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Department: EDITORIAL by Gordon Van Gelder
Regular readers of F&SF might have noticed that I've grown skeptical about the internet as a publishing medium. Much as I love the convenience of online communication, I just don't find the experience of reading fiction online to my taste.
Nonetheless, we've got a couple of online items to note:
The first is that we're trying an audio edition of F&SF again. (We had one briefly about seven years ago.) We've teamed up with the folks at Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic and we're running a test by selling one issue at www.fandsfaudio.com. If the results are good, we'll begin publishing audio editions regularly—and we'll make them available on CD also, but the test issue has to be done online. If you know anyone who likes science fiction in audio form, be sure to let them know about this test issue.
The other recent online news is that for folks who do like to read fiction online, we've begun reprinting one story from each issue online at www.suvudu.com. F&SF readers ought to check out this Website—there's a lot of interesting stuff happening there.
—GVG
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap1]
Short Story: RECROSSING THE STYX by Ian R. MacLeod
Ian MacLeod is the author of The Light Ages, The Summer Isles, and several other novels and collections. His most recent collection, Journeys, is due out this summer and a new novel, Wake Up and Dream, is slated for publication in the fall. (There's an extract from the novel online at www.ianrmacleod.com. Make sure to put the “r” in that URL unless you're looking for a whisky distiller.) 
Regarding this new story, Mr. MacLeod says only that he has yet to take a cruise holiday.
Welcome aboard the Glorious Nomad, all 450,000 nuclear-powered tons of her. She is literally a small country in her own right, with her own armed services, laws, and currency. But for all her modernity, life afloat remains old-fashioned. There are the traditional fast-food outlets, themed restaurants, colored fountains, street entertainers, and even a barber's shop staffed by a charmingly impromptu quartet. There are trained armies of chefs, litter collectors, pooper-scoopers, and maintenance engineers. Firework displays are held each evening on the main central deck above the Happy Trillionaire Casino, weather permitting. It's easy to understand why those who can afford her tariffs carry on cruising until—and then long after—death.
Wandering the decks in his lilac-stripe crew blazer, resident tour host Frank Onions never paid much attention to the news reports he saw in magazines left glowing over the arms of sun loungers. Still, he knew that dying was no longer the big deal it had once been. Death, it had turned out, was the answer to many of the problems of old age. With your weakening heart stopped, with your failing body eviscerated and your memory uploaded and your organs renewed, you were free to shuffle around on your titanium hips for another few decades. And, after that, you could book in for the same procedure again. And again. There were, admittedly, some quibbles about whether the post-living were still technically the same people they had once been. But, working as Frank did in an industry that relied heavily on the post-centenarian trade, it would have been churlish to complain.
It seemed like there were more corpses than ever as he led the morning excursion to the ruins of Knossos in Crete, with the Glorious Nomad anchored off what remained of the city of Heraklion. At least fourteen out of the forty-two heads he counted on the tour bus looked to be dead. Make that double, if you included their minders. The easiest way to tell the dead apart from the living was by a quick glance at their wigs and toupees. Not that the living oldies didn't favor such things as well, but the dead were uniformly bald—hair, like skin, seemed to be something the scientists hadn't fully got the knack of replacing—and had a particularly bilious taste in rugware. The lines of bus seats Frank faced sprouted Elvis coxcombs, dyed punky tufts, and Motown beehives. The dead loved to wear big sunglasses as well. They shunned the light, like the vampires they somewhat resembled, and favored loose-fitting clothes in unlikely combinations of manmade fabrics. Even the men put on too much makeup to disguise their pasty skins. As the tour bus climbed toward the day's cultural destination and Frank took the mike and kicked into his spiel about Theseus and the Minotaur, a mixed smell of corrupted flesh, facecream, and something like formaldehyde wafted over him.
The September sun wasn't particularly harsh as Frank, Glorious Nomad lollipop in raised right hand, guided his shuffling bunch from site to stairlift to moving walkway. Here is the priest-king fresco and here is the throne room and here is the world's first flush toilet. The only other tour group was from the Happy Minstrel, another big cruise vessel berthed at the old American naval base at Souda Bay. As the two slow streams shuffled and mingled in their frail efforts to be first to the souvenir shop, Frank couldn't help but worry that he was going to end up with some of the wrong guests. Then, as he watched them some more—so frail, so goddamn pointless in their eagerness to spend the money they'd earned back in their discarded lives as accountants from Idaho or lawyers from Stockholm or plant-hire salesmen from Wolverhampton—he wondered if it would matter.
He corralled what looked like the right specimens back on the bus without further incident, and they headed on toward what today's itinerary described as A Typical Cretan Fishing Village. The whole place looked convincing enough if you ignored the concrete berms erected as protection against the rising seas, and the local villagers did local villager as well as anyone who had to put on the same act day after day reasonably could.
Afterward, Frank sat under an olive tree in what passed for the harborfront taverna, took a screen out from his back pocket, and pretended to read. The waiter brought him stuffed olives, decent black decaf, and a plate of warm pita bread. It was hard, sometimes, to complain.
"Mind if we join you?"
Frank suppressed a scowl and put away his screen. Then, as he looked up, his contractual smile became genuine.
"Sure, sure. It would be a pleasure."
She was wearing a strappy sundress made of some kind of fabric that twinkled and changed with the dappling light. So did her bare golden shoulders. So did her golden hair.
"I'm Frank Onions."
"Yes...” There was a curious intensity to her gaze, which was also golden. “...We know.” She raked back a chair. Then another. And beckoned.
Damn. Not just her. Although Frank supposed that was to be expected; apart from crew, the only young people you found on board ships like the Glorious Nomad were minders. The dead man who shuffled up was a sorry case indeed. His toupee was a kind of silver James Dean duck's arse, but it was wildly askew. So were the sunglasses, and the tongue that emerged from between ridiculously rouged lips in concentration at the act of sitting looked like a hunk of spoiled liver.
"Oh, I'm Dottie Hastings, by the way. This is Warren."
As this Dottie-vision leaned to restraighten the rug and sunglasses, the dead man slurred something that Frank took to be hello.
"Well....” She returned her gaze to Frank. “We really enjoyed your tour and talk this morning. What can we get you? A carafe of retsina? Some ouzo?"
Much though he'd have loved to agree with anything Dottie suggested, Frank shook his head. “I really don't drink that kind of stuff.... Not that I have a problem with it...,” he felt compelled to add. “I just like to take care of myself."
"Oh yes.” Frank could feel—literally feel—Dottie's gaze as it traveled over him. “I can see. You work out?"
"Well. A bit. There's not much else to do in time off when you're crew."
She made a wry smile. “So. About that drink. Maybe some more coffee? I'm guessing decaf, right?"
Dottie, he noticed, settled for a small ouzo, although the Warren thing restricted himself to orange juice, a considerable amount of which she then had to mop up from around his wizened neck. There was a strange and unminderly tenderness about her gestures that he found almost touching. Lovely though she was, Frank found it hard to watch.
"You do realize,” she said, balling up paper napkins, “that most of the stories you told us about Knossos are pure myth?"
