ m going about it al wrong, trying
to explain what | mean by “Human History,” and how limiting the definition of that term to aperiod of a
few weeks of happiness and a betraya and aride out onto the flats and a battle still seemsto incorporate
all the essentias of the process, aswell asto voice some faint hope that we can change. But it smy story,
the only one I’ve got worth tdlling, so I'll just go ahead and do my worst and hope that having it finish
wrong or awvkwardly will suit the ungainly nature of thetale, its half-formed resolution, and the frayed
endings and uncompl eted gestures that make up most of the substance of our lives.

In the days and weeks that followed the battle, Callieand | drifted apart. Thiswas chiefly dueto
Kiri’s presence -- we could not feel easy with her around, even though she did not display the least
interest in either one of us. | had an affair with Maddy, more of a hedling than a passon. No heartswere
broken, no soulstransformed, but it was afine place to befor thetimeit lasted. Eveninthe midst of it |
half hoped that Callie and | might get back together, but after Maddy and | went our separate way's,
Cdlieremained doof frommeand | could not find it in myself to go to her. As had happened that night
when Kiri had caught us at it in the store, | came to have a sense that the love we' d made back then had
been childish, that the people we' d been were characters, part of a dramatis personae, our desirea
consummeate fakery, emblematic of aneed to be the center of attention of those around us, like actorsin
apleasurable yet somehow despicable farce. And so we continued to deny what now seemsinevitable.

| won't try to make any great dramatic presentation of how we did get back together, because it
wasn't dramétic in the least. One night she walked into the little room I’ d made for myself on one of the
farmsto deep inwhen | didn’'t want to return to my regular quarters, and after some dodging around and
abit of inconsequentia talk, we became lovers again. But the grave tenderness we expressed, touching
each other carefully, treasuringly, like ablind man would touch the face of astatue, it was afar cry from
theway it had been back in Edgeville, from our swesty, joyful, self-deluding first time, and | recognized
that whatever good had existed in our beginning had grown and flourished, and that' s the wonder of it,
that’ s the amazing thing, that despite the betrayals and failures and all the confused principlesthat contend
inus, seed will sprout in this barren soil we cal the human spirit and sometimes grow into something
draight and green and true. As| lay with Callie that night, maybe it waswrong of me, but | couldn’t fed
sorry for anything that had happened, for any of us, not even for Kiri in the black wish of her deep



shaping hersdf into an arrow that one day would find an enemy’ s heart. It occurred to me that we were
all becoming what we needed to be, what our beginnings had charged usto become: Kiri adeath; Brad a
man; Callieand | ordinary lovers, something we might once have taken for granted, but that now we both
understood was more than we' d ever had the right to hope that we could cometo be. It was apure and
powerful feding to tear away the shreds and tatters of our old compulsions, and steep ourselvesin the
peace that we gave to one another, and know who we were and why, that Bad Men were mostly only
good men gone over the edge to freedom, and that the past was just about done with dying, and the
futurewas at hand.

SPORTSIN AMERICA
First published in Playboy, July 1991.

While they waited for Milchuk to show, Carnesleafed through Sports Illustrated, the NFL Preview
issue, and Penner checked out the baseball scoresin The Globe. They were parked on Main Street in
Hyannis, across from the Copper Kitchen, where Milchuk -- so they had been told -- liked to have his
breakfadt. It was aquarter to seven of abitter September morning, afew raindrops spitting down and
ridges of leaden cloud shouldering in off the harbor. Carnes, pinch-faced and wiry, with sprays of
straw-colored hair sticking out from benesth his Red Sox cap, betrayed no sign of anxiety. But Penner,
who had never done this sort of work before, shifted restlesdy about, flexing his neck muscles, reshaping
thefolds of his newspaper, and glancing thisway and that.

Christ, he thought, | don’'t want this. He had been insane to go along with it. His mind had not been
right. Too much pressure. Too much drink, too many deepless nights. He would run, he decided, lose
himself among the houses down by the ferry dock. His hand inched toward the door handle.

Carnes coughed, noisily turned the pages of his magazine, and Penner, stiffening, gave up any idea of
running. He touched the pistal stuck in hisbdlt, the envel ope stuffed with billsin hiswindbresker, asif
acknowledging the correspondence between his salvation and another man’ s extinction.

To strengthen his resolve, he pictured himsdlf returning home, with Barbarawarm and sweet in their
bed, hair fanned out across the pillow, her cheekbone perfection evident even in deep. Fifty grand, he'd
say to her, tossing the money onto the sheet asif it were nothing. Fifty fucking grand. And that’ sjust for
garters. Then he would show her the gun, tell her what he had done for her and how much he intended to
do, maybe frighten her alittle, make her understand that she might be at risk here, that the next affair
might not be so readily forgiven, and that perhaps she had not chosen wrongly after dl, perhapsthis
newly desperate, bloody-handed Penner was just the man to guarantee her summersin Newport and
wintersin Bermuda

He gazed out the window, searching for favorable signs, something to restore his sense of purpose.
Overhead, apair of laced-together sneakers |ooped over ateephone line heded and kicked in a stiff
breeze, bringing to mind agallows dance. The deserted sidewalks and glass storefronts with their opague
wintry reflections had the look of astage set waiting for lights, camera, action.

“Y’ seethisarticle here’ bout the guy ownsthe’Niners,” Carnes said with sudden animation.
“Y’know, that guy DiBartdo.”

“Fuck the son of abitch,” said Penner glumly.

Carnesfolded his magazine into atube and stared at him deadpan.

“Lighten up, willya?” he said. “ Ain’t no reason you gettin' nervous. The man shows... bing! We're
outta here”

“I"'m not nervous,” Penner said. “I just don’t fed like bullshitting seven o’ clock in the morning ’ bout



some dumbass owns afootball team.”

“The guy’ sokay, man! Heain't nothin’ like the other schmucks own teams.” And he explained how
DiBartalo wasin the habit of lavishing gifts upon his players. Ten-thousand-dollar rings, tripsto Hawaii.
How he sent their wives on shopping sprees at Neimann Marcus.

“Just ' cause he treats’ em like prize poodles, that makes him into Albert Schweitzer?” Penner said.
“Get red!”

“I'mtdlin’ ya, man! Y’should read the article!”

“1 don't haftaread the article, | know dl "bout the bastard. He' sa short little fucker, right?’ Bout
five-five or something.”

“So?" Carnes said giffly; he stood about five-eight himsdlf.

“So he' sgot a Napoleonic complex, man. Hisdick’ s on the line with the goddamn team. He could
giveashit about ’em redly, but ' long asthey win, sure, he' s gonnathrow *em abone now and then.”

Carnes muttered something and went back to reading. The silence oppressed Penner. Carnes
conversation had stopped him from thinking about Barbara. It struck him asan irony that Carnes could in
any way be acomfort to him. In high schoal fifteen years before, they had taken an ingtant didike to one
another. Since that time they had maintained the scantiest of relationships, this only dueto the fact of their
having rootsin the same neighborhood, the same gang. Both men had been in the process of being
groomed for positionsin the Irish mob. Providing cheap muscle, running drugs. After high school Carnes
had continued on thistrack, whereas Penner, dismayed by the bloody requisites of thelife, had attended
Boston College and then gotten into real estate. Y et here they were. Partnered once again by hard times
and acommon heritage.

“You till root for the’ Niners, huh?” he asked, and Carnes said, “ Y eah,” without glancing up.

“How come you root for ateam like that, man? Fucking team’ s gotta quarterback named for a State,
for Chrissakes! Joe Montanal Sounds like some kindaNew Y ork art faggot. Some guy takes pictures of
dudeswith umbrellas stuck up their ass.”

Carnes blinked at him, more confused than angry. “Fuck you talkin’?’

“Man was named for another state, | could relate,” Penner went on. “Like New Jersey. | could
support him maybe, he was named Joe New Jersey. Maybe he' d play alittle tougher, too.”

“You'refuckin' crazy!” Carneslooked darmed, asif what Penner had said was so extreme, it might
be symptomatic of dangerous behavior. “ Joe Montana s the greatest quarterback in the history of the
NFL.”

Penner gave an amused sniff. “Y eah, he' shistory, dl right. Sorta like the Red Sox, huh? What'sit
they lost now? Six in arow? Seven? The tradition continues.”

Carnes glared a him. “Don't sart with that shit, okay?’

Penner fingered out apack of Camels. In school, he had ddlighted in mind-fucking Carnes, pushing
him to the brink of rage, making the creepy little mad boy twitch, then easing up. Pushing and easing up,
over and over, until Carneswas punchy from surges of adrendine. The Red Sox, to whom hewas
irrationally, amost mystically devoted, had been a particular sore point.

“’Course,” Penner went on in alighthearted tone, “soon as Clemens comes back, he'll makeit al
better. Isn’'t that right, man? Ol’ Rocket Roger! Thisredneck with the 1Q of a doughnut, guy doesn't
have the brainsto lift himsdlf from the game when his shoulder blows up the size of awatermelon, he's
gonnawalk on water and win three in the Series.” He shook his head in mock sympathy and lit up a
Camd. “Don’tchaever get Sck of it, man?’

“I'm fuckin’ sick of you, that’sfor sure.”

“Naw, | mean doesn't it ever ank in that the guys own the Sox, they’ re never gonna put out the
money y’ need to have awinner. Allsthey care’ bout isthe stadium’ sfull. Elsewhy’ d they passup
grabbin’” Willie McGee off the waiver wire. Seethat fat fuck Gorman on TV the other night?‘Where
would we play McGee? he' ssaying. Right! Like where we gonnaplay aguy stedsyou fifty bases and
leadsthe Nationa Leaguein hitting?’

“It'seasy for you talkin’ thisshit!” Carnessaid angrily. “Y ou’ rejust afrontrunner, man. Y ou don’t



know how it is, you grow up with ateam, you follow *em your whole life”

“Bullshit, I'm afrontrunner!”

“Hell you ain't! Every team getsgoin’ good, you jump on the goddamn bandwagon. First you'rea
Lakers fan. Thenthe A’sdtart winnin’, and...”

“I told you, man, | lived four yearsin Oakland.”

“Bigfuckin' dedl! | livedin Houston, and | ain’'t no Astrosfan.”

“What' d be the point? They’ re even more pathetic than the Sox.”

“Goddamn it! | don't haftatake this crap!” Carnes pounded afist against the dash. “I told
McDonough | couldn’t work with you, man! You ain't professond! Fuckin' guy’ s gottabe crazy thinkin’
| can spend a couplahoursinafuckin’ car with you!”

This broke Penner’ smood. “Y eah, maybe,” he said, remembering McDonough in the lamplit gloom
of hisstudy, hiswhite hair agleam, patrician features seamed with anguish, noble head bowed under the
weight of adaughter’ s dishonor. Hispain, or rather Penner’ s sympathy with it, had glossed over the
illogic of McDonough's proposa that he and Carnes become partnersin a proxy vengeance. And yet
afterward he' d had the thought that the scene seemed posed. Too perfect a setting, too splendid agrief.
A cinematic version of Celtic woe.

“*Maybe,’ what?' said Carnesfiercely.

“I just can’t figureit.”

“What? What can’'t you figure?’

“Everything, man. Like why’ d the man pay us so much? And in advance. He coulda hired somebody
half the price. Less, even.”

“He sawaysdoin’ shit like that. Remember when Bobby Doyl€ skid needed anew liver. Fuckin’
McDonough, he don’t ask for no collection. He just digs down in his pocket. Like the man said. We help
him, he helps us. We whack out the guy did his daughter, he takes care of us. That’s how he'saways

“Sure, he' safucking saint.”

“Hey, man! He'samick’ s got some power in the state house and ain’t forgotten where he comes
from. In Southie that amounts to the same thing. Y ou spent more time in the neighborhood steada hangin’
out with those guido fucksin Back Bay, maybe you start thinkin’ like an Irishman again.”

“That till doesn't explain why he' d put the two of ustogether.”

It appeared that Carnes was about to speak, but he remained silent.

“What were you gonnasay?’ asked Penner.

“Nothin’, man!”

Penner, edging toward paranoia, could have sworn he detected the beginnings of asmirk.

A gray Lincoln Town Car came quiet as ashadow past them; it pulled into a parking space thirty feet
farther dong. Carnes’ hand went inside hisjacket. A cold, crawly trickle inched down between Penner’s
shoulder blades. He stubbed out his cigarette in the ash tray. Hisfingerslooked oddly white and unredl
the way they pushed and worked at the buitt, like the segmented parts of some weird animal. Please God,
he said to himsdlf, unsure whether he was praying for strength or permission to chicken ouit.

“Just you get in back of him.” Carnes’ voicewastight. “1I’ll handlethe talkin’.”

They waited until Milchuk started to climb out of the Lincoln. Then they walked rapidly toward him,
their breath sseaming white. Milchuk was bending down into the car, fussing with papersin abriefcase.
He straightened, looked puzzled. He was younger and bigger than Penner had figured. Early thirties.
Six-three, six-four, maybe two-twenty. His handsome, squarish face had arosy-cheeked palor. His



black hair and moustache were nestly trimmed, but his jaw was dirtied with stubble. He had on avery
nice herringbone tweed overcoat, the kind with velvet on the lapds. Penner himself owned asimilar codt,
though it was severd years older and far more worn. He felt ameasure of resentment toward Milchuk for
inadvertently showing him up.

“’Scuse me, Migter Milchuk. We have aminute of your time?” Carnestook a stand that forced
Milchuk to turn his back on Penner.

Milchuk made an impatient noise and said, “1 got an appointment.”

When Penner poked him with his automatic, he stiffened but did not turn his head to try and see the
gun as someone might who had never been that route before. Penner could fed Milchuk’spulsein his
gun hand, he could fed the whole breathing mass of nerves, bones, and meat. In the chill air theman’s
cologne had astinging, astringent scent.

“Awright, be coal, guys,” Milchuk said. “1 got acouplahundred in my wallet. Inside pocket of the
overcoat.”

“How "bout you takin' astroll over to the car,” Carnes said. “ The blue Caddy back there.”

“What?’ said Milchuk. He snuck a peek at the car, and Penner, in a sympathetic reaction, had a peek
along with him. With its vanity platesthat read SOX FAN 1 and the Red Sox logo painted on the hood,
the Caddy had an absurdly innocent look.

Carnes|et out an exasperated sigh. “Hope you ain't gonna give us no trouble, Mister Milchuk, ’ cause
thisisavery smpleded, what' s happenin’ here. Now | wantchato get in the back seat of the Caddy
with my associate there, okay? We re gonna drive you down the Cape aways to where aman’ swaitin’
for us. HE sgonnatalk to ya, tel yaafew things. Then we'll drive you back to Hyannis so’syou can
have your breakfast.”

Milchuk darted his eyesfrom side to Side. Searching for police cars, brave strangers. “ Y ou guys
workin' for Masacola?’

“Masacola?’ Carnessaid. “Who'sthat?”’

“Ligten,” said Milchuk, talking fast. “1 dunno what thisisala’ bout, but we can work somethin’ out,
you guysand me.”

“Either get inthefuckin’ car,” Carnes said flatly, “ or swear to God I’ m gonnaknock you cold and
throw yainit. Now I’'m very sincere about this, Mister Milchuk. Nothin' bad' s gonna happen ’long as
you don’t give us no shit. Little drive in the country, little conversation. But dick usaround, man, I'm
gonna put lumps on your lumps. Okay?’

Milchuk drew adeep breath, blew it out. “Okay,” he said, and took a step toward the Caddy.

“Hey!” Carnes pulled him back. “Y ou gonnaleave your car wide open! Y our briefcase just lyin’
there?’ He seemed appalled by the prospect.

Milchuk glanced at Penner, asif seeking aform of vaidation. Penner tried to keep hisface empty.

“Lock the bitch, willya?" Carnes said. “If you want, take the case with ya. Y ou leave afuckin’ car
like that unlocked, man, some nigger’ sgonnaberidin’ it around Roxbury.”

This solicitude was abeautiful touch, Penner thought. Extremely professiona. He could not help
admiring Carnesfor it. Milchuk collected his papers, locked up the Lincoln. And as they walked to the
Caddy, Penner could tdll by the firmness of his step that the dead man felt much better about hisfuture.

Ten minutes out of Hyannis, heading toward Cotuit, and the overcast started to break. There wasthe
merest line of blue above theidands, and directly ahead, ablare of silvery sunlight in roughly the shape of
across seamed the division between mountains of black clouds, making adark and mysterious glory of
the eastern sky. Now and then Penner saw flashes of sunspattered water between the sparsely needled



pines aong the roadside. Despite the tackle shops, the clam shacks, motels, and souvenir stores, there
was something eerie and desolate about the Cape, afundamental emptiness. It was aflat, scoured jumble
of aland, flat rocks and flat fields, thickets and stunted trees, moors punctuated by the blue dots of

glacid ponds, doping shingles figured with capsized scallop boats, cork floats, torn fishing nets, dl
surrounded by the dreary flatness of the sea. Penner found it more than usualy depressing.

Static burst from the radio as Carnes spun the tuning dia, settling on atalk show -- some asshole with
asardonic baritone goading housewives into bleating out idiot opinions on the economy. Penner kept his
gun pressed againgt Milchuk’ s side and watched him out of the corner of his eye. He hafway hoped
Milchuk would try for the gun. But Milchuk sat like aman in atrance, holding the briefcase to his che,
staring straight ahead. Once he asked how far they had |€ft to go, and Carnes, with folksy amiability, said
damn if he knew, he' d never been out on the Cape before, but it couldn’t be much farther.

The talk show host began discussing the Red Sox, their recent decline, and Carnes said over his
shoulder, “Ever play any bal, Mister Milchuk?Y ou look like abdlplayer to me.”

Milchuk was startled. “I playedin college,” he said after asecond.

“I thought so. What’ s your position? First base? Outfield?’

“Right field.”

“So | guessyou a Sox fan, huh?’

“Yeeh, sure”

“Follow ’em your wholelife, didja?’

Milchuk said yes, yes he had.

“Then maybe you can explainto my pd therewhat it' sliketo be atruefan.” Carnesfilled himinon
the argument they had been having about the Red Sox and their aleged penury.

Penner did not think Milchuk would respond, but it may have been that Milchuk, like Penner, was
using the argument to escape the turmoil of histhoughts.

“Seemsto me he' sgottapoint.” He spoke dully, asif it were alitany in which he no longer believed.
“Lookit how they let Bruce Hurst get away. Y ou gotta lefthander wins nineteen in Fenway, you don't just
let himwalk.”

“Hurst was gone no matter what they offered,” Carnes said. “ Guy’ sardigiousfanatic. Hedidn’t go
for dl the shit about Boggs porkin’ that cunt what' s-her-name.”

“That’ sjust the excuse Gorman used.” Milchuk shifted forward, warming to the subject. “Truthis,
they just didn’t wanta pay him. Same shit they pulled when they let Fisk jump. They clamed it wasa
fuckup, they sent him his contract late. But they just didn’t wanta pay the man. They couldn’t say that
'cause they didn’t wantalook bad, but that’s how it was.”

Thetension in the car had dissipated to asmall degree. Penner maintained vigilance, but with part of
his mind he dipped beneath the moment into awarm, nurturing place. It seemed he had been liberated,
that the extreme nature of what he was about had freed him of the past. Hislife was atrangparency. It
could take on any color, any condition. No longer was he required to be hopel ess Penner, bankrupt
Penner, pitiful, pussywhipped Penner. He was blank, empty, a hollow shell fitted with afew basic drives.
He could be anything he chose. He could escape the noose of circumstance and driveto Florida, catch a
planeto Rio, grow gray-haired and eccentric on some isolated beach, companioned by canny parrots
and foolish women. He could divorce not only hiswife, but so hisfedingsfor her; he could pit them
out like amouthful of tepid beer. Y et asthey drew closer to the turnoff, to the place where they wereto
kill Milchuk, his daydream began to fray and he became less and | ess capable of avoiding the issue at
hand. Panic grew largein him. He consdered murder charges, the plight of hisimmorta soul, and he
threw himsdlf into the basebal argument with uncharacteristic vehemence.

“Y ou take Burks, now,” he said. “He' s gotta be one of the fastest guysin the league, right?’

“That'sright,” said Milchuk, nodding vigoroudy. “Y ou' re absolutely right.”

“Sowhat isit with him?He getson first, he lookslost. What' s he got now? Seven or eight stolen
bases? Y ou figure they’ d hire somebody to teach him how to stedl, wouldn’ tcha? But naw!” He tapped
Carnes on the shoulder. “What' sthat al * bout, man? They just too damn cheap? Or isit’ causethey’re



fuckin’ prgudiced? Maybe they’ re trying to make Burkslook so bad they’ Il hafta trade him, then they
can havethe only al-whiteteam in the league.”

“Sox an't pregudiced againgt niggers,” Carnes said; from the hunched set of his neck and shoulders,
Penner knew that he was fuming.

“Hear that, man?’ said Penner, giving Milchuk anudge. “They an't prgudiced againgt niggers.”

Milchuk grinned, shook his head in amusement.

“I didn’'t say | wasn't prejudiced, motherfucker!” said Carnes. “| said the Sox wasn't.”

“That' sgarbage!” said Milchuk. “Check out the fuckin’ record. If Jm Rice played his career in New
Y ork, they’ d make afuckin’ statue to him. Here they just tell the guy, ‘ Seeyalater. And even before
that, the sportswriters are on his case day in, day out. | admit the guy wasn't hittin’. But Y az, man,
whenever Yaz didn't hit, the fuckin’ writers acted like all they wannado ishold the guy’ s prick and make
him fed better.”

“Damn straight,” said Penner. “Fuckin’ town’ s built on prgjudice. Take what happened to Dee Brown
the other day. He' sthe Celtics number one pick, right? So he’ s sitting out front the post officein
Welledey with hisfiancée. HE sin his car, reading hismail. He just picked it up, see. HE sgot an
apartment not too far away. Next thing some broad in the bank across the street spots him and says,
Holy shit, aNee-gro! Why that must be the same Nee-gro robbed us a few weeks back. Makes sense,
right? 1 mean what would a Nee-gro be doing in Welled ey he wasn't there to rob abank? So here come
the cops. Eight of 'em. They roust Brown and his girlfriend, and force’em to lie face down on the
sdewak for twenty fucking minutes. At gunpoint, man! Twenty fucking minutes! Y ou believethat?’

“No shit!” said Milchuk. “That’s what happened, no shit?’

“It don’'t matter,” said Carnes. “If you' re atrue fan, none of that crap matters.”

“Truefan!” said Penner disparagingly. “What the hdll’ sthat mean? The Red Sox front office screws
everybody over. Fans, players. They' re no different from the government, man. They do just enough to
get by, just enough to confuse peopleinto thinking it'sal gonna be okay, when thefact isthe sorm’s
coming and ain’t no roof on the barn. They’ re not gonna be able to re-sign haf their fucking players, their
best pitcher probably needs psychiatric help. Their manager looks like an old acoholic and talks about
his freaking vegetable garden whenever you ask him’bout his problem at shortstop. Y ou hafta go back
to prehistory to find when' sthe last time they won the Series. Nineteen-fucking-eighteen! And the
Cdltics, man, they' rejust watching their players grow old. Fucking Larry Bird' s starting to look like
Freddy Krueger with alimp. And the Patriots... Jesus Christ! Only thing they’ re good at’ swaggling their
dicks at female reporters.”

They were dmogt a the turnoff, and aterrifying hilarity was mounting insde Penner. He heard the
reediness of fear in hisvoice, yet he had theideathet if he kept on ranting he might accidentally work a
spel| that would abolish the need to kill Milchuk.

“And il you people keep going to the goddamn games,” he went on, hisvoice shrilling. “You
support this crgpola. | mean nothing stops you. The fact that these assholesin three-piece suits are selling
your dreams down the fucking river, it just doesn’'t sink in. Here they go gettin’ rid of your best reliever
"cause he' shlack, pickin up white guys with bad backs and dead arms, and you think it's wonderful.
They lose your best pitching prospect ' cause they forget to put his name on the protected list. And
whaddaya do? Y ou boycott? Y ou try and change anything? Fuck, no! Y ou go on buying your dumb hats
and your T-shirts, your shamrock jackets. Y ou make stupid into areligion. Stand around chanting, Ooh,
ooh, ooh whenever the team wins, like those pathetic rgjects on Arsenio Hall. Y ou don't even notice the
wholething’ sgoing down thetoilet. Y ou just Sit there and babble about next year, while everything turns
to shit around you. True fans, my assl Fans appreciate the game, they can argue the finer points, y’ know.
They wantawin, but they don't act like lobotomy cases when they lose. They understand when they're
getting jerked around. But you guys... Jesus Chrigt! All you guys areis abuncha fucking lemmings!”

Carnes made no sound or movement, but his anger was as pa pable as heat from an open furnace.
The silence grew long and prickly. The humming of the Caddy’ stires seemed to register the increase of
tenson.



“That LisaOlson ded,” said Milchuk tentatively. “ Those assholes flashin’ her in the Pats locker room,
that was the worst, man.” He glanced at Penner, hisface stamped with an expression of concern. “l ain’t
sayin' | don't have problems with women in the locker room, y’ know, but geez!”

“Now that’sterrific, that is,” said Carnes. “It'sredlly great gettin’ an education on how to treat broads
from the guy cornholed Lori McDonough.”

A look of bewilderment washed over Milchuk’ s stolid face. “What're you talkin’, man?’

Carnes dammed his hand againgt the steering wheel and shouted, “Y ou raped her, you fuckin’ Polack
deaze! Y ou raped her, then you fucked her up the ass!”

Milchuk sat stunned for afew beats. Then he said, “Fuck | did! Hey!” He turned to Penner. “ That
what thisisadla’bout, man?1 didn’t do nothin’ to Lori. | been goin’ out with her six months. Thisis
fuckin' nuts We been takin’ *bout gettin’ married, even!”

Penner said, with unconvincing sternness, “ Takeit easy,” and poked him with the muzzle of the gun as
areminder. Hefdt queasy, nauseated.

“It was Lori’sold man hired you guys, wasn't it?” said Milchuk. “It hadda be. Look, | swear to
fucking Chrigt, | didn’t do nothin’! 1t’s her old man. He' s against me from the sart, hetold me hedidn’t
want me sniffin” around her.”

“Guess you shouldalistened, huh?’ said Carnes brightly.

“I didn’t do nothin’, man. Swear to God! All yagottadoisto giveLori acall.”

“Maybe we should,” said Penner, trying to hide a certain eagerness.

“Yeah!” said Milchuk. “Call her, for Christ’s sake.”

“Y ou musta done somethin’,” Carnes said to Milchuk. “Maybe dl you are sapanin theassto
McDonough. But aguy like you, you mustadone somethin’.”

Milchuk put both handsto hisface. “Thisiscrazy,” he said into hispams. “ Crazy!”

“How you figure?’ Penner asked of Carnes. “Y ou don’t even know the guy!”

“Oh, | know him,” Carnes said. “He pals around with the Vitarellis down in Providence. HE sawise
guy. You better believe the son of abitch got blood on his hands. Whackin' him out ain’t no worse than
steppin’ on a cockroach.”

“He swith the Mob?’ Penner said, incredulous. “WEe re supposed to hit aMob guy?’

Without reducing his speed, Carnes swung onto agravel road that wound away through low thickets,
the leaves mostly gone to brown. The Caddy soared over bumps and ruts, landing heavily, itsrear end
dewing. Black branches dgpped at the windows.

“Nobody said anythin’ *bout hitting aMob guy!” Penner yelled.

Milchuk gripped the front seat with both hands and began talking, half-sobbing the words, offering a
string of temptations and threats of Vitarelli vengeance, like astrange, primitive prayer. Carnes only
response wasto increase their speed. The Caddy seemed to betrying to lift off, to go sailing up into the
sky of broken silver light and black clouds. The world beyond the side windows was a chaos of tearing
leaves and clawing twigs.

“So whaddayawanna do, man?’ Carnes shouted. “Wannalet him go?’

“Yed” said Penner. “Fuckin’ A, | wannalet him go!”

“Okay, say we do it, say we let him go. Know what happens next? The son of abitch goesto the
Vitardlis, he says, Chuckie, man, Chuckie, he says, that fucker McDonough tried to put a hit on me, and
Chuckie says, we can't have that shit, now can we, and he sends his people up to Southie. And you
know who getsit? Not McDonough. Nosir! 1t s you and me, buddy! We wind up on abeach
somewhereswith our dicks hangin’ out our mouths.” He swerved the Caddy around atight bend.

“We refuckin' committed, man!”

The thickets gave way abruptly to agrassy clearing centered by the gray-shingled ruin of aone-story
house, nearly roofless, with a shattered door and glasdess windows; it looked out over the Atlantic
toward aspit that rose at its seaward end into a pinefringed pinnacle standing up some sixty feet above
the water, the highest point of land in sight. Carnes brought the Caddy to a shuddering hat and switched
off the engine. The rush of silence hurt Penner’ s head. Carnes turned to them, resting his elbow on the



seet. A Slver-plated gun dangled from his hand. He grinned at Milchuk.

“Party time,” he said.

Milchuk met his eyesfor asecond, then hung hishead. All thought of res stance seemed to have | eft
him.

“Outsde,” Carnestold him, and without hesitation or objection, he opened the door and climbed out.
Hedtill clung to hisbriefcase, till held it againgt his chest. Hisface dack, eyes empty, he stared off over
the water.

Penner did out after him. After so many hoursin the car, slanding in the open disoriented him. The
world was too wide, too full of light and color; the soughing sounds of the waves and the seething wind;
he could not gather it al insde him. He kept his gun trained on Milchuk.

“Drop thegun,” said Carnes, coming up behind him.

Startled, Penner made to turn but stopped when the muzzle of Carnes' automatic jabbed into the side
of hisneck. Helet the gun fal, and Carneskicked him in the back of thelegs, driving him to hiskneesin
thetall grass. Another kick, thisdirectly on the tailbone, sent him onto his ssomach.

“Still curious’ bout why McDonough paid so much, areya?’ said Carnes. “Want meto fill yainon
the program, motherfucker?’

Penner rolled onto his back. Carnes straddled him, hisfeet planted on either side of Penner’ sthighs,
automatic aimed at his chest. Milchuk, whom he could not see, was somewhere behind him.

“This here’ s gonna be adoubleheader, pal,” said Carnes gloatingly. “Man’s payin' me to whack you
out, too. Betchacan't guesswhy.”

Penner was afraid, but the fear was dim. Looking up at the muzzle of the gun, fedling the stony
shoulder of earth beneath him, seeing the dark clouds wheseling like great dow wings above Carnes, he
felt oddly peaceful, even deepy. It would be dl right, he thought, to close hiseyes.

“It' syour fuckin’ old lady,” said Carnes. “Her and McDonough been bumpin’ belliesfor ayear now.
Whaddayathink about that, shithead?’

The news surprised Penner. And hurt him. Y et because of the numb drowsiness that had stolen over
him, the hurt was dight, asif aheavy stone had been placed on his chest, making him sink deeper into the
cold grass, closer to deep. Carnes seemed disappointed in his reaction. His eyes darted elsewhere --
toward Milchuk, probably -- then he looked down again a Penner, anerve jumping in his cheek.

“McDonough tells me she can't get enough of hisdick,” Carnes said. “ Says her pussy’ slike twitchin’
dlatime. Sayshe sgonnamarry the bitch.”

Penner did not believe that McDonough would have confided in Carnes, but the words opened him to
visons of Barbaraand McDonough in bed, to the bitter comprehension that this was everything she had
wanted, a man of wealth and power. He should have anticipated her choice, he should have known that
McDonough would never have concocted such a smple scheme as the one he had laid out. McDonough
had seen away to kill two birds with one stone and had orchestrated it beautifully, and Penner’ s sadness
was areaction not only to the betrayal, but to how easily he had been takenin.

“Man, | can't tell yahow good thisfeds. | fuckin' cannot tell yal” Carneslet out alilting, girlish laugh.
“I been wantin’ to do you since | wasfifteen fuckin’ years old. Just goesto show, man. Don’'t never give
up on your dreams.” He took a shooter’ s grip on the automatic. “Wanna gimme some more bullshit ’ bout
the Sox? C'mon, man! Let’shear it! Y’ ain't gonna have no chances after this.”

Penner was unable to speak, and Carnes said, “What' s your problem, fuckhead! Thisisyour big
moment. Tak to me!” And kicked him again.

The kick didodged something in Penner, tipped over alittle reservoir of loathing that for the moment
washed away fear.

“You'refucking ridiculous!” he said. “ Both you and the fuckin’ Sox!”