Frank spluttered into his coffee. But Dottie was smiling at him in a mischievous way, and her mouth had gone slightly crooked. Then the knowing smile became a chuckle, and he had to join in. After all, so much of what they'd just been religiously inspecting—the pillars, the frescos, the bull's horns—had been erected by Arthur Evans a couple of hundred years before in a misguided attempt to recreate how he thought Knossos should have been. But Evans got most of it wrong. He was even wrong about the actual name. Frank never normally bothered to spoil his tales of myths and Minotaurs with anything resembling the truth, but, as Warren drooled and he and Dottie chatted, vague memories of the enthusiasm that had once driven him to study ancient history returned.
Dottie wasn't just impossibly beautiful. She was impossibly smart. She even knew about Wunderlich, whose theory that the whole of Knossos was in fact a vast mausoleum was a particular favorite of his. By the time they needed to return to the tour bus to view the famous statue of the bare-breasted woman holding those snakes—now also known to be a modern fake—Frank was already close to something resembling love. Or, at least, serious attachment. There was something about her. Something, especially, about that golden gaze. There was both a playful darkness and a serene innocence somewhere in there that he just couldn't fathom. It was like looking down at two coins flashing up at you from some cool, deep river. Dottie wasn't just clever and beautiful. She was unique.
"Well....” He stood up, as dizzy as if he'd been the one knocking back the ouzo. “Those treasures won't get looked at on their own."
"No. Of course.” A poem of golden flesh and shifting sundress, she, too, arose. Then she leaned to help the Warren-thing, and for all his disgust at what she was doing, Frank couldn't help but admire the way the tips of her breasts shifted against her dress. “I'm really looking forward to this afternoon. I mean....” After a little effort, Warren was also standing, or at least leaning against her. His mouth lolled. His toupee had gone topsy-turvy again, and the skin revealed beneath looked like a gray, half-deflated balloon. “We both are.” Dottie smiled that lovely lopsided grin again. “Me and my husband, Warren."
* * * *
Minders were always an odd sort, even if they did make up the majority of Frank's shipboard conquests. But Dottie was different. Dottie was something else. Dottie was alive in ways that those poor sods who simply got paid for doing what they did never were. But married? You sometimes encountered couples, it was true, who'd crossed the so-called bereavement barrier together. Then there were the gold-diggers: pneumatic blondes (why were they always blonde?) bearing not particularly enigmatic smiles as they pushed around some relic in a gold-plated wheelchair. But nowadays your typical oil billionaire simply accepted the inevitable, died, and got himself resurrected. Then he just carried on pretty much as before. That was the whole point.
Frank Onions lay down in his accommodation tube that night with a prickly sense of dislocation. Just exactly where was he going with his life—living down in these crew decks, deep, deep below the Glorious Nomad's waterline where the only space you could call your own was so small you could barely move? It might not seem so up among the parks and shopping malls, but down here there was never any doubt that you were at sea. Heavy smells of oil and bilge competed with the pervasive human auras of spoiled food, old socks, and vomit. It was funny, really, although not in any particularly ha-ha way, how all the progress of modern technology should have come to this: a hive-like construct in which you shut yourself like a pupa preparing to hatch. No wonder he wasted his time in the crew gym working his body into some approximation of tiredness, or occupied what little was left after that hunting the next easy lay. No wonder none of the ship's many attractions held the slightest interest for him. No wonder he couldn't sleep.
All he could think of was Dottie. Dottie standing. Dottie seated. Dottie smiling her lopsided smile. The sway of her breasts against that prismatic fabric. Then Frank thought, even though he desperately didn't want to, of what Dottie might be doing right now with that zombie husband of hers. Mere sex between them didn't seem very likely, but mopping up food and levering withered limbs in and out of stairlifts was merely the tip of the iceberg of the tasks minders were required to perform. The thing about being dead was that blood, nerve cells, and tissue, even when newly cloned, were susceptible to fresh corruption, and thus needed constant renewal and replacement. To earn their salaries, minders didn't just give up a few years of their lives. After being pumped full of immunosuppressants, they were expected to donate their body fluids and tissue to their hosts on a regular basis. Many even sprouted the goiter-like growths of new replacement organs.
Frank tossed. Frank turned. Frank saw throbbing tubes, half flesh, half rubber, emerging from unimaginable orifices. Then he felt the rush of the sea beneath the Glorious Nomad's great hull as she plowed on across the Mediterranean. And he saw Dottie rising shining and complete from its waters like some new maritime goddess.
* * * *
As the Glorious Nomad zigzagged across the Aegean from the medieval citadel of Rhodes to the holy island of Patmos, Frank Onions kept seeing Dottie Hastings even when she wasn't there. A glint of her hair amid the trinkets in the backstreets of Skyros. A flash of her shadowed thighs across the golden dunes of Evvoia. He felt like a cat in heat, like an angel on drugs. He felt like he was back in the old times that had never existed.
Warren Hastings wasn't hard to find out about when Frank ransacked the Glorious Nomad's records. He'd made his first fortune out of those little hoops that used to hang at the top of shower curtains. His second came from owning the copyright on part of the DNA chain of some industrial biochemical. Warren Hastings was seriously, seriously rich. The sort of rich you got to be not by managing some virtual pop band or inventing a cure for melancholy, but by doing stuff so ordinary no one really knew or cared what it was. For all the money a top-of-the-range Ultra-Deluxe Red Emperor Suite must be costing him, he and Dottie should by rights have been plying the oceans aboard their own cruiser, living on a private island, or floating in a spacepod. Perhaps they enjoyed the company of lesser immortals. Or perhaps they simply liked slumming.
The more Frank thought about it, the more the questions kept piling up in his head. And the biggest question of all remained Dottie herself. It was an odd shock, despite all the times he'd now seen her and Warren exhibiting every sign of tenderness, to discover that she'd married him ten years earlier—before he'd even died—in a small, private ceremony in New Bali. There she was, dressed in virginal white beneath a floral arch, with Warren standing beside her and looking a whole lot better than he did now. The records were confused and contradictory about exactly when he'd chosen to die, but he must have started seriously decaying before he finally made the leap, whilst Dottie herself seemed to have just emerged, beautiful and smiling and entirely unchanged, into the more discreet and upmarket corners of the society pages, and into what you could no longer describe as Warren's life.
It all still felt like a mystery, but for once Frank was grateful for the contract clause that insisted he spend a designated number of hours in the company of paying passengers. He mingled at the cocktail hour of the Waikiki Bar, and feigned an interest in a whole variety of passenger activities about which he couldn't have given the minutest fuck until he worked out what kind of social routine the Hastings were following, and then began to follow something similar himself.
Onward to the island of Chios with its Byzantine monastery and fine mosaics, and the autumn waves were growing choppier as Frank Onions ingratiated himself with what he supposed you might call the Hastings crowd. Sitting amid the spittle rain of their conversations as Warren gazed devotedly in Dottie's direction with his insect sunglasses perched on his ruined Michael Jackson nose, Frank could only wonder again at the continuing surprise of her beauty, and then about why on earth she'd consented to become what she was now. Most minders, in Frank's experience, were almost as dead as the zombies they were paid to look after. They'd put their lives on hold for the duration. Apart from the money, they hated everything they were required to do. Even in the heights of passion, he always felt as if their bodies belonged to someone else.
But Dottie didn't seem to hate her life, Frank decided once again as he watched her wipe the drool from her husband's chin with all her usual tenderness and Warren mooed back equally tenderly. The thought that they made the perfect couple even trickled across his mind. But he still didn't buy it. There was something else about Dottie as she turned to gaze through the panoramic glass at the wide blue Mediterranean in proud and lovely profile. It was like some kind of despair. If her golden eyes hadn't been fixed so steadily on the horizon, he might almost have thought she was crying.
* * * *
He finally got his chance with her after a day excursion on the tiny island of Delos. The Hastings had opted to join this particular tour party, although they hung back as Frank delivered his usual spiel about the Ionians and their phallic monuments as if Dottie was trying to avoid him. Then a kerfuffle involving her and Warren broke out just as the launch arrived for the return to the Glorious Nomad. A lovers’ tiff, Frank hoped, but it turned out there had been some kind of malfunction that required immediate action as soon as they got back on board ship.
Dottie still had on the same white top she'd worn all day when she finally emerged on her own at the Waikiki Bar later that evening, but it now bore what looked to be—but probably wasn't—a small food stain on the left breast. Her hair was no longer its usual marvel in spun gold, either, and the left corner of her mouth bore a small downward crease. She looked tired and worried. Everyone else, though—all these dead real estate agents and software consultants—barely noticed as she sat down. They didn't even bother to ask if Warren was okay. The dead regarded organ failure in much the same way that flat tires were thought of by the petrol motorists of old: a bit of a nuisance, but nothing to get too excited about just as long as you'd packed a spare. The spluttering talk about annuity rates continued uninterrupted, and the tension lines deepened around Dottie's eyes as her fingers wove and unwove in her lap. Even when she stood up and pushed her way out through the corral of matchstick limbs toward the deck, Frank was the only person to notice.
He followed her out. It was a dark, fine night and the stars seemed to float around her like fireflies. A flick of hair brushed Frank's face as he leaned close by her on the ship's rail.
"Is Warren all right?"
"I'm looking after him. Of course he's all right."
"What about you?"
"Me? I'm fine. It wasn't me who—"
"I didn't mean that, Dottie. I meant—"
"I know what you meant.” She shrugged and sighed. “People, when they see us both, they can see Warren's devoted to me...."
"But they wonder about you?"
"I suppose so.” She shrugged again. “I was just this girl who wanted a better life. I was good at sports—a good swimmer—and I had these dreams that I'd go to the Olympics and win a medal. But by the time I'd grown up, Olympic competitors no longer used their own limbs or had anything resembling normal human blood flowing in their veins. So I eventually found out that the best way to get steady work was on ships like this. I did high dives. I watched pools in a lifevest. I taught the dead and the living how to swim—how to paddle about without drowning, anyway. You know what it's like, Frank. It's not such a terrible life just as long as you can put up with the tiny sleeping tubes, and all those drinks served with paper umbrellas."
"What ships were you on?"
"Oh....” She gazed down into the racing water. “I was working on the Able May for most of this time."
"Wasn't that the one where half the crew got killed in the reactor fire?"
"That was her sister ship. And then one day, Warren comes along. He looked much better then. They always say the technologies are going to improve, but death hasn't been particularly kind to him."
"You mean, you really did find him attractive?"
"Not exactly, no. I was more—” She stopped. A small device on her wrist had started beeping. “I have to go to him. Have you been to a suite like ours, Frank? Do you want to come down with me?"
* * * *
"Wow! This is nice...."
Gold. Glass. Velvet. Everything either glittery hard or falling-through soft. Frank had seen it all before, but this wasn't the time to say. The only jarring note was a large white structure squatting and humming beside the cushion-festooned bed.
"...I just need to check...."
It looked as if Dottie were inspecting the contents of some giant walk-in fridge as she opened one of its chrome and enamel doors and leaned inside. The waft of air had that same tang—a chill sense of spoiling meat. There was even that same bland aquarium light, along with glimpses of what might have been trays of beef and cartons of colored juice, although by far the biggest item on the racks was Warren himself. He lay prone and naked in such a way that Frank had a fine view of his scrawny gray feet, his hairless blue-mottled legs, his scarred and pitted belly, the winter-withered fruit of his balls and prick. He looked not so much dead as sucked dry. Far more alarming, though, was the empty space on the rack beside him, which was plainly designed to accommodate another body.
"He's fine,” Dottie murmured with that weird tenderness in her voice again. She touched one or two things, drips and feeds by the look of them. There were flashes and bleeps. Then came a sort of glooping sound which, even though he couldn't see exactly what was causing it, forced Frank to look away. He heard the door smack shut.
"He'll be right as rain by morning."
"You don't get in there with him, do you?"
"I'm his wife."
"But...Jesus, Dottie. You're lovely.” Now or never time; he moved toward her. “You can't waste your life like this.... Not when you can....” It seemed for a moment that this oh-so-direct ploy was actually working. She didn't step back from him, and the look in her golden eyes was far from unwelcoming. Then, as he reached out to her cheek, she gave a small shriek and cowered across the deep-pile carpet, rubbing at where his fingers hadn't even touched. It was if she'd been stung by a bee.
"I'm sorry, Dottie. I didn't mean—"
"No, no. It isn't you, Frank. It's me. I like you. I want you. I more than like you. But.... Have you heard of imprinting?"
"We're all—"
"I mean the word literally. Imprinting is what happens to the brain of a chick when it first sees its mother after it hatches. It's an instinct—it's built in—and it's been known about for centuries. It's the same to some or other degree even with the more advanced species. That's how you can get a duckling to follow around the first thing it sees, even if it happens to be a pair of galoshes."
Frank nodded. He thought he understood what she meant, although he hadn't the faintest idea where this was leading.
"We humans have the same instinct, although it's not quite as strong or simple. At least, not unless something's done to enhance it."
"What are you saying? Humans can be imprinted and attached to other humans? That can't be legal."
"When does whether something's legal matter these days? There's always somewhere in or off this world where you can do whatever you want, and Warren already knew he was dying when I met him. And he was charming. And he was impossibly rich. He said he could offer me the kind of life I'd never achieve otherwise no matter how long I lived or how hard I worked. And he was right. All of this—” She gestured at the suite “—is nothing, Frank. It's ordinary. This ship's a prison with themed restaurants and a virtual golf range. With Warren, I realized I had my chance to escape places like this. It didn't seem so difficult back then, the deal I made...."
"You mean, you agreed to be imprinted by him?"
She nodded. There really did look to be tears in her eyes. “It was a small device he had made. You could say it was a kind of wedding gift. It looked like a silver insect. It was actually rather beautiful. He laid it here on my neck, and it crawled—” she touched her ear “—in here. It hurt a little, but not so very much. And he made me stare at him as it bored in to find the right sector of my brain.” She shrugged. “It was that simple."
"My God! Dottie....” Again, but this time more impulsively, he moved toward her. Once more, she stumbled back.
"No. I can't!” she wailed. “Don't you see? This is what imprinting means.” The stain on her left breast was rising and falling. “I'd love to escape this thing and be with you, Frank. But I'm trapped. At the time, it seemed like a small enough price to pay. And it's true that I've been to incredible places, experienced the most amazing things. Living on a cruise ship like this, looking at the ruins of the ancient world because we can't bear to look at the mess we've made of this one.... It's meaningless. There's a different kind of life out there, Frank, in the high mountains, or up in the skies, or deep beneath the oceans. For those few who can afford it, anyway. And Warren could. We could. It's like some curse in a fairy tale. I'm like that king, the one who wanted a world made of gold, and then found out that he was killing everything that was important to him in the process. I wish I could be with you, Frank, but Warren will carry on and on as he is and I can't give myself to anyone else, or even bear to have them touch me. I just wish there was some escape. I wish I could unwrite what happened, but I'm forever tied.” Her hand reached toward him. Even in tears, she looked impossibly lovely. Then her whole body seemed to freeze. It was as if a glass wall lay between them. “I sometimes wish we were dead."