Musclestwitched in Carnes’ jaw, that weasdly facejittering with hate. “1 am gonnakill you a piece a
atime” hesad.

Something black and flat and angular -- Milchuk’ s briefcase, Penner later realized -- smacked into
Carnes gun hand and knocked it aside. The automatic discharged, the round burrowed into the earth



close to Penner’ s cheek, spraying him with dirt. Carnes remained straddling him, and Penner was not
aureif he had actualy thought of kicking Carnesor if the movement of hisleg had been astartled reaction
to the gunshot; whatever the case, hisfoot drove hard into Carnes' balls. He screamed and dropped to
his knees, then pitched onto his side, curling up around the pain. When Penner threw awild punch that
glanced off his shoulder, Carnesrolled away and tried to bring his gun to bear; but he was till in too
much pain to function. Sucking for air, hishand trembling violently. His eyes were weepy and narrowed
to dits. With his Red Sox cap and the tears, he looked like a savage, terrified little boy. Then he puked,
heaving up ageyser of coffee and bad fluids.

Penner saw hisown gun gleaming in the grass. Luminous with fright, he made adivefor it and came
up firing. Thefirgt shot half-deafened him, ranging off somewhere into the sky, but the second hammered
ared nailhead into Carnes' jacket just below the collar. Thethird blew bloody fragments from hislower
jaw. Therewas no need for another.

Penner came unsteadily to hisfeet. His earswere ringing, hislegs shaking. He gazed out over the
thickets, the dry, turned leaves rippling with the same agitated motion as the chop on the water. The
emptiness of the place assaulted him, and after a second, moved by a perverse need to connect with
something, he staggered over to the body. The sight of the jellied eyes and ruined jaw sickened him at
first and hurt his heart; but then, thinking of the man, hewasfurious. Carnes’ Red Sox cap had falen off,
and Penner gaveit aviciouskick.

Then he remembered Milchuk. He went quickly along the edge of the clearing, peering into the
thickets. It was doubtful Milchuk would contact the police, but hewould certainly have atak with the
Vitardlis

After amoment he spotted him. Surfacing among the camouflage colors of the bushes. Running fast.
Hurdling afdlen log. Zigzagging around some obstacle. Moving like ahafback in the broken field.
Penner might have admired his athleticism had it not been so futile -- Milchuk was headed not for the
highway but toward the spit of land. He must not be able to see it because of the low ground over which
he was running, the bushes and afew trees obscuring his view; any moment now, however, he would
realize he was trapped, that he would have to make hisway aong the shore. Because the spit formed the
eastern enclosure of abay, because the bay was cut back behind the clearing, the shorelinelay closeto
where Penner was standing. He should be able to catch up to Milchuk without much difficulty.

He gtarted toward the shordline west of the spit. Heran easily, confidently, with what seemed to him
astonishing grace, turning sidewaysto avoid the clutches of twigs and branches. Not amisstep, not a
stumble. He felt charged by this smple physica competence. It was asif the pure necessity of the
moment had invoked a corresponding purity in him, diminating dl clumsiness, fear, and hesitancy. But on
reaching the shore he saw no sign of Milchuk, and once again he became confused.

Where the hell was he?

The sun broke through again, turning the water a steely blue, and Penner, scanning the shordline, had
to shade his eyes. Milchuk had outsmarted him, he thought, he had doubled back to the clearing. But
then he saw him among the pinesthat sprouted from the rocky point at the seaward end of the spit.
Apparently, he had not seen Penner. He was just standing there, looking back toward the clearing.

Penner was baffled. What could he have in mind? Did he intend to swim for it? If so, because of
Penner’ s position and the cut-back curve of the shoreline, he would have to swim about amilein
freezing, choppy water to the opposite side of the bay -- where there was amotel and some houses-- in
order to ensure his safety. A mile. That would take... what? At least an hour. Hypothermiawould set in
before then. And yet the man was obvioudy in excellent shape. Maybe he could makeit.

But if that wasthe plan, why didn’t hejust divein?

It took aminute’ s consderation before Penner understood Milchuk’ stactic. From his vantage,
Milchuk could see not only the clearing and the house, but also the dirt road. Perhaps even the highway
itsdlf. 1t would be impossible for Penner to pretend to leave; in order to persuade Milchuk to abandon his
position, he would have to drive a considerable distance away, far enough to alow Milchuk to escape
aong the shore. If hewereto try and take Milchuk on the spit, Milchuk would risk the swim; he would



likely have decided how closaly hewould let Penner approach, and once that line was crossed, he would
swim for thefar Side, never permitting his pursuer within pistol range. Very smooth, very economicdl.

The spiritud vacuum that the shooting had created in Penner waslosing itsintegrity, filling in with
vengeful thoughts concerning McDonough and Barbara, fearful thoughts of the Mafia, the police, God's
justice. Theideaof lying down somewhere and yieding up hisfate to the operations of chance was more
than alittleinviting. Theingde of hishead felt hot and agitated, asif histhoughts were whirling like dust,
like excited atoms. But thiswas no time, he told himsdlf, for hisusua collapse, hisusud fuckup, and he
forced himsdf to focus on the matter at hand.

He would not be ableto kill Milchuk -- he admitted to that -- and eventually the Vitardliswould learn
what had happened. That being the case, he could not risk returning to Southie. Well, that was okay. He
had hisfifty grand. And he would have Carnes share aswell. It would be abloody business, tugging off
Carne smoneybelt. Have to look at those eyes again, that marbled cross-section of gore and splintered
bone. But he could manageit. A hundred grand would buy alot of future in the right country. The thing to
do now would be to neutralize Milchuk as much as possible so asto secure achance at freedom. He'd
ditch the Caddy in Hyannis, catch a businto Boston. Fly out of Logan, maybe. Or buy ajunker and drive
south. Whatever. He could work the details out later. In the meantime, there was aflaw in Milchuk’s
plan... or if not aflaw, an inherent softnessthat he might be able to exploit. He pulled out his
handkerchief, wiped off the gun with meticulous care, then wadding the handkerchief in hispamto
prevent further contact with his skin, he gripped the gun by the muzzle and set out walking toward the
spit. He cdled to Milchuk as he went, not wanting to startle him into ahasty dive. “Hey!” he shouted.
“Don’'t beafrad, man! It'sover! It'sokay!”

Milchuk started down the dope of the point toward the water; he was shrugging off his overcoat.

Penner paused at the landward end of the spit; the opposite end was thirty, maybe forty yards
digtant.

“It'sokay, man,” heyelled. “Herel Look!” He waved the gun back and forth above hishead. “I’'m
leaving thisfor yal Leavingit right herel”

Milchuk stopped his descent and rested in a crouch hafway down the dope, peering a him.

Penner tossed the gun out onto the spit, surreptitioudy pocketed his handkerchief. “I’ m outta here,
okay? No more shooting! No more bullshit!”

Being unarmed made him fed exposed, but he knew that Milchuk would wait until he had retreated
more than a pistol shot away before going after the gun. Morelikely he' d wait until he watched the
Caddy pull down the highway. There would be plenty of time for Penner to makeit back to the clearing
and collect Carnes’ money and hisgun.

“Y ou hear me?’ Penner called.

A beam of sunlight fingered Milchuk among the stones, accentuating hisisolation and the furtiveness of
his pose. The sight caught a Penner. He could not help but sympathize with the man.

“If you hear me,” hecdled, “gimmeasgn! Okay?’

Milchuk remained motionlessfor abit, then -- reluctantly, it seemed -- lifted hisright am asif in
saute; after asecond helet it fal back heavily. The sun withdrew behind the clouds, and he was reduced
to adark primitive form hunkered among the rocks. Behind him, toiling masses of black and silver
muscled towards the top of the sky, and the segq, dark asiron, moved in avast, uneasy swell, asif the
entire world had been nudged sideways.

“Okay, I'm outta here!” Penner haf-turned away, and then, moved by afleeting mordity, avestigid
remnant of innocence, he shouted, “Hey! Good luck!” 1t amazed him, the sincerity he had felt while

sayingit.



Penner was more than satisfied with his performance during the phone call to the police. He had
exhibited, he thought, just the right mix of paranoiaand breathless excitement.

“Thelittle guy knew the shooter,” he'd said. “| heard him say the bastard’ s name, anyway. Millbuck,
Mil... something. | don’t know. He might still be around there, man, you hurry.”

After hanging up, he decided to get some coffee before hitting the highway, but as he stepped around
the corner from the pay phone into the dining area of the roadside McDonad' s, through the window he
saw agreen Buick pull up behind the Caddy, blocking it in. Two men climbed out of the Buick. Beefy,
florid men, one -- the tadler -- balding, with afringe of dark hair curling low on his neck, and the other
with gtraight red hair faling over his collar. Irish-looking men. Cops, was Penner’ sfirgt thought; they must
have traced the call. But then he redlized that their hair wastoo long, their suitstoo expensive. They
peered in the windows of the Caddy, at the hood, exchanged afew words; then the red-haired man did
back into the Buick and drove it into a parking space. The other made for the front door.

A weight shifted loosely in Penner’ s bowes. Christ, he should have figured! McDonough could not
alow aloose cannon like Carnesto jeopardize his position. Carnes had likely been instructed to drive
somewhere after the job, to follow some specific course; these men had been set to meet him, and -- no
doubt -- to dispatch him and reclaim the money. The advance payment made perfect sense now.

Wrong again, Carnes.

WEe retalking atripleheader here.

Beautiful, thought Penner. Thiswas McDonough functioning at the pesk of hispolitical acumen.
Minima involvement of his people. Minimd risk to himsalf. A neat system of checks and balances. Snick,
snick, snick. Three problems solved, dl’ sright with the world, and the great man could ook forward to a
[ubricious future with the former Mrs. Penner. After an appropriate period of mourning, of course. What
aplayer hewas! What amagter of the fucking game!

Penner retreated around the corner. The primary colors of the walls were making his skin hot, and the
merry babble of the diners generated a fuming commotion inside his head. Hostages, he thought. Grab
somebody off line, drag them into the parking lot. The idea had an outlaw charm that appealed to the
absurdist witness who seemed to be sharing the experience with him. Mad Dog Penner. But instead, he
ducked into the bathroom. The windows were high and narrow. A skinny dwarf might have managed an
escape. Heflattened againgt the wall behind the door, holding Carnes' gun muzzle-up beside his cheek.
Thewhitetileswerevibrating. The Sainless-gted fixtures glowed like tressure. Every living gleam wasa
splinter in hiseye. Histhoughts were singing. Oh, Jesus Jesus Jesus please! What if some cutelittletyke
comesin to take hisfirst solo piss, and you splatter the wee fuck’ sbrainsal over the hand drier? God,
let melive, I'll say abillion Hail Marys, | swear it, right herein this holy nowhere of abathroom I'm
opening myself up to You, thisisone of Y our chosen speaking, an Irishman, aformer acolyte, assorry a
lamb as ever strayed, and I’ m begging, no, I'm fucking demanding areligious experiencel

The big, balding man pushed into the bathroom, his entrance accompanied by a venting of happy
chatter from the restaurant, and said, “ Shit” under his breath. He bent with hands on knees to pesk
benesth the doors of the sdls, exposing the back of his head. Joy surged in Penner’ s heart on seeing that
tonsured bullseye, and as the man straightened, he stepped forward and smashed the gun butt againgt his
scap. The blow made a plush, heavy sound that alarmed him. But he struck again as the man toppled,
rills of blood webbing the patch of mottled skin, and then dropped to his knees bes de the man and
gruck athird time. He remained knedling there with gun held high, like achild who has hit aspider witha
shoe and iswatching to seeif itslegswiggle. More blood was pooling inside the man’ s ear. Penner’s
mind went skittering, unable to seize upon athought. The white tiles seemed to be exuding athick
dlence.

Thered-haired man, he said to himself at last; he would exercise extreme caution when hisfriend
failed to regppear. Nothing to be gained by waiting for him. He, Penner, would haveto ballsit out. Take
adgroll off into Ronad McDonddland and see what we can see. Trala. He laughed, and the hollowness
of the sound sobered him atouch, heightened his aertness. He caught the handle of astall door and
pulled himsef up.



“Stay right there,” hetold the balding man, and gave him awink. “Onefase move, and I'll haftaplug
ya77

He squared his shoulders, took a deep breath. Maybe they were still looking for Carnes, maybe the
red-haired man wouldn’t recognize him. Who could say on aday like today? He stuffed the gun into the
pocket of hiswindbreaker. He felt giddy, but the giddiness acted as arestorative, anervy drug that
encouraged him.

“Yoicks” hesad. “Taly ho!”

It was afabulous day in Ronald McDonadland. The sun had come out, the restaurant was thronged
with golden light and pleasant smells, young secretaries and construction workers were stuffing Egg
McMuffinsinto their mouths, and the red-haired man was just turning from the line of waiting customers
when Penner stepped up and let him fed thegunin hissde.

“Why don’'t we take awak outside?’ Penner said. “I mean that’swhat 1'd liketo do. But | don't
really care what happens, so you choose, okay?’

The man scarcely hesitated before obeying. The act of a professiond, thought Penner, submitting by
courseto the rule of might. Beautiful.

They pushed through the glass doors out into the sun. The freshness and brightness of the air infected
Penner, making him incredibly light and easy on hisfeet. Life was everywherein him, plumping out dl his
hollows. The poor dead, he said to himsdlf, not to have this, not to know. Hefdlt like weeping, like
snging.

“What' sthe story here?’ he asked, screwing the muzzle of Carnes' gun deeper into the man’sside.
“How’d you find me?’

“Youkiddin'?” said theman. “You drivin’ a Cadillac with vanity plates and apair of red socks
painted on the hood, you think you' re hard to find?’

Hisdisdainful attitude unnerved Penner.

“Where's Carnes?’ the man asked.

“Ah, wdl, now,” Penner said blithdly. “That’ s one for the philosophers, that is”

He forced the man to deposit his gun in the dumpster at the sde of the building. The man’ s doughy
face registered an dmost comica degree of worry, and Penner considered telling him everything was
going to work out, but realized that the man would not believe him. Instead, he asked for the keysto the
Buick.

“Beautiful,” he said, accepting the keys, and pushed the man forward, moving through the asphalt
dimension of the parking lot, the humming of traffic, like the dark generd noise of lifeitsdf.

He had the man st on the floor of the front seat with his back to the engine, his head wedged under
the dash, legs stuck between the seat and the Side pand. A tight fit, but the man managed it. It pleased
Penner to have devised this clever prison.

“Comfy?’ he asked.

The man gave no reply.

Driving aso pleased Penner. In the golden light the cars shone with the luster of gemstones under
water, and he cut in and out of traffic with the flash of a Petty, a'Y arborough. Lapping thefield inthe
Penner 500.

What to do, what to do, he thought.

South on 1-93 to New Y ork, Washington, Miami, and points beyond?

Brazil?

Just the place, so they said, for aman with agun on the run.



Helet the rhyme sing indgde his head for aminute or so, liking the erratic spinit lent to dl histhoughts.
He switched on the radio. He heard the amplified crack of abat and brash music. Then aman’svoice
blatted from the spesker, saying that his guest was Mike Greenwel| of the Boston Red Sox. Penner had
to laugh.

“What the fuck’sgoin’ on?’” asked the red-haired man; he crooked his head to the sde so he could
get alook at Penner.

“Y ou gotta name?’ Penner asked.

“Yeah... Tom,” said the man with bad grace.

“YouaSox fan, Tom?’

Theman said, “What?’

“I said you a Sox fan? It’ s not atrick question.”

Silence.

“Know what | think about the Sox, Tom? They’ re God' s basebal joke. A metaphor for man' sfutility.
The Sisyphus of the American League East.”

The man’ s face showed no sign of comprehension. His eyeswere flat and regarding. A serpent,
Penner thought. Thereisaserpent in my garden.

“Where'sMcDonough?’ Penner asked him.

More silence.

“Now you don't have to answer.” Penner jabbed the muzzle of the gun into the man’sbelly. “But |
just bet he' swaiting for acdl from you.”

“Home,” said the man. “He' sat home.”

“Anyone with him? A woman, maybe?’

“How the fuck should | know?’

“Right,” said Penner, pulling back the gun. “How, indeed?”’

But Penner knew his Barbara. She would be with McDonough. She was part of this. And she would
be ableto livewith it, to make that kind of moral trade-off. He experienced a hiccup of emotion and
pictured pale limbs asprawl, agory tunnd burrowed into ashock of white hair. Could hereally waste
them? he wondered. How would it fedd? Amazingly enough, it had felt pretty damn good so far. Since
blood from the ears was not considered a hedlthy sign, he figured his score for the day was two. Four
would not be aproblem.

But, after dl, it would be nice to survive this. As Barbara hersalf was wont to say, the best revenge
waslivingwell.

He had not, he redlized, been considering the progpect of surviva until this moment. Not redly. Not
with the calculation you needed to weigh the possibilities, nor with the calmness necessary to believein
them.

Ontheradio Mike Greenwell was saying there was no reason to panic, they just had to take’ em one
at atime.

Sound philosophy, Mike. Wordsto live by.

A pickup truck roared past, somebody screamed a curse at Penner. He noticed that he had let the
speed of the car drop to thirty.

Brazil.

Take the money and run. What could be the problem with that?

He caught movement out of the corner of hiseye. OI' Tom shifting about ever so dightly, preparing to
try and kick the gun. Penner couldn’t much blame him for trying -- unless he were a cockeyed optimist,
he could not like his chances very much. He had proved a surly bastard, had Tom, and Penner elected
not to extend him awarning.

The problem, he decided, making an effort to concentrate, the problem was in himsdf. In the Penner
he always ended up being, no matter how promising the circumstance. Sad, sorrowful Penner. Christ the
Penner inevitably borne toward some unimportant Passion.

But that, he thought, was the old Penner, the bumbling, good-hearted villain, the con man with a



conscience.

Who was he now? he wondered. Was this Penner any better off?

Hot, he thought. Excessive hegting of the face and palms seemed the primary characterigtic of this
particular Penner. A few aches and pains, adesirefor an end to al this. Otherwise, very littleto report.
Pared down to dmost nothing.

“Y ou can't do better than your best,” Mike Greenwell was saying. “Y ou give ahundred and fifty
percent, you got no reason to hang your head.”

Amen to that, Mike.

Thered-haired man had worked aleg up onto the seat, and Penner thought a confrontation might be
just the way to decide such amomentous issue as one' sfuture or the lack thereof. Let him make his play.
If Penner won, hewould do... something. He d figure out exactly what |ater.

Despite the indecisiveness of thisresolution, Penner felt there was afine weight to it, an Irish logic that
defied interpretation. To make thingsinteresting, he boosted their speed to fifty. Then to sixty. He kept
pressing hisfoot harder on the gas, watching the needle climb, fedling that the speed was the result of him
being pulled toward something. There was a curve coming up about a mile ahead, and he wondered how
it would be just to keep going straight when he reached it. To go arcing up into sormlight over the water,
into the golden glare and big-muscled clouds. And then down.

Do | hear any objections? he asked himsdlf.

Fucking A, | object, he anwered. Fuck all that remorseful Catholic bullshit! Thisisyour goddamn life,
Penner. Thisisthe Hundred-Thousand-Dollar Chalenge! Are you man enough to accept it?

“You play ahunnerd and sixty-two games,” Mike Greenwell said, *you gotta expect afew bad days.
But we'll bethereintheend.”

Dead on, Mike me boyo!

Penner could tdll that the red-haired man was waiting for him to look away, to do something that
would give him an advantage; but that was no longer a problem. The gamewasin hand, and dl thesigns
were auspicious. Light was flowing around the car, fountaining up behind in an incandescent wake, and
the green world was blurring with their momentum, and the corners of Penner’ s mind were sharp and
bright as never before. Life hot asamagnesum flare, as Brazil, asfreedom and the future, dl thelovein
him szzling high. He boosted their speed to 65 as they approached the curve, enjoying the feding of
being on the edge.

“Hey!” said the red-haired man; he had curled his fingers about the door handle, his eyes were round
with fright. “Hey, you' re going too fast!”

The old Penner might have lied, made a gentle promise, offered hope, or perhaps spoken persuasively
of the afterlife. But thiswas not the old Penner.

Far fromit.

“Not me,” said the Wild Blue-Eyed Penner, lifting his gun. Asthe Caddy swung into the sweet gravity
of the curve, hetrained the gun a hisenemy’ s heart, seeing only an interruption of thelight, adark
keyhole set in agolden door. The thunderous report and the kick made it seem that the man’slife had
traveled up hisarm, charging him with afierce new spirit. He took in the sight without flinching. Blood as
red as paper roses. The body with its dack, twisted limbs|ooked larger than before, more solid, asif
desth were in essence akind of important stillness. He stared at it until he was completely at ease. A
smile diced hisface, the sort of intent expression that comes from peering into strong sunlight or hard
wegther. He thought about the disposal problem, a passport, opportunities for tropica investment. He
spun the tuning did, found an easy listening station. Paul Simon was going to Graceland, and he was
goingwith him.

“Not me,” said Penner the Implacable, the Conscienceless, the Almost Nothing Man. “I'm just hitting
my gsride”



THE SUN SPIDER
First published in Isaac Assimov' s Science Fiction Magazine, April 1987.

...In Africa’s Namib Desert, one of the most hostile environments on the face of the earth, lives
a creature known as the sun spider. Its body is furred pale gold, the exact color of the sand
beneath which it burrowsin search of its prey, disturbing scarcely a grain in its passage. It
emerges from hiding only to snatch its prey, and were you to look directly at it from an inch away,
you might never notice its presence. Natureis an efficient process, tending to repeat elegant
solutions to the problem of survival in such terrible places. Thus, if -- as| posit -- particulate life
exists upon the Sun, | would not be startled to learn it has adopted a similar form.

--Reynolds Dulambre, Alchemical Diaries

1
Caolyn

My husband Reynolds and | arrived on Helios Station following four yearsin the Namib, where he
had delivered himsdlf of the Diaries, including the controversa Solar Equations, and where | had
become adept in the uses of boredom. We were met at the docking arm by the administrator of the
Physics Section, Dr. Davis Brent, who escorted usto areception given in Reynolds' honor, held in one
of the pleasure domes that blistered the skin of the station. Even had | been unaware that Brent was one
of Reynolds chief detractors, | would have known the two of them for adversaries: In manner and
physicaity, they were total opposites, like cobraand mongoose. Brent was pudgy, of medium Stature,
with areceding hairline, and dressed in adrab standard-issue jumpsuit. Reynolds -- at thirty-seven, only
two years younger -- might have been ten years his junior. Hewastal and lean, with chestnut hair that
fell to the shoulders of his cape, and possessed of that craggy nobility of feature one associateswith a
Shakespearian lead. Both were on their best behavior, but they could barely manage civility, and so it
was quite arelief when we reached the dome and were siwept away into a crowd of admiring techsand
sientists.

Helios Station orbited the south pole of the Sun, and through the ports | had aview of adocking am
to which severa of the boxy shipsthat journeyed into the coronosphere were moored. Leaving Reynolds
to belionized, | lounged beside one of the ports and gazed toward Earth, pretending | was celebrating
Nation Day in Abidjan rather than enduring this gathering of particle-pushers and inductive reasoners,
most of whom were gawking at Reynolds, perhaps hoping he would live up to his reputation and perform
adrugged collgpse or start afight. | watched him and Brent talking. Brent’ s body |anguage was toadying,
subservient, likethat of adog trying to curry favor; he would clasp his hands and tip his head to the side
when making some point, asif begging his master not to strike him. Reynolds stood motionless, arms
folded across his chest.

At one point Brent said, “I can’t see what purpose you hope to achieve in beaming protonsinto
corond holes” and Reynolds, in hismost supercilious tone, reponded by saying that he was merely
poking about in the weeds with along stick.

| was unable to hear the next exchange, but then | did hear Brent say, “ That may be, but | don’t think
you understand the openness of our community. The barriers you’ ve erected around your research go
againg the spirit, the...”

“All my goddamned life,” Reynolds cut in, broadcasting in astagy baritone, “1’ ve been harassed by
little men. Men who' ve carved out some cozy academic niche by footnoting my work and then decrying
it. Mousy little bagtards like you. And that’ swhy | maintain my privacy... to keep the mice from nesting in



my papers.”

He strode off toward the refreshment table, leaving Brent smiling at everyone, trying to show that he
had not been affected by theinsult. A dim brunette attached hersdlf to Reynolds, engaging himin
conversation. Heillustrated his points with florid gestures, leaning over her, looking asif he were about to
enfold her in his cape, and not long afterward they made a discreet exit.

Compared to Reynolds usual public behavior, thiswas afairly restrained display, but sufficient to
make the gathering forget my presence. | sipped adrink, listening to the chatter, fedling no sense of
betrayd. | was used to Reynolds’ infiddlities, and, indeed, | had cometo thrive on them. | was grateful he
had found his brunette. Though our marriage was not devoid of the sensud, most of our encounters were
ritua in nature, and after four years of isolation in the desert, | needed the emotiona sustenance of a
lover. Helioswould, | believed, provide an ample supply.

Shortly after Reynolds had gone, Brent came over to the port, and to my amazement, he attempted to
pick me up. It was one of the most inept seductionsto which | have ever been subject. He contrived to
touch metime and again asif by accident, and complimented me severa times on the largeness of my
eyes. | managed to turn the conversation into harmless channels, and he got off into politics, atopic on
which he consdered himself expert.

“My essentia politica philosophy,” he said, “derives from a story by one of the masters of
twentieth-century speculativefiction. In the story, aman sends hismind into the future and findshimsdlf in
autopian setting, agreensward surrounded by white buildings, with handsome men and beautiful women
gralling everywhere...”

I cannot recall how long | listened to him, to what soon became apparent as aludicrous Libertarian
fantasy, before burgting into laughter. Brent looked confused by my reaction, but then masked confusion
by joining in my laughter. “Ah, Carolyn,” he said. “I had you going there, didn’t I”?'Y ou thought | was
Serioud”

| took pity on him. He was only a sad little man with an inflated self-opinion; and, too, | had been told
that he wasin danger of losing his adminigtrative post. | spent the best part of an hour in making him fed
important; then, scraping him off, | went in search of amore suitable companion.

My first lover on Helios Station, ayoung particle physicist named Thom, proved overweening in his
affections. The sound of my name seemed to trangport him; often he would lift hishead and say,
“Carolyn, Carolyn,” asif by doing this he might capture my essence. | found him absurd, but | was
starved for attention, and though | could not reciprocate in kind, | was delighted in being the object of his
single-mindedness. We would meet each day in one of the pleasure domes, danceto drift, and drink
paradisiacs -- | developed quite afondnessfor Amouristes -- and then retire to a private chamber, there
to make love and watch the sunships return from their fiery journeys. It was Thom’ sdream to be
assigned someday to a sunship, and he would rhapsodize on the glories attendant upon swooping down
through layers of burning gases. His fixation with the scientific adventure eventually caused meto bresk
off the affair. Y ears of exposure to Reynolds work had armored me against any good opinion of
science, and further | did not want to be reminded of my proximity to the Sun: Sometimes| imagined |
could hear it hissing, roaring, and fed its flames tonguing the metal walls, preparing to do usto acrisp
withasnglelick.

By detailing my infiddlity, | am not trying to characterize my marriage asloveless. | loved Reynolds,
though my affections had waned somewhat. And heloved mein hisown way. Prior to our wedding, he
had announced that he intended our union to be “amarriage of souls.” But thiswas no passionate outcry,
rather astatement of scientific intent. He believed in souls, believed they were the absol ute expression of



alife, aquality that pervaded every particle of matter and gave rise to the lesser expressions of
persondlity and physicdity. His search for particulate life upon the Sun was essentialy an attempt to
isolate and communicate with the anima, and the “ marriage of souls’ wasfor him the logical god of
twenty-first-century physics. It occursto me now that this search may have been his sole means of
voicing his degpest emotions, and it was our core problem that | thought he would someday lovemeina
way that would satisty me, wheress he felt my satisfaction could be guaranteed by the application of
scientific method.

To further define our reationship, | should mention that he once wrote me that the “impassive, vaguely
oriental beauty” of my face reminded him of “those serene countenances used to depict the solar disc on
ancient sailing charts” Again, thiswas not theimagery of passion: He considered thislikeness atalisman,
alucky charm. Hewasamagicd thinker, perceiving himsalf as more akin to the alchemiststhan to his
peers, and like the alchemists, he gave credence to the power of smilarities. Whenever he made loveto
me, he was therefore making love to the Sun. To the great detriment of our marriage, every beautiful
woman became for him the Sun, and thus a potentia tool for usein hisrituas. Given hisenormous ego, it
would have been out of character for him to have been faithful, and had he not utilized sex asa
concentrative ritud, | am certain he would have invented another excuse for infiddity. And, | supposg, |
would have had to contrive some other justification for my own.

During thosefirg months | wasindiscriminatein my choice of lovers, entering into affairs with both
techs and anumber of Reynolds' colleagues. Reynolds himsdlf was no more discriminating, and our lives
took separate paths. Rarely did | spend anight in our apartment, and | paid no attention whatsoever to
Reynolds work. But then one afternoon as| lay with my latest lover in the private chamber of apleasure
dome, the door did open and in walked Reynolds. My lover -- atech whose name el udes me -- |egped
up and began struggling into his clothes, gpologizing al thewhile. | shouted at Reynolds, railed a him.
Whét right did he have to humiliate me thisway?1 had never burst in on him and hiswhores, had I?
Imperturbable, he stared at me, and after the tech had scurried out, he continued to Stare, letting me
exhaust my anger. At lagt, breathless, | sat glaring at him, il angry, yet dso feding ameasure of guilt...
not relating to my affair, but to the fact that | had become pregnant as aresult of my last encounter with
Reynolds. We had tried for years to have a child, and despite knowing how important achild would be
to him, | had put off the announcement. | was no longer confident of his capacity for fatherhood.

“I"'m sorry about this.” He waved at the bed. “It was urgent | seeyou, and | didn’t think.”

The apology was uncharacteristic, and my surprise it drained away the dregs of anger. “What isit?’
| asked.

Contrary emotions played over hisface. “I'vegot him,” hesaid.

| knew what he was referring to: He always personified the object of his search, dthough before too
long he began calling it “the Spider.” | was happy for his success, but for some reason it had made me a
little afraid, and | was at alossfor words.

“Do you want to see him?’ He sat beside me. “He' simaged in one of the tanks.”

| nodded.

| was sure he was going to embrace me. | could seein hisface the desire to break down the barriers
we had erected, and | imagined now hiswork was done, we would be as close as we had once hoped,
that honesty and love would finally have their day. But the moment passed, and hisface hardened. He
stood and paced the length of the chamber. Then he whirled around, hammered afist into hispam, and
with all the passion he had been unable to direct toward me, he said, “1I've got him!”

I had been watching himfor over a week without knowing it: a large low-temperature area



shifting about in a coronal hole. It was only by chance that | recognized him; | inadvertently
nudged the color controls of a holo tank, and brought part of the low-temperature area into
focus, revealing a many-armed ovoid of constantly changing primary hues, the arms attenuating
and vanishing: | have observed some of these arms reach ten thousand milesin length, and | have
no idea what limits apply to their size. He consists essentially of an inner complex of ultracold
neutrons enclosed by an intense magnetic field. Lately it has occurred to me that certain of the
coronal holes may be no more than the attitude of his movements. Aside from these few facts and
guesses, he remains a mystery, and | have begun to suspect that no matter how many el ements of
his nature are disclosed, he will always remain so.

--Reynolds Dulambre, Collected Notes

2
Reynolds

Brent’ sface faded in on the screen, hisfeatures composed into one of those fawning smiles. “Ah,
Reynolds,” hesaid. “Glad | caught you.”

“I"'mbusy,” | snapped, reaching for the off switch.

“Reynoldgl”

His desperate tone caught my attention.

“I need to tak to you,” hesaid. “ A matter of some importance.”

| gave an amused sniff. “| doubt that.”

“Oh, butitis... to both of us.”

An aily note had crept into hisvoice, and | lost patience. 1’ m going to switch off, Brent. Do you want
to say goodbye, or should | just cut you off in mid-sentence?’

“I’'mwarning you, Reynolds!”

“Warning me?I’'m dl aflutter, Brent. Areyou planning to assault me?’

Hisface grew flushed. “I’m sick of your arrogance!” he shouted. “Who the hell are you to talk down
to me? At least I'm productive... you haven't done any work for weeks!”

| started to ask how he knew that, but then redlized he could have monitored my energy usage viathe
station computers.

“You think...” he began, but at that point | did cut him off and turned back to the image of the Spider
floating in the holo tank, its arms weaving adow dance. | had never believed he was more than dreams,
vague magica images, the grandfather wizard trgpped in flame, in golden light, in the heart of power. I'd
hoped, I’ d wanted to believe. But | hadn’t been able to accept hisredlity until | cameto Helios, and the
dreams grew stronger. Even now | wondered if belief was merely an extension of madness. | have never
doubted the efficacy of madness: It ismy constant, my reference in chaos.

Thefirst dream had come when | was... what? Eleven, twelve? No older. My father had been chasing
me, and | had sought refuge in acave of golden light, amist of pulsing, shifting light that contained avoice
| could not quite hear: It wastoo vast to hear. | was merely aword upon its tongue, and there had been
other words aigned around me, words | needed to understand or else | would be cast out from the light.
The Solar Equations -- which seemed to have been visited upon me rather than a product of reason --
embodied the shiftings, the mysterious principles | had sensed in the golden light, hinted at the arcane
processes, the potential for union and dissolution that | had apprehended in every dream. Each time |
looked at them, | felt tremorsin my flesh, my spirit, asif sgnaling the onset of a profound change, and...

The beeper sounded again, doubtless another call from Brent, and | ignored it. | turned to the readout
from the particle traps monitored by the station computers. When | had discovered that the proton bursts
being emitted from the Spider’ s coronal hole were patterned -- coded, I’ m tempted to say -- | had been
elated, especially considering that a study of these burstsinspired meto create several addendato the
Equations. They had still been fragmentary, however, and I’ d had the notion that | would have to get
closer to the Spider in order to complete them... perhaps join one of the flightsinto the coronosphere.



My next reaction had been fear. | had realized it was possible the Spider’ s control was such that these
burgswere living artifacts, structural components that maintained a tenuous connection with the rest of
hisbody. If so, then the computers, the entire station, might be under his scrutiny... if not his control.
Effortsto prove thetruth of this had been inconclusive, but thisinconclusvenesswasin itsdlf an
affirmative answer: The computers were not capable of evasion, and it had been obvious that evasveness
was at work here.

The beeper broke off, and | began to ask mysalf questions. | had been laboring under the assumption
that the Spider had in some way summoned me, but now an aternate scenario presented itself. Could |
have stirred him to life? | had beamed protonsinto the corond holes, hadn’t I? Could | have educated
some dumb thing... or perhaps brought him to life? Were al my dreams adelusionary system of
unparaleled complexity and influence, or was | merely amadman who happened to be right?

These considerations might have seemed irrelevant to my colleagues, but when | related them to my
urge to approach the Spider more closdly, they took on extreme personal importance. How could | trust
such an urge? | stared at the Spider, at itsarmswaving in their thousand-mile-long dance, their dow
changesin configuration redolent of Kdi’s dance, of myths even more obscure. There were no remedies
left for my fear. | had stopped work, drugged mysalf to prevent dreams, and yet | could do nothing to
remove my chief concern: that the Spider would use its control over the computers (if, indeed, it did
control them) to manipulate me.

| turned off the holo tank and headed out into the corridor, thinking | would have afew drinks. |
hadn’t gone fifty feet when Brent accosted me; | brushed past him, but he fell into step beside me. He
exuded afase heartiness that was even more grating than his usua obseguiousness.

“Production,” he said. “That’ s our keynote here, Reynolds.”

| glowered a him.

“We can't afford to have deadwood lying around,” he went on. “Now if you' re having a problem,
perhaps you need afresh eye. I'd be glad to take alook...”

| gave him a push, sending him wobbling, but it didn’t dent his mood.

“Even the best of usrun up againgt Sonewalls,” he said. “And in your case, well, how long hasit
been since your last mgjor work? Eight years? Ten?'Y ou can only ride the wind of your youthful
successesfor so...”

My anxiety flared into rage. | drove my fist into his ssomach, and he dropped, gasping like afish out
of water. | was about to kick him, when | was grabbed from behind by the black-clad arms of a security
guard. Two more guards intervened as | wrenched free, cursing at Brent. One of the guards helped Brent
up and asked what should be done with me.

“Let himgo,” he said, rubbing hisgut. “ The man’s not responsible.”

I lunged at him, but was shoved back. “Bastard!” | shouted. “Y ou smarmy little shit, I'll swear I'll kill
youif..”

A guard gave me another above.

“Please, Reynolds,” Brent said in aplacating tone. “Don’t worry... I’ Il make sure you receive due
credit.”

| had no ideawhat he meant, and was too angry to wonder at it. | launched more insults as the guards
escorted him away.

No longer in the mood for a public place, | returned to the gpartment and sat scribbling meaningless
notes, gazing & an image of the Spider that played across one entirewall. | was so distracted that | didn't
notice Carolyn had entered until she was standing close beside me. The Spider’ s colorsflickered across
her, making her into an incandescent slhouette.

“What are you doing?’ she asked, sitting on thefloor.

“Nothing.” | tossed my notepad side.

“Something’ swrong.”

“Notat al...'mjust tired.”

She regarded me expressionlesdy. “It’ sthe Spider, isn't it?’



| told her that, Y es, the work was giving me trouble, but it wasn’t serious. I'm not sureif | wanted her
asmuch asit seemed | did, or if | wasusing sex to ward off more questions. Whatever the case, |
lowered mysdlf beside her, kissed her, touched her breasts, and soon we were in that heated secret place
where -- | thought -- not even the Spider’ seyes could pry. | told her | loved her in that rushed breathless
way that isless an intimate disclosure than aform of gasping, of shaping breath to accommodate
movement. That wasthe only way | have ever been ableto tell her the best of my feding, and it was
because | was shamed by thisthat we did not make love more often.

Afterward | could see she wanted to say something important: It wasworking in her face. But | didn’'t
want to hear it, to be trgpped into some new level of intimacy. | turned from her, marshaling words that
would signa my need for privacy, and my eyesfell on thewall where theimage of the Spider il
danced... danced in away | had never before witnessed. His colors were shifting through a spectrum of
reds and violets, and hisarmswrithed in arhythm that brought to mind the rhythms of sex, the dow
beginning, the furious rush to completion, asif he had been watching us and was now mimicking the act.

Carolyn spoke my name, but | was transfixed by the sight and could not answer. She drew in asharp
breath, and seconds later | heard her cross the room and make her exit. The Spider ceased his dance,
lapsing into one of hisnormal patterns. | scrambled up, went to the controls and flicked the display switch
to off. But theimage did not fade. Instead, the Spider’ s colors grew brighter, washing from fiery red to
gold and at last to awhite so brilliant, | had to shield my eyes. | could dmost fed his heat on my skin,
hear the sibilant kiss of hismolten voice. | was certain he wasin theroom, | knew | was going to burn, to
be swdlowed in that singeing heet, and | cried out for Carolyn, not wanting to leave unsaid al those
things | had withheld from her. Then my fear reached such proportionsthat | collgpsed and sank into a
dream, not a nightmare as one might expect, but adream of an immense city, where | experienced a
multitude of adventures and met with aserenefate.

...To understand Dulambre, his relationship with his father must be examined closely. Alex
Dulambre was a musician and poet, regarded to be one of the progenitors of drift: a popular
dance forminvolving the use of improvised lyrics. He was flamboyant, handsome, amoral, and
these qualities, allied with a talent for seduction, led him on a twenty-five-year fling through the
boudoirs of the powerful, from the corporate towers of Abidjan to the Gardens of Novo Sbersk,
and lastly to a beach on Mozambique, where at the age of forty-four he died horribly, a victim of
a neural poison that purportedly had been designed for him by the noted chemist Virginia
Holland. It was Virginia who was reputed to be Reynolds’ mother, but no tests were ever
conducted to substantiate the rumor. All we know for certain is that one morning Alex received a
crate containing an artificial womb and the embryo of his son. An attached folder provided proof
of his paternity and a note stating that the mother wanted no keepsake to remind her of an error
in judgment.

Alex felt no responsibility for the child, but liked having a relative to add to his coterie. Thusit
was that Reynolds spent hisfirst fourteen years globetrotting, sleeping on floors, breakfasting off
the remains of the previous night’ s party, and generally being ignored, if not rejected. Asa
defense against both this rejection and his father’ s charisma, Reynolds learned to mimic Alex's
flamboyance and developed similar verbal skills. By the age of eleven he was performing regularly
with his father’s band, creating a popular sequence of drifts that detailed the feats of an
all-powerful wizard and the trials of those who warred against him. Alex took pride in these
performances; he saw himself as less father than elder brother, and he insisted on teaching
Reynolds a brother’s portion of the world. To this end he had one of his lovers seduce the boy on



his twelfth birthday, and from then on Reynolds also mimicked his father’ s omnivorous sexuality.
They did, indeed, seem brothers, and to watch Alex drape an arm over the boy’ s shoulders, the
casual observer might have supposed them to be even closer. But there was no strong bond
between them, only a history of abuse. Thisis not to say that Reynolds was unaffected by his
father’s death, an event to which he was witness. The sight of Alex’ s agony left him severely
traumatized and with a fear of death bordering on the morbid. When we consider thisfear in
alliance with his difficulty in expressing love -- a legacy of his father’ s rgjections -- we have gone
far in comprehending both his marital problems and his obsession with immortality, with
immortality in any form, even that of a child...

--Russd| E. Barrett, The Last Alchemist

3
Caralyn

Six months after theimplantation of Reynolds daughter in an artificial womb, | ran into Davis Brent at
apleasure dome where | had taken to spending my afternoons, enjoying the music, writing amemoir of
my dayswith Reynolds, but refraining from infiddity. The child and my concern for Reynolds' menta
state had acted to make me conservative: There were important decisions to be made, disturbing events
afoot, and | wanted no distractions.

This particular dome was quite smdl, itswalls Maxfield Parrish holographs -- alabaster columns and
scrolled archways that opened onto rugged mountains drenched in the colors of a pastel sunset; the
patrons sat at marble tables, their drab jumpsuits at odds with the decadence of the décor. Sitting there,
writing, | felt like some sad and damaged lady of aforgotten age, brought to the sorry pass of
autobiography by a disappointment at love.

Without announcing himself, Brent dropped onto the bench opposite me and stared. A smile nicked
the corners of hismouth. | waited for him to spesk, and finally asked what he wanted.

“Merely to offer my congratulations,” he said.

“On what occasion?’ | asked.

“The occasion of your daughter.”

The implantation had been done under ased of privacy, and | was outraged that he had discovered
my secret.

Before | could speak, he favored me with an unctuous smile and said, “As adminigrator, little that
goeson here escgpes me.” From the pocket of his jumpsuit he pulled aleather case of the sort used to
carry holographs. “| have adaughter mysdlf, alovely child. | sent her back to Earth some months back.”
He opened the case, studied the contents, and continued, his words freighted with an odd tension. “1 had
the computer do aportrait of how she'll look in afew years. Careto seeit?’

| took the case and was struck numb. The girl depicted was seven or eight, and was the spitting image
of mysdf at her age.

“I never should have sent her back,” said Brent. “It appears the womb has been misshipped, and |
may not be able to find her. Even the records have been misplaced. And the tech who performed the
implantation, he returned on the ship with the womb and has dropped out of sight.”

| cameto my feet, but he grabbed my arm and sat me back down. “ Check on it if you wish,” he said.
“But it sthe truth. If you want to help find her, you' d be best served by listening.”

“Whereisshe?’ A sick chill spread through me, and my heart felt asif it were not beating but
trembling.

“Who knows? S&o Paolo, Paris. Perhaps one of the Urban Reserves.”

“Please” | said, acatch in my voice. “Bring her back.”

“If wework together, I'm certain we can find her.”

“What do you want, what could you possibly want from me?’

He smiled again. “To begin with, | want copies of your husband’ s deep files. | need to know what



he' sworking on.”

| had no compunction againg telling him; al my concern wasfor the child. “He' s been investigating the
possibility of lifeon the Sun.”

The answer dismayed him. “ That’ sridiculous.”

“It'strue, he'sfound it!”

He gaped at me.

“Hecdlsit the Sun Spider. It' s huge... and made of some kind of plasma.”

Brent smacked hisforehead asif to punish himsdf for an oversght. “ Of course! That sectionin the
Diaries.” He shook his head in wonderment. “ All that metaphysical gabble about particulate life... | can’t
believe that hasany bassin fact.”

“I'll helpyou,” | said. “But please bring her back!”

He reached across the table and caressed my cheek. | stiffened but did not draw away. “The last
thing | want to do ishurt you, Carolyn. Take my word, it’sal under control.”

Under control.

Now it seemsto methat he wasright, and that the controlling agency was no man or creature, but a
coincidence of possibility and wish such as may have been responsible for the spark that first set fireto
the stars.

Over the next two weeks | met severd timeswith Brent, on each occasion ddlivering various of
Reynolds files; only one remained to be secured, and | assured Brent | would soon have it. How | hated
him! And yet we were complicitors. Each timewe met in hislab, a place of bare metal walsand
computer banks, we would discuss means of distracting Reynoldsin order to perform my thefts, and
during one occasion | asked why he had chosen Reynolds work to pirate, since he had never been an
admirer.

“Oh, but | am an admirer,” hesaid. “Naturaly | despise his personal style, the passing off of drugs
and satyrism as scientific method. But I’ ve never doubted his genius. Why, | was the one who approved
hisresdency grant.”

Disbelief must have showed on my face, for he went on to say, “It' strue. Many of the board were
inclined to regject him, thinking he was no longer capable of important work. But when | saw the Solar
Equations, | knew he was still aforce to reckon with. Have you looked at them?’

“I don’t understand the mathematics.”

“Fragmentary asthey are, they’ re astounding, elegant. Ther€’ s something amost mystical about their
gtructure. Y ou get the ideathere’ s no need to study them, that if you keep staring at them they’ [l crawl
into your brain to work some change.” He made a church-and-steeple of hisfingers. “1 hoped he'd finish
them here but... well, maybethat last file”

We went back to planning Reynolds’ distraction. He rarely |eft the apartment anymore, and Brent and
| decided that the time to act would be during his birthday party the next week. He would doubtless be
heavily drugged, and | would be able to dip into the back room and access his computer. The discussion
concluded, Brent stepped to the door that led to his gpartment, keyed it open, and invited me for adrink.
| declined, but heingsted and | preceded him inside.

The gpartment was decorated in appallingly bad taste. His furniture was of atranducent material that
glowed asickly bluish-green, providing the only illumination. Matted under glasson onewall wasa
twentieth-century poster of a poem entitled “ Desiderata,” whose verses were the height of mawkish
romanticism. The other walls were hung with what appeared to be ancient tapestries, but which on close
ingpection proved to be pornographic counterfeits, depicting subjects such as women mating with stags.



Congdering these gppointments, | found hypocritical Brent’s condemnation of Reynolds’ private life. He
poured wine from a decanter and made band small talk, touching me now and then as he had during our
first meeting. | forced an occasiona smile, and &t lagt, thinking | had humored him long enough, | told him
| had to leave.

“Oh, no,” he said, encircling my waist with an arm. “We re not through.”

| pried hisarm loose: He was not very strong.

“Very well.” Hetouched awall control, and a door to the corridor did open. “Go.”

The harsh white light shining through the door transformed him into ashadowy figure and made his
pronouncement seem athrest.

“Goon.” Hedrained hiswine. “I’ ve got no hold on you.”

God, he thought he was clever! And hewas... more clever than |, perhaps more so than Reynolds.
And though he wasto learn that cleverness hasitslimits, particularly when confronted by the genius of
fate, it was sufficient to the moment.

“I'll gay,” | said.

...In the dance of the Spider, in his patterned changesin color, the rhythmic waving of hisfiery
arms, was a kind of language, the language that the Equations sought to clarify, the language of
my dreams. | sat for hours watching him; | recorded several sequences on pocket holographs and
carried them about in hopes that this propinquity would illuminate the missing portions of the
Equations. | made some progress, but | had concluded that a journey sunwards was the sort of
propinquity | needed -- | doubted | had the courage to achieve it. However, legisating against my
lack of courage was the beauty | had begun to perceive in the Spider’ s dance, the hypnotic grace:
like that of a Balinese dancer, possessing a similar allure. | came to believe that those movements
were signaling all knowledge, infinite possibility. My dreams began to be figured with creatures
that | would have previously considered impossible -- dragons, imps, men with glowing hands or
whose entire forms were glowing, all a ghostly, grainy white; now these creatures came to seem
not only possible but likely inhabitants of a world that was coming more and more into focus, a
world to which | was greatly attracted. Sometimes | would liein bed all day, hoping for more
dreams of that world, of the wizard who controlled it. It may be that | was using the dreams to
escape confronting a difficult and frightening choice. But in truth | have lately doubted that it is
even mine to make.

--Reynolds Dulambre, Collected Notes

4
Reynolds

| remember little of the party, mostly dazed glimpses of breasts and thighs, sweety bodies, lidded
eyes. | remember the drift, which was performed by agroup of techs. They played Alex’smusic asan
hommage, and | was taken back to my years with the old bastard-maker, to memories of begatings, of
walking in on him and hislovers, of listening to him pontificate. And, of course, | recaled that night in
Mozambigque when | watched him claw at his eyes, hisface. Spitting missiles of blood, unable to scream,
having bitten off histongue. Sobered, | got to my feet and staggered into the bedroom, whereit wasless
crowded, but still too crowded for my mood. | grabbed arobe, belted it on, and keyed my study door.

Asl| entered, Carolyn leaped up from my computer. On the screen was displayed what looked to be
apage from my deep files. Shetried to switch off the screen, but | caught her arm and checked the page:



| had not been mistaken. “What are you doing?’ | shouted, yanking her away from the computer.

“l wasjust curious.” Shetried to jerk free.

Then | spotted the microcube barnacled to the computer: She had been recording. “What' sthat?” |
asked, forcing her to look at it. “What' s that? Who the hell are you working for?’

She began to cry, but | wasn't moved. We had betrayed each other a thousand times, but never to
thisdegree.

“Damnyou!” | dapped her. “Whoisit?’

She poured out the story of Brent’s plan, hisdemands on her. “I’m sorry,” she said, sobbing. “I'm
sorry.”

| felt so much then, | couldn’t characterize it asfear or anger or any specific emotion. Inmy mind's
eye | saw the child, that scrap of my soul, disappearing down some earthly sewer. | threw off my robe,
stepped into ajumpsuit.

“Where are you going?’ Carolyn asked, wiping away tears.

| zipped up the jJumpsuiit.

“Don’'t!” Carolyn tried to haul me back from the door. “Y ou don’t understand!”

| shoved her down, locked the door behind me, and went storming out through the party and into the
corridor. Rage flooded me. | needed to hurt Brent. My reason was so obscured that when | reached his
gpartment, | saw nothing suspiciousin the fact that the door was open... though | later redized he must
have had aspy at the party to warn him of anything untoward. Insde, Brent was lounging in one of those
ridiculous glowing chairs, a self-satisfied look on hisface, and it was that look more than anything, more
than the faint scraping at my rear, that derted me to danger. | spun around to see a security guard
bringing hislaser to bear on me. | dived at him, fedling adischarge of heat next to my ear, and we went
down together. He tried to gouge my eyes, but | twisted away, latched both handsin his hair, and
smashed his head againgt the wall. The third time his head impacted, it made a softer sound than it hed
the previous two, and | could fedl the skull shifting beneath the skin like pieces of brokentilein asack. |
rolled off the guard, horrified, yet no less enraged. And when | saw that Brent’ s chair was empty, when |
heard him shouting in the corridor, even though | knew his shouts would bring more guards, my anger
grew so greet that | cared nothing for mysdlf, | only wanted him dead.

By thetime | emerged from the apartment, he was sprinting around a curve in the corridor. My laser
scored the metal wall behind him the instant before he went out of sight. | ran after him. Severd of the
doorways aong the corridor did open, heads popped out, and on seeing me, ducked back in. | rounded
the curve, spotted Brent, and fired again... too high by inches. Before | could correct my am, half a
dozen guards boiled out of aside corridor and dragged him into cover. Their beams drew smoldering
linesinthe metd by my hip, & my feet, and | retreated, firing as | did, pounding on the doors, thinking
that | would barricade myself in one of the rooms and try to debunk Brent'slies, to revedl hisdecet over
the intercom. But none of the doors opened, their occupants having apparently been frightened by my
wegpon.

Two guards poked their heads around the curve, fired, and one of the beams came so near that it
torched the fabric of my jumpsuit at the knee. | beat out the flames and ran full tilt. Shouts behind me,
beams of ruby light skewering the air above my head. Ahead, | made out ared door that led to a
docking arm, and having no choice, | keyed it open and raced aong the narrow passageway. Thefirst
three moorings were empty, but the fourth had a blue light glowing beside the entrance hatch, sgnding
the presence of aship. | dipped insgde, latched it, and moved dong the tunnd into the airlock; | bolted
that shut, then went quickly along the mesh-walled catwalk toward the control room, toward the radio. |
was on the point of entering the room, when | felt ashudder go al through the ship and knew it had cast
loose, that it was headed sunward.

Panicked, | burst into the control room. The chairs fronting the instrument panel were empty, the
pand itsdf aflicker with lights; the ship was being run by compuiter. | sat at the board, trying to override,
but no tactic had any effect. Then Brent’ s voice came over the speakers. “Y ou’ ve bought yoursdlf alittle
time, Reynolds,” hesaid. “That’ sal. When the ship returns, we |l haveyou.”



| laughed.

It had been my hope that he had initiated the ship’ sflight, but his comments made clear that | was
now headed toward the confrontation | had for so long sought to avoid, brought to thispass by a
computer under the control of the creature for whom | had searched my entire life, acreature of fireand
dreams, the stuff of souls. | knew | would not surviveit. But though | had dways dreaded the thought of
death, now that death was hard upon me, | was possessed of a strange confidence and cam... cam
enough to send this transmission, to explore the confines of thismy coffin, even to read the manuasthat
explainits operation. | had never attempted to understand the workings of the sunships, and | was
interested to read of the principlesthat underlie each flight.

Asthe ship gpproaches the Sun, it will monitor the magnetic field direction and determineif the
Archimedean spird of the solar wind is oriented outward. If dl isasit should be, the ship will continue to
descend and eventually will skip off the open-diverging magnetic field of acorond hole. It will be
traveling at such atremendous speed, its actions will be rather like those of acharged particle caught ina
magnetic field, and asthe field opens out, it will be flung upward, back toward Helios... that is, it will be
flung up and out if acreature who survives by stripping particles of their charge does not inhabit the
corond holein question. But thereislittle chance of that.

| wonder how it will fedl to have my charge stripped. | would not care to suffer the agonies of my
father.

The closer | come to the Sun, the more calm | become. My mortal imperfections seem to be flaking
away. | fed clean and minimal, and | have the notion that | will soon be even smpler, the essentia splinter
of aman. | have so little desire left that only one further thing occursto meto say.

Carolyn, ...

...A man walking in afield of golden grass under a bright sky, walking steadfastly, though with
no apparent destination, for the grasslands spread to the horizon, and his thoughts are
crystal-clear, and his heart, too, is clear, for his past has become an element of his present, and
his future -- visible as a sweep of golden grass carpeting the distant hills, beyond which lies a city
gparkling like a glint of possibility -- is as fluent and clear as his thought, and he knows his future
will be shaped by his walking, by his thought and the power in his hands, especially by that power,
and of all this he wishes now to speak to a woman whose love he denied, whose flesh had the
purity of the clear bright sky and the golden grasses who was always the heart of hislifeevenin
the country of lies, and here in the heartland of the country of truth istruly loved at last...

--The Resolute Lover, part of The White Dragon Cycle

5
Caolyn

After Reynolds had stolen the sunship -- this, | wasinformed, had been the case -- Brent confined me
to my apartment and accused me of conspiring with Reynoldsto kill him. | learned of Reynolds degth
from the security guard who brought me supper that first night; he told me that a prominence (I pictured it
to be afiery fishing lure) had flung itsdf out from the Sun and incinerated the ship. | wept uncontrollgbly.
Even after the computers began to trand ate the coded particle bursts emanating from the Spider’s
corona hole, even when these proved to be the completed Solar Equations, embodied not only in
mathematics but in forms comprehensible to alayman, ill | wept. | wastoo overwhelmed by grief to
reglize what they might portend.



| was ableto view the trandations on Reynolds' computer, and when the stories of the White Dragon
Cycdlecameinto view, | understood that whoever or whatever had produced them had something in
particular to say to me. It was The Resolute Lover, thefirst of the cycle, with its numerous references to
awronged beautiful woman, that convinced me of this. | read the story over and over, and in sodoing |
recdled Brent’ s description of the fedings he had had while studying the Equations. | fdlt in the focus of
some magicd lens, | fet ashimmering in my flesh, confusion in my thoughts... not aconfusion of motive
but of thoughts running in new patterns, colliding with each other like atoms bred by a runaway reactor. |
lost track of time, | lived in asweep of golden grasses, in an excatic city where the concepts of unity and
the divisible were not opposed, where villains and heroes and beasts enacted ritua passions, where love
was the ordering pulse of existence.

One day Brent paid me avisit. He was plumped with self-importance, with triumph. But though |
hated him, emotion seemed incidental to my god -- agod hisvist helped to solidify -- and | reacted to
him mildly, watching as he moved about the room, watching me and smiling.

“You're calmer than | expected,” he said.

| had no wordsfor him, only cam. In my head the Resolute Lover gazed into acrystal of Knowledge,
awaiting the advent of Power. | believethat I, too, smiled.

“Well,” hesaid. “Thingsdon't dwayswork out aswe plan. But I'm pleased with the result. The
Spider will be Reynolds' great victory... no way around that. Still, I’ ve managed to land the role of
Sancho Panzato his Don Quixote, the rationalist who guided the madman on his course.”

My smilewas arazor, aknife, aflame.

“Quite sufficient,” he went on, “to secure my pog... and perhaps even my immortdlity.”

| spoke to himin aninaudible voice that said Degth.

His manner grew more agitated; he twitched about the room, touching things. “What will | do with
you?' hesaid. “I’d hate to send you to your judgment. Our nightstogether... well, sufficeitto say |
would be most happy if you' d stay with me. What do you think? Shall | testify on your behalf, or would
you prefer aterm on the Urban Reserves?’

Brent, Brent, Brent. His name was akind of choice.

“Perhapsyou'd like timeto consider?’ he said.

| wished my breath was poison.

He edged toward the door. “When you reach adecision, just tell the guard outside. Y ou’ ve two
months'til the next ship. I’ m betting you'll choose surviva.”

My eyes sent him ablack kiss.

“Redly, Carolyn,” hesaid. “Y ou were never afaithful wife. Don't you think this pose of mourning
somewhat out of character?’

Then he was gone, and | returned to my reading.

Love.

What part did it play in my desire for vengeance, my furious cam? Sorrow may have had morea
part, but love was certainly afactor. Love as practiced by the Resolute Lover. This story communicated
this rigorous emotion, and my heartsicknesstrandated it to vengeful form. My sense of unredlity, of
tremulous being, increased day by day, and | barely touched my medls.

| am not sure when the Equations embodied by the story began to take hold, when the seeded
knowledge became power. | believe it was nearly two weeks after Brent’ svisit. But though | felt my
potential, my strength, | did not act immediately. In truth, | was not certain | could act or that action was
to be my course. | was mad in the same way Reynolds had been: a madness of sdlf-absorption, a



concentration of such intengity that nothing lessintense had the least relevance,

Onenight | l€eft off reading, went into my bedroom and put on a sheer robe, then wrapped mysdlf ina
cowled cloak. | had no ideawhy | was doing this. The seductive rhythms of the story were coiling
through my head and preventing thought. | walked into the front room and stood facing the door. Violent
tremors shook my body. | fet frall, insubstantia, yet at the same time possessed of fantastic power: |
knew that nothing could resist me... not stedl or flesh or fire. Inspired by this confidence, | reached out
my right hand to the door. The hand was glowing a pale white, itsform flickering, the fingerslengthening
and attenuating, appearing to ripple asin agraceful dance. | did not wonder at this. Everything was asiit
should be. And when my hand did into the door, into the metdl, neither did | consider that remarkable. |
could fed the mechanisms of thelock, | -- or rather my ghostly fingers -- seemed to know the exact
function of every metd bit, and after amoment the door hissed open.

The guard peered in, gtartled, and | hid the hand behind me. | backed away, |etting the halves of my
cloak fal apart. He stared, glanced left and right in the corridor, and entered. “How’ d you do the lock?’
he asked.

| said nothing.

He keyed the door, testing it, and did it shut, leaving the two of usadonein the room. “Huh,” he said.
“Must have been acomputer foul-up.”

| came close beside him, my head tipped back asif to receive akiss, and he smiled, he held me
around thewaist. Hislips mashed against mine, and my right hand, seeming amost to be acting onits
own, dipped into his side and touched something that beat wildly for afew seconds, and then spasmed.
He pushed me away, clutching his chest, hisface purpling, and fell to the floor. Emotionless, | stepped
over him and went out into the corridor, walking at an unhurried pace, hiding my hand beneath the cloak.

On reaching Brent’ s apartment, | pressed the bell, and amoment later the door opened and he
peered forth, looking deepy and surprised. “ Carolyn!” he said. “How did you get out?’

“| told the guard | planned to stay with you,” | said, and as| had done with the guard, | parted the
halves of my cloak.

His eyes dropped to my breasts. “Comein,” he said, his voice burred.

Onceingde, | shed the cloak, concealing my hand behind me. | was so full of hate, my mind was
heavy and blank like a stone. Brent poured somewine, but | refused the glass. My voi ce sounded dead,
and he shot me asearching look and asked if | fet wdl. “I’'mfine” | told him.

He set down the wine and came toward me, but | moved away.

“Firgt,” | said, “1 want to know about my daughter.”

That brought him up short. “Y ou have no daughter,” he said after apause. “It was all ahoax.”

“| don’'t believe you.”

“I sweer it'strue,” he said. “When you went for an exam, | had the tech inform you of a pregnancy.
But you weren't pregnant. And when you came for the implantation procedure, he anesthetized you and
samply stood by until you woke up.”

It would have been in character, | redized, for him to have donethis. Y et he aso might have been
clever enough to make up the story, and thus keep a hold on me, one he could inform me of should |
prove recacitrant.

“But you can have achild,” he said, sdling toward me. “Our child, Carolyn. I'd likethat, I'd like it
very much.” He seemed to be having some difficulty in getting the next words out, but findly they came;
“I loveyou.”

What twisted shape, | wondered, did lovetakein hisbrain?

“Doyou?’ | sad.

“I know it must be hard to believe,” he said. “Y ou can't possibly understand the pressure I’ ve been
under, the demands that forced my actions. But | swear to you, Carolyn, I’ ve dways cared for you. |
knew how oppressed you were by Reynolds. Don’t you see? To an extent | was acting on your behalf. |
wanted to free you.”

Hesaid dl thisin awhining tone, edging close, so close | could smell his bitter breeth. He put ahand



onmy breadt, lifted it... Perhaps he did love mein hisway, for it seemed atreasuring touch. But minewas
not. | laid my paldy glowing hand on the back of his neck. He screamed, went rigid, and oh, how that
scream made mefed! 1t was like music, his pain. He stumbled backward, toppled over one of the
luminous chairs, and lay writhing, clawing his neck.

“Whereisshe?’ | asked, knedling beside him.

Spittle leaked between his gritted teeth. “I'll... find her, bring her... oh!”

| saw | could never trust him. Desperate, he would say anything. He might bring me someone else’'s
child. I touched his ssomach, penetrating the flesh to the first joint of my fingers, then wiggling them. Again
he screamed. Blood mapped the front of hisjumpsuit.

“Whereisshe?’ | no longer was thinking about the child: Shewaslogt, and | was only tormenting
him.

His speech was incoherent, he tried to hump away. | showed him my hand, how it glowed, and his
eyes bugged.

“Doyou il loveme?” | asked, touching his groin, hooking my fingers and pulling at somefiber.

Agony bubbled in histhroat, and he curled up around his pain, clutching himself.

I could not stop touching him. | orchestrated his screams, producing short ones, long ones, ones that
held astrained hoarse chord. My hatred was a distant emotion. | felt no fury, no glee. | was merely a
craftaman, working to prolong his death. Pink films occluded the whites of his eyes, histeeth were stained
to crimson, and at last helay ill.

| sat beside him for what seemed along time. Then | donned my cloak and walked back to my
gpartment. After making sure no onewasin the corridor, | dragged the dead guard out of the front room
and propped him against the corridor wall. | reset the lock, stepped inside, and the door did shut behind
me. | felt nothing. | took up The Resolute Lover, but even my interest in it had waned. | gazed at the
walls, growing thoughtless, remembering only that | had been somewhere, done some violence; | was
perplexed by my glowing hand. But soon | fell adeep, and when | was waked by the guards unlocking
the door, | found that the hand had returned to normal.