"You can't say that, Dottie. What you and I have—what we might have. We've only just—"
"No. I don't mean I wish you were dead, Frank. Or even myself. I mean things as they are...” She raised her golden eyes and blinked more slowly. “...and Warren."
* * * *
The tides were turning as the Glorious Nomad beat against the deepening autumnal waves. Frank found himself giving talks about the Grecian concept of the transmigration of souls, and how the dead were assigned to one of three realms: Elysium, for the blessed; Tartarus for the damned; Asphodel—a land of boredom and neutrality—for the rest. To reach these realms you first had to cross the River Styx and pay Charon the ferryman a small golden coin or obolus, which grieving relatives placed on the tongues of the dead. To attain your desires, he concluded, gazing at the papier-mâché masks of ruined, once-human faces arrayed before him in the Starbucks Lecture Suite, you must be prepared to pay.
Poison? The idea had its appeal, and there were plenty of noxious substances on board that Frank might be able to wrangle access to, but neither he nor Dottie were experts in biochemistry, and there was no guarantee that Warren couldn't still be re-resurrected. Some kind of catastrophic accident, then—especially in these storms? Something as simple as disabling the magneto on one of those big bulkhead doors as he went tottering through...? But getting the timing exactly right would be difficult, and there was still a faint but frustrating chance Warren would make some kind of recovery, and then where would they be?
The options that Frank and Dottie explored as they met on the spray-wet deck over the next few days seemed endless, and confusing. Even if one of them worked flawlessly, other problems remained. There was an opportunity coming for them to leave ship together when the Glorious Nomad dropped anchor by the shores of old Holy Land for an optional tour in radiation suits, but Dottie would be expected to act the role of the grieving widow, and suspicions would be aroused if Frank were to resign his post and then be spotted with her. No matter how many jurisdictions they skipped though, they'd still be vulnerable to prosecution, and also blackmail. But one of the things Frank was coming to admire as well as love about Dottie was her quickness of mind.
"What if you were to appear to die, Frank?” she shout-whispered to him as they clung to the ship's rail. “You could...I don't know...you could pretend to kill yourself—stage your suicide. Then—” she gazed off into the tumbling light with those wise, golden eyes “—we could get rid of Warren instead."
It was as perfect and beautiful as she was, and Frank longed to kiss and hold her and do all the other things they'd been promising each other right here and now on this slippery deck. Disguising himself as Warren for a few months, hiding under that toupee and behind those sunglasses and all that makeup, wouldn't be so difficult. Give it a little time and he could start to look better of his own accord. After all, the technology was continually improving. They could simply say that he'd died again, and been even more comprehensively re-resurrected. All it would take was a little patience—which was surely a small enough price to pay when you considered the rewards that awaited them: Dottie freed of her curse, and she and Frank rich forever.
Drowning had always been the most obvious option. They'd toyed with it several times already, but now it made absolute sense. Toss Warren overboard, he'd sink like a stone with all the prosthetic metal he had in him. And if they did it close to the stern—threw him down into the wildly boiling phosphorescent wake of the Glorious Nomad's eighteen azimuth propellers—he'd be torn into sharkmeat; there'd be no body left worth finding. Sure, alarms would go off and one of the hull's cameras might catch him falling, but even the most sophisticated technology would struggle to make sense of whatever was going on through the force-eight gale. Especially if they waited until dark, and Warren's body had on one of the transmitting dogtags all crew were required carry, and was wearing a lilac-striped blazer.
* * * *
By the next day, the kind of storm that had shipwrecked Odysseus was brewing, and the Glorious Nomad's public places soon fell empty as her passengers retreated to their suites. The barber's shop closed early. The several swimming pools were covered over. The ornamental lake in the Pleasure Park franchise was drained. The air filled with the sounds of heaving and creaking, curious distant booms and bangings, and a pervasive aroma of vomit.
Heading along the swaying passageways to their pre-arranged meeting point, Frank already felt curiously convinced by the details of his own suicide. His last talk on board the Glorious Nomad was about how Orpheus tried to rescue his dead wife Euridice from the Underworld, and it had taken no effort at all, staring at those white-faced zombies, to put aside his usual catch-all smile and appear surly and depressed. Ditto his few last exchanges with colleagues. Fact is, he realized, he'd been this way with them for years. Everything, even the ferocity of this storm, had that same sense of inevitability. Back down in his sleeping tube, he even found that it was far easier than he'd expected to compose a final message. He'd been able to speak with surprising passion about the emptiness of his life: the sheer monotony of the talks and the tours and the berthings and the embarkations—the long sessions in the gym, too, and the ritual seductions with their overcoming of fake resistance, and the inevitable couplings and even more inevitable break-ups that followed, with their equally fake expressions of regret. Just what the hell, he'd found himself wondering, had he been living for before he met Dottie? Looked at dispassionately, the prospect of his own imminent death made every kind of sense.
He arrived at the junction of corridors between Challengers Bowling Arcade and the smallest of the five burger franchises just two minutes early, and was relieved to find the whole area empty and unobserved. Dottie was as punctual as he'd have expected, and somehow still looked beautiful even dressed in a gray sou'wester and half-hauling her dead husband up the sideways-tilting floor. Warren was in his usual brushed velour top, crumpled nylon slacks, and velcro sneakers, although his sunglasses and toupee were all over the place.
"Hi there, Frank,” Dottie said, grabbing a handhold and supporting Warren by a bunched ruff behind his neck. “I know it's a terrible night, but I persuaded Warren that we might feel fresher if we took a walk.” Frank nodded. His mouth was dry. “Maybe you could help me with him?” she added, shoving Warren into Frank's half-surprised embrace.
"There you go, fella,” Frank heard himself mutter as he propped the withered creature against the bulkhead. “Why don't we take this off...?” Quickly, he removed Warren's black top, which slipped worn and warm and slightly greasy between his fingers, although it was the feel and sight of Warren beneath that really set his teeth on edge. The dead man muttered something and looked back toward Dottie with his usual puppy-dog longing, but made no discernable attempt to resist.
"Maybe this as well...."
The toupee felt even warmer and greasier.
"And this...."
Here came the sunglasses, hooked off what passed for ears and a nose. Frank had to judge every movement against the rising, falling waves. But, Jesus, the man was a mess.
"Looking a bit cold now, Mister Hastings...."
Frank shucked off his own blazer.
"So why don't we put on this?"
A few more maneuvers and Warren was wearing Frank's crew blazer. Frank almost forgot the crew dogtag until Dottie reminded him in a quick whisper. Even then, Warren in this new attire looked like nothing more than a particularly bald and anemic scarecrow, and Frank was wondering how this switch would ever convince anyone until he swung the weighed hatch open and was confronted by the sheer size and scale of the storm.
The deck was awash. Dottie hung back. Salt spray ignited the air. It was a miracle, really, that she'd been able to do as much as she had to help when you considered the deal this dead husk had forced on her. Now all she had to do was keep hold of his nylon top, toupee, and sunglasses. The sky shattered in grays and purples. For all his slips and struggles as he maneuvered Warren Hastings toward the Glorious Nomad's stern, Frank Onions felt like he was Odysseus sailing from Circe's island, or Jason with his Argonauts in search of the Golden Fleece. Soon, he would reach those warmly welcoming shores that Dottie had been promising him.
A few last staggers and he was clinging to the final rail, and still just about keeping hold of Warren, although they were both equally drenched and it was hard to distinguish between sea and sky out here. Then he felt the steel cliff-face of the Glorious Nomad's stern rising and straining until her screws were swirling above the waves, and it seemed for a long moment that the whole ship would simply carry on climbing until the ocean dragged her down. Frank skidded and nearly fell as he grabbed Warren's arms and tried to haul him over the rail.
"Stop squirming, you bastard!” Frank screamed into the wind even though Warren wasn't squirming at all. As the ship teetered and began to fall back, he tried to lift him again, and this time got some better kind of purchase. This, Frank thought, as he and Warren swayed like dancers over the stern's drop, was far closer to a dead man than he'd ever wanted to get, but for all the wet, gray skin, cavernous cheeks and birdcage chest, there was something about Warren Hastings in this stuttering light that didn't seem entirely dead. Something in the eyes, perhaps, now that they were stripped of their goggle sunglasses, or in the set of that mouth now that the powder and rouge had run. The guy had to have worked out what was happening, but there was still no sign of any resistance, nor any sense of fear. If anything, Frank thought as he finally managed to hook one hand under Warren's wet and empty armpit and the other under his even emptier crotch and gave the final quick heave that tipped him over the rail, that last look conveyed something like relief—perhaps even a sense of pity....
"Did it work? Are you okay?"
Already, Dottie had managed to clamber up the deck. Already, the curse of her imprinting was broken, and her arms were quickly around him. Roughly and wetly, they kissed.
"I love you, Frank,” she said, and her arms were strong and the ship's searchlights and alarms were blazing as she drew him behind a lifeboat into the lee of the storm and took out something silver from her sou'wester pocket that squirmed and uncurled like a living jewel.
"I love you."
She said it again, and kissed him harder as he felt a sharpness crawl across his neck.
"I love you."
She held him tighter than ever as pain flared inside his ear.
"I love you."
She said it again and again and again and again.
* * * *
Where has he not been? What has he not seen? He's looked down on an Earth so small that he could blot it out with his thumb, he's skysailed to the peak of Mount Everest. If there was a price to pay for all this glory, Frank Onions would willingly have paid it. Most glorious of all to him, though, eclipsing every moonrise and sunset, is his continuing joy at sharing Dottie's company. The money—even the incredible things that it can buy; the glass terraces, the submarine gardens, the refurbished Burmese palaces—is just the river, the coin, the obolus. To be with her, and to share his flesh and blood with her, is an experience that pales even the furthest heights of sexual ecstasy.
Days change. The living die and the dead live, but Frank's love for Dottie is unchanging. He has, once or twice, much as one might gaze in awe at bare footprints left across an ancient floor, looked back along the path that brought them together. He knows now that the real Warren Hastings married his beautiful sixth wife just a few months before he died, or perhaps simply disappeared, in circumstances that other times and cultures might have regarded as mysterious. Since then, and as before, Dottie has remained just as stunningly, agelessly beautiful. And she always has a companion whom she likes to term her husband. Sometimes, when the circumstances suit, she even calls him Warren. Frank has no need to ask Dottie why she chose death above life. He already understands perfectly. After all, why would anyone who had the money and the choice wait for old age and decrepitude before being resurrected? And what sacrifices and demands wouldn't they then make, to ensure that they remained eternally beautiful?
Dottie is Frank's world, his lodestone. He lives with and within her, and would sacrifice any organ or appendage or bodily fluid joyously. As for himself, he knows that he's no longer the well-kept specimen of a man who was first enraptured by her. Only last week on the glassy plains outside Paris, he gave up a good portion of his bone marrow to her, and a third regrown kidney. The effects of these and other donations, along with all the immunosuppressants he must continually take, leave him thin and weak and dizzy. His hair has long gone, he must wear sunglasses to protect his bleary eyes, and he shuffles hunched and crabways. He realizes that he's already starting to look like the creature he tossed over the stern of the Glorious Nomad, and that the wonders of the life he's now living cannot last forever.
In the circles in which they move, far removed from the Glorious Nomad's ruin-inspecting tribes of meekly departed middle executives, Frank and Dottie's relationship is seen as nothing unusual. As she once said to him in what now seems like a different existence, who knows or cares about what is legal nowadays? Sometimes, when the weakened husks like himself who accompany Dottie and her companions grow close to failing, they head off to live some lesser life for a few weeks, and enjoy the thrill of finding a fresh and willing replacement. They call it recrossing the Styx. It's a new kind of symbiosis, this imprinting, and it strikes Frank as a near-perfect relationship. It's only when the pain and weakness in his thinning bones sometimes get the worst of him, and he gazes around at the golden creatures who surround him, that he wonders who is really dead now, and who is living.
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Buddha's Thunderbolt, by Jacob Asher Michael, A.V. Fistula Multimedia, 2009, $15.98.
* * * *
One of the best things about writing a column like this are the surprise books that can show up in your post office box. Books such as Buddha's Thunderbolt. Never heard of the author before. The cover isn't particularly appealing. But it's one of the most original and entertaining reads I've had in some time.
Its delightful conceit immediately piqued my interest: What if Merlin were actually a Buddhist monk prone to hallucinations, who was taken as a slave by the Huns and transported to Europe?
This is the Merlin we meet, living in fifth-century Wales, possibly being judged by a gathering of the world's various gods—unless their questions, brought to him by a shapeshifting Lady Gopi in various animal forms, are only a hallucination. In fact, that's one of the intriguing elements of the book. How much of what Merlin (who calls himself Merthen) experiences and remembers is actually real?
Readers familiar with Arthurian Matter will no doubt enjoy seeing all the familiar elements of the legend appear in entirely new forms, recognizable but meaning something completely different in their current context. We also get to travel through a fair amount of history, ranging from the Far East through Asia to Europe, and see it all in another light as well.
It's not a perfect book. It could have used a little more editing, just to tighten up the novel's occasional episodic feel, but that's a minor flaw and seems almost picayune considering how fresh and well written the book is on the whole.
You probably won't find Buddha's Thunderbolt at your local bookstore, but point your browser to www.lulu.com and you can get yourself a copy.
* * * *
My Fair Godmother, by Janette Rallison, Walker, 2009, $16.99.
* * * *
Janette Rallison pulls off a very cool thing at the beginning of her latest novel. We meet and sympathize with Jane Delano, smart and pretty, but always overshadowed by her more glamorous (in high school terms) younger sister Savannah. The younger sister shines so bright that Jane is usually relegated to the sidelines. And then, to make matters worse, Savannah gets an older boyfriend who just happens to be a boy that Jane's been pining over, but was too shy to approach.
So far so good, and not a whole lot different from other YA novels set in high school.
But then Jane steals her sister's boyfriend (to be fair, they realize that they're meant for one another), and the point of view shifts. Now we're rooting for the unsympathetic younger sister. This is a tricky thing to pull off successfully but Rallison does it without any apparent effort.
With all of that said, this is a fantasy novel, not a 90210 retread, so enter Savannah's fairy godmother, Chrysanthemum Everstar. Well, actually, she's only a fair godmother because she hasn't been doing very well at fairy godmother school. She's like Savannah in many ways, more focused on boys and shopping and socializing than her studies. When she appears and offers Savannah her three wishes, she's too busy thinking of a sale at the mall to pay attention to what Savannah is saying.