“Did you hear anything outsde?’ asked one of the guards. “No,” | said. “What happened?’

He told me the gory details, about the dead guard and Brent. Like everyone else on Helios Station, he
seemed more confounded by these incomprehens ble deaths than by the fantastic birth that had preceded
them.

The walls of the station have been plated with gold, the corridors are thronged with tourists,
with students come to study the disciplines implicit in the Equations, disciplines that go far beyond
the miraculous transformation of my hand. Souvenir shops sell holos of the Spider, recordings of
the White Dragon Cycle (now used to acclimatize children to the basics of the Equations), and
authorized histories of the sad events surrounding the Spider’ s emergence. The pleasure domes
reverberate with Alex Dulambre’ s drifts, and in an auditorium constructed for this purpose,
Reynolds' clone deliversdaily lectures on the convoluted circumstances of his death and triumph.
The placeis half amusement park, half shrine. Yet the greatest memorial to Reynolds’ work is not
here; it lies beyond the orbit of Pluto and consists of a vast shifting structure of golden light
wherein dwell those students who have mastered the disciplines and overcome the bonds of
corporeality. They are engaged, it is said, in an unfathomable work that may have taken its
inspiration from Reynolds metaphysical flights of fancy, or -- and many hold to this opinion --
may reflect the Spider’sdesign, hisdesireto rid himself of the human nuisance by setting us upon
a new evolutionary course. After Brent’s death | thought to join in this work. But my mind was



not suited to the disciplines; | had displayed all the mastery of which | was capable in dispensing
with Brent.

I have determined to continue the search for my daughter. It may be -- as Brent claimed -- that
she does not exist, but it isall that is left to me, and | have made my resolve accordingly. Sill, |
have not managed to leave the station, because | am drawn to Reynolds' clone. Again and again |
find myself in the rear of the auditorium, where | watch him pace the dais, declaiming in the most
excited manner. | yearn to approach him, to learn how like Reynolds he truly is. | am certain he
has spotted me on several occasions, and | wonder what he is thinking, how it would be to speak
to him, touch him. Perhapsthisis perverse of me, but | cannot help wondering...

--Carolyn Dulambre, Days In The Sun

6
Caralyn/Reynolds

| had been wanting to talk with her since... well, since this peculiar life began. Why? | loved her, for
onething. But there seemed to be afar more compelling reason, one | could not verbalize. | suppressed
the urge for atime, not wanting to hurt her; but seeing that she had begun to appear at the lectures, |
finaly decided to make an approach.

She had taken to frequenting a pleasure dome named Spider’ s. Its walls were holographic
representations of the Spider, and these were strung together with golden webs that |ooked molten
againg the black backdrop, like seams of unearthly fire. In this golden dimness the faces of the patrons
glowed like spirits, and the glow seemed to be accentuated by the violence of the music. It wasnot a
place to my taste, nor -- | suspect -- to hers. Perhaps her patronage was aform of courage, of facing
down the creature who had caused her so much pain.

| found her seated in arear corner, drinking an Amouriste, and when | moved up beside her table, she
paid me no mind. No one ever approached her; she was as much amemoria asthe station itself, and
though she was il abeautiful woman, she wastreated like the wife of a saint. Doubtless she thought |
was merely pausing by the table, looking for someone. But when | sat opposite her, she glanced up and
her jaw dropped.

“Don't beafraid,” | said.

“Why should | be afraid?’

“I thought my presence might... discomfort you.”

She met my eyesunflinchingly. “1 suppose | thought thet, too.”

“But...?’

“It doesn’t matter.”

A silence built between us.

She wore arobe of golden silk, cut to expose the upper swells of her breasts, and her hair was pulled
back from her face, laying bare the smooth, serene lines of her beauty, abeauty that had once fired me,
that did so even now.

“Look,” | said. “For somereason | wasdrawn to talk to you, | fed | have...”

“I fed thesame.” She said thiswith astrong degree of urgency, but then tried to disguise the fact.
“What shall wetalk about?’

“I’'m not sure.”

Shetapped afinger on her glass. “Why don’'t we wak?’

Everyone watched as we | eft, and severa people followed usinto the corridor, a circumstance that
led meto suggest that we talk in my gpartment. She hesitated, then signaed agreement with the briefest
of nods. We moved quickly through the crowds, managing to elude our pursuers, and settled into a
leisurely pace. Now and again | caught her staring at me, and asked if anything waswrong.

“Wrong?' She seemed to be tasting the word, trying it out. “No,” she said. “No more than usua.”



| had thought that when | did talk to him | would find he was merely a counterfeit, that he would be
nothing like Reynolds, except in the most superficia way. But thiswas not the case. Waking aong that
golden corridor, mixing with the revelers who poured between the shops and bars, | felt toward him as|
had on the day we had met in the streets of Abidjan: powerfully attracted, vulnerable, and excited. And
yet | did perceive adifferencein him. Whereas Reynolds presence had been commanding and intense,
there had been a brittleness to that intensity, asense that his diamond glitter might easily be fractured.
With this Reynolds, however, there was no such inconstancy. His presence -- while potent -- was
smooth, naturd, and unflawed.

Everywhere we waked we encountered the fruits of the Equations. matter transmitters; rebirth
parlors, where one could experience atransformation of both body and soul; and the omnipresent
students, some of them half-goneinto atranscorporea state, cloaked to hide thisfact, but their condition
evident by their inward-looking eyes. With Reynolds beside me, dl this seemed comprehensible, not --
asbefore -- acarniva of meaninglessimprobabilities. | asked what he felt on seeing the results of his
work, and he said, “I’'m redly not concerned with it.”

“What are you concerned with?’

“With you, Carolyn,” he said.

The answer both pleased me and made mewary. “ Surely you must have more pressing concerns,” |
sad.

“Everything I’ ve done was for you.” A puzzled expression crossed hisface.

“Don't pretend with mel” | sngpped, growing angry. “ Thisisn't ashow, thisisn't the auditorium.”

He opened his mouth, but bit back whatever he had been intending to say, and we walked on.

“Forgiveme,” | said, redizing the confusion that must be his. “I1...”

“No need for forgiveness,” hesaid. “ All our fallures are behind us now.”

| didn’t know from where these words were coming. They were my words, yet they also seemed
spoken from a place deep insde mysdlf, one whose existence had been hidden until now, and it wasdl |
could do to hold them back. We passed into the upper levels of the station, where the permanent staff
was quartered, and as we rounded a curve, we nearly ran into a student standing motionless, gazing a
thewall: apale young man with black hair, athin mouth, and agray cape. His eyes were dead-looking,
and hisvoice sepulchrd. It awaits” hesad.

They are 0 logt in sdlf-contemplation, these students, that they arelikely to say anything. Some fancy
them oracles, but not I: Their words struck me as being random, sparks from afrayed wire.

“What awaits?’ | asked, amused.

“Life..thecity.”

“Ah,” | said. “And how do | get there?’

“You...” Helapsed into an open-mouthed stare.

Carolyn pulled a me, and we set off again. | started to make a joke about the encounter, but seeing
her troubled expression, | restrained mysdif.

When we entered my apartment, she stopped in the center of the living room, transfixed by the walls.
| had set them to display the environment of the beginning of The Resolute Lover : an endless sweep of



golden grasses, with asparkling on the horizon that might have been the winking of some bright tower.

“Doesthis bother you?’ | asked, gesturing at thewalls.

“No, they startled me, that’ sdl.” She strolled adong, peering at the grasses, asif hoping to catch sight
of someone. Then sheturned, and | spoke again from that deep hidden place; a place that now --
responding to the sight of her againgt those golden fields -- was spreading all through me.

“Carolyn, I loveyou,” | said... and thistime | knew who it was that spoke.

He had removed his cloak, and his body was shimmering, embedded in that pale glow that once had
made aweapon of my right hand. | backed away, terrified. Y et even inthe midst of fear, it struck me that
| was not asterrified as| should have been, that | was not at the point of screaming, of fleeing.

“It' sme, Carolyn,” he said.

“No,” | said, backing further away.

“I don’t know why you should believe me.” He looked at hisflickering hand. 1 didn’t understand it
mysdf until now.”

“Who are you?’ | asked, gauging the distance to the door.

“You know,” he said. “The Spider... he' sdl through the station. In the computer, the labs, evenin the
tanks from which my cellswere grown. He' s brought us together again.”

Hetried to touch me, and | darted to the side.

“l won't hurt you,” he said.

“I’ve seen what atouch can do.”

“Not my touch, Carolyn.”

| doubted | could make it to the door, but readied mysalf for atry.

“Listen to me, Carolyn,” he said. “Everything we wanted in the beginning, dl the dreams and fictions
of love, they can be ours.”

“I never wanted that,” | said. “You did! | only wanted normdity, not some...”

“All loverswant the samething,” he said. “ Disillusionment |leads them to pretend they want less.” He
sretched out his handsto me. “Everything awaits us, everything is prepared. How thiscameto be, |
can't explain. Except that it makes afunny kind of sensefor the ultimate result of scienceto bean
incomprehensible magic.”

| was il afraid, but my fear was dwindling, lulled by the rhythms of hiswords, and though |
perceived him to be desth, | also saw clearly that he was Reynolds, Reynolds made whole,

“Thiswasinevitable,” he said. “We both knew something miracul ous could happen... that' swhy we
stayed together, despite everything. Don't be afraid. | could never hurt you morethan | have.”

“What'sinevitable?’ | asked. He wastoo close for meto think of running, and | thought | could delay
him, put him off with questions.

“Can’'t you fed it?" Hewas so close, now, | could fed hishest. “I can't tell you what it is, Carolyn,
only that itis, that it'slife... anew life.”

“The Spider,” | said. “I don't understand, I...”

“No more questions,” he said, and dipped the robes from my shoulders.

His touch was warmer than natura, making my eyelids droop, but causing no pain. He pulled me
down to the floor, and in amoment he was insde me, we were heart to heart, moving together,
enveloped in that paeflickering glow, and amidst the pleasure | felt, there was pain, but so littleit did not
metter...



..and |, too, was afraid, afraid | was not who | thought, that flames and nothingness would obliterate
us, but in having her once again, in the consummation of my long wish, my doubts lessened...

...and | could no longer tell whether my eyes were open or closed, because sometimes when | thought
them closed, | could see him, hisface dack with pleasure, head flung back...

...and when | thought they were open | would have aglimpse of another place wherein she stood
beside me, glimpses at firgt too brief for meto fix theminmind...

...and everything was whirling, changing, my body, my spirit, al influx, and death -- if thiswas desth
-- was along decline, a sweep of golden radiance, and behind me | could see the past reduced to aplain
and hills carpeted with golden grasses...

...and around me golden towers, shimmering, growing more stable and settling into form moment by
moment, and people shrouded in golden mist who were aso becoming more real, acquiring scars and
rags and fine robes, carrying baskets and sacks...

...and thiswas no heaven, no peaceful heaven, for as we moved beneath those crumbling towers of
yellow stone, | saw soldierswith oddly shaped spears on the battlements, and the crowds around us
were made up of hard-bitten men and women wearing belted daggers, and old crones bent double under
theweight of sacks of produce, and younger women with the look of ill-usage about them, who leaned
from the doors and windows of smoke-darkened houses and cried out their price...



...and the sun overhead seemed to shift, putting forth prominencesthat rippled and undulated asin a
dance, and shone down aray of light to illuminate the tallest tower, the one we had sought for al these
years, the one whose mystery we must unravel...

...and the opague image of an old man in ayelow robe was floating above the crowd, his pupils
gppearing to shift, to put forth fiery threads as did the sun, and he was haranguing us, daring usal to
penetrate histower, to negotiate his webs and steal the secrets of time...

...and after wandering al day, we found aroom in an inn not haf amile from thewizard’ stower, a
mean place with grimy walls and scuttlings in the corners and a straw mattressthat crackled when we lay
onit. But it was so much more than we' d had in along, long time, we were delighted, and when night had
fdlen, with moonlight streaming in and the wizard’ stower visible through awindow against the deep blue
of the ky, the room seemed palatid. We made love until well past midnight, love as we had never
practiced it: trusting, unfettered by inhibition. And afterward, il joined, listening to the cries and music of
the city, | suddenly remembered my lifein that other world, the Spider, Helios Station, everything, and
from the tense look on Carolyn’sface, from her next words, | knew that she, too, had remembered.

“Back a Helios,” she said, “we were making love, lying exactly likethis, and...” She broke off, a
worry line creasing her brow. “What if thisisall adream, amoment between dying and death?’

“Why should you think that?’

“The Spider... | don’'t know. | just felt it wastrue.”

“It’ smore reasonabl e to assume that everything isaform of transition between the apartment and this
room. Besides, why would the Spider want you to die?’

“Why has he done any of this? We don’'t even know what heis... ademon, agod.”

“Or something of mineg,” | said.

“Yes, that... or death.”

| stroked her hair, and her eyelids fluttered down.

“I'm afraid to go to deep,” she said.

“Don'tworry,” | said. “I think there' s more to thisthan death.”

“How do you know?’

“Because of how we are.”

“That'swhy | think it is death,” she said. “ Because it’ stoo good to last.”

“Evenif itisdeath,” | told her, “in this place death might last longer than our old lives.”

Of course | was certain of very little mysalf, but | managed to soothe her, and soon she was adleep.
Out the window, the wizard’ stower -- if, indeed, that’ swhat it was -- glowed and rippled, dive with
power, menacing initsbrilliance. But | was past being afraid. Even in the face of something as



unfathomable as a creature who has appropriated the dream of aman who may have dreamed it into
exigtence and fashioned thereof either alife or adeath, evenin aworld of unanswerable questions, when
loveiscertain -- love, the only question that isits own answer -- everything becomes quite smple, and, in
the end, amatter of acceptance.

We live in an old chaos of the sun
Wadlace Stevens

ALL THE PERFUMES OF ARABY
First published in Omni Best Science Fiction 2, edited by Ellen Datlow, 1992.

For nearly two years after my arriva in Egypt, | put off visiting the Pyramids. | had seen them once,
briefly a sunset, while en route by car from Alexandriato Cairo. Looming up from the lion-colored
sands, their sunstruck sidesignited to ashimmering orange, asif the origind limestone veneer had been
magically restored, and the shadows in their lee showed a deep mysterious blue, dmost purple, likethe
blood of Caesar’ s Rome. They diminished me, those ancient tombs. Too much beauty for my
deracinated spirit, too much grandeur and immensity. They made methink of history, death, and folly. |
had no wish to endure the bout of sdlf-examination alonger visit might provoke. It would be best, |
thought, to live ahard, modern lifein that city of monuments, free of ponderous considerations and
intellectual witness. But eventudly curiosity got the best of me, and one afternoon | traveled out to Giza.
Thistime, swarmed by tourists, displayed beneath an oppressive gray sky, it wasthe Pyramids that
looked diminished: dull brown hegps like the spoor of ahuge, strangely regular beest.

| wandered about for more than an hour. | regarded the faceless mystery of the Sphinx and managed
to avoid having avideo taken atop a camel by aragged teenager with an old camcorder and the raw scar
of an AIDSinoculation on hisbicep. At length | leaned up against my Land Rover and smoked a
hand-rolled cigarette salted with hashish and opium flakes. | thought in pictures, my eyes closed,
imagining ibis gods and golden sun boats. When awoman’ s voice with more than atouch of Southern
accent spoke from nearby, saying, “Y ou can smell that shit fifty feet away,” | was so distanced | felt only
mild resentment for thisinterference in the plotlessness of my life, and said, becauseit required little
energy, “Thanks”

Shewastall and dender and brown, with adightly horsy face and generousfeaturesand a
pronounced overbite, the sort of tomboyish look I’ d dways found attractive, though overall she was abit
snewy for my tastes. Late twenties, I'd say. About my age. Her skin, roughened by the sun, was just
gtarting to crack into crow’ sfeet, her cheekbones were sharply whittled, and her honey-brown hair, tied
back with a bandanna, was streaked blond and brittle at the ends. She had on chino shorts and awhite
T-shirt and was carrying a net bag that held a canteen, a passport wallet, and some oranges.

“Aren’t you goin’ to put it out?” She gestured at my cigarette.

“Guess| better,” | said, and grinned at her as | ground out the butt, expecting her to leave now that
her prim mission had been accomplished; but she remained standing there, squinting & me.

“You'rethat smuggler guy, right?’ shesad. “Shears”

“Shields. Danny Shields.” | was not alarmed that she knew my business -- many did -- but | was
annoyed at not being able to recal her. She had nice eyes, dark brown, almost oriental-shaped. Her legs
werelong, lean and well defined, but very feminine. “Sorry,” | said. “1 don’t remember your name.”

“Kate Corsaro,” she said after amoment’ s hesitation. “We' ve never met. Just somebody pointed you
out to mein anight club. They told me you were asmuggler.” Sheleft apause. “I thought you looked



interestin’.”

“Frg impressons,” | said. “You can never trust’em.”

“Oh, | don’'t know ’bout that.” She gazed off toward the Great Pyramid; then, after a second or two:
“So what do you smuggle? Drugs?’

“Too dangerous. Y ou run drugs, you' relooking at the death pendty. | have something of amorad
problem with it, too.”

“Isthat right?” She glanced down at the remains of my cigarette.

“Just because | use doesn't mean | gpprove of the business.”

“Seemsto me that’ stacit approval.”

“Maybe so, but | see adistinction. Whatever else pays, I’ll dedl with it. Diamonds, exotic software,
hacksaw blades... whatever. But no drugs.”

“Hacksaw blades?” She laughed. “ Can't be much profit in that.”

“Y ou might be surprised.”

“Been awhile snce anything’ s surprised me,” she said.

A silence gtretched between us, vibrant as a plucked wire. | wanted to touch the soft packs of muscle
that bunched at the corners of her mouth. “Y ou’ ve cometo theright place,” | said. “I’m surprised dl the
timehere”

“Isthat 0?7’

“Likenow,” | said. “Likethisvery minute, I'm surprised.”

“Thishere?’ shesad. “Thisisjust doin” what comes naturally.”

Despite her flirtatious tone, | had an idea she was getting bored. To hold her interest | told stories
about my Arab partner in the old bazaar, about moving robotic elements and tractor parts. It's odd, how
when you come on to someone, even with the sort of half-assed move | was making, you invest the
proceedings with unwarranted emotion, you imbue every action and thought with luminous possibility,
until suddenly al the playful motives you had for making the move begin to grow legitimate and powerful.
Itisasif alittle engine has been switched on in your heart due to some critical level of heat having been
reached. It seems that random and impersonal, that careless. Not that | wasfaling in love with her. It
was just that everything was becoming urgent, edgy. But soon | began to bore mysalf with my own
glibness, and | asked Kate how she had ended up in Egypt.

“I wasin the Middle East nine years ago. | had an itch to seeit again.”

“In Egypt?’

“Naw, | wasin Saudi. But | didn’t want to go back. | couldn’t walk around free like here.”

| wasjust putting those two facts together, 1990 and Saudi Arabia, when the sun came out full, and
something glinted on the back of her right hand: three triangular diamond chips embedded in the flesh. |
noticed adight difference in coloration between the wrist and forearm, and realized it was a prosthesis. |
had seen Smilar ones, the same pattern of diamond chips, al embedded in artificia limbs belonging to
veterans of Desert Storm. Kate caught me staring at the hand, shifted it behind her hip; but a second later
she moved it back into plain view.

“Somethin’ botherin’ you?” she asked flatly.

“Not at dl,” | said.

She held my eyesfor afew beats. Thetension in her face dissolved. “It bothers some,” she said,
flexing the fingers of the hand, watching them work. She glanced up a me again. “I flew achopper, case
you' rewonderin’.”

I made anoncommittal noise. “Must have been tough.”

“Yeah, maybe, | don't know. Basically what happened was just plain stupid.” She lgpsed into another
glence, and | grew concerned again that | might be losing her interest.

“Would you like to go somewhere?’ | asked. “Maybe have adrink?’

Sheworried her lower lip. “A drink’snot al we'retakin’ about here, isit?’

| was pleased by her frankness, her desire to move things dong. Like her ungilded exterior, | took this
to indicate inner strength. “I suppose not.”



Shelet out abreath dowly. “Know why | came back to this part of the world? | want somethin’ from
thisplace. | don’t even know what exactly. Sometimes| think it’sjust to fed somethin’ strong again,
'cause |’ ve been so insulated againgt fedin’ the past nine years. But whatever, | don’t wannabe hangin’
around anybody who'sgoin’ to hold me back.” Another sigh. “It’ s probably weird, me sayin’ dl this, but
| don’t want any misunderstandin’s.”

“No, it'snot weird. | canrelate.” Sad for her, | was careful not to let the words sound too fecile,
because though | did understand her, | no longer believed in what she thought was out there. | felt |
should make a stab at honesty. “Me, I’'m not looking for anything,” | told her. “I just try to accept what
comes.”

“That' smore than mogt,” she said glumly.

Overhead the contrail of afighter became visible, arrowing east toward Syriaand the latest headlines.
Seeing it appeared to brighten Kate.

“Well,” she said, shouldering her bag. “I reckon I’ll take you up on that drink.”

Around midnight | got up from my bed and went into the living room, to atelephone table by French
doorsthat stood open onto a balcony, where | dided the Belgian girl whom | had been fucking for the
past year. When she answered | said, “Hey, Claire.”

“Danny? Where are you?’

“Out and about.” | tried to think of something elseto say. She was helping to install an advanced
computer in one of the mosques, one of those projects cloaked in secrecy. | found the whole thing
immensdly boring, but now | thought talking about it might be distracting. “How’swork?’ | asked.

“Theusud. The mullahs are upset, the technicians are incompetent.”

| imagined | could hear her displeasurein the bursts of satic on theline. It wasacool night, and |
shivered in the breeze. Siveat was drying on my chest, my thighs. Faint wailing music and a chaos of
traffic noises from the street below. A dant of moonlight fell over thetilefloor, athin tide that diced
across my ankles and bleached my feet bone white. Beyond the light, two chairs and a sofamade
shadowy puzzlesin ablue darkness.

“You' rewith somebody, aren’'t you?’ Claire said.

“You know me,” | said.

“Perhaps | should come over. Makeit athreesome.”

“Not thistime.” But | could not help picturing them together. Claire, soft and white, black hair and
large, dartling indigo eyes, the submissive voluptuary, the intellectud with adoctoratein artificia
intelligence. Kate, al brown and lithe, passionate and violently dive.

“Who isshe?’

“An American. Shejust got adivorce, she' sdoing sometraveling.”

A prickly silence. “Why did you call?”’

“| wanted to hear your voice.”

“That’sbullshit,” shesaid. “Y ou' reworried about something. | dways get these callswhen
something’ s not going the way you planned.”

| hung my heed, ligtening to the little fizzing sorms on theline.

“Is she getting to you, Danny? Isthat it?’

Through the French doors | could see a corner of the building that housed police headquarters on
Tewfik Square, and facing it, reddish-brown under the arc lights, the colossal statue of Ramesesl,
marooned on atrafficidand, ruler now of atiny country of parched grass and chipped cement, asteady
stream of traffic coursing around it.



“That' swhy you cdled,” Claresad. “Maybeyou'refdling inlovealittle bit, and you wanted... what
do you say? A redlity check. Well, don’t worry, Danny. Theworld' sill just like it wasthis morning. The
big ones 4till egt the little ones, and you and I, we have our arrangement. We still” -- shelet rancor creep
into her voice -- “we till are there for each other.”

“It must be the drugs that make you sowise,” | said, both irritated and comforted that she knew me
sowdll.

“That'sit! That'sit, exactly. And you, lover. It's been an education with you.”

I heard anoise behind me. Kate was standing in the bedroom door, a sheet wrapped around her
body, her face in shadow.

“I'vegottogo,” | saidto Clare.

“Duty cdlls, eh? All right, Danny. | know you'll be busy for awhile, but give me acall when you get
tired of it. Okay?’

“Okay.”

“Who wasthat?’ Kate asked as | hung up.

“I was breaking adate,” | said.

“For tomorrow?’ She came toward me, holding the sheet closed at her breasts. The cloth was
dazzlingly whitein contrast to her tan. With her hair tumbled about her shoulders, she had acquired an
anima energy that had not been noticesable earlier. There was a sullen warinessin her face.

“For tonight,” | said.

“That wasn't very thoughtful.” She put her right hand on my chest; | could fed my heart beating
agangd it.

“I'm not avery niceguy,” | said.

She frowned at that. “I’'m S posed to believe ' cause you say you're not anice guy, you realy are?1’m
S posed to overlook the fact that after rollin’ around with me, you hop outta the sack and call another
woman?’

“I think,” | said, “you should probably takeit to heart.”

Saying this affected me like a confession, the blurting out of atruth that until then | had only dimly
perceived, and | felt heavy with the baggage of my triviad past, my deceits and delusions, the confidence
game | had made of ordinary days and nights.

Kate studied me for a second or two. Her eyeslooked all dark. Then she moved her hand lower, her
fingerstrailing across my somach. “Hell, I’'mfed up with nice guys,” she said, and curled her fingers
around my cock.

Thismade me alittle nervous. That right hand of herswasamarve. Earlier that evening she had
crushed an ice cube into powder between her forefinger and thumb to win abet, and had flicked off the
top of abeer bottle aseasly as| would have flicked a piece of lint from my jacket. She might, | thought,
want to punish me because of the phone call. But she only caressed me, bringing my erection to life. The
sheet did to thefloor, and | touched her breasts. They were smal, with puffy cora-colored areolae. | let
their soft weights cozy in my hands. “ Ah, baby,” she said, acaich in her voice. “Baby.” | could fedl her
trembling. She drew me to the sofa, perched on the back of it, and hooked her legs about my waist. My
cock scored the crease of her, nuzzled the seep of juices. She guided meinside, worked me partway in.
Her head came forward to rest on my shoulder, and her mouth pressed against my throat, bresthing a
moist, warm circle on my skin. She held me motionless, hands clamped to my buttocks. | pushed againgt
her, trying to seet mysdlf more deeply.

“No!” Shepricked mewith her nails. “Stay likethisaminute.”

“l want to be dl theway inyou,” | said.

She laughed happily, said, “Oh, | thought | had it dl,” and angled herself to accommodate me. | went
in deeper with that silky glide that makes you think you are going to flow adong with it forever, likethe
entry of adiver or the dismount of agymnast, so perfect and gravityless, it should mark thefirst stage of a
journey and not merely an abrupt trangtion into aclumsier state. | needed to fed it again, and | fucked
her heavily, supporting her with both hands. She quit trying to hold me and thrust with her hips, losing her



balance and putting astrain on my arms. We wobbled, nearly tumbled off the sofa. It was clear we were
not going to make a success of thingsin this position.

“Let’sgo back in the bedroom,” | said.

“Stay inddeme,” she said, and threw her arms around my neck. “I need you there. Carry me.”

| lifted her and went weaving toward the bedroom, into the thick darkness, lurching sideways but
managing to keep thetip of my cock lodged inside her; then | lowered her carefully, awkwardly, onto the
cool, rumpled sheet. We wriggled about until we were centered on the bed, and | sank into her again.
She bridged up on her elbows. | thought she would kiss me, but she only put her lipsto my ear and
whispered, “Do everything to me.”

Those words seemed so innocent, asif she were new to al this sweet struggle, they made me fedl
gplendid and blessed and full of love. But as| moved in her again, caution ruled me, and though | told her
| loved her, | spokein the softest of voices, awindy phrase dmost indistinguishable from asigh, and not
S0 she could hesr.

Two days later aswe explored the old bazaar, the Khan a Khdili, idling ong the packed, dusty
streets among beggars, acrobats, men selling holograms of the Sphinx and plastic cartouches, oxcarts
laden with bricks, hooting taxis, more beggars, traveling through zones of garbage stink, spicy cooking
odors, perfumes, incense, hashish, walking through athousand radio musicsin the e aborate shade of
mosgues and roof warrens, past bamboo stals and old dave markets with tawny arched fagades and
painted doorsin whitewashed walls that might lead into a courtyard populated by doves and orange trees
and houris or the virtud redlity of awealthy businessman with violet skies and flames bursting from black
rock and djinnsiniron armor, it occurred to me that while | had come to know agreat deal about Kate
during the past forty-eight hours, incidents from her armed service, sundry drab episodes from her
marriage, her family in Virginia, she knew next to nothing about me. Having identified me as“that
smuggler guy” appeared to have satisfied her curiogity. Not that there was anything more sdient to know
-- my life had gone unchanged for almost a decade, and the colors of my youth had no real bearing on
the man | had become, aimless and pleasure-seeking and competent in unimportant ways. | recognized
that Kate was hoping to recapture the intensity she had experienced during her war, the talent for
intengity that had been shrouded by marriage, and | redized now it was my occupation, not my winning
persondlity, that had attracted her. | wasto be the centerpiece of her furious nostalgia, asinister element
of the design. Thiscomprised anirony | did not believe she would appreciate, for | wasfar from the
adventurous soul she assumed meto be. My successin business was due to an attention to detail and the
exercise of caution. The urgeto play Indiana Jones was not in my canon. On the other hand, alarge
portion of what had attracted me to her was more or less the same quality she thought to perceivein me:
her drive toward the edge, her consuming desire to put herself in harm’sway on both emotiona and
physica levels. Because of theimbaance of our involvements, | knew that by alowing mysdf to become
obsessed -- and | had dready devel oped a pounding fascination with her -- | was opening myself up to a
world of hurt; but that, too, the possibility of emotiona risk, was part of her appedl. In ways| did not
understand, | was committed to whatever course she cared to choose. It was asif when | first looked at
her and saw the glitter of that impersona desirein her eyes, that lust for whatever would excite her, I'd
heard the future roaring in my ears and said to mysalf, Now, old son, now you can throw your life away
for noreason at all.

Theinterior of the shop belonging to Abdel Affifi, my partner in crime, was anondescript clutter: glass
display counters ranked with bottles of various essences, shelves laden with toy camels and cotton shirts,
cheap luggage, gilt bathrobes, fly whisks, bearded plastic heads with tiny fiberoptic memoriesthat recited



versesfrom the Koran, trays hegped with fraudulent antiquities. A beggar peered in through the window,
his wizened face visible between two came saddles, an artifact of the culture more authentic than any the
shop had for sdle. Abdel himsalf was ahook-nosed old man clad in afez and a shabby suit coat worn
over agalibeya. He made afuss over Kate, who had on asummery print dress and looked very pretty;
he served her mint teaand indsted she try hismost expensve essence. Hefailed to notice her prosthesis
and seized her right hand; before she could object, he applied adrop of the oily stuff to the insde of her
wrigt. The perfume, designed to react with the skin to form a unique fragrance, gave off scarcely any
odor at al. She pretended to be delighted, but momentslater | caught her staring grimly at the wrist, and
when | tried to console her, she shook me off.

Not long afterward a plump, animated, middle-aged Arab entered the shop, aman whom | knew as
Rollo. Sleek black hair; flourishing moustache; western-style suit. He and Abdel struck up aconversation
by the door. Thisdid not please me. Rollo had been trying to involve usin drug-trafficking inthe Sinai. |
wanted nothing to do with him, but Abdel, who was under some heavy financia pressure, had showed
sgns of weakening. | must admit | was a so tempted by the money, but | had refused to giveinto
temptation. My policy of not deding drugs was one of the few fixed points remaining on my mora
compass, | needed to maintain it, | thought, in order to maintain my separateness from the chaotic
amorality of my environment... though it may be that aform of superdtitiousfear, perhgpsan
apprehension that | would expose myself to karmic peril if | breached the policy, had supplanted any true
mord feding.

“Who'sthat?” Kate asked, and when | told her, she said, “Rollo? That’ s hilarious!”

“Hisfather was aguide for the Britsin World War I1. He taught Rollo the King's English, or &t least
somefishwife' sverson of it. The name | make sensewhen you hear him talk.”

After aminute or so Rollo came toward us, beaming like an uncle who had just spied hisfavorite
nephew -- this despite the fact he knew | detested him. “Danny!” he said joyfully, giving me ahug,
enveloping mein an auraof flowery cologne. Then, turning hiswhite smile on Kate, he said in theripest
of Cockney accents, “ Oo’ sthe bird?’

Kate managed to keep a straight face during the introductions and the exchange of pleasantriesthat
followed, but after Rollo had drawn me aside | saw her over his shoulder, laughing silently.