The next thing Savannah knows, she has been sent back in time, taking the place of Cinderella. Not Cinderella at the ball, mind you, but the one stuck doing all the dirty work in her stepmother's home with a couple of nasty stepsisters there just to make things more unpleasant.
I won't tell you much more about the plot. Let me just say that Rallison skewers more than one fairy tale. But while this is a humorous book, Savannah's problems are real, as are the dangers she, and, eventually, her friends, must face. My Fair Godmother is a light-hearted romp that makes us laugh, but it also has some serious points to make and we genuinely come to care for all of the characters.
In the end it turns out that this is a wonderful coming-of-age story, with fairy tales on the side.
* * * *
Another Science Fiction, by Megan Prelinger, Blast Books, 2010. $29.95.
* * * *
I'm no expert in sf art. But while I don't know all the artists by name, I have a general knowledge that runs from the pulps through the wonderful pop art of the sixties and early seventies to the highly realistic cover art we see today.
That said, Another Science Fiction came as a complete surprise to me. Flipping through it, I didn't recognize any of the art. I didn't have any context for it, though I was reminded of the illustrations in Popular Mechanics magazines from the sixties, or some of those British New Wave titles.
Intrigued, I sat down to read the text and quickly understood the book's subtitle: “Advertising the Space Race 1957-1962."
What Megan Prelinger has collected here is space-oriented advertising art from the relevant time period. World War II was over, but we had the Cold War. The Russians had just put the first satellite Sputnik I into space. NASA was formed out of the smaller National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics. The Space Race was on, cueing in a new push into space-related scientific and engineering research.
This new industry had its own trade journals, complete with advertising pertinent to it. And that's what fills Another Science Fiction's pages. The art has its roots in sf hardware, but it's filtered through the lens of advertising firms. And it's utterly fascinating.
If you have any interest in sf art—particularly as it relates to spacecraft and gadgetry—this book is a must-have. The closest touchstone I can offer up are the covers of jazz albums from the same time period, or those British New Wave books I mentioned earlier. It's mechanical and beatnik all at the same time.
A visual feast, yes, but also an informative one when it comes to Prelinger's text. I can't remember the last time I've run across an art book as interesting and innovative as this.
* * * *
Conan the Barbarian, by Robert E. Howard, Prion Books, 2009, $29.95.
* * * *
There are so many different editions of Robert E. Howard's books available to readers these days (particularly those in the Conan series) that you'd almost think the material has gone into public domain. I don't think it has, but it still begs the question about which edition to get.
The bottom line is the stories, of course. So long as they're the original, unabridged ones—in other words, stories that haven't been diluted by other authors making posthumous additions as was often done in the seventies and eighties—then you're good to go.
If you've never actually read this material, you might be wondering why you should read a bunch of stories that are around seventy-five years old and reprinted from the pulps. Let me put it in this context. You can read current high fantasy, but isn't it more interesting to have at least read Tolkien, considering how he basically invented it?
(An aside: I don't mean Tolkien invented fantasy writing; that's been around forever. I'm speaking more of the multi-volume quest fantasy, and even his responsibility for that was a bit of an accident. He wrote one really long book; his publishers split it up into three volumes, thus creating the fantasy trilogy.)
Having read The Lord of the Rings, you can then see how strong a shadow Tolkien has cast over the field.
Robert E. Howard is similar in that he created the genre known as sword and sorcery, or heroic fantasy. His world-building was as detailed as Tolkien's. The difference is that Howard's work is more down-to-earth. Tolkien's stories grew out of his interest in language, folktales, and mythology. Howard was also interested in folktales and mythology, but he spiced his stories up with swashbuckling adventure and Lovecraftian horror.
But more than anything, Howard was the consummate storyteller. What he might have lacked in authorial skills he more than made up for with the power of his storytelling. He wasn't a bad writer by any means; it's just that first and foremost, he seemed to be more interested in moving the plot forward.
There's a reason that the Conan stories are almost always in print in one version or another. Try any one in this collection and you'll know why. They're engaging, exciting, and they tap into that trope we all enjoy so much: the one man prevailing against the many.
So the real question when a book like this appears in the stores is whether a new edition is worth your money.
The answer to that depends on whether you're new to Howard and want to give him a try, or if you're a compulsive collector. The casual reader familiar with his work probably has everything he or she needs. But if you've never tried Howard before, this is an excellent and comprehensive collection. And if you're a collector....
Well, I like the accompanying publicity flyer where the book's described as “both handsomely packaged and lightweight.” For a fat book, it does weigh less than much shorter books, which makes it easier to hold for long periods of reading. It has a coated cover, which probably makes it a little more durable.
But the cover and interior black and white illustrations are by John Ridgway, and he's no Roy Krenkel. To be honest, the illustrations remind me of art from the fanzines of the eighties, so I'd lift an eyebrow at the “handsomely packaged” part of the description.
Still, here's what's important: the book has all the original Conan stories collected together in one volume. Also included is Howard's “The Hyborean Age” essay which, if you're new to Howard, I'd come back to after I'd read a few stories. It's interesting, but a bit dry coming into it cold. Lastly, there's a short but good introductory essay by series editor Rod Green.
Bottom line? It's a good solid collection that would make an excellent reading copy or an introduction to Howard's work.
* * * *
Lost Worlds, by John Howe, Kingfisher, 2009, $22.99.
* * * *
Every few years it seems we get a new atlas and/or travelogue of imaginary lands. This time out the guide for our exploration of these otherworlds is fantasy artist John Howe.
Because he's an artist, it's no surprise that the book is art-heavy. There are two-page spreads and spot art everywhere, in different media: watercolor, pencil, and even photographs (where the imaginary land shares a history with places of antiquity such as Pompeii or Babylon).
What might be surprising, however, is how good the text is. Though Howe doesn't go into a lot of detail (this is more of a picture book, probably aimed at younger readers), the text is very readable and well-researched, and I'm sure that most readers will learn a thing or two, depending on their depth of background with this sort of material. I certainly did.
I also liked that the focus of a lot of Howe's art is on studies of what everyday people might be doing in these lost worlds, rather than simply painting large panoramas of cities and landscapes (though we get some of those as well). The spot art is of artifacts, both real and imagined, with the occasional photograph as I mentioned above.
All in all, Lost Worlds is an attractive production.
* * * *
The Heart of Faerie Oracle, by Brian & Wendy Froud, Abrams, 2010, $25.
* * * *
I don't buy into oracles as...well, oracular devices. I kind of like the idea held by some indigenous peoples that all time—past, present, future—is happening simultaneously, which would make the idea of oracles easier to accept. But it's not something that's real to me. I just don't see how the future can be predicted, not when you consider how the smallest deviation by anyone or anything (for instance, that old butterfly in Brazil beating its wings) can affect everything.
But I don't think oracles are useless, either.
They can be an excellent mirror or insight into one's mental or spiritual temperament at any given time, and as such, I suppose, can be used to predict how this or that has a good chance of happening, if one follows one path or another through life. It's still not science, but it makes more sense than the idea of preordained destiny.
As such, the effectiveness of the oracle depends on one's affinity to the underlying philosophy of the system. So where Runes might work for one person, another might find the Tarot or the I Ching to have more resonance.
Or maybe Faeries.
This is the second Faerie Oracle using Brian Froud's art; the previous edition has text written by Jessica Macbeth. I can't compare them, because I don't have the first on hand. To be honest, I can't even tell you how good a system The Heart of Faerie Oracle is. That's something you'll have to decide for yourself. But I can tell you what you get in the package.
The sixty-eight cards are beautiful, as you might expect, since all the art is by Brian Froud. I've seen some of the images before; some have even appeared as book covers (Terri Windling's The Wood Wife, the original edition of my own The Dreaming Place). But that doesn't detract from their evocative nature.
The accompanying hardcover book features text by Wendy Froud. It starts out with a lovely cover but once you get inside all that wonderful art from the cards has been reduced to monochromatic reproductions. Combined with the tinted pages, it makes the whole thing look rather murky.
But we have the cards, and the book is really meant to explain the cards, not stand on its own as art, and in that respect it does a fine job.
How well the cards work is—as I mentioned above—for you to discover.
But let me just add that, skeptic though I am, whenever I have been in Brian Froud's company I have truly believed that he sees into some other place that I, at least, have yet to experience. In other words, while I might have doubts about the validity of all of this—at least in how it impacts my life—I have no doubt whatsoever of the man's sincerity.
* * * *
Silver Borne, by Patricia Briggs, Ace, 2010, $24.95.
* * * *
The problem with many series is that the first book is almost invariably better than whatever follows. That's because while the characters, setting, and/or premise is intriguing the first time out, things often get progressively more diluted with each subsequent book until the point comes where you can't remember why you even liked the series so much in the first place.
Five books in, the Mercy Thompson books show no sign of fatigue for this reader.
Part of the reason is that Briggs's characters change and grow from book to book. Events in their lives bear consequences. For instance, Mercy is still dealing with the brutal attack she endured two books ago. Her body has healed, but the psychological scars still affect her life.
Another reason is that Briggs knows how to spin out a tale so that you not only care about what happens, you need to know.
But mostly it's that Briggs is a fine writer, so all of the above goes without saying.
This time out, Mercy has the simple task of returning a book she borrowed from the owner of a used book store. Unfortunately, said book turns out to be a magical artifact, and her very knowledge of its existence causes all sorts of problems that put not only her, but also her friends, into danger. Weaving in and out of the main plot are her relationship issues with her lover Adam, a personal crisis of her roommate Samuel, and the pack politics that always play such a large part in these books.
Did I mention that Adam and Samuel are werewolves, or that Mercy is a shapeshifting coyote? At this point, I probably don't need to.
I don't know how long Briggs will be able to retain the high quality of this series—and also the related Alpha and Omega books—but I'm guessing we're going to enjoy them for as long as she feels she has something to say about these characters.
And I couldn't be happier.
Material to be considered for review in this column should be sent to Charles de Lint, P. O. Box 9480, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1G 3V2.
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C. M. Kornbluth: The Life and Works of a Science Fiction Visionary, by Mark Rich, McFarland & Company, Inc., 2010, $39.95.
* * * *
While one of the great strengths of science fiction, and one of the attractions—for this reader as well as for many others—always has been its marginal, outlaw status, I've often lamented that, due to this marginality, we know so little about the field's history, and so much less about individual practitioners. Tell me everything you know about Henry Kuttner—I've got a minute or two.
No one paid much attention to them at the time.
Kuttner, Cyril Kornbluth, Robert Heinlein, Fredric Brown—these guys were selling tires out of the backs of their trucks, people, one eye on a penny a word, the other looking to see if they'd managed to change the world yet.
They were sure they were going to do that, you know, out there on the frontier one step ahead of the posse with two beans left for tomorrow night's dinner.
In their minds (and quite possibly in yours as well, since you're reading this magazine) they were heroes. And if they didn't quite change or save the world, they took a gangly, adolescent genre and ushered it, stumbling and stammering, toward maturity. They helped create new ways of thinking, new ways of seeing.
I've long been curious about C. M. Kornbluth, who seems from all evidence to have been one of the brightest stars of the early generation, revered by fellow writers and by editors, his loss at an early age universally lamented. Yet I knew almost nothing about him, had little but the stories and novels themselves, and the sense of something in him, some engine or edge to his life, thought, and work, that set him apart.
There were appetizers, of course: in fan publications, in reminiscences from Judy Merril, Algis Budrys, Don Wollheim and others who knew him well, in Damon Knight's The Futurians and Fred Pohl's The Way the Future Was. And now we have the full meal.
Praise be to those with passion.
Passion is what it takes for a writer like Kornbluth to stay on the horse, to keep his cattle heading down the trail and deliver them again and again in the face of all adversity: bad weather, bandits, blithe disregard. Passion is what it takes for a writer like Mark Rich to take on years of research and the tough, plumber's work of turning out this biography dedicated to an obscure, forgotten artist. Never mind that it's a fine job, literate and imminently readable; it was, first of all, an awful lot of hard work. And then there is McFarland, who have published this beautifully produced, handsomely designed book.
* * * *
Now, I do not know whether I will say that word, which was the last that Guru taught me, today or tomorrow or until a year has passed.
It is a word that will explode this planet like a stick of dynamite in a rotten apple.
—"The Words of Guru,” 1941
* * * *
Cyril Kornbluth died in 1958, collapsing of a heart attack as he waited on the platform for the commuter train into Manhattan, where he was to meet with Bob Mills, then publisher of this magazine. He had been shoveling snow that afternoon, and rushed to make the train. He was thirty-five.
By the time he reached his late teens, he was flooding genre magazines such as Astonishing Stories, Super Science Stories, Stirring SF, Future SF, Comet Stories, and Cosmic Stories with work under his own and various pen names. In all, there were at least ninety stories, with over twenty published in 1941 alone. No one is sure how many. Nor are we certain about the novels. There were a dozen above water, written solo and in collaboration with Judy Merril or Fred Pohl: The Syndic, The Space Merchants, Gladiator-at-Law, Gunner Cade, Not This August. In his introduction to The Best of C. M. Kornbluth (1976), Fred Pohl notes four mainstream paperback originals published under pen names, plus three upon which he and Kornbluth collaborated. At the time of his death Kornbluth was at work on a Civil War novel and had a contract for Dasius, a “bang-up yarn” (Cyril's own description) about the Roman soldier converted to Christianity, beheaded when he refused to participate in pagan rites, and ultimately canonized. The year before, which had seen such memorable tales as “MS Found in a Chinese Fortune Cookie” and “The Last Man Left in the Bar,” Kornbluth had also published an outstanding thriller, The Man of Cold Rages.
Rich begins his story, quite properly, with formation of the Futurians in 1938, one year after John Michel at the Third Eastern Science Fiction Convention called for “a rational outlook on the future” and “a new form of idealism, a fighting, practical idealism.” The early emphasis on fandom, and the detailing of schisms among Futurians and other fans, may challenge the attention of the general reader. But most of that generation's writers arose from fandom; and this is (as it must be) as much a social history of commercial science fiction as it is a biography of Kornbluth. (It's notable, too, that biographer Mark Rich's championship of Kornbluth, which ultimately led to this book, first evidenced in his fanzine Kornblume: Kornbluthiana.)
The personal story of Cyril Kornbluth actually begins about page seventy-five, where he is reported saying to his parents “I want to leave college, leave home and write."