“Look 'ere, mate,” Rollo was saying. “My friend Abdel and Oi ’ ave made us an agreement, but we
can't do nuffin’ ’lessyou're part of it. Oi need you to settle things with the Isradlis. They’ ve’ eard of you,
and they’ll be’ gppier finkin' aYank’sin charge.”

“Fuck off,” | said.

“Ligento thisoffer, my friend,” Abde said, making aplaintiveface.

With an air of vast self-importance, Rollo took a notepad from the pocket of his suit coat, scribbled
onit, and then showed me the percentages he had written. | tried to ook blasé and told him | wasn't
interested.

“Nao, you're not interested!” said Rollo. “ Y our eyes’df bugged out, they did!”

“He' sonly asking for you to make some arrangements,” said Abdel in awheedling tone. “Y ou won't
be carrying drugs.”

“Damnright | won't.” Abdel started to say something more, but | cut him off. “There’ sworse than
Israeli troops out in the Sinai. With or without drugs, what he' sasking isrisky ashdll. | don’t know shit
about these people. They might take adidike to me and blow my fucking head off.”

Abdd continued trying to persuade me, and this put mein athorny position. | could have made my
own way in Cairo without much difficulty, but Abdd had taken me under hiswing, treated me morelikea
son than apartner, and asaresult | was doing very well indeed. He was no saint, God knows; but
compared to Rollo he was an innocent. | did not want him to get in over hishead. Y et it was hard to
deny him, knowing hewasin trouble. I'd had dedlingsin the Sinai before, and | believed | could dedl
with Rollo’s people. Crossing the border was no problem -- though detection systems should have made
such crossing impossible, there were many Isradlis these days willing to look the other way for aprice. It
was the Paestinians who concerned me. Since the Intifada had failed, all manner of eccentric



fundamentalism, some of it arcanein nature, had cometo flourish in the camps and villages of the Sinal,
and | had heard stories that gave me pause.

“I'll think it over,” | said &t lagt, figuring that if | could put him off, some wiser business opportunity
might arise.

He spread his handsin agesture of acquiescence, but Rollo, tactful as ever, brayed at me, saying,
“Yeeh, g'wan, fink it over! Well just await your pleasure, shal we?’

After we had left Abdel’ s | explained to Kate what had happened. We were walking along a narrow
street of open-front shops, ignoring the pleas of the beggars. The sun had lowered behind amosque on
our |eft, and the golden light had the mineral richness of thelight you often get in the tropics when the sun
is shining through rain clouds. Aswe neared the edge of the bazaar Kate leaned into me, pressed her
breasts against my arm, and said coyly, “ Can’'t we go?1’d like to watch you in action!”

“Y ou want to go with me?’ | chuckled. “Not a chance!”

She pulled back from me, angry. “What's so funny? |’ ve been in the desert before. And | know how
to handle mysdlf. Maybe better than you!”

“Maybe,” | said, trying to mallify her. “But you ve never dedt with people like this. | wouldn’t want to
be responsible for what could happen.”

That stirred her up even more. “Let’ sget thisstraight,” she said. “I’ m nobody’ s responsibility but my
own, okay? Just ’ cause we' re screwin’, that doesn’t mean...”

“Kate,” | said, uncomfortable with the crowd that was gathering, the taxi honking a usto clear the
way. We were standing beside a store that sold baskets, and the owner and customers had come out to
watch. A trolley so clotted with humanity, people stuffed insde, hanging al over the outside, that you
could scarcely see the green enamd finish of the car, passed on the Street adjoining the entrance to the
bazaar, and it seemed dl those brown arms were waving at me.

“That doesn’t mean,” she went on, “you got any papers on me. Do you understand? | don’'t want you
to be confused!”

| was sartled by the intensity of her anger. She was enraged, her face flushed, standing with hands on
hips, continuing her harangue. Some of the onlookers had begun to make jokes about me; the taxi driver
was leaning out hiswindow and laughing. Even the beggars were grinning.

| caught her by the arm. Shetried to wrench away, but | hauled her along, pushed her into an dley,
pinned her against thewall. “Y ou can get all over me back at my placeif youwant,” | said. “ But not here.
| work down here. People see me humiliated in public by awoman, word gets around, and | lose
respect. That may sound sexi<t, but that’show it isin this culture. Respect’ sthe main currency in my
business. | can't afford to loseit.”

She grew ingtantly contrite, telling me she understood, apologizing, not backing away from her
statement of independence, but saying that she should have known better than to cause a scene, shewas
just ared bitch on that particular subject.

| had expected her anger to abate, yet not so quickly, and it was not until later | realized that her
sudden shift in mood was due lessto my logic than to the fact that | had acted like the character she
fancied meinstead of like the man | was. And perhaps | had been putting on an act. If Claire had done
to mewhat Kate had, | would have smply walked away from her. But of course Claire would never
have acted that way.

At thetime| understood little of this. | believe now that | did not want to understand, that | knew |
would haveto play arolein order to keep the affair on course, to satisfy Kate's demands, and | am
certain that thistalent for self-deception was partly responsible for al that came to happen.



All that next week | tried to distract Kate from what had become a preoccupation with illegal
adventure by showing her Cairo, acity that, with its minarets and roof warrens, its modern bridges and
timelessriver, ubiquitousflies, computerized calsto prayer, crushing poverty and secret pleasures,
seemed to embody al the toxins and exatations of life. But Kate, though exhilarated, was not distracted.
One evening as we sat surrounded by old men smoking waterpipesin aback dley club -- Claire's
favorite, asit happened -- a place constructed of ornate carpets draped over a bamboo frame, with
folding chairsand little meta tables, al centered about a makeshift stage upon which adrugged young girl
wearing street clothes, her cheeks pierced by slver needles, sang a song that prophesied glory for Idam,
Kate grew surly and silent, and as she often did when depressed, bent coins between the thumb and
forefinger of her right hand. Therewasagreat dedl | loved about her, but thisfixation on her prosthesis
disturbed me no end. Once she had dit open a seam that ran across the palm, peeled back folds of
plastic skin, laying bare a packed complexity of microcircuits, and demonstrated how, by stripping awire
that ran to the power pack, she could short out an eectrica system. | was not happy to think that the
woman with whom | was deeping could € ectrocute me on awhim.

| understood her fixation -- at least | sympathized with it -- but there was much | did not understand
about her reaction to war. | had known men of my father’ s generation, veterans of Vietnam, who had
exhibited asmilar yearning for the terrible pleasures of the battlefield; yet they had been brutaly used and
discarded by their country, whereas the veterans of Kate'swar had been celebrated as American saints.
Evenif | accepted theideathat all combat veteranslonged for such intensity, that did not explain the
feverish qudity of Kae slonging, and | thought my inability to understand her might stlem from my failure
to understand Desert Storm, afabulous victory that had achieved next to nothing in terms of realpolitik,
unless you considered the deaths of a hundred thousand Iragjis, the restoration of acrud oligarchy in
Kuwait, and the dragtic upgrading of Syria's missile capacity to be achievements. Could the
inconclusiveness of the action be responsible for the sickness that preyed upon Kate? Or could it bein
that ddlirious sky over Baghdad, with white siresks and flareswhirling in the dectric blue of the
nightscope like akind of strange cdllular activity, the darting of sperm in an inky womb, the mysterious
associations of organelles, that some magic had been at work, infecting those who fought beneath it with
unending dissatisfaction? | had asked Kate questions that addressed these and other notions, but she
would only talk about the war in terms of anecdote, mostly humorous, mostly undermining the popular
conception that Desert Storm had been an exercise of phenomena precision, telling of crates of missiles
left untended in the middle of nowhere, tank commands roaming amlesdy, misdirected platoons.
Watching her that night, unable to comprehend her motives -- or my own, for that matter -- |
acknowledged that my relationship with her wasintringcaly concerned with the exploration of those
motives, and s0 | told her that | was going into the Sinai, that she could go with me.

She glanced up from her pile of bent piastres, for an instant something glowed and shifted in her face,
asif shewerein the grip of an emotion that had the fierce mutability of afire burning out of contral.

“All right!” she said, and took my hand.

| had expected more of areaction, but perhaps she too had known it was inevitable.

Theyoung girl’ s song was ending. She swayed under the necklace of light bulbsthat illuminated the
stage, her hands describing ddlicate passagesin the air; not adrop of blood spilling from her pierced
cheeks, singing of how Muhammed returned to reign in Mecca and the blessing of 1dam spread
throughout the infidel world and flowers bloomed in the desert. All around me, wreathed in hashish
smoke, old men were nodding, weeping, speaking the name of God. That was what | most |oved about
the Arabs of the bazaar, their capacity to cast aside the duplicitous context of their livesand find within
themsalves some holy fiber that dlowed them to reduce the pain of the world to an article of faith. | shed
no tears, yet | felt as one of them, wholly embracing agloriousfutility, given over to the thunderousjoy of
belief, though | redlized that the truth to which | had surrendered myself was meager and blighted and
could not long sustain me.



Two nights later as we approached our rendezvous point, which lay less than a kilometer from the
abandoned Pdestinian village of El Malik, | began to smell perfume. | pulled Abdd’ sjeep onto the
shoulder, in among some thorn bushes. Kate asked what was wrong, and | told her, Nothing. But
perfume was often used by smugglers to disguise the scent of opium, and | was afraid that we had been
Set up. The cushion of the back seat was drenched with attar of roses. | diced the upholstery with my
pocket knife, groped insde the cushion, and aong with wet stuffing and perfume viads and broken glass
-- gpparently the last pothole had done the damage -- | felt thin, hard cakes wrapped in paper. Opium.
And not alittle of it.

Somewhere out in the darkness, among the barren hills that bulked up againgt the sars, an engine
kicked over; | had to assume that the Israglis had spotted us, were puzzled by our having stopped, and
were coming for their goods. A chill bloomed between my shoulder blades, and my legs grew fecble. |
could fed the great emptiness of the Sinal solidifying around us, as malefic as ablack tower in whose
keep we stood. That no one had told me about the drugs made it clear that my survival was not a fait
accompli. Rollo had viewed me as an impediment to his association with Abdel; lone, hewould be able
to manipulate Abdd, and he might have arranged to have me iminated by the Israglis. An overly
imaginative scenario, perhaps. But | had no desireto test itsinaccuracy.

| listened to the approaching engine. Judging by its sound, the Isradlis were driving something far more
powerful than the jeep. We would not be able to outrun them.

“Get theguns,” | said to Kate; | dug out some of the opium and stashed it in my pack, ong with
severd dozen of thevids, thinking | could use them for currency. Once again she asked me what was
wrong. | shoved her asde and fished the guns -- Belgian SMGs -- out from benegth the front seet. |
tossed oneto her, said, “Let’sgo,” and set off at ajog into the hills.

She caught up to me, grabbed my arm. “Y ou goin’ to tell me what the hdl’sgoin’ on?’

Unitil that moment | had controlled my fear, but her touch broke my control, and | was galvanized with
terror, furious at her for having led meinto this mess, at mysdf for having followed, for letting her so
distract methat | had neglected to take basic precautions. “Y ou stupid fucking bitch!” | shouted. “You're
50 hot to die, stay here. Otherwise get your ass moving.” Her face was pae and stunned in the starlight. |
fet aflicker of remorse, but only aflicker. “Y ou wanted this” | said. “Now ded withit.”

We had climbed about athird of amile, I’ d guess, when smal armsfire sounded from the road. But
no bullets struck closeto us. After afew more bursts, there was aloud explosion and afireball at the
base of the hill. The jeep. Shortly thereafter | heard the Israglis engine roar away. As| had hoped, they
were sdtisfied with the opium and not sufficiently zedlousto fulfill their part of what | assumed to have
been acontract. Nevertheless | continued climbing toward El Mdik, which offered decent cover and
where | planned to spend the night. The next morning | intended to hook up with my own Isragli contacts
and negotiate our passage back to Cairo.

The moon was rising as we came into the village, descending a dope strewn with boulders, and in that
milky light, the whitewashed houses with their vacant black windows and walls gapped by Isradi artillery
looked like the shards of enormous skulls. From the eastern edge of the place we gazed out across a
valey figured by the lights of Isradi settlements, the formless congtdllations of alesser ky. Therewasa
heady air of desolation, asense of livesviolently interrupted yet iill, in somefrail, exhausted way, trying
to complete their ordinary tasks, souls perceptible as afaint disturbance that underscored the silence, a
vibration unaffected by the gusting of acold wind.

We sheltered in ahouse with a packed dirt floor that offered aview of apublic square and aruined
fountain. Kate, who had spoken little during the climb, sat against awall and stared a me despondently.

“I'm sorry,” shesaid after awhile. “Thisisal my fault.”

“Not al of it,” | said, dropping beside her. “ Anyway, the worst is over. Tomorrow, if we' re careful,



we should be able to get in touch with friends of mine. They’ll help us”

She said nothing for dmost a minute, then: “I’ ve got to be crazy. To want this, | mean.”

| chose not to absolve her of insanity, but | put an arm about her. | believe | felt then what she wanted
tofed. To bein that gutted doom of aplace, lent amemoria beauty by the moonlight, al itsruin seeming
to turn white and bulge with living shadow; to have survived folly and betraya -- and | was not
concerned that what had happened would hurt my business, | was smply interested in paying the
betrayers back in kind; to be in the company of awoman who, though | did not love her, had put a
lover’s charge in me, awoman with whom | could practice a perfect counterfeit of passion; it wasasif
the events of that night had exposed aromantic corein me, and | was now entirely in theworld, aiveasl
had not been for years.

She glanced up at me and said, “ Y ou look happy.”

I laughed and kissed her. The kiss deepened. | touched her breadts, startled to find that anything
could fed so soft and luxuriousin this harsh, empty place.

Kate pulled back and gave me a searching stare. The vitality had returned to her face. After a second
she jumped to her feet, backed away until she was standing in the chute of light spilling through the door.

| came to one kneg, intending to go after her, but she held up ahand to ward me off and began
unbuttoning her shirt. She smiled as she shrugged out of the shirt, and watching her work her jeans down
past her hips, eyes focused on the dark tangle between her thighs, visible through the opaque materia of
her panties, | felt heavy in my head, thick and dow, full of ared urge, like adog restrained from feeding
by its mistress's command.

| saw the man behind her amoment before he reached the doorway, but | was so stupefied, | was
unableto react, only registering him asadight figure holding an automatic rifle, wearing jeansand a
windbreaker. And amask. He shoved Kate toward me, sending her toppling, and we fell together onto
thefloor. By the time | managed to disengage from her, he had been joined by four others, al masked.
They were evil-looking things, the masks: curved sheets of white plastic with mouth ditsand eyeholes,
adorned with painted symbols and religious dogans.

“Tell thewhoreto clothe hersdf,” one said in Arabic.

They watched without comment as K ate dressed; she stared back at them, not defiant, but cold;
measuring. An admirable pose, but | had no urge to hand her ameda. We had, | believed, cometo the
end of it. The men who held us captive had lost everything, and their sole remaining ambition wasto go
down in flames while exacting aterrible vengeance. Oddly enough, at that moment | thought of Claire.

They collected our packs and guns and escorted usto the ruin of asmall mosgue, where another
seven or eight masked men were assembled. M oonlight streamed through rents in the domed roof,
applying adesign of sharp shadows and blazing light to the floor tiles; the same fierce d ogans decorating
the masks had here been painted on the walls. A cooking fire burned in ashell crater. The men stationed
themsalves dong the wall; then another man, unmasked, a sharply featured individua dressed in a striped
robe, stepped out from adoor at the rear of the building. He had abronzed complexion and aneat beard
sdlted with gray and one blind eye, white as marble. He was carrying along, gracefully curved sword. He
took a position at the center of the room, directly beneath agap in the roof, so that a beam of moonlight,
separate and digtinct, shone like abenediction upon him, and stared at uswith disdain. | could fed the
fanatica weight of hisjudgment assurdly asif it were aform of radiation.

One of the others handed him my pack, whispered in his ear. He inspected the contents, removed a
vid of perfume. He moved closeto me, smiling, hisblind eye glowing likeatiny moon. “Thief,” hesadin
avoicelikeiron, “my nameis Mahmoud Ibrahim, and | am he who prepares the way. Thou hast stolen
from me and given nothing in return. Y et because thou hast been touched by the city of Sdadin, | will
spare thee everything but pain.” He opened the via and poured the contents over my head. He took out
asecond vid, athird, and repeated the process. | shut my eyes. The oily stuff ran into my mouth, thick
and hitter, trickling cold down my cheeks, drowning the stink of my fear in areek of flowersand
humiliation.

Mahmoud took one of the cakes of opium, pinched off asubstantia fragment. “Eat,” he said, holding



it out. I let him place it on my tongue like acommunion wafer.

When he was satisfied that | had swallowed, he smiled, nodded. Then he gestured at Kate and
handed his sword to the man who had brought him my pack. “Thewoman first,” he said.

Kate shrieked as three men threw her onto the floor and positioned her right wrist atop a block.
Another stood by with atorch, while the man wielding the sword laid the edge of it on her wrigt, then
lifted it high. Thetraditiona Arab punishment for stedling, the lopping off of the right hand -- | imagined it
sheared away, blood spurting, and perhapsin her fright, Kate had aso forgotten the prosthesis, for she
twisted her head about, trying to find me, screaming, “Danny! Help me!” But | was targeted by seven
rifles, and | could only stand and watch, the scene burning into my brain -- the stark shadows of the ruin,
the men in their strange white masks, the calm prophet with his glowing eye, and Kate writhing, her face
distorted by panic.

Then, with awindy noise, the sword flashed down.

Astheblade bit into Kate' s prosthesis, dicing through plastic and microcircuitry, therewasasizzling
noise, and arippling blue-white charge flowed up the sted, outlining blade and hilt in miniature lightnings.
Sparks showered around the man holding it, and there was so much confusion and shouting | am not sure
whether or not he screamed. He stood for a second or two, shivering with the voltage passing through
him; smoke trickled between hisfingers. Then hefell. The sword flew from his gragp and went spinning
across the floor to my feet.

It was reflex that moved me to pick up the sword, and it was dumb luck that Mahmoud had recoiled
from the eectrocution and wound up beside me. But | did not waste the opportunity. | did the blade
under his neck, making ayoke of it, and dragged him toward the rear door. Kate was sitting up, dazed,
her prosthesis dangling horribly from a spaghetti of charred wires; but when | called to her, she got to her
feet and came weaving toward me. More than half the men had fled, terrified by the witchery of her hand,
but the remainder were closing on me. | pulled the blade tight against Mahmoud' s Adam’ s apple, making
him stiffen and gasp.

“Emshi!” | shouted, and his men backed away.

With Kate at my side, | guided Mahmoud through the rear door into asmall room whose back wall
had been obliterated. Three cars were parked outside. Kate leaned against the wall beside me; her face
was empty, dack.

“Keys,” | said to Mahmoud.

He groped in the pocket of his robe, fingered them out. “ The Peugeot,” he said, gritting out the
words.

“Canyou drive?’ | asked Kate.

She did not answer.

| kicked her hard in the calf. She blinked; her head wobbled.

“Drivel” | told her. “ Take the keys and drive.”

Though the men harassed us, aming their rifles, threatening us, we made it to the car. Mahmoud and |
taking the back sedt. | sat turned toward him, barring histhroat with the blade. Then we were bumping
along the cratered streets, jouncing over potholes, past the last houses and out onto arocky, precipitous
road that wound down into the moonstruck valley. No headlights showed behind us. Once the land
began to flatten out, | removed the blade from Mahmoud' sthroat. His men would not risk confronting
the Isradi patrols. | was shaking, rattled with adrendline, yet at the sametimel fet woozy, drifty, asif a
cloud were building in the center of my brain. | remembered the opium.

“Shit!” | said.

Mahmoud seemed as calm and content as a hawk with adead mouse. Kate was staring straight
ahead, her good hand clenching the whese!; her skin was pasty, and when she glanced back | had the
impression that she looked like she might be going into shock.

“You okay?’ | asked.

She muttered something; the car swerved wildly onto the shoulder.

It was definitely the opium coming on. | was having trouble fedling the tips of my fingers, and my head



wasturning into aballoon. Everything | thought |eft avague color inthe air. Smoking opium was afairly
smooth sail, dbeit along ocean voyage; eating it, however, was arocket to the moon. | was till lifting
dowly from the launch pad, but in aminute or two | was going to have al the physical capacity of a
cantaloupe. Or maybe ahoneydew. | couldn’t decide. Something round and gleaming and very, very dlill.
| had intended to turn Mahmoud over to the Isradlis; | was sure they wanted him, and | hoped that his
capture would help them overlook our illegd entry. But now, with the opium taking control and Kate on
the wobbly side, | could not chance having him aong.

“Stop the car,” | said.

| had to repeat myself twice before she complied, and by the time she did, | had amost forgotten why
| wanted her to stop.

“Get out,” | said to Mahmoud. That blind eye of his had acquired the nacreous depth of pearl, and |
was beginning to seethingsin it. Beautiful things, amazing things. | told him again to get out. Or maybe|
didn’t. It was difficult to distinguish between speech and thought. Everything was so absorbing. The dark,
the distant lights of akibbutz. The attar of roses smdll that clung to me. | could lose mysdif in any of it.
Then something touched me on the brow, leaving acool spot that went deep inside my head.

“From thy poison | have made thee avision of thetimeto come,” Mahmoud said. “What thou will
have of it, | know not. But it isagift of the Prophet, may His name be praised, and he planteth no seed
that doth not beer fruit.”

Intheinterval between these words and when next he spoke, | heard a symphony compounded of
breath and night sounds and metalic cresksthat implied an entire secret history hitherto unknown to man.
Then there was awhisper, as Snister asaviolin tremolo inaminor key: “Thou will not evade my
punishment thisnight.”

| thought | heard the car door dam shut.

“Kate,” | sad. “Can you get us somewhere? A town. Some place...”

| never heard her reply, for | waswalking aong the crest of agreen hill shaped like adune. A verdant
plain spread in every direction, picked out here and there by white stone houses formed into elaborate
shapes, and by deep blue lakes a ong whaose edges flamingos stalked and lions with men’ s voices took
their ease, and by white cities where no one cried for meat and in whose highest tower lofty questions
were put to awonderful machine that had summoned and now embodied the soul of the Prophet. White
cloudsthe sze of smdl kingdomsfloated overhead, and flying among them were golden shining things
that whirled and darted like swallows, yet were made of metd not flesh. At long last | cameto apool
shaped like adeep blue eye, dmost purple, that lay in the midst of abamboo thicket, with the ancient
statue of an enthroned pharaoh at one end, worn faceless by the wind and the sand. | made to drink from
the pool, but when | dipped my hand into the water, it began to tir and to ripple, and strange lights
olowed benegth the surface illuminating an intricate thing of Slver fibersand rods and other structures
whose natures were not clearly revedled, and | heard avoicein theair, the voice of thisslver thing,
saying, “1 amthe Oracle of the Past. Ask and | will tell thee where thou hast been.”

And | saidto her, for it was the voice of awoman, “Of what useisthis? | wish to know the Future.”

“Truly,” she said, “the Future is dready known. Thisisthetime of Paradise long prophesied, thetime
without end when dl men live asbrothers. Only the Past remains amystery, and indeed, it has dways
been thus, for no man can know himsdlf by knowing hisfuture. It isfrom the Past thet the grestest
wisdom derives.”

“Thentell mewho | am,” | said.

Therewasaslence, and findly the voice said, “ Thou art Daniel, the infidel who isknown as The Arm
of lbrahim, and thou hast struck down many enemies of Allah and aso many enemies of the sons of
Abraham. Thou hast faced peril and known terrible gtrife, yet thou hast survived to wield great power in
the service of peace and righteousness, though thy lifeis as secret to the world as a stone at the bottom
of the Nile.” The voice paused, then said, “I do not understand thee, for it seemsthy past and thy future
arethesame.”

(At thispoint | heard a scream, atremendous noise, and felt atearing painin my right arm; but | was



overwhelmed by the opium and it was as if these things had happened to someone else to whom | was
somehow remotely physicaly connected.)

|, of course, understood the Oracle' s confusion. Was not her past my future, and vice versa? “What
must | now do?’ | asked.

“Thou must return to the city of Sdadin, and there thou will build acity within the city, and dl | have
told you will cometo pass.”

“And who will sustain me againgt the peril and dtrife that you have prophesied?’

“I will,” said thevoice. “I will sustain thee.”

“Tell mewhoyouare” | sad.

“I am the Oracle, the soul of the machine,” the voice said. “Yet | am aso, and this| do not
understand, the love of thy life come across the centuriesto find thee.”

And from the pool there emerged awoman dl of white metal save only her right hand which was
bone and blood and milky flesh, and her eyes had the shape of the pond and were of dike color, indigo,
and it seemed | had known her for many years, though | could not call her to mind. | took her hand, and
as| did, the flesh of her hand began to spread, devouring the metal, until she stood before me, awoman
inal ways, complete and mortd.

(I heard anxious voices, “Where sthe driver?” “ She was thrown out.” “Have you got him?” “Oh,
God! | can't stop the bleeding!” and felt even more intense pain. The vision had begun to fade, and | saw
flashes of red light, of concerned faces, theinterior of avan.)

And | lay down with the woman among the bamboo stalks, and we touched and whispered, and
when | entered her she gave a soft cry that went out and out into the world, winding over the green plain
and into the dark valey likethewail of asiren or acal to prayer, and in our lovemaking it seemed we
were moving at great speed past strange bodies of light and towers, heading for a destination beyond that
of pleasure and release, a place where all my woundswould be healed and all my deepest questions
answered.

The doctorsin Haifatried to save my right arm, but in the end they were forced to amputate. It took
me six months to adapt to a prosthesis, sx monthsin which | considered what had happened and what |
should do next. Kate had a so been in the hospital, but she had returned to America by thetime | was
well enough to ask for her. Sheleft anote in which she gpologized for the accident and for involving me
in her “misguided attempt to recapture what | never redly lost.” | felt no bitterness toward her. She had
faled hersdf far more than she had failled me. My fascination with her, the psychologica structure that
supported strong emotion, had died that night in the ruined mosgue, its charge expended.

Neither did | fed bitter toward Mahmoud Ibrahim. In retrospect, it seemed he had been no ordinary
fanatic, that his poise had been the emblem of aprofound internd gravity, of peacefulness and wisdom.
Perhaps | manufactured this characterization in order to justify my folly in terms of predestination or some
other quasi-religious precept. Yet | could not wholly disbelieve that something of the sort may have been
involved. How e se could Mahmoud have known that | came from Cairo, the city of Saadin? Then there
was his prophecy of my “punishment,” the vison with its curioudy forma frame and futuristic detail, so
digtinct from the random lucidity of the usud opium dream.

A gift from the Prophet?

| wondered. | doubted, yet still 1 wondered.

Claire cameto Haifa, distraught, horrified at my injuries. She dept in the hospital room with me, she
washed me, she tended mein every human way. The smilarity between her and the woman of my vison
was not lost upon me, nor was the fact that her sudiesin artificia intelligence and her secret project with



the mosque gave rise to some interesting possibilities and paradoxes concerning the Oracle; yet | was
reluctant to buy into something so preposterous. As the months passed, however, | could not ignore the
way that things were changing between us, the tendrils of feding that we had tried to kill with drugsand
cynicism now beginning to creep forth and bud. If this much of the vision had a correspondence with
redlity, how then could | ignoretherest of it? Thelife of power and strife, the building of acity withina
city: my business? It occurred to methat | had only played at business al these years, that now | was
being tempted to get serious. There was much one could effect on an internationd leve through the
agency of the black market. But if | wereto get serious, it would call for an increased ruthlessness on my
part, aruthlessness informed by asense of moraity and history, something | was not sure | had in me.

| did not know what | would do on my return to Cairo, but on my second night back | went for a
walk aone through a secluded quarter of the Khan a Khdili, heading -- | thought -- in no particular
direction, idling along; yet | was not atogether surprised when | cameto acertain door in acertain
whitewashed wall, the retreat of awedthy businessman. | heditated. All the particulars of Mahmoud's
vison came before my eyes, and | began to understand that, true or not, it offered me adesign for lifefar
superior to any | had contrived. At length | opened the door, which was locked, with no great difficulty,
and stepped into a courtyard with atiled fountain and lemon trees. | moved quietly into the house
beyond, into along study lined with books, furnished with amahogany desk and leather chairs. | waited
in the shadows for the man, idly playing with the coinsin my pocket, ahabit | had picked up during my
rehabilitation. | left one of the coins on the desk for him to find. | knew he was a poor deeper, that soon
he would wake and come into the study. When at last he did gppear, yawning and stretching, a plump
fellow with afurious moustache and deek black hair, | did not hate him as much as| had presumed; |
saw him mainly asan impediment to my new goas.

He st at the desk, switched on alamp that cast apool of light onto the writing surface, shuffled some
papers, then spotted the ten-piastre coin that | had left for him. He picked it up and held it to the light.
The coin was bent double, theimage on its face erased by the pressure of my right thumb and forefinger.
It seemed an article of wonder to him, and | felt alittle sad for what | must do. He was, after al, much
the same as|, aruthless man with gods, except my ruthlessness was amatter of future record and my
godsthe tuff of prophecy.

Therewas no point, | redized, in delaying things. | moved forward, and he peered into the darkness,
trying to make me out, hisface beginning to register thefirst of hisfinad misgivings. | felt ordered and
serene, not in the least anxious, and | understood that this must be the fedling one attains when one takes
adifficult step one has balked at for years and findsthat it isnot so difficult at al, but a sweet inevitability,
aconfident emergence rather than an escalation of fear.

“Hédlo, Rallo,” | said. “I just need afew seconds of your time.”

HOW LONESOME HEARTBREAK CHANGED HISLIFE
Previoudy unpublished.

“Jesus and the moneylenders,” the journdist said to Mizdll. “Know the story? Jesus tries that
clear-out-the-temple shit herein Vietnam, they’ Il co-opt his Christian ass. They’ll sit him down and say,
‘Man, we don't care you preach, you prophesy, change puppy chow into peanut ail. If it feels good, do
it. But if you' re gonnatake ten percent from the flock, we gotta have twenty percent off the top.” What
choice does he have? These bastards are relentless. They’ |l break down anyone’ s mord fiber. So he
agrees. Pretty soon they want abigger percentage. Jesus hasto increase the tithe to keep his operation
going. And the flock, they gotta start hustling so they can pony up their end. ’ Fore you know it, the Man



From Gdlileeis running smack in from Laos and pimping Chinese girlsjust so he can get hismessage
across.”

“It'snot that bad,” Mizell said absently. He reminded himself to check on Anna-- she'd beeninthe
ladies room along time. Give her a couple more minutes.

“Youreusedtoitisdl.” Thejourndig shifted in hischair, sudying Mizell with what seemed wry
conjecture. “Me, I'm il in a state of wonderment.”

Mizell couldn’t tell if he was being fucked with, whether the journdist was doing red atitude or smply
trying out new materia. He had a dark, Mediterranean face that was difficult to read. Curly black hair
and abushy, graying mustache and an old livid scar dong the jawline under one ear. The face of
someone, Mizdl imagined, who might in weak moments consider himself aromantic figure. Hewas
dressed for low-end travel -- jeans and an olive T-shirt -- and carried alesther shoulder bag.

“There sthiscop | raninto, okay,” he said. “I mean, thisisthe essence of the situation right here... this
cop. He stands out front the New World Hotel from dawn til, y’ know, nine, ten o’ clock at night. Every
day. Hisentirejob isto hand out tickets to people who run red lights, and to extort extramoney. One
day the power goes out, the traffic lights stop working. No red lights, no job. He doesn't give athought
to unsnarling the traffic jams and shit, he just goes home. That’ sthe end of hisrespongbility. It sthe
Vietnamese way. Y ou can't fucking escapeit.”

He asked if Mizell wanted another beer. Mizell said No, and tried once again to remember the
journalist’ s name. He' d forgotten it the instant he heard it, because he hadn’t expected they would be
spending much time together.

They had met an hour before outside Zee Bar in Saigon, a yuppie spawning ground where no one did
any serious drinking, and they had taken atable amid potted palms and aqua lighting and piped-in lounge
music in adim corner of the place, which was dmost deserted at that hour of the afternoon. When the
journdist learned they were driving to Vung Thao, he had begged aride. Mizdl did favorsfor aliving; he
took the occupation serioudly, carried cards with hisfax and phone numbers, and cultivated acasud,
approachable look, kind of an aging surfer thing, so asto encourage business. The thought of doing a
favor for free -- even such asmal one -- caused him to hesitate, but he decided that having the journalist
along would help passtime on the drive. It wasfor sure Annawouldn’t be up to conversation.

“What are you looking for in Vung Thao?’ he asked, and the journalist said he wanted to find the
rave, someone had told him there was going to be arave out that way.

“I heard about this guy calls himself Lonesome Heartbreak,” he said. “ Crazy fucker dressesup like
Roy Rogers and plays guitar.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Mizell. “H€ Il be around. The DJs usudly give him adot. Everybody loves afreak.”

“Y ou know him?’

“I did business with him once. They screwed up hisvisa, and | helped him get an extenson. He
seemed like an interesting guy. | was till curious about him, so | broke into hisvan and checked him

Thejournalist had turned his attention to the bar, where a couple of thirtyish occidentalswith gelled
hair were taking into cell phones; now he cut hiseyestoward Mizdl. “Wow,” he said mildly. “Y ou must
have been really curious.”

“Just keeping up to date.” Mizell took aswig of beer. “1 heard he' s not Japanese. That’ swhat a
Japanese woman told me. Of course she' s probably lying. Most of the Japanese seem to fed he'san
embarrassment.”

“So what wasin the van?’

“The most illuminating items were relics of his dead wife. Photographs. A bronze urn full of ashes. A
clipping from the London Times. Shewaskilled crossng astreet in Highsmith. Hit by acar. The stuff’s
all arranged on this sort of dtar. | got the ideahe' s completing the around-the-world trip they were on.
Their honeymoon. Likeit' sthis ceremonid ded or something.”

Thejourndist mulled this over, then asked Mizd if he' d ever been to Japan.

“Yeah, | did aweek or soin Tokyo. The consensus society...” Mizell made asour face. “Not for



me”

A new song from the speakers. Green jungle noises, bird cals, vibraphone notes smulating rain, and a
girl snging whispery and frail, complaining to whoever would listen that love was transitory, theworld in
disarray, everything was so very, very sad. One of the yuppies at the bar said something in aloud voice,
and the other laughed. The bartender, scarcely more than ashadow against aneon-lit mirror, held aclean
glass up to thelight for ingpection. And asif centrd to thislittle movement, Anna stepped out of the
bathroom, walking with exaggerated languor, the way she aways did when she wastrying to hold it
together, gliding past the yuppies, presenting her dim, cool, silvery blond, astrally disengaged Nordic
princess sdif for their review. The zipper of her jeans was wide open, spoiling the effect.

She sat down next to Mizdll. Lowered hersdlf ddliberately, cautioudy, asif expecting something to go
wrong, the chair to lurch and hit her in the ass and send her floating head over hedsinto nowhere. Theair
conditioning was full-on crispy, but asweat had broken on her brow. Mizell asked if shewas okay. She
gave him an unsteady smile and crossed her legs, <till moving cautioudy, exploring her space. Shetipped
back her head. Her eyelids drooped, but he could see the green irises, pupils reduced to BBs.

Thejourndist was staring at her -- to distract him, Mizell asked what he intended to write about.
“Fuck, | dunno,” said thejournalist. “I was going to write what it’ s like to come here, this place with dl
the evil history, y"know, from the viewpoint of someone who missed the big event of his generation
because he was running around Greenwich Village with a peace Sign on hisback, trying to get laid.” He
shot adubious ook at Mizdll, asthough anticipating disapproval.

“It seemskind of impure,” Mizell told him.

“Impure... yeah.” Thejourndist laughed. “It’ sturning into agoddamn self-flagellation tour. | don’t
know what I’'m doing in thisfucking place.”

Two fat, sunburned, bearded men in jeans and T-shirts nosed through the Zee' sfront door, letting in
gasfumes and traffic noise. They wore basebd| caps on which the names of Marine unitswere
embroidered. After abrief look 'round, they about-faced and tried to wedge through the door at the
same time, shouldering one another off-baancein their hasteto leave.

“Y ou don't see too many black vetsaround,” the journdist said. “Ever notice that?’

“Youdon't seeany,” said Mizdl. “1 figure black people have better thingsto do.”

A degree of energy had returned to Anna sface, but she wasn't yet capable of speech. She made a
soft cluttered noisein her throat and then gppeared to have difficulty swallowing.

“When this guy suggested | look you up, y’know,” said thejournalist, “1 wasn't going to doit, |
usudly liketo find my ownway. But it' sworking out pretty good.”

“Why do you say that? Because I’ m giving you aride?’

“Nah, I'm impressed with your level of involvement... the quaity of your informeation. You areas
advertised.”

“Shouldn’t we go soon?” Anna s eyeswere fixed on her right forefinger, watching it go tap tap tap on
the tabletop, asif amazed by her contral. “I want to drive. Isit dl right if | drive?’

“Maybe the second leg,” said Mizdll.

Thejournalist dug out hiswallet, selected acouple of hills. “Y eah, thisguy told some stories about
you, man. Made you out to be this miscreant superhero. Mister Connected or something. The Man of a
Thousand Phone Numbers.”

“I’'mokay to drive,” Annasaid. “Redlly.”

Mizdl’s curiosity was piqued; he asked the journalist who had described him so.

“| drive better than you,” Annasaid petulantly. “Y ou aways drive too dow.”

“I don't know,” said thejourndigt. “ Some guy... | forget hisname.”



In the days following thewar, Vung Thao had served as aresort for Russian bureaucrats and their
wives. They had stayed at ahotel congtructed for their exclusive use, apink stucco cake of abuilding that
would not have been out of placein 1930s Cadlifornia, three stories of white balconies and French doors
and ared tile roof, set on the beach among landscaped palms and hibiscus, fronted by an outdoor café lit
by necklaces of colored light bulbs strung on bamboo poles, at whose tables, each sprouting a pink and
white umbrellafrom ahole at its center, pae men in ill-fitting suits had sweated and sipped vodkain the
company of diminutive cadreswith red stars on their caps, plotting the course of the new Marxist
Wonderland.

Mizell wished he had lived in that Vietnam; in the rawness of victory, he believed, there might have
been aspirit that would have nourished him. Not of hope, certainly. The Vietnamese were too
unsentimental to buy into hope. Perhaps an el ated defiance that counterfeited hope, or made hope
unnecessary. A feding that would provide momentum. Which was exactly what Mizdll needed. Hislife
had evolved into aseries of lazy orbits, like that of afly circling some sweet spoilage, landing now and
again to take sustenance, rising up to mate and buzz, eventually confronted by menace, swatted at, and
darting away to the next treat. Ten years of this. From Goato Indonesiato Vietnam. Growing expert in
the hierarchies of minor officiasand lesser criminds, trading in the currency of information, of knowing
who to bribe in whatever contingency, who had the best drugs, the most beautiful girls, their weaknesses,
the extent of their power. It was something he d falen into, something he’ d learned he had atalent for.
Doing afavor for afriend in Goa had turned a college graduation trip into a decade of wasted activity.
And though hetook a certain pridein his ability to negotiate, to manipulate, it dismayed him to redlize that
he had become a creature gppropriate to the current incarnation of the hote, its bal conies chipped and
crumbling; umbrellas faded; catering to young travelers such asfilled the café that night: overweight British
girlswith fanny packs, sober Swedish youths, French guys with wispy beards and wire-rimmed glasses,
insufferably cheerful, beer-swilling Aussies, American dopers, post-teen Greenpeaceniks out to earn a
merit badgein redity by hiking the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Like them, Mizdll was part of the new invasion
flowing into Vietnam, wigding the ultimate weapon of abland, brightly colored, dluring culture to smash
al resistance, winning thefind battle of the war with scarcely a casualty. Unlike the rest, he had no plans
for withdrawal, no degree program to which he might return, no job prospects or career track, no plans
at al, except for afew vague designs concerning the immediate future -- anew apartment, detox for
Anna-- and the recognition that a plan might be necessary.

It was full dark by the time they reached the hotel. They grabbed atable at the café, the only one
available, on the edge of the beach, where flagstones gave out into mucky yellow sand. A poor location if
you werethirsty or hungry: The Vietnamese waiters were not highly motivated, pending most of their
time smoking beneath the paper lanterns that overhung the entrance to the hotel, and rarely did they
respond to signals from patrons sitting far from their sation. At the adjoining table -- two tables, actualy,
that had been pulled together -- were adozen or so twentysomethings, clean-cut boys and girlswho
were given to hugging one another and jabbered avay madly, eagerly, leaning forward and gesturing with
bottles, cigarettes. Happy animals at play. Given their uniform age and appearance, Mizdll thought that
they must be members of agroup, some church- or university-sponsored excursion. Thejourndist cast a
disconsolate eye on them, and with a gesture that included the entire café, al the motley assemblage,
sad, “Everywherel go | wind up faling in with these people. | guess | don't spend enough money on
hotels”

“You could do alot worse,” Annasaid; she looked annoyed, and Mizell could relate -- the
journaigt’ s habit of editoridizing his negativity had become grating, and as aresult, the drive had not been
much fun.

“Hdll, yes,” said thejourndigt. “This placeis so sad and fucked up, you can awaysdo worse. It's
different up north, but once you drop below the Seventeenth Paralld, it' satheme park of defedt.
Everybody tells the same goddamn story. Reeducation camp. Lost their wife or their brother, and now
they’reliving in adormitory. One of their kids blown up by an old land mine. And then you've got dl the
bonehead ex-pats and their business. The Vietnamese form of hideous business. Even the ex-pats you



meet who' re not total boneheads... like this couple | met in Hue. This twenty-seven-year-old Yaie and
his perfect girlfriend. Getting rich and tootling around al day on their motorbikes. | mean therewas
nothing wrong with them, they were nice people. They were just somehow horrifying. Thewar wasn't
even on their radar screen.”

Annasniffed, disgusted. “We must be horrifying, then. The war’ s not on our radar screen, either.”

“All that perspective you' ve got happening must beapaininthe ass,” said Mizdll. “Maybe you should
try to relax. Go with the moment.”

Thejourndist said, “ That' syour secret, isit?’

Mizell thought it best not to respond.

Out over the water, a bloated, bone-chinamoon was sailing among low clouds, and therewas a
heavy brine sméll. From behind the hotel came ablast of techno that veered into distortion, this followed
by an amplified voice giving ingtructions. asound check in progress. The clicks and pops from the PA
seemed connected to dight fluctuationsin the heat. Sweet trickled down Mizdl’ s neck, soaked through
the back of hisshirt.

Annatouched hisarm, pointed to a dender middle-aged man in atailored beige suit standing off
among the tables, hisreceding hair trimmed to stubble, sharp-featured, a prissy set to hismouth. “David!”
she called. The man spotted her, hurried toward them.

“Don’'t get pushy with him. All right?’” Mizdll said to her. “Just let it happen.”

“I'll befine.” Shesaid thisairily, and that worried Mizell. Though she seemed to be on top of things,
he thought he detected aloosenessin her, evidence of some new unraveling.

“Remember what we know about thisguy,” he said.

“I'll be finel” She poisoned him with astare, then smiled at the man as he came up, stood and
embraced him.

“Mistuh Mizell!” said the man; he draped an arm about Anna s shoulder and beamed. “I ’ preciate you
givin' Annaaride. | would have sent my car, but | jus' had so much to dedl with heah.”

Mizdll told him it wasn't a problem.

The man gave thejourndist acursory glance, then favored Mizdl with an oily, good-buddy smile.
“Wadll, | 'preciateit anyway. | hopewe |l get achanceto chat later. In fact, let’ smake apoint of it.” He
looked to Anna. “ Shall we?’

Thejourndist watched them walk away. “ That’' s a serioudly attractive woman.” Then, after apause:
“What' sthe deal with you two? | started out thinking she' syour girlfriend, but now | don't get it.”

“Sheworksfor me. Guysliketo tell her things. Sometimesthey tell her things| can use”

“But she degpswith you, too.”

“When shefedslikeit. When we both fed likeit.”

“Sheworksfor you, degpswith you. And” -- thejourndist held up three fingers -- “you keep her
high.”

“She kegps hersdf high,” Mizell said tedtily. “1 know her head’ snot right. | can’t do much except try
to protect her.”

Thejourndist gave arueful shake of his head. “ The amount of brain damagein this country isfucking
unbdlievable” hesaid.

Mizell tended to agree but doubted they were thinking about the same thing. He tapped a passing
waiter on the arm, asked for abeer. The waiter -- aman with aface so crumpled by age, it was
impossibleto discern his expression -- recoiled. As he scuttled away, Mizdl| redlized that he had touched
an old napam scar on the man’sarm, the skin bubbled, mottled, like pink plastic and crispy bacon
melted together.

“Where d you meet her?’ asked thejourndist. “ Saigon?’

“Djakarta. She had some trouble with the police. | put the police captain together with a couple of
Madaysian businessmen who hel ped him with a project. Afterward, Annaand | hooked up and came
here”

“So what you do now, your business, you were doing it back then, huh? Why’d you leave



Djakarta?

“The more you learn about a place, the deeper the shit you' re stepping in. Things get too heavy, it's
best to move on. Find some place less complicated.”

“LikeVietnam?’

“LikeVietnam used to befive, Sx yearsago.”

“That’ swhen you came here?’

“I gotin on the ground floor.” Mizell said thiswith relish, knowing it would irritate the journdist.

The group at the adjoining table began to sing an old Tom Petty song, “ Free Fdling,” linking their
armsand swaying to thetune. Thejourndist douched in his chair, hunched his shoulders, asif preparing
to absorb ablow. “How’ s Vietnam different now?’ he asked.

“Things are starting to get deep. Like the guy Anna s checking out. The guy sheleft with. David
Moskowitz. He' sthe new breed of hustler. We used to just get the con artists and drug dealers. But
Moskowitz, back in the States, Atlanta, he was under suspicion for a couple of murders. Now he' sinto
concert promotion over here.”

The singers brayed out the line about vampires on Ventura Boulevard, and two of the women hugged
one another, asif enlivened by the notion of vampires. A gust of wind blew in off the water, setting the
colored light bulbs to bobbing. Glass broke close by, agirl shrieked, and Mizell caught a sweet scent on
thewind, like incense, curling in from blackness that reached to China. He tipped back his head, closed
hiseyes, and tried to find itsend.

“Y ou went to college, right?’ said thejourndigt. “What' d you mgor in?’

“Jesud” said Mizdl. “Y ou writing my biography? Okay... how' sthis? | wasraised in Denver by a
sngle-parent mom. Turn-offs? Prison rape and yappy little dogs. When I'm feding blue, | jerk off and
read Flaubert. | don’t have afavorite color.”

“Hey, it' show | get to know people! | ask questions, all right?’

Mizdll decided that he really wanted a beer. He waved at theidling waiters, but they made no
response. “1 mgjored in theatrical arts. Film,” he said, turning back to the journalist. “1 was planning to
direct.”

Thejournalist regarded him with undisguised distaste. “\Who can guess the purposes of fate, huh?’

“Exactly!” said Mizdll.

“So when you got into dl this, the business stuff, it’ s like you asked yoursdlf, What' s better than
making movies?’

“I did? And what was my answer?’

“Being inthemovies.”

Mizdl did not embrace the ideathat he was aroleplayer but could not entirely rgect it. “I don’t
know... maybe.”

“Maybe, my ass. It’ sthe height of dacker romance. Playing games on the dark side, lost in the mystic
Orient.”

“Oh, | see. Now I’'m adacker.”

“Beatsme,” said thejourndigt, and for the first time in along while, he smiled. “Could be you're just
faking.”

A stage had been erected in the jungle behind the hotel, supporting a battery of speakersthat in the
confusion of strobes and colored spotlights resembled black doorways leading off into the dense
vegetation at their back. The DJwas a shadowy figure at his boards, and the crowd -- several hundred
strong -- danced, staggered, hopped, crawled, and perpetrated sexua assault beneath a canopy of



pams, amid scents of opium, ganja, perfume, and delirium. Early in the proceedings, Mizdll caught sight
of Anna. Watching her charm Moskowitz, he remembered when things had been different, not just
business and the occasional fuck. They’ d never had many problems. Their addictions, her dope, and his
extralegal games -- that was what they were, no point in denying it -- had served both as defenses
againg red intimacy and areason to stay together. The relationship had never taken much effort; in fact,
it had always been the easiest thing to do, aloose, undemanding partnership, and without ever crossing
each other’ s borders, traveling on needles and adrenaline, they had co-depended their way across Asia.
Y et he believed there had once been afedling of bright quiet involved in their closeness that might have
transformed them. He doubted it was accessible any longer; if it was, something drastic would be needed
in order to savageit.

About an hour into the set, Lonesome Heartbreak walked on stage and plugged in his Telecaster. He
was short and muscular; hisblack hair was trimmed into bangs, and this, dong with hisair of defiance
and disdain, lent his broad face atrollish aspect. He wore awhite silk cowboy shirt with red fringe along
the deeves, red dacks, and white cowboy boots, and was outfitted with a headset mike. He strummed a
chord pulsing with reverb and began to sing a Buddy Holly song, “Heartbeat,” in an easy tenor without a
trace of accent. He sang each successive verse with increased fervor, rolling his eyes up to the pam
crowns, moving with crabby quickness about the stage, a clownish figure, yet touching for hisintengity,
hisemotional commitment to the song. Then ashelaid into thefina chorus, his performance came
unraveled. Discords shattered the progressions, his voice rasped, cracked, roseinto a scream, and he
hunched over the guitar, his face contorted with effort. The crowd pressed close to the stage, pumping
their fists and shouting as Lonesome Heartbreak screamed the word “heartbeat” over and over.
Throat-tearing screams so genuinein their rage and grief, they generated in Mizell the desiretojoinin, to
vent some blood emotion that had been hibernating inside him and now, though there was no article of
despair to which it attached -- no obvious one, a any rate -- had been stimulated to waking by this
powerful influence.

Lonesome Heartbeat unstrapped his guitar and tossed it into a speaker, producing asquall of
feedback. Heféll to hisknees, fists clenched on histhighs. Swest trickled down hisface, pasting his
bangsto hisforehead, and he continued to scream. Such viciousinsultsto the larynx, Mizdll
half-expected to see blood jet from his mouth. At length the screams grew week; the DJ brought up his
own music up under them, making them dancegble, and the journalist pulled Mizell away from the stage
to aspot where speech was possible. “| gottatalk to thisguy,” he said. “How about introducing me?’

“Yeeh,” sad Mizdll, thinking it might be interesting to see how the journdist would handle this
assignment. “Yeah, | guess| can. But | might leave you done with him. | want to check on Anna.”

They made their way through the fringes of the crowd, clumps of giggling stoners, couples
dry-humping against palm trunks, and walked aong the beach toward the spot where Lonesome
Heartbreak had parked hisvan, dogging through sand still wet from the day’ srain. The journdist, ashe
did whenever there was avoid to fill, went back to talking in disparaging terms about Vietnam,
recounting a conversation with the owner of a ceramic tile company he’ d met in the pool at the Hotel
Rex, moretaes of graft and corruption.

“What did you expect to find here?” Mizdll asked. “ A happy marriage between Walt Disney and the
Workers Paradise?’

“| expected something vitd. But thisplace... it’ sthe sort of karmically endangered place where bad
things are supposed to happen. Terrible things. And they did. But that’ s over now. The moving finger has
moved on. All that’ sleft is... leftovers. Another broken anthill where nothing important will ever happen
agan.”

They waked aminutein slence.

“Know theworst thing I’ ve heard since I’ ve been here?’ said the journdit. “I mean it’snot actualy
thewordt, but it' sahdll of asymptom of the end times. Don Johnson... you know Don Johnson? The guy
from Miami Vice? He bought an idand off the coast. Just off Saigon. He' sbuilding hisfucking dream
house.”



The moon had risen higher, clearing the clouds, and initslight, the van, an ancient VW showing pae
gray, standing at the base of a dune topped by tall grasses and asingle pam, looked asindividud asits
owner. Polka-dotted with decals from dozens of countries, dinged, battered, windows blacked out, the
words LONESOME HEARTBREAK’SWORLD TOUR painted in fat, cartoonish letters on the side.
Asthey waited, thejournaist broke out ajoint and offered a hit to Mizell, who said No thanks and gazed
up at the palm crown, black fronds stirring feebly against the blue-dark sky like the legs of an exotic
pider impaed onapin.

Ten minutes passed before Lonesome Heartbreask came trudging along the beach with his head down.
His shirt was flung over one shoulder, guitar in hand. When he noticed them he hesitated, then Started
forward again. He passed them without aword, unlocked the van, and did back the side door. He was
more heavily muscled than Mizell had thought, his upper body developed like aweightlifter's. After
watching him on stage, it was strange to be so close to him. Mizdll thought he could fed dl that
suppressed emotion, avibration, an amost impapable radiation.

“Remember me?’ Mizdl sad. “I’m the guy helped you out with that visa problem.”

“I remember.” The words were gruffly spoken, half-grunted, the tone used by movie samurai when
rebuking subordinates or confessing an egregious Sin.

“I’ve got thisguy here wants to write something about you for amagazine.”

Lonesome Heartbreak struggled into a T-shirt, one imprinted with hisimage and an announcement of
the World Tour, and stared gravely at the journdist. “ American magazine?’

“Yeah, The New Yorker.”

L onesome Heartbreak pursed hislips and nodded dowly, affirmatively, suggesting that he was
impressed. “ Sure, you go ahead. Write what you want.”

“I need to ask you some questions, then.” Thejournaist moved astep closer. “From what | gather,
your trip, your performances... they’ re akind of penance. Or maybe *tribute’ would be closer to the
truth. A tribute to your fiancée. Shedied in an accident, | believe?’

L onesome Heartbreak made a guttural noise, anoise of animal perturbation. “Y ou the asshole break
into my ven?’

“No!” Thejourndist cast an anxiouslook a Mizell. “That’sjust what | heard. Some guy told mel
metinabar.”

“Same motherfucker break into my van, | bet.” Lonesome Heartbreak rested his guitar in the sand,
the neck leaning againgt the front door; he let out along breath. “My fiancée name Mayumi Ishida. We
go drinking in London. Get very drunk. Too drunk. On the way home...” He performed a quick
movement of hisright hand, lifting it above his head with aflourish, the gesture an actor might chooseto
signal finality or dramatic impatience. “1 wasafool. | know love. Not death. Not grief. Only love. Now...
now | understand these things. Too late. But | understand.” He sat in the open door of the van and rested
his hands on his knees, elbows akimbo, and looked down at the sand. “| understand,” he repeated in a
dull voice. “So | must changemy life. | travd, | play. | think of her. Sometime’ -- he glanced not at the
journdigt, but at Mizell, and spoke more assertively -- “ sometime she isthere. Not far. | can touch her. |
know her better than sheisaive.” Hisvoicelost energy again. “But sheis not there. Only when | drive,
when| sng.”

Mizdl was embarrassed to see him so exposed; it was even more complete an exposure, he thought,
than he had managed on stage. But the journalist seemed unaffected. “When you say you' ve changed
your life,” he said, “do you mean when you return home, you' re going to take up some new
occupaion?’

Lonesome Heartbreak stared up at him baefully through his bangs, but said nothing.

“Okay. All right. How about this. Going by the decals on your van, | figure you' re on thelast leg of
your trip. When you get home, what are you planning to do?’

Lonesome Heartbreak got to his feet and addressed him with a curt bow. “I haveto piss,” he said
and gtalked off behind the van.

Once he had passed out of sight, thejournalist said excitedly, “It’slike grief isachoice for him. Are



you getting that, man? It sthe old bushido ded. Y ukio Mishima. The son of abitchison adeath trip. He
gets duded up like Hank Williams and goes around doing this salf-abnegation shit. Then when he’ shad
enough, he does the deed.”

“Why don't you ask him about it?’ said Mizdll.

“I’m not sure that would be cool,” said the journalist. “And fuck, I’m not that much of an asshole. |
don’t want to torture the guy.” He paced off acouple of steps. “Hell, | don't need to ask. It'sal pretty
clear.”

“I don't think anything’sclear,” said Mizell. “His English sucks. Y ou don’t know what he' strying to

The moon brightened, asif afilm had been washed from its surface, and Mizell spotted severa
figures, tiny as yet, walking toward them from the candy-pink hotd, itstop floor visible above the palms.
A succession of wavelets, little black surges edged with foam and furtive light, dopped againgt the shore,
thinned, and melted away.

L onesome Heartbreak came out from behind the van and sat back down. Mizdll, stirred by impulse, a
boost of curiogity similar to the one that encouraged him to break into the van, hunkered down beside
him. “My friend has atheory about you,” he said. “ He thinks when you get home you' re going to commit
suicide. Hethinksyour trip isa prelude to that.”

Stffly, likeanidol coming to life, Lonesome Heartbreak turned his scowling face to Mizdl, and Mizell
had a sense that he was being less examined than felt, apprehended. He thought of a Dian Fossey
documentary he' d seen, Dian sitting cross-legged beside the alphamale, displaying submissive behavior,
whilethe gorillastudied her, trying to puzzle out their differences.

“I want to know, too,” said Mizell. “It'snot casud. | redly want to know.”

Heimagined that he detected a charred residue in the darks of the man’ s eyes, the old shocks of
disaster, and heimagined, too, the thought of desath, dmost a shadow, standing in asecret place among
ebony pillars, waiting to step forward into conscious light, real yet not redl, like smoke or a haf-heard
whisper.

“I can't say these things,” said Lonesome Heartbreak, the words faltering, asif he were operating the
mechanisms of the flesh from aremove. “1 don’'t know you.”

“Hey!” sadthejourndigt. “There sAnna”

David Moskowitz, his suit jacket flgpping in the breeze, was hurrying toward them aong the beach;
he was hauling Annaaong by thewrigt. Bringing up the rear was alanky, long-haired Vietnamese kid
wearing an orange T-shirt beneath apae linen suit. Asthey came up, Moskowitz gave Anna sarm a
vicioustug and sent her sprawling into the sand. He stepped closeto Mizell, so closethat only hissmall
pale eyeswerein focus.

“Y ou wannaknow my business?’ he shouted. “Fuck you! Y ou wannaknow my busness?’ He
shoved Mizell back againgt the van.

The Vietnamese kid had taken a stand about ten feet behind Moskowitz; in hisright hand was
something black and snub-nosed. The journalist noticed the gun, too, and edged away. Lonesome
Heartbreak hadn’t moved amuscle.

Moskowitz gave Mizedll another, less violent shove and pointed to Anna, who lay where she had
fdlen, staring vacantly through the tangles of her hair -- Mizell could tell that she had done up again.

“Man,” Maoskowitz said, “you need to employ amore accomplished actress. Thisbitch isway too
smacked out to do good work.” He pitched his voice high and sugary. “‘ David, do you have contactsin
Laos? David, can you get me some heroin?” He let out abrittle laugh, and the laugh seemed to rekindle
hisanger. “Fuckin’ amateurs The hel you werethinkin’, messn’ with me?’

“What do you want?” Mizell asked, trying to control fear and anger, caculating his chances a the
gun. Judging by his erratic behavior, Moskowitz' s heart would be playing hip-hop beets, fueled by a
potpourri of stimulants; but the Vietnamese kid |ooked solid.

“I figured you for a cut-to-the-chase kind of guy.” Moskowitz adjusted the hang of hisjacket,
gestured at Anna. “Meryl Streep heah tells me you' re afountain of knowledge concernin’® Saigon. You're



aconduit. You perform aservice. 1zzat right?’

“I like to know wherel live.”

“Do you now? Welldr, | intend to be ablank spot on your map. One of those mysterious
Abandon-All-Hope-Y e-Who-Enter places. And know what else | want? | want you to work for me. |
can use asmart young fellalike yourself. Someone knows al the back doors and the bear traps.”

Maybe, Mizell thought, what had been unthinkable in Djakarta and Goawas doablein Vietnam.
Maybe he was ready to step up to the next leve. Hisfingers trembled with hits of adrenaline. It would be
very stisfying to kill Moskowitz. Messy, but satisfying.

“You gtill theah, oI’ son?” Moskowitz peered a him, his delicately boned face washed dead white by
the moonlight. “We didn’t lose you now, did we?’

“I waswondering if it would be possible to work for you.”

Moskowitz' s expression was one of mock incredulity. “Did | lead you to believe | was offerin’ you a
job?No way, chico! Y ou're being shanghaied.”

“Ifit'll giveyou akick,” Mizdl sad, “I can swear eternd fedlty. But | thought you’ d appreciate a
measured response. Y’ know, one based on an estimate asto whether | can keep both you and my
contacts happy.”

Moskowitz studied him a moment, then chuckled. “Am 1 gon’ wind up likin" you? I’ d purely hate
thet.”

Lonesome Heartbreak gave adecisive-sounding sigh and stood. “I must go,” he said; he picked up
his guitar by the neck and turned to the van.

“Whoathere, Hiroshi!” Moskowitz said. “Don’'t bein such ahurry.”

Lonesome Heartbreak paid him no attention.

Moskowitz signaed the Vietnamese kid to handle this spot of bother. The kid approached the van,
stepping over Annd slegs, as he planted hisleft foot, Mizell saw the muscles of Lonesome Heartbreak's
right arm tense, saw what was coming, and started moving forward at the same instant L onesome
Heartbreak swung his guitar by the neck, bringing it up in ashort, windy arc to smash into the kid' s jaw.
It made amuch softer sound than Mizell would have anticipated, amost a plush sound, likea
two-by-four whacking a pillow. The kid dropped, dl his synapses shorted, his legs twisting beneath him,
and the gun fell to Anna, haf-burying itself in the sand. She stared at it with dazed fixity, reached out a
hand. But Mizell snatched up the gun and trained it on Moskowitz. Itsweight, its cold compacted power,
unnerved him, set histhoughtsto flurrying, and he backed away, needing to get the picture completely in
frame. On anilluminated patch of sand, the sumpy figure of Lonesome Heartbreak holding his busted
guitar neck; the crumpled Vietnamese kid, face dark with blood; Anna struggling to her knees beside
him, breathing hard; the journalist stepping into view from behind Mizdll; Moskowitz in ahdf-crouch,
mouth open, arms out, pams down, like a surfer whose wave and board had vanished from benegth him,
left him sailing through the air; and beyond, shining them al into being, the lunatic bone-faced moon riding
above the slver-edged peaks of cloudy Alps, like apainting on black lacquer.

Thejourndist said something, and Mizdl| told him to hold on, give him a second to think. He could
make a phone cal, dea with Moskowitz that way. Cal Eddie Pang in Cholon. Eddie was no fucking
bargain. The cost would be heavy, lots of favors, but it might be the way to go. Better than pulling the
trigger himself. Not as safe, maybe, but less messy. Somebody had to do it, that’ sfor sure. Moskowitz
wouldn’'t go away on hisown.

“Y ou gonna shoot me, Mistuh Mizdll?” Therewas atouch of curiosity in Moskowitz' svoice, asif this
were something he wanted to know, and not what it truly was -- the start of anegotiation.

“I might,” said Mizell.

“If you' re gonna shoot him, man,” said the journdi<t, “I'm outtahere.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Contrary urges were scooting about in Mizell’ s head, asif contending pressures
within his skull were squeezing thought into new adignments.

“We have some room to maneuver heah,” Moskowitz said. “We have choices available.”

He was regaining his confidence, and thisinfuriated Mizell -- he took a shooting position, legs apart,



elbows braced, and felt something hot spike down through his body, a unity of anger and intent nailing
him to the moment. Moskowitz put his hands out to stop the bullet and turned hisface away. Inthe
strong moonlight, the stubble on his scalp resembled dirty residue left in asink.

“Thisisn't wise, Mistuh Mizell,” he said. “1 want you to think about it. Theah must be away you can
establish some guarantees.”

“What sort of guarantees?’ Mizell was disconcerted to hear in his own voice an eagernessto dedl.

“For your security, of course.” Moskowitz had apeek at him, lowered his hands abit. “Y ou requirea
defense againgt the possibility of recriminations. And rightly so. | believe we can work somethin’ out
along those lines. P raps we can become dlies. Theah’ sabig pieto cut up heah. A very big pie. We can
al pigout if wejust ease back alittle.”

It was not going to happen: Mizdll was not ready for the next level, and he realized he probably never
would be. Hedidn’t feel one way or another abouit this, just accepting, perhaps alittle ashamed; but that
wasn't important. The problem till existed.

“Let me put thison thetable...” Moskowitz began, but was interrupted by Lonesome Heartbreak,
who made a growly noise and got to hisfeet; his cowboy shirt was draped over one shoulder. He held
up ahand to Mizdll, staying him, and crossed to Moskowitz. He grabbed M oskowitz behind the neck
with hisleft hand, and before the man could let out even ayelp, he delivered two short punchesto the
head with hisright. He let Maskowitz fal, unconscious; then he st to ripping the cowboy shirt into strips,
doing dl thiswith agtolid efficiency that seemed quite unred to Mizell.

When he had done with tying up Moskowitz, he took the gun from Mizell. “He will shoot me,” he
sad. “Afterward” -- he tapped Mizdl’ schest -- “you put...” He waggled the tips of hisfingers, grimaced,;
then he brightened. “Fingerprints Y ou put fingerprints on gun. Hisfingerprints. Cal police”

“Fuck you mean he' sgoing to shoot you?’ said thejournaist. “That guy’ s not shooting anybody.”

“| shoot myself!” said Lonesome Heartbreak, frowning. “Then fingerprints.” He backed away afew
steps and appeared to be inspecting his torso for agood place to park a bullet.

“Bullshit!” said thejourndigt, and Mizell said, “Hey, man! No!” and reached for the gun. Lonesome
Heartbreak fended him off.

“Look,” said Mizell, panicking. “ Y ou don't haveto kill yourself! There' sanother way, just let me
figureit out.”

“Inthearm!” said Lonesome Heartbreak with some perplexity. “1 shoot mysdf inarm!”

“All right,” said Mizdll, relieved; then, having thought it over for amoment: “ Shit! Y ou know, maybe
this1l work!”

“Y ou' re fucking insane, the both of you,” said the journdidt.

Mizdll was beginning to fed ordered once again. The Stuation was sorting itsdlf out. There were
tremendous potentias here, he redized. Symmetries. Ironies. “ Actualy,” he said, “it’ sapretty greet idea.
The police will love this motherfucker. They'll squeeze him'til he shits pennies. Then they’ll throw his
bonesto whoever barks the loudest. But | have to be the one who shoots himself.”

Lonesome Heartbresk offered an objection, but Mizdl| -- startled to hear himsdlf arguing for theright
to bleed -- said, “No, listen. | know al these cops. Police. Important guys. I’ ve done favors for them.
There saguy herein Vung Thao. Colond Vinh. HE Il take care of this. But if you doit... they don't
know you, so they don’'t careif you get justice. Maybe asshole there can buy hisway out. If | doiit, he's
history, because they don’'t want those favors to stop. Y ou understand? He' s out of the picture.”

“Okay,” said Lonesome Heartbreak; he clicked histongue againgt histeeth and nodded. “Okay.” He
handed the gun to Mizdll. “Y ou shoot yoursdlf.”

“I don’t know about this shit,” said the journait.

“You're going to back usup, aren’'t you?’ Mizell asked him. “Y ou're going to tdll the right story?’

“Hey, I'mdown for it. | just find thisall alittle weird.”

Mizdll glanced at Anna. She had curled up on her sidein the sand. Adeep. Dreaming. Do it quickly,
he told himsdif; don't think about it. He pushed the muzzle againgt the fleshy part of his upper arm, trying
for an angle that would merely crease. He drew a deep breath, exhaed, closed his eyes. Hisfinger



tightened on the trigger. He stayed in this position for quite sometime. “Fuck!” he said. He drew another
breath, tried to prepare. “Fuck!” he said again.

“I help,” said Lonesome Heartbreak. He took the gun, gripped Mizdll’ sleft shoulder. Mizdll closed
his eyes, felt the muzzle pressfirmly into his bicep. He jerked hisarm away. “Not like that, damnit!” he
sad. “Just graze mel”

L onesome Heartbreak’ s brow creased with bewilderment.

“Don’'t shoot me straight on. Makeit aflesh wound.” Mizell illustrated the concept by flicking his
shintdeave with afinger.

“Okay. | understand!”

“I’m going to sit down.” Mizell dropped to the sand, stretched out hislegs, propped himsdlf on his
right arm. “Give meaminute.”

Lonesome Heartbreak kneeled beside him. Hiswide face was calm, like that of a doctor with a
needle. “Look at the water,” he said, pointing with the gun.

Mizell did as he wastold. He could have used some of Annd s stash, but the water would have to do.
The sky. Thiswas so fucked. But what the hell, he had atattoo. Now he' d have ascar to go withit. A
vaccination againgt the Moskowitz disesse.

The lopsided moon was perfectly balanced on a cloud edge; it seemed to berolling dong it asthe
cloud passed benesth; above and to the right of the moon, asingle star winked bluedly, big diamond rays
from an atom heart blowing out to be somebody’ sangel, some diviner’ sfire. It wasdl pretty cool if you
kept your eye on the sky and never looked down. It was all black velvet and pointy Christmas stars and
apink hotel ablaze with party lights. After awhile you could let thelight in Straight to your brain. Anna
knew that.

“I’'mready,” hesaid.

When he heard the shot Moskowitz began shouting for help, and Lonesome Heartbreak was forced
to gag him. Then he set about bandaging Mizdl’sarm. That done, he propped Mizdll up againgt the van,
afew feet from where Annawas lying, still adeep, and squatted down to have alook at the Viethamese
kid, who was moaning.

“Hurtslike hel, hun?” Thejourndist sat down cross-legged facing Mizdll. “I got shot once. Witha
rubber bullet. But it ill hurt like hell.” With hisface in shadow, he looked like aStdinist ghogt, an old
Marxist pirate.

Mizdl said, Fucking A it hurt, but he was amazed how quickly the worst of the pain had subsided.
Partly due, he supposed, to the tightness of the bandage.

L onesome Heartbreak dung the Viethamese kid up onto his shoulder in afireman’slift. “Need
doctor,” he said, and shook his head vigoroudly, asif in assurance that a doctor would fix the kid right
up. “1 go now. Come back maybe... half-hour.”

“Bring me back abeer, will ya?’ said the journalist humorlessy. Mizdll had the notion he wasfeding
|eft out.

“Don’t forget the name,” Mizdll said. “ The policeman, you know. Colond Vinh.”

L onesome Heartbreak tapped his forehead. “No problems.”

Mizdll wanted to understand what had happened, he wanted to know how the World Tour would
end. More than that, he wanted to acknowledge the relationship. Incidental though it was, just two
people working together, probably unmindful of each other’ s purposes, perhaps even somewhat at
Cross-purposes... despite al that, he felt the strange synchronicity at its heart was worth acknowledging.
But he couldn’t think how to do it, or what he would say even if they could communicate subtleties.



Language was not the only barrier here. It seemed there were some occasions when it was not so bad to
shoot yourself, and there were other occasions you were born not to understand.

“Okay,” sad Lonesome Heartbreak, regarding him solemnly; he gave the thumbs-up sign. “ Okay.”
Then he set off dong the beach with his burden.

“That guy’ swhacko,” said thejourndist. “Y ou wouldn't think aguy could be that together and be
whacko, but heis”

Mizell had nothing to add.

Thewind blew harder, inging Mizdll’ sface with sand grains, and asit faded, tattering into gusts, he
could have sworn he heard something panting in the tall grasses waving atop the dune. Anna sat up,
rubbing her eyes. She caught sight of him and came crawling over, collapsed againgt hisbad arm, causing
him to cry out. She saw the bandage and said with blinky concern, “Oh my God! What happened?’

“Don’'t worry about it.”

Like magic, the words seemed to absolve her of the need to worry. She settled happily beside him
again, avoiding thearm. “Let’sgo back soon. I'm redlly deepy.”

He couldn’t believe she had no questions. About Maoskowitz, about any of it. Chalk it up to doper
logic, hefigured. Denid and modern chemistry twisting events into some acceptable shape. Or maybe
she was farther gone than he' d thought, maybe without his marking the change she had passed another
landmark on the road to dissolution, stepped closer to the zone of stdlazine and long afternoonsin a quiet
room with a shaft of golden sunlight striking through ahigh window, so articulated by dug, it looked
amogt solid, athing of gauzy crystd, and dark blue shadows siting in dim corners with their heads down.
And yet shewas beautiful, abit mussed but essentialy untouched by the sorry rituasthat had played out
on the beach. That had been playing out for years. He was going to have to do something. No putting it
off any longer. He started to make a promise to himsdlf, but recognized that making it would be too easy
amora satisfaction.

“You dl right?” he asked; the throbbing in hisarm intensified, and he tried to calm his heart.

“I don’t know. I’ ve been thinking.”

“What about?’

She sighed, alittle girl noise, a haf-voiced musica note coring abreath. “1 don’t know.” Then: “We
could go to Hong Kong. Y ou know, for the handover? That’ d be fun, wouldn't it?’

“Fun!” said the journdist sourly. “ There sjust not enough fun in the world. That’ sthe problem.”

The lightswere still on at the pink hotdl. Ant-sized black shapes were scurrying about on the sand in
front of it, carrying off crumbs and bottles from the party, running into the seato laugh and drown one
another under the death’ s-head moon in the opium water between China and the end of time. Thewind
blew hard again, lifting scatters of bright foam from the wave crests.

“Yeah,” said Mizdl. “ Forget thismess.”

BEAST OF THE HEARTLAND
First published in Playboy, September 1992.

Mears has adream the night after he fought the Alligator Man. The dream beginswith words. “In the
beginning was adark little god with glowing red eyes...” And then, there it stands, hovering inthe
blackness of Mears hotel room, atwisted mandrake root of agod, evil and African, with ember eyes
and limbslike twists of leaf tobacco. Even after it vanishes, waking Mears, he can fed those eyes burning
ingde hishead, merged into asinglered pain that seems asif it will go on throbbing forever. He wonders
if he should tell Leon about the pain -- maybe he could give Mears something to easeit -- but hefigures



this might be abad idea. Leon might cut and run, not wanting to be held responsible should Mearsked
over, and there Mears would be: without atrainer, without anyone to coach him for the eye exams,
without an accomplicein hisblindness. It' snot a priority, he decides.

Todigtract himsdlf, helies back and thinks about the fight. He' d been doing pretty well until the ninth.
Staying right on the Cuban’ s chest, mauling him in the corners, working the body. The Cuban didn’t like
it to the body. He was a honey-colored kid a couple of shades lighter than Mears and he punched like a
kid, punches that stung but that didn’t take your heart like the punches of a man. Fast, though. Jesus, he
wasfast! Asthefight passed into the middle rounds, as Mearstired, the Cuban began to dip away, to
circleout of the haze of ring light and vanish into the darkness at the corners of Mears' eyes, so that
Mears saw the punches coming only at the last second, the wet-looking red blobs of the gloveslooping in
over hisguard. Then, inthe ninth, aleft he never saw drove him into the turnbuckle, aflurry of shots
under the ribs popped his mouthpiece hafway out and ancther |ft to the temple made him clinch, pinning
the Cuban’sgloves againgt hissdes.

In the clinch, that’ s when he caught sight of the Alligator Man. The Cuban pulled back his head, trying
to wrench hisright glove free, and the blurred ova of hisface sharpened, resolved into features: blazing
ydlow eyes and pebbly skin, and dit nogtrils at the end of along snout. Although used to such visions,
hallucinations, whatever thiswas, Mears reacted in terror. He jolted the Alligator Man with an uppercut,
he spun him, landed a clubbing right high on the head, another right, and asif those punches were magic,
asif their force and number were removing acurse, breaking aspell, the Alligator Man' s face melted
away, becoming ablurred brown oval once again. Mears' terror also grew blurred, his attack less
furious, and the Cuban came back at him, throwing shots from every angle. Mearstried to dide off along
the ropes but hislegs were gone, so he ducked his head and put his gloves up to block the shots. But
they got through, anyway.

Somebody’ sarms went around him, hemming him in againgt the ropes, and he smelled flowery
cologne and heard a smooth baritone saying, “ Takeit easy, man! It'sover.” Mearswanted to tell the ref
he could have stood up through ten, the Cuban couldn’t punch for shit. But he was too wesk to say
anything and he just rested his head on the ref’ s shoulder, strings of drool hanging off his mouthpiece,
cooling on hischin. And for thefirst timein along while, he heard the crowd screaming for the Cuban,
the women’ svoices bright and crazy, piercing up from the maeroar. Then Leon wasthere, Leon’s
adringent smell of Avitene and Vasdine and Gelfoam, and somebody shoved Mears down onto astool
and Leon pressed theice-cold bar of the Enswell againgt the lump over his eye, and the Cuban elbowed
hisway through the commission officials and nobodiesin the corner and said, “Man, you one tough
motherfucker. Youdmos kill mewith them right hands.” And Mears had the urgeto tell him, Y ou think
I’m tough, wait’ Il you seewhat’s coming,” but instead, moved by the sudden, heady |ove that possesses
you after you have pounded on aman for nine rounds and he has not fallen, Mearstold him that one day
soon he would be champion of theworld.

Mearswondersif the bestia facesthat materidizein the midst of hisfightsarerelated to the painin his
head. In his heart he believesthey are something else. It could be that he has been granted the magical
power to see beneath the surface of things. Or they may be something his mind has created to
compensate for his blindness, akind of piritud adrendine that inspires him to fiercer effort, oftento
victory. Since hisretinas became detached, he has dipped from the status of fringe contender to tria
horsefor young fighters on the way up, and his style has changed from one of grace and lusivenessto
that of a brawler, of someone who must keep in constant physical contact with his opponent.
Nevertheless, he has won twelve of seventeen fights with his handicap, and he owes much of his success
to this symptom or gift or ddusion.

He knows most people would consider him afool for continuing to fight, and he acceptsthis. But he
does not consder himsdlf agreater fool than most people; hisis only amore dramatic kind of foolishness
than the foolishness of loving abad woman or steding a car or speculating on gold futures or smoking
cigarettes or taking steroids or egting wrong or involving yoursdf with thetrillion other thingsthet lead to
damage and desath.



Asheliesin that darkened room, in the pal of his own darkness, he imagines attending a benefit held
to raise hismedical expenses after his secret has been disclosed. All the legends are there. Ali, Frazier,
and Foreman are there, men who walk with the pride of anation. Duran isthere, Duran of the demonic
fury, who TKO'd him in 1979, back when Mears was awelterweight. The Hit Man isthere, Thomas
Hearns, sinister and rangy, with a cobraike jab that had once cut him so badly the flesh hung down into
hiseyes. Sugar Ray Leonard isthere, talking about his own detached retinaand how he could have gone
the same way as Mears. And Hagler, who knocked Mears out in his only title shot, Hagler the tigerish
southpaw, heisthere, too. Mears ascends to the podium to offer thanks, and areporter catches hisarm
and asks him, “Wheat the hell went wrong, Bobby? What happened to you?’ Hethinks of dl thethings he
could say in response. Bad managers, crooked promoters. Alimony. | forgot to duck. Theclassic
answers. But there is one answer they’ ve never heard, one that he’ s nourished for amost two years.

“| traveled into the heartland,” hetellsthe reporter, “and when | got done fighting the animalsthere, |
cameout blind.”

Thereporter looks puzzled, but Ali and Foreman, Frazier and Hagler, Duran and Hearns, they nod
sagdly, they understand. They redize Mears answer is partly a pride thing, partly intuitive, asummation
of punches absorbed, hands lifted in victory, months of painful hegling, hours of punishment in the gym.
But mainly it isthe recasting into avow of adecison made years before. They would not argue that their
sport isbrutdly stupid, run by uncaring bastards to whom it is a business of dollars and blood, and that
tragedies occur, that fighters are swindled and outright robbed. Y et there is something about it they have
needed, something they have chosen, and so in the end, unlike the asbestos worker who bitterly decries
the management that haslied to him and led him down afatd path, the fighter fedls no core bitterness, not
even at himsdlf for being afool, for making such achoicein thefolly of youth, because he hasforsworn
theilluson of wisdom.

Mearsis not without regrets. Sometimes, indeed, he regrets amost everything. He regrets his
blindness, histaste in women, hisrotten luck at having been amiddleweight during the age of Marvin
Hagler. But he has never regretted boxing. He loves what he does, loves the gym rats, the old dozers
with their half-remembered tales of Beau Jack and Henry Armstrong, the crafty trainers, the quiet cut
men with their satchelsfull of swabsand chemicas. Heloves how he has been in the ring, honorable and
determined and brave. And now, nodding off in achegp hotel room, he fedslove from the legends of the
game returned in gpplause that has the sound of rushing water, a pure stream of affirmation that bears him
away into the company of heroes and arestless deep.

Three mornings later, as Mearswaits for Leon in the gym, he listens happily to the dapping of jump
ropes, the grunt and thud of someone working the heavy bag, the jabber and pop of speed bags, fighters
shouting encouragement, the sandpapery whisk of shoes on canvas, the meaty thump of fourteen-ounce
gparring gloves. Pale winter light chutes through the high windows like a Bethlehem star to Mears' eyes.
The smell isaharsh perfume of antiseptic, resin, and sweat. Now and then somebody passes by, says,
“Y 0, Bobby, what’ s happenin’?’ or “Look good the other night, man!” and he will hold out hishand to
be dapped without glancing up, pretending that his diffidence is an expression of cool, not apose
designed to disguise hisimpaired vison. His body gtill aches from the Cuban’ sfast hands, but in afew
weeks, afew daysif necessary, he'll be ready to fight again.

He hears Leon rasping a someone, smells his cigar, then spots adark interruption in the light. Not
having to see Leon, hethinks, isone of the few virtues of being legdly blind. Heisungightly, a
chocolate-colored blob of a man with jowls and yelow teeth and abelly that hangs over hisbelt. The
waist of Mears' boxing trunkswould not fit over one of Leon’ sthighs. Heis especidly unsightly when he



lies, which is often -- weakness comesinto hisface, his popped eyes dart, the pink tip of the tongue
dimesthe gristly upper lip. He looks much better as ablur in an onion-colored shirt and dark trousers.

“Got afight for us, my man.” Leon drops onto afolding chair beside him, and the chair yiddsa
metallic creak. “Mexican name Nazario. We gon' kick hisfuckin® assl”

Thisisthe same thing Leon said about the Cuban, the same thing he said about every opponent. But
thistime he may actudly be sincere. “Guy’ smadefor us,” he continues. “ Comes straight ahead. Good
hook, but anothin’ right. No fancy bullshit.” He claps Bobby on theleg. “We need aW bad, man. We
whup thisguy in style, | can get usamain event on ESPN next month in Wichita”

Mearsisdubious. “Fighting who?’

“Vederotta,” says Leon, hurrying past the name to say the Nazario fight isin two weeks. “We can be
ready by then, can't we, sure, we be ready, we gon’ kill that motherfucker.”

“That guy calls himsdlf the Heat? Guy everybody’ s been duckin'?’

“Wasn't for everybody duckin’ him, | couldn’t get usthe fight. HE stough, | ain’'t gon’ tell younolie.
He busts people up. But check it out, man. Our end’ stwenty grand. Like that, Bobby? Tuh-wenty
thousand dollars”

“You shittin' me?’

“They fuckin' desperate. They can’t get nobody to fight the son of abitch. They need atune-up for a
title shot.” Leon suckson hiscigar, trying to puff it ight. “It’' s your ass out there, man. I’ll do what you
tell me. But we get past Nazario, we show good againgt Vederotta-- | mean give him afew strong
rounds, don’t just fold in one -- guy swears he' Il book us three more fights on ESPN cards. Maybe not
themain event, but TV bouts. That'd make our year, man. Y our end could work out to forty,
forty-five”

“Y ou get that inwritin’ ’ bout the three more fights?’

“Pretty sure. Man’s so damn desperate for somebody with a decent chin, he'll throw in aweekend
with hiswife”

“I don’t want hisdamn wife, | want it inwritin’ * bout the fights.”

“Youan't seen hiswife! That bitch got awiggle take the kinks outta a couch spring.” Ddlighted by his
wit, Leon laughs; the laugh turnsinto awet, racking cough.

“I'mgon’ need you onthisone,” says Mears after the coughing has subsided. “None of this bullshit
"bout you runnin’ round al over after dope and pussy whilel’m bustin’ my balsin the gym, and then
showin’ up when the bell rings. I’'m gon’ need you redly working. Y ou hear that, Leon?’

Leon’ sbreath comes hard. “1 hear you.”

“Square business, man. Y ou gottawrite me abook on that V ederotta dude.”

“I'll domy thing,” saysLeon, wheezing. “Y ou just take care of old Sefior Nazario.”

The deal concluded, Mears feds exposed, asif avast, luminous eye -- God's, perhaps -- is shining
on him, reveding dl hisfrailties. He Stsup straight, holds his head very ill, rubs his pams aong the tops
of histhighs, certain that everyoneiswatching. Leon’ s breathing is hoarse and labored, like last breaths.
Thelight is beginning to tighten up around that sound, to congedl into something cold and gray, likea
piece of dirty icein which they are al embedded.

Mearsthinks of Vederotta, the things he' s heard. The one-round knockouts, the vicious beatings. He
knows he' sjust booked himsdlf aworld of hurt. Asif in resonance with that thought, hisvision ripples
and thereisatwinge insgde his head, alittle flash of red. He gripsthe seat of the chair, prepares for
worse. But worse does not come, and after aminute or so, he beginsto relax, thinking about the money,
dipping back into the peace of morning in the gym, with the starred light shining from on high and the
enthusiastic shouts of the young fighters and the dap of leather making arhythm like ariver dapping
againgt abank and the fat man who isnot hisfriend beginning to bresthe easier now beside him.



When Mears phones his ex-wife, Amandla, the next night, he sits on the edge of the bed and closes
his eyes so he can see her clearly. Shel swearing her blue robe, dim-hipped and light-skinned, dmost like
aLatingirl, but her festures are fine and e oquently African and her hair iskept short in theway of agirl
from Brazzaville or Conakry. He remembers how good she looksin big gold hoop earrings. He
remembers so much sweetness, so much consolation and love. She smply had not been ableto bear his
pain, coming home with butterfly patches over his stitched eyes, pissing blood a midnight, having to
heave himself up from achair like an old man. It was aweaknessin her, he thinks, yet he knowsit was
an equivalent wesknessin him, that fighting is his crack, his heroin -- hewould not giveit up for her.

She picks up on the fourth ring, and he says, “How you been, baby?’

She hesitates amoment before saying, “Aw, Bobby, what you want?’ But she saysit softly,
plaintively, so he'll know that though it’s not agood thing to cal, she'sglad to hear hisvoice, anyway.

“Nothin’, baby,” he says. “1 don’t want nothin’. | just called to tell you I'll be sendin’ money soon.
Few weeks, maybe.”

“You don't haveto. I'mmakin' it dl right.”

“Don’t tel meyou can’'t use alittle extra. Y ou got responsibilities.”

A faded laugh. “1 hear that.”

Thereisslence for afew besats, then Mears says, “How’ s your mamaholdin’ up?’

“Not so good. Half thetime | don’t think she knowswho | am. She goes to wanderin’ off sometimes,
and | got to--" She bresks off, letsair hiss out between her teeth. “1’m sorry, Bobby. Thisain’t your
trouble”

That stings him, but he does not respond directly toit. “Well, maybe | send you alittle somethin’, you
can ease back from it.”

“I don’'t want to short you.”

“Youan'tgon' beshortin' me, baby.” Hetells her about Nazario, the twenty thousand dollars, but
not about Vederotta

“Twenty thousand!” she says. “They givin’ you twenty thousand for fightin’ aman you say’ s easy?
That don’'t make any sense.”

“Ain'tlikel’m jugt off thefarm. | till got aname.”

“Y eah, but you--"

“Don’'t worry about it,” he says angrily, knowing that she' s about to remind him he' s on the downside.
“| got it under control.”

Another silence. Heimaginesthat he can hear her irritation in the static on theline.

“But | doworry,” shesays. “God help me, | till worry about you after dl thistime.”

“Ain’'t beenthat long. Threeyears.”

She does not seem to have heard. “1 il think about you under them lights gettin’ pounded on. And
now you offerin’ me money you gon’ earn for gettin’ pounded on some more.”

“Look here--" he begins.

“Blood money. That'swhat it is. It's blood money.”

“Stopit,” he says. “Y ou stop that shit. It ain’t no more blood money than any other wage. Money
gets paid out, somebody aways gettin’ fucked over at the end of it. That’ sjust what money is. But this
here money, it ain't comin’ ’ cause of nothin’ like that, not even’ cause some damn judge said | got to give
it. It' scoming from meto you’ causeyou need it and | got it.”

He steers the conversation away from the topic of fighting, gets her talking about some of their old
friends, even managesto get her laughing when he tells her how the cops caught Sidney Bodden and
some woman doing the creaturein Sidney’ s car in the parking lot of the A& P. The way shelaughs, she
tips her head and tucks her chin down onto her shoulder and never opens her mouth, just makes these
pleased, musica noiseslikeashy little girl, and when shelifts her head, shelooks so innocent and pretty
he wantsto kiss her, grazes the receiver with hislips, wishesit would open and let him pour through to



her end of theline. The power behind the wish hits his heart like amainlined drug, and he knows she il
loveshim, he dtill loves her, thisisdl wrong, thislong-distance shit, and he can’t sop himsdf from saying,
“Baby, | want to seeyou again.”

“No,” she says.

It issuch aterminal, door-damming no, he can’t come back with anything. Hisface is hot and numb,
his arms and chest heavy as concrete, he feels the same bewildered, mule-stupid helplessness ashe did
when shetold him shewas leaving. He wondersiif she's seeing somebody, but he promises himself he
won't ask.

“I just can’t, Bobby,” she says.

“It'sdl right, baby,” he says, his voice reduced to awhisper. “It'sdl right. | got to be goin’.”

“I'msorry, | redly am sorry. But | just can't.”

“I'll be sending you somethin’ real soon. Y ou take care now.”

“Bobby?’

He hangs up, an effort, and Sits there turning to stone. Brooding thoughts glide through his head like
dow black sails. After awhile heliftshisarmsasif in an embrace. Hefed s Amandla begin to take on
shape and solidity within the circle of hisarms. He puts his|eft hand between her shoulder blades and
smoothsthe other dong her flanks, following the arch of her back, the tight rounds of her ass, the
columned thighs, and he presses hisface againg her bely, smelling her warmth, letting al the trouble and
ache of the fight with the Cuban go out of him. All the weight of |oss and sadness. His chest seemstofill
with something clear and buoyant. Peace, he thinks, we are at peace.

But then some dy, peripherd sense derts him to the fact that heisafool to rely on this sentimental
illuson, and he drops hisarms, fedling her fading away like sleam. He Sits straight, hands on knees, and
turns his head to the side, his expression rigid and contemptuous as it might be during astaredown at the
center of aboxing ring. Since the onset of his blindness, he has never been able to escape the fear that
people are spying on him, but lately he has begun to worry that they are not.

For once Leon has not lied. Thefight with Nazario isasmple contest of wills and left hooks, and
though the two men’ s hooks are comparable, Mears will isby far the stronger. Only in the fourth round
does hefed his control dipping, and then the face of a hooded serpent materializes where Nazario' sface
should be, and he pounds the serpent image with right leads until it vanishes. Early in thefifth round, he
bulls Nazario into a corner, and following a sequence of twelve unanswered punches, the ref stepsin and
stopsiit.

Two hours after thefight, Mearsisgtting in the dimly lit bar on the bottom floor of hishotel, having a
draft beer and a shot of Gentleman Jack, listening to Mariah Carey on the jukebox. The mirror isablack,
rippling distance flocked by points of actinic light, amysterious lake full of sarsand no sgn of his
reflection. The hooker beside him iswearing adark something sewn al over with spanglesthat move
over breasts and hips and thighs like the scattering of moonlight on choppy water. The bartender, when
he' svighleat al, isacryptic shadow. Mearsis banged up some, asmall but nasty cut at his hairline from
ahead butt and aknot on hisleft cheekbone, which the hooker is making much of, touching it, saying,
“That sterrible-lookin’, honey. just terrible. Y ou innaaccident or somepin’ ?” Mearstells her to mind her
own damn business, and she says, “Who you think you is, you ain't my business? Y ou better quit yo'
dissn’ "causel ain't takin' that kinda shit from nobody!”

He buys her another drink to mallify her and goes back to hisinterior concerns. Although the pain
from thefight isminimd, hiseyesare acting up and thereisafeding of dread imminence insde his head,
an gpprehension of adight wrongness that can bloom into afiery red presence. Heistrying, by



maintaining acertain poise, to ress it.

The hooker leans againgt him. Her breasts are big and doppy soft and her perfume smells cheap like
flowered Listerine, but her waist is dender and firm, and despite her apparent toughness, he senses that
sheisvery young, new to thelife. Thisbarely hardened innocence makes him think of Amandla.

“Don’'t youwan' go upstairs, baby?’ she says as her hand traces|oops and circles dong the insde of
histhigh.

“We be there soon enough,” he says gruffly. “Wegot al night.”

“Whoo!” She pullsback from him. “I never seen ayoung man act so stern! *Mind me of my daddy!”
From her stagy tone, he realizes sheis playing to the other patrons of the place, whom he cannot see,
invisble as gods on their bar stools. Then sheis rubbing againgt him again, saying, “ Y ou gon’ treat me
like my daddy, honey?You gon' be hard on me?’

“Listen up,” he says quietly, putting ahand on her arm. “Don’t you be playin’ these games. I'm payin’
you good, so you just st fill and we'll have acouple drinks and talk alittle bit. When the time comes,
we Il go upstairs. Can you deal with that?’

He feds resentment in the tension of her arm. “OK, baby,” she sayswith casud fasty. “What you
wan' talk about?’

Mariah Carey ishaving avision of love, her snewy fa setto going high into agospd frequency, and
Mears asks the hooker if she likesthe song.

Shedhrugs. “It'sdl right.”

“Y ou know the words?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Sing it with me?’

“Say what?’

He gtartsto sing, and after a couple of seconds the hooker joinsin. Her voiceis dight and sugary but
blendswdl with Mears tenor. Asthey sing, her enthusiasm grows and Mearsfedlsafrail connection
forming between them. When the record ends, she giggles, embarrassed, and says, “ That was def, baby.
Yousing red good. Youamuscian?’

“Naw, just church stuff, you know.”

“Bobby Mearsl” A man’svoice brays out behind him, ahand fals heavily onto his shoulder.
“Goddamn, itisyou! My fren’, he saying, ‘ Ain't that Bobby Mears over there? and | said, * Shit, what
hebedoin’ in here?”

The manishuge, dark asacod sack against the lesser darkness, and Mears has no clueto his
identity.

“Yes, dr! Bobby ‘the Magician’ Mears! I’ m your biggest fan, no shit! | seen you fight adozen times.
Andl an'ttakin’ TV.| meanin person. Man, thisisgrest! Can | get you adrink? Lemme buy you one.
Hey, buddy! Give us another round over here, OK?’

“’Nother draft, ' nother shot of the Gentleman,” saysthe bartender in asingsong ddlivery as he pours.
He picks up the hooker’ s glass and sayswith lessflair, “Vodka and coke.”

“Sigter,” the man saysto the hooker, “I don’t know what Bobby’ s beentellin’ you, but you settin’
next to one of the greatest fighters ever lived.”

The hooker says, “Y ou afighter, baby?’ and Mears, who has been seething at thisinterruption, starts
to say it'stimeto leave, but the man talks through him.

“The boy wasdick! I'mtellin’ you. Sickest thing you ever seen with that jab of his. Liketo kill
Marvin Hagler. That old baldhead was one lucky nigger that night. Ain't it the truth, man?’

“Bullshit,” Mears says.

“Man’sjus bein’ modest.”

“l @n't bein’” modest. Hagler was hurtin’ me from round one, and dl I’ sdoin” wastryin' to survive.”
Mearsdigsaroll of billsfrom his pocket, peels atwenty from the top -- the twenties are aways on top;
then the tens, then thefives. “Anybody saw that fight and thinks Hagler was lucky don't know jack shit.
Hagler was the best, and it don’t make me fed no better "bout not bein’ the best, you comin’ round and



bullshittin’ me”

“Becoal, Bobby! All right, man? Be coal.”

The hooker caresses Mears' shoulders, his neck, and he fedls the knots of muscle, like hard tumors.
It would take athousand left hooks to work out that tension, athousand solid impactsto drain off the
poisons of fear lodged there, and he experiences a powerful welling up of despair that seems connected
to no memory or incident, no stimulus whatsoever, akind of bottom emotion, one you would never
notice unlessthe light and the temperature and the noise leve, dl the conditions, werejust right. But it's
there dl thetime, the tarry stuff that floors your soul. He tells the man he' s sorry for having lashed out at
him. He' stired, he says, got shit on hismind.

“Hey,” saysthe man, “hey, it'snot aproblem, OK?’

Therefollows aprickly silence that ends when Aaron Neville comes on the jukebox. Mears goes
away with the tune, with the singer’ sliquid shifts and drops, like the voice of a saxophone, andis
annoyed once again when the man says, “Who you fightin’ next, Bobby?Y ou got somethin’ lined up?’

“Vederotta,” Mears says.

“The Heat, man? Y ou fightin’ the Heat? No shit! Hey, you better watch your asswith that white boy!
| seen him fight Reggie Williams couple months back. Hit that man so hard, two histeeth come away
stuck in the mouthpiece.”

Mears dides the twenty across the bar and says, “Keep it” to the bartender.

“That’sright,” saysthe man with apparent rish. “That white boy ain’'t normal, you ax me. Hejus be
livin' to fuck you up, know what | mean? He got somethin” wrong in his head.”

“Thanksfor the drink,” Mears says, standing.

“Any time, Bobby, any time,” the man says as Mears |ets the hooker lead him toward the Sairs. “Y ou
take my advice, man. Watch yoursdlf with that Vederotta. That boy he gon’ come hard, and you ain't no
way dick asyou used to be”

Cold blue neon winks on and off in the window of Mears room, avague nebular shine that might be
radiating from apolar beacon or aghostly police car, and as the hooker undresses, heliesonthebedin
his shorts and watches the light. It sthe only thing he sees, just that chilly bluein ablack field, soreading
across the surface of the glasslike some underseathing, shrinking and expanding like the contractions of
anicy blue heart. He has dways been afraid before afight, yet now he' safraid in adifferent way. Or
maybeit’ s not the fear that’ s different, maybeit’s hisresstance to it that has changed. Maybe he's
weaker, wearier. He is so accustomed to suppressing fear, however, that when hetriesto examineit, it
dithersaway into the cracks of hissoul and hidesthere, lurking, eyes aglow, waiting for itstime.
Vederotta. The man’s name even sounds strong, like aforeign sin, an age-old curse.

“Ain’'t youwan' thelightson, honey?’ asksthe hooker. “I wan' you be able see what you doin’.”

“I seeyou just fine,” he says. “ Y ou come on lie down.”

A dren curlsinto the distance; two car horns start to blow in an impatient rhythm like brassanimals
angry a each other; smells of barbecue and gasoline drift in to overwhelm the odor of industrial cleaner.

Training, hethinks. Once he gartsto train, he'll handlethe fear. HE Il pave it over with thousands of
st-ups, miles of running, countless combinations, and by fight night there Il be just enough left to motivate
him.

The hooker settles onto the bed, lies on her side, leaning over him, her breasts spilling onto his chest
and am. Heliftsonein his pam, squeezing its heft, and she makes a soft, pleased noise.

“Why you didn’t tell me you famous?’ she asks.

“l an't famous.”



“Y eah, but you was.”

“What difference it make? Bein' famousain’t about nothin’.”

She moves her shoulders, making her breastsroll against him, and her hot, Sweet scent seemsto
thicken. “Jus niceto know isal.” Sherunsahand aong his ches, his corded bely. “Ain't you
somepin’,” she says, and then, “How old' re you, baby?’

“Thirty-two.”

He expects her to say, “ Thirty-two! Damn, baby. | thought you was twenty-five, you lookin' good.”
But dl shedoesisgivealittle mmm sound asif she' sfiling the fact away and goes on caressng him. By
this he knows that the connection they were starting to make in the bar has held and she' sgoing to be
hersdf with him, which iswhat he wants, not some play-acting bitch who will Iet him turn her into
Amandla, because heissick and tired of having that happen.

She helps him off with his shorts and brings him al the way hard with her hand, then touches his cock
to her breasts, letsit butt and dide againgt her cheek, takesit in her mouth for just seconds, like into
warm syrup, her tongue swirling, getting his hipsto bridge up from the mattress, wise and playful in her
moves, and finally she comes astride him and says, “1 believe I’ m ready for some of this, baby,” her voice
burred, and she reachesfor him, puts him where she needsiit, and then her whole dark, sweet weight
swings down dick and hot around him, and his neck arches, his mouth strains open and his head pushes
back into the pillow, feding asif he’ sdipped the back of hisbrain into adark green pool, thisancient
place with mossy-stone temples beneath the water and strange carvings and spirits gliding in and out the
columns. When that moment passes, he finds she' sriding him dow and deep and easy, not talking
hooker trash, but fucking him like ayoung girl, her breath shaky and musica, hands braced on the pillow
by his head, and he dides his hands around to cup her ass, to her back, pressing down so that her
breasts graze and nudge his chest, and it’ sal going so right he forgetsto think how good it isand gives
himself over to the arc of hisfedings and the steady, snuous besat of her heart-filled body.

Afterward thereis something shy and delicate between them, something he knowswon't survive for
long, maybe not even until morning, and maybeit’sdl false, maybe they have only played a degper game,
but if S0, it's deep enough that the truth doesn’t matter, and they are for now in that small room
somewhere dark and green, the edge of that pool he dipped into for a second, awood, sacred, with the
cdlsof those strange metd beasts sounding in the distance from the desolate town. A shadow iscircling
beneath the surface of the poal, it’s old, wrinkled, hard with evil, like apae crocodile that’ s never been
up into thelight, but it’ s not an animal, not even athought, it’ sjust aname: Vederotta. Hetolds her tight,
keeps two fingers pushed between her legs touching the heated damp of her, feeling her pulse there, ill
rapid and trilling, and he wants to know alittle more about her, anything, just one thing, and when he
whispersthe only question he can think to ask, she wriggles around, holding histwo fingersin place, turns
her face to his chest, and says her nameis Arlene.

Training islikerdigion to Mears, the litanies of sparring, the penances of one-arm push-ups, thelong
retreats of his morning runs, the monastic breakfasts at four A.M., the vigilsin the steam room during
which he visudizes with theintengty of prayer what will hgppen in thering, and aswith ardigion, hefeds
it amplifying him, paring him down, reducing hisfocusto asingle consuming pursuit. On this occasion,
however, he alows himsdlf to be distracted and twice degpswith Arlene. At first shetriesto act flighty
and brittle as she did in the bar, but when they go upstairs, that mask fallsaway and it isgood for them
again. The next night she digplays no pretense whatsoever. They fuck wildly like loverswho have been
long separated, and just before dawn they wind up lying on their sides, il joined, hips still moving
sporadicaly. Mears head isjangled and full of anxious incoherencies. He' sworried about how he will



suffer for thislater in the gym and concerned by what is happening with Arlene. It ssemsheisbeing given
alast sweetness, ayoung girl not yet hardened beyond repair, agirl who has some honest affection for
him, who perhaps sees him as ameans of salvation. This makes him think heisbeing prepared for
something bad by God or whomever. Although he' s been prepared for the worst for quite awhile, now
he wondersif the Vederottafight will somehow prove to be worse than the worst, and frightened by this,
hetells Arlene he can't see her again until after thefight. Being with her, he says, saps his strength and he
needsdl his strength for Vederotta. If sheisthe kind of woman who has hurt him in the past, he knows
shewill react badly, shewill accuse him of trying to dump her, shewill rave and screech and demand his
attentions. And she does become angry, but when he explainsthat heisrisking seriousinjury by losing his
focus, her defensiveness -- that’ s what has provoked her anger -- subsides, and she pullshim atop her,
draws up her knees and takes him deep, gluing him to her sticky thighs, and as the sky turnsthe color of
tin and ddlivery traffic grumblesin the streets, and agreat clanking and screech of metal comes from the
docks, and garbage trucks groan and whine asthey tip Dumpgtersinto their maws like iron gods draining
their goblets, she and Mearsrock and thrust and grind, tightening their hold on each other asthe city
seemsto tighten around them, winching up its loose ends, notch by notch, in order to withstand the fierce
pressures of the waking world.

That afternoon at the gym, Leon takes Mearsinto the locker room and sits him on abench. He paces
back and forth, emitting an exhaust of cigar smoke, and tells Mears that the boxing commission will be no
problem, the physical exam -- like most commission physicals -- isgoing to be ajoke, no eye charts,
nothing, just blood pressure and heart and basic shit like that. He paces some more, then sayshe's
finished watching films of Vederotta slast four fights.

“Ain’t but oneway to fight him,” he says. “ Smother his punches, grab him, hold him, frustrate the son
of abitch. Then when he get wild and come bullin’ in, we start to throw uppercuts. Uppercutsal night
long. That'sour only shot. Understand?’

“I hear you.”

“Man’sstrong.” Leon sighs as he takes a seat on the bench opposite Mears. “ Heavyweight strong.
Hegon' come at usfrom the bell and try to hurt us. He use his head, his elbows, whatever he gots. We
can't let him back us up. We back up on this motherfucker, we goin’ to deep.”

Thereismore, Mears can fed it, and he waits patiently, picking at the wrappings on his handswhile
he lisensto the dap and babble from the gym.

“Member that kid Tony Ayala?’ Leon asks. “ Junior middieweight ’ bout ten years ago. Mean fuckin’
kid, wound up rapin’ some schoolteacher in Jersey. Big puncher. ThisVederotta’ mind me of him. He
knock Jeff Toney down and then he kick him. He hold up Reggie Williams’ gaingt the ropes when the
man out on hisfeet so hekin hit him five, Sx timesmore.” Leon pauses. “Maybe he' stoo strong. Maybe
we should pull out of thisdedl. What you think?’

Mearsredizesthat Leonismainly afraid Vederottawill knock him into retirement, that his cut of the
twenty thousand dollars will not compensate for a permanent loss of income. But the fact that Leon has
asked what he thinks, that’ s new, that’sareal surprise. He suspects that deep within that gross bulk, the
pilot light of Leon’smora sdlf, long extinguished, has been rdit and he is experiencing aflicker of concern
for Mears well-being. Recognizing this, Mearsis, for reasons he cannot fathom, less afraid.

“Ain't you listenin’, man?1 axed what you think.”

“Got to have that money,” Mears says.

Leon suckson hiscigar, spits. “1 don't know ’bout this,” he says, redl doubt in hisvoice, red worry.
“I just don’t know.”

Mearsthinks about Leon, all the years, the lies, the petty betraya s and pragmetic loyalty, the
confusion that Leon must be experiencing to be troubled by emotion at this stage of the relationship. He
triesto picture who Leon is and conjures the image of something bloated and mottled washed up ona
beach -- something that would have been content to float and dream in the deep blue-green light,
chewing on kelp, but would now have to heave itself erect and lumber unsightly through the bright,
terrible days without solace or satisfaction. He puts a hand on the man’ s soft, sweaty back, fedsthe sick



throb of hisheart. “I know you don't,” he says. “Butit’sdl right.”

Thefirg time he meets Vederotta, it' sthe morning of the fight, at the weigh-in. Just as he' s stepping
off the scae, heis dartled to spot him standing afew feet away, apae, vaguely human shape cut in the
middle by awide band of black, thetrunks. And aface. That’ sthe artling thing, the thing that causes
Mearsto shift quickly away. It' sthe sort of face that appears when afight is going badly, when he needs
more fear in order to keep going, but it’s never happened so early, before the fight even begins. And this
oneisdifferent from the rest. Not a comic-book image dapped onto a human mould, it seemsfitted just
below the surface of the skin, below the false human face, rippling like something seen through athin film
of water. It's coa black, with sculpted cheeks and aflattened bump of anose and adit mouth and
hooded eyes, an inner mask of black lusterless metal. From its eyes and mouth leaks a crumbling red
glow so radiant it blursthe definition of the festures. Mears recognizesit for the face of his secret pain,
and he can only gare at it. Then Vederotta smiles, the dit opening wider to show the furnace glow within,
and saysin adull, stuporous voice, avoicelike ashes, “Y ou don’t ook so hot, man. Try and stay divetill
tonight, will ya?" Hishandlerslaugh and Leon cursesthem, but Mears, suddenly spiked with terror, can
find no words, no solidity within himself on which to base a casua response. He lashes out at that evil,
glowing face with aright hand, which Vederottadips, and then everyone -- handlers, officias, the press
-- issurging back and forth, pulling the two fighters apart, and as Leon hustles Mears away, saying,
“Fuck’ swrong with you, man? Y ou crazy?’ he hears Vederotta shouting at him, more bellowing than
shouting, no words, nothing intelligible, just the raving of the black beest.

Half an hour before thefight is scheduled to start, Mearsislying on atraining table in the dressing
room, alone, hiswrapped hands folded on his belly. From the arena.come intermittent announcements
over the PA, the crowd booing one of the preliminary bouts, and some men are talking loudly outside his
door. Mears scarcdly registers any of this. He strying to purge himself of fear but is not having much
success. He believes his peculiar visud trick has revedled one of God' s greet killers, and that tonight the
red seed of painin hishead will bloom and he will die, and nothing -- no determined avowa, no
life-affirming hope -- will diminish that belief. He could back out of the fight, he could fake an injury of
some sort, and he considersthis possibility, but something -- and it’ snot just pride -- is pulling him
onward. No matter whether or not that face he saw isred, there’ s something inhuman about V ederotta.
Something evil and implacable. And stupid. Some downess natural to sharks and demons. Maybe he's
not afate, a supernatura creature; maybe he' s only malformed, twisted in spirit. Whatever, Mears senses
his wrongness the way he would achange in the weather, not merely because of the mask but from a
weslth of subtle yet undeniable clues. All these months of imagining beastsin the ring and now he sfindly
come up againgt areal one. Maybe the only real onethereis. The one he dways knew was waiting.
Could be, hethinks, it'sjust histime. It’ shistime and he hasto confront it. Then it strikes him that there
may be another reason. It'sasif he' sbeen in training, sparring with the lesser beasts, Alligator Man, the
Fang, Snakeman, and therest, in order to prepare for this bout. And what if there's some purposeto his
sacrifice? Wheat if he' s supposed to do something out there tonight aside from dying?

Lying there, he redlizes he' sadready positioned for the coffin, posed for eternity, and that recognition



makes him roll up to hisfeet and begin his shadowboxing, working up a swest. His sweeat stinks of
anxiety, but the effort tempers the morbidity of histhoughts.

A tremendous billow of applauseissues from the arena, and not long thereafter, Leon popsin the
door and says, “ Quick knockout, man. Weoninfive.” Thenit goesvery fast. The shuffling, bobbing
walk dong the aide through the Wichita crowd, hearing shouted curses, focusing on that vast, dim tent of
white light that hangs down over the ring. Climbing through the ropes, stepping into the resin box, getting
his gloves checked afind time. It sal happening too quickly. He s being torn away from important
details. Strands of tactics, sustaining memories, are being burned off him. He does not fedl prepared. His
belly knots and he wants to puke. He needs to see where heiis, exactly where, not just this stretch of blue
canvasthat rippleslike shalow water and the warped circles of lights suspended in blacknesslike an
oddly geometric grouping of suns seen from outer space. The hegt of those lights, dong with the violent,
murmurous hesat of the crowd, it's sapping -- it should be as bright as day in thering, likenoonon a
tropic beach, and not this murky twilight reeking of Vaseline and concession food and fear. He keeps
working, shaking his shoulders, testing the canvas with gliding footwork, jabbing and hooking. Y et al the
while he' shoping thering will collapse or Vederottawill sorain something, a power failure, anything to
gpare him. But when the announcer brays hisweight, his record, and name over the mike, he growscam
asif by reflex and submitsto fate and listens to the boos and desultory clapping that follows.

“His opponent,” the announcer continues, “in the black trunks with ared stripe, weighsin tonight at a
lean and mean one hundred fifty-nine and one-half pounds. He' s undefeated and is currently ranked
number one by both the WBC and WBA, with twenty-four wins, twenty-three by knockout! Let's have
agreat big prairie welcome for Wichita s favorite son, Toneee! The Hesat! Ve-de-rot-taaaaal
Vederottal”

V ederotta dances forward into the roar that celebrates him, arms lifted above his head, hisback to
Mears, then he turns, and as Leon and the cut man escort Mears to the center of thering for the
ingtructions, Mears sees that menacing face again. Those glowing eyes.

“When | say ‘break,”” theref issaying, “I want you to break clean. Case of aknockdown, goto a
neutral corner and stay theretill | tell yato come out. Any questions?’

One of Vederotta s handlers putsin his mouthpiece, a piece of opaque plastic that mutesthe fiery
glow, makesit ook liquid and obscene; gassy red light steams from benegath the black meta hullsthat
shade hiseyes.

“OK,” saystheref. “Let’'sgetit on.”

Vederotta holds out his gloves and says something through his mouthpiece. Mearswon't touch gloves
with him, frightened of what this acquiescence might imply. Instead, he shoves him hard, and once again
the handlers have to intervene. Screams from the crowd lacerate the air, and the ref admonishes him,
saying, “ Gimme aclean fight, Bobby, or I'll disqudify ya” But Mearsislistening to Vederotta shouting
fierce, garbled noises such as alion might make with its mouth full of mest.

Leon hustles him back to the corner, putsin his mouthpiece, and dips out through the ropes, saying,
“Uppercuts, man! Keep throwin' them uppercutsl” Then he' saone, that strangely attenuated moment
between the ingtructions and the bell, longer than usua tonight becausethe TV cameraman standing on
the ring apron is having problems. Mearsrolls his head, working out the kinks, shaking hisarmsto get
them loose, and pictures himsdlf as he must ook from the cheap seets, atiny dark figure buried insde a
white pyramid. The image of Amandlacomesinto hishead. She, too, istiny. A dall inabluerobe, likea
Madonna, she hasthat kind of power, asweet, gentleidea, nothing more. And there’ s Arlene, whom he
has never seen, of whom he knows next to nothing, African and voluptuous and mysterious like those
big-breasted ebony statuesthey sell in theimport stores. And Leon hunkered down at the corner of the
ring, swesty aready, breath thick and quavery, peering with his pop eyes. Mearsfeds steadier and less
afraid, triangulated by them: the only three people who have any forcein hislife. When he glances across
thering and findsthat black death’ s head glaring a him, heis struck by something -- he can see
Vederotta. Since his eyeswent bad, he' s been unable to see his opponent until the man closes on him,
and for that reason he circlestentatively at the beginning of each round, waiting for the figureto



materialize from the murk, backing, letting his opponent come to him. Vederotta must know this, must

have seen that tendency on film, and Mearsthinks it may be possibleto trick him, to start out circling and
then surprise him with aquick attack. He turns, wanting to consult Leon, not sure thiswould be wise, but
the bell sounds, clear and shocking, sending him forward asinexorably asatoy set in motion by a spark.

L ess than ten seconds into the fight, goaded in equa measure by fear and hope, Mearsfeintsa
sdestep, plants his back foot, and lunges forward behind aright that catches V ederotta solidly above the
|eft eye, driving him into the ropes. Mears follows with ajab and two more rights before V ederotta backs
him up with awild flurry, and he seesthat V ederotta has been cut. The cut is on the top of the eydid, not
big but in abad place, difficult to treet. It showsasafuming red dit in that black mask, like molten lava
cracking open the side of ascorched hill. VVederottarubs at the eye, holds up his glove to check for
blood, then hurls himsdf & Mears, taking another right on the way in but managing to land two stunning
shots under the ribsthat nearly cave himin. From then onit’sal downhill for Mears. Nobody, not Hagler
or Hearns or Duran, has ever hit him with such terrible punches. Hisface is numb from Vederotta s
battering jab and he thinks one of his back teeth may have been cracked. But the body shots are the
worg. Their impact isthe sort you receivein acar crash when the steering whed or the dash damsinto
you. They sound like football tackles, they dredge up harsh groans asthey sink deep into his sdes, and
he thinks he can fed Vederotta sfingers, histalons, groping inside the gloves, probing for his organs.
With less than aminute to go in the round, aright hand to the heart drops him onto one knee. It takeshim
until the count of five to regain his breath, and he’ sup at seven, wobbly, dazed by the ache spreading
across his chest. AsVederotta comesin, Mearswraps his arms about hiswaist and they go lurching
about the ring, facesinches apart, Vederotta' s arm barred under histhroat, trying to push him off.
Vederotta spews words in agoblin language, wet, gnashing sounds. He spraysfiery brimstone breeth into
Mears face, acid spittle, the crack on hiseyelid leaking athin track of red phosphorus down a black
cheek. When the ref finally manages to separate them, he tells Mears he’ s going to deduct a point if he
keeps holding. Mears nods, grateful for the extrafew seconds' rest, more grateful when he hearsthe
bell.

Leon squirtswater into Mears mouth, tellshim to rinse and spit. “ Y ou cut him,” he saysexcitedly.

“Y ou cut the motherfucker!”

“I know,” Mearssays. “| can seehim.”

Leon, busy with the Enswell, refrains from comment, restrained by the presence of the cut man. “ L eft
eye,” he says, ignoring what Mears hastold him. “Throw that right. Rights and uppercuts. All night long.
That'sabad cut, huh, Eddie?’

“Could be awinner,” the cut man says, “we keep chippin’ onit.”

Leon smears Vasdine on Mears face. “How you holdin’ up?’

“He shurtin’ me. Everything he throws, he shurtin’ me.”

Leon tellshim to go ahead and grab, let the ref deduct the fucking points, just hang in there and work
theright. The crowd is buzzing, rumorous, and from this, Mears suspects that he may redly have
Vederottain sometrouble, but he' s still afraid, more afraid than ever now that he hasfelt VVederotta s
power. And as the second round begins, he redlizes he' sthe onein trouble. The cut hasturned Vederotta
cautious. Instead of brawling, he circles Mears, keeping his distance, popping hisjab, throwing an
occasiona combination, wearing down his opponent inch by inch, apale, indefinite mongter, hisface
sheathed in black metal, eyes burning like red suns at midnight. Each time Mears getsinsdeto throw his
shots or grab, the priceis high -- hooksto the liver and heart, rights to the side of the neck, the hinge of
thejaw. Hisfaceislumping up. Near the end of the round, aferocious straight right to the temple blinds
him utterly in the left eye for severd seconds. When the bell rings, he sinks onto the stoal, legs trembling,
heartbeat ragged. Exotic eyetrash floatsin front of him. His head' sfull of hot poison, aching and unclear.
But oddly enough, thet little specia pain of his has diss pated, chased away by the same straight right that
caused histemporary blackout.

The doctor pokes his head into the desperate bustle of the corner and asks him where heis, how he's
doing. Mears says, “Wichita’ and “ OK.” When the ref askshim if he wants to continue, he’ s surprised to



hear himsdlf say, “Yeah,” because he' sbeen doing little other than wondering if it would be dl right to
quit. Must be some good reason, he thinks, or else you’ re one dumb son of abitch. That makeshim
laugh.

“Fuck you doin’ laughin’?” Leon says. “Weain't havin’ that much fun out there. Work on that cut!
You an't donediddly to that cut!”

Mears just shakes his head, too drained to respond.

Thefirst minute of the third round is one of the most agonizing times of Mears' life. Vederotta
continues his cautious approach, but he' s throwing heavier shots now, headhunting, and Mears can do
nothing other than walk forward and absorb them. He isrocked a dozen times, sent regling. An uppercut
jams the mouthpiece edge-on into hisgums and his mouth fillswith blood. A hook to the ear leaveshim
rubber-legged. Two rights send spears of white light into his|eft eye and the tissue around the eye swdlls,
reducing hisvisonto adit. A low blow smashesthe edge of hiscup, drivesit Sdewaysagaing his
testicles, causing apain that brings bile into histhroat. But V ederotta does not follow up. After each
assault he steps back to admire hiswork. It' s clear he' s prolonging things, trying to inflict maximum
damage before the finish. Mears peers between his gloves a the beast stalking him and wonders when
that other little red-eyed beast insde his head will start to twitch and burn. He' s surprised it hasn't
aready, he' staken so many shots.

When theref stepsin after aseries of jabs, Mears thinks he' s stopping the fight, but it’s only amatter
of tape unraveing from hisleft glove. Theref leads him into the corner to let Leon retapeit. HE sso
unsteady, he hasto grip the ropes for balance, and glancing over his shoulder, he sees Vederotta spit his
mouthpiece into his glove, which he holds up like ahuge red paw. He expects V ederotta to say
something, but al Vederottadoesislet out amaniaca shout. Then he reinserts the mouthpiece into that
glowing red maw and stares a Mears, shaking his black and crimson head the way a bear does before it
charges, telling him -- Mearsredizes -- that thisisit, there’ snot going to be afourth round. But Mearsis
too wasted to be further intimidated, hisfear has bottomed out, and as Leon fumbles with the tape, giving
him alittle more rest, his prideis caled forth, and he senses again just how stupid Vederottais, bone
stupid, dog stupid, maybe just stupid and overconfident enough to fdl into the smplest of traps. No
matter what happens to him, Mears thinks, maybe he can do something to make V ederotta remember
thisnight.

The ref waves them together, and Mears sucks it up, banishes his pain into a place where he can
forget about it for awhile and shuffles forward, presenting a picture of reluctance and tentativeness.
When Vederotta connects with a jab, then aright that Mears halfway picks off with hisglove, Mears
pretends to be sorely afflicted and staggers back against the ropes. Vederotta' sin no hurry. He ambles
toward him, dipping his|eft shoulder, so sure of himself hel s not even trying to disguise his punches, he's
going to come with the left hook under, he' s going to hurt Mears some more before he whacks him out.
Mears peeks between his gloves, ebowstight to his sdes, knowing he' s got this one moment, waiting,
the crowd sroar like ajet engine around him, the vicious, smirking beast planting himsdf, his shoulder
dipping lower yet, his head dropping down and forward as he cocks the |eft, and it' sthen, right at that
precise ingtant, when Vederottais completely exposed, that M ears explodes from his defensive posture
and throws the uppercut, aming not at the chin or the nose, but &t that red dit on the black eyelid. He
lands the shot clean, feds the impact, and above the crowd noise he hears Vederotta shriek like a
woman, sees him stumble into the corner, his head lowered, glove held to the damaged eye. Mears
follows, spins him about and throws another shot that knocks Vederottal sglove aside, rips at the eye.
Thedlit, it’ storn open now, has become an inch-long gash, and that steaming, luminous red shit isflowing
into the eye, over the dull black cheek and jaw, dripping onto his belly and trunks. Mears popsajab, a
right, then another jab, not hard punches -- they don’t have to be hard, just accurate -- splitting
Vederotta s guard, each landing on the gash, dicing the eyelid dmogt its entire length. Then theref’ sarms
wrap around him from behind and haul him back, throwing him into ring center, where he stands,
confused by this sudden cessation of violence, by this solitude imposed on him after dl that brutal
intimacy, asthe doctor iscalled into look at Vederotta s eye. Hefedslight and unred, asif he' sbeen



shunted into a place where gravity isweaker and thought has no emotiona vaue. The crowd has gone
quiet and he hearsthe voice of Vederotta s manager above the babbling in the corner. Then a second
voice shouting the manager down, saying, “| can see the bone, Mick! | can see the goddamn bone!” And
then -- thisisthe most confusing thing of al -- the ref islifting hisarm and the announcer is declaring,
without enthusiasm, to a response of mostly silence and some scattered boos, that “the referee stops the
contest at aminute fifty-six seconds of the third round. Y our winner by TKO: Bobby! The Magician!
Mears”

Mears pain hasreturned, the TV people want to drag him off for an interview, Leon isthere hugging
him, saying, “We kicked hisass, man! Wefuckin' kicked hisassl” and there are others, the promoter,
the nobodies, trying to congratul ate him, but he pushes them aside, shoulders hisway to Vederotta s
corner. He has to see him, because thisis not how things were supposed to play. Vederottais Sitting on
his stool, someone smearing his cut with Avitene. Hisfaceis dill visible, ill that of the beast. Those
glowing red eyes stare up at Mears, connect with the eye of painin his head, and he wantsthereto bea
transfer of knowledge, to learn that one day soon that pain will open wide and hewill fal theway a
fighter falls after one punch too many, digointed, gracel ess, gone from the body. But no such transfer
occurs, and he begins to suspect that something is not wrong, or rather that what’swrong is not what he
suspected.

There s one thing he thinks he knows, however, looking at V ederotta, and while the handlers stand
respectfully by, acknowledging hisplacein thisritua, Mears says, “1 was lucky, man. You ahdl of a
fighter. But that eye snever gon’ bethe same. Every fight they gon’ be whacking &t it, splittin’ it open.
Youan'tgon' befuckin' over nobody no more. Y ou might aswell hang’em up now.”

Ashewaksaway, asthe TV people surround him, saying, “Here’ sthe winner, Bobby Mears’ -- and
he wonders what exactly it ishe swon -- it' s at that instant he hears a sound behind him, agush of raw
noise in which frustration and rage are commingled, both dirge and chdlenge, denid and lament, thefina
roar of the beast.

Two weeks after thefight he' ssitting in the hotel bar with Arlene, saring into that infinite dark mirror,
feding logt, undefined, Sckly, like there' sacloud between him and the light that shines him into being,
because he' s not sure when he' s going to fight again, maybe never, he's so busted up from Vederotta.
His eyes especidly seem worse, prone to dazzling white spots and blackouts, though the pain degp in his
head has subsided, and he thinks that the pain may have had something to do only with his eyes, and now
that they’ re fading, it' sfading, too, and what will he do if that’ s the case? Leon has been working with
this new lightweight, areal prospect, and he hasn't been returning Mears' cals, and when the bartender
switcheson the TV and arapper’ s voice begins blurting out his smple, aggressve rhymes, Mears gets
angry, thoughts like gnats swarming around that old reeking nightmare shapein his head, that thing that
may never have existed, and he pictures atalking skull onthe TV shelf, with a stuffed raven and acoiled
snake beside it. He drops atwenty on the counter and tells Arlene he wants to take awalk, adisruption
of their usud routine of afew drinks, then upstairs. It bewilders her, but she says, “OK, baby,” and off
they go into the streets, where the Chrismas lights are gleaming againgt the black velour illusion of night
like green and red gdaxies, asif he' sjust stepped into an incredible distance hung here and there with
plastic angelsfilled with radiance. And people, lots of people brushing past, dark and shiny as bestles,
scuttling dong in this holy immensity, chattering their bright gibberish, al hustling toward mysterious
crossroads where they stop and freeze into silhouettes against the streams of light, and Mears, who is
walking very fast because walking is dragging something out of him, some old weight of emotion, is
dismayed by their stopping, it goes contrary to the flow he wants to become part of, and he bursts



through agroup of shadows assembled like pilgrims by aburning river, and steps out, out and down --
he' sforgotten the curb -- and staggers forward into the traffic, into squealing brakes and shouts, where
hewaitsfor acolligon he envisons as swift and ultimately sunning, lusciousin itsfindity, like the fatal
punch Vederotta should have known. Y et it never comes. Then Arlene, who has clattered up, unsteady
in her high heds, hauls him back onto the sdewalk, saying, “You tryin’ to kill yo'sdlf, fool?” And Mears,
truly lost now, truly bereft of understanding, either of what he has done or why he' sdoneit, stands mute
and triesto find her face, wishes he could put aface on her, not amask, just aface that would be her,
but she' s nowhere to be found, she' s only perfume, asense of presence. He knows she' slooking at him,
though.

“You sick, Bobby?’ sheasks. “Ain’'t you gon’ tell mewhat’swrong?’

How can hetdll her that what' swrong ishe' safraid he' snot dying, that he' Il live and go blind? How
can that make sense? And what does it say about how great afool he' s been? He' s clear on nothing
goart from that, the sze of hisfally.

“C'mon,” Arlene sayswith exasperation, taking hisarm. “1’m gon’ cook you some dinner. Then you
cantdl mewhat’ sbeen bitin’ yo' ass.”

He lets her steer him along. He' stoo dazed to make decisions. Too worried. It’sfunny, he thinks, or
maybe funny’ s not theword, maybe it’s sad that what’ s beginning to worry him is exactly the opposite of
what was troubling him afew seconds before. What if she provesto be someonewho'll stland by him no
matter how bad things get, what if the pain in his head hasn't gone away, it’ sjust dormant, and instead of
viewing desth as a solution, one he feared but cameto rely on, he now comesto view it as something
miserable and dread? The darkness ahead will be tricky to negotiate, and the smpletrias of what he's
aready dtarting to characterize as hisold life seem, despite blood and attrition, unattainably desirable. But
no good thing can arise from such futile longing, he redizes. Loving Amandla has taught him that.

Between two department stores, two great, diffuse masses of white light, there’ san dley, adoorway,
adark interva of some sort, and asthey pass, Mears draws Arleneinto it and pulls her tightly to him,
needing amoment to get his bearings. The blackness of street and sky is so uniform, it looks asif you
could walk ablack curve up among the blinking red and green lights, and as Arlene’ s breasts flatten
againg him, hefedslike heisgoing high, likeit fee swhen the man in the tuxedo tells you that you' ve
won and the pain iswashed away by perfect exhilaration and sweet relief. Then, asif jolted forward by
the sound of abell, he steps out into the crowds, becoming part of them, just another fool with short
money and bad health and God knows what kind of woman trouble, who in another time might have
been champion of the world.