What becomes quite clear early on is the manner in which Kornbluth, hemmed in his entire life by physical debilities, financial crisis, and a burgeoning bitterness both at his sense of failure and the grievous faults of his fellow travelers—storms ever close on the horizon—nonetheless wrote (as Rich has it) “with increasing care and deliberation."
Was Kornbluth marked for life, physically and emotionally, by his wartime experience at the Battle of the Bulge, for which he was decorated? How could he not have been?
Was Kornbluth continuously distracted from what he wished to do, what he felt he could do, by the exigencies of his life: deadlines, scrambling for the next contract and check, bills and appointments and pain, a child with special needs? Of course he was.
Were his reliance on the marketplace and his drive to do great, enduring work in conflict? Of course.
And all that—being at the heart of his life—is what makes the story.
* * * *
He could read the thoughts of the men quite clearly as they headed for him. Outrage, fear, and disgust blended in him and somehow turned inside-out and one of the men was dead on the dry ground, grasshoppers vaulting onto his flannel shirt, the others backing away, frightened now, not frightening....
At his leisure, he robbed the bodies of three dollars and twenty-four cents.
—"The Mindworm,” 1950
* * * *
The pot was boiling furiously all around Kornbluth. Astounding by 1939 had taken on new life with John Campbell's ascension to editor; A. E. van Vogt debuted there in July, Fritz Leiber and Robert A. Heinlein in August, Theodore Sturgeon in September. Astounding's sister magazine Unknown started up that same year. Alfred Bester's first story appeared in Thrilling Wonder Stories. Futurians Pohl and Wollheim were at the helm of new pulps, and needing content.
As Mark Rich points out, Kornbluth's stories of the period mirror the field's increasing ambition and refinement; they also prefigure the signatures of all his mature work.
"Dead Center,” for instance, pivots on the notion of the power behind, an entity that, out of sight beyond the curtains, controls everything. Here it's an ancient, technologically preserved old man; elsewhere, as in “The Marching Morons,” an elitist group.
"The Words of Guru” and “Forgotten Tongues” deal in large part with the power of language. In others, that interest in language portends Kornbluth's fascination with advertising as a cultural marker, central elements in “The Marching Morons” and in The Space Merchants with congressmen representing not citizens but corporations, assassination of rivals as accepted business practice, addictive food additives, and a masterful corps of advertisers who pull the strings for all the puppets.
Many of these early stories, such as “Kazam Collects,” center on the search for and acquisition of perilous knowledge, a theme that works forward with somewhat less mystical intonation to 1952's “The Altar at Midnight.” Virtually a corollary to this theme of dangerous knowledge is that of the inability to return to “normal” life once having encountered, even fleetingly, other realities.
Most importantly, perhaps, we find Kornbluth's great divide: a hardline split between a dominant minority and a lower-class populace. It's here in “The Core,” with its “superiors” and “ordinaries,” or in “Forgotten Tongues” with its secret language, its Optimus Party, and its Lowers. And it would come forward into The Syndic (1953), the urban feudalism of “The Luckiest Man in Denv,” and, of course, “The Little Black Bag” and “The Marching Morons."
Kind of a Morlock-Eloi thing, right? Tradition, rolling down the long halls of science fiction. Absolutely. But also the reflection of something implicit in fandom from the first, science fiction readers so often having thought of themselves as above the “mundane” and the preterite, a species of intellectual elite.
Clearly Kornbluth was reacting to the inordinate power that media and the mass culture were beginning to manifest in the late thirties and forties with the country's abrupt urbanization and radical changes in lifestyles. (See “The Advent on Channel 12” from 1958—oh, and honk if you love Disney.)
Quite possibly he was also addressing a great divide within himself, sneaking in by the back door a self-portrait of an ambitious intellectual writing commercial fiction to be sold in bus stations and on common newsstands—perhaps, invisibly, to change or to save the world?
Within a year or two of writing these stories, Kornbluth would be engaged in another, quite visible enterprise to save the world, as an infantryman in World War II.
Following the war, while also working profitably as a newswriter, Kornbluth turned his attention to mysteries and historical novels. His return to science fiction, when it came, was dramatic: “The Little Black Bag” in Astounding, “The Silly Season” in this magazine, “The Mindworm” in Worlds Beyond, all in the last half of 1950. “The Marching Morons” was on the runway at Galaxy, waiting to be cleared for take-off.
"Kornbluth was not the only writer to write stories of bitterness, quashed hopes, and disillusionment,” Mark Rich notes of this period, “—and not always the writer on the scene considered to speak with the most deeply bitter of voices. He was, in many ways, simply one more writer within a larger literary scene, whose new work reflected the new times.
"Now, however, as of the end of 1950, he was also suddenly among the form's foremost practitioners."
* * * *
Now that I'm a cranky, constipated old man....
—"Gomez,” 1955
* * * *
What, then, of the bitterness, this word that comes up again and again in reminiscences of C. M. Kornbluth?
Don Wollheim: “Cyril was so bitter in his last year that you knew that either the world would have to go away or he would. There was no compromise possible."
Little doubt that Kornbluth was a man driven to achieve, to produce, to excel. A man who perhaps expected too much, of himself and those around him; too much, finally, of the world.
Bitterness, yes. The bitterness of a man who saw his country, with all its grand promise, being commodified and sold off in pieces, its many heritages lost or waning, its spirit trivialized. The bitterness of a man who, peering into the well of his ambition, sees what little he has accomplished of all he intended, how poor a match are territory and map. Like old Dr. Full of “The Little Black Bag,” Kornbluth felt the winter in his bones.
And all that—being at the heart of his life—is what makes the story.
Mark Rich: “Cyril Kornbluth was not himself inexhaustible, as his life surely demonstrated. Yet he had it within himself to produce works that—as pieces of writing, as works of art, as expressions of a life, of an outlook, of an intellect and a heart—are themselves richly, deeply, surprisingly and rewardingly inexhaustible.” One can only hope that this biography will bring a fresh and richer attention to the work, will lure new readers out to the barn to look at Kornbluth's amazing livestock.
Young is relative, of course, but we remember other losses: Robert E. Howard gone at age thirty, Stanley Weinbaum at thirty-three, Charles Beaumont at thirty-eight, Henry Kuttner at forty-three. We don't know what any of them might have gone on to write, but we know beyond any doubt that, on that commuter train platform in 1958, with Cyril Kornbluth's death, the loss was huge—to the genre, to that bag of rattling oddments we call literature, and to every one of us who works in solitude and in silence here behind these strange machines.
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Novelet: ADVANCES IN MODERN CHEMOTHERAPY by Michael Alexander
While the title of this story might lead you to think it's a reprint from the Journal of Oncology, fear not: it is indeed a work of fiction, and it marks the debut of an analytical chemist who lives in Oregon somewhere west of I-5. Watch for more from this writer ... and watch out too for those folks sitting around in the ward who appear to be doing nothing.
Today's hypodermic needles are a love.
When I was a kid, there was always a Petri dish of autoclaved needles on the doctor's desk, drops of condensation hanging on the inner lid. They were fat and sturdy, built for many uses, dull as nails and painful as repentance as they popped the skin. Modern, single-use needles are thin and so sharp they go in with no resistance. When you are getting a lot of pokes this is a real advantage. Less scarring, the veins last longer.
Sitting in the recliner, watching the drip, drip, drip from the bag over my head down the line running into my right arm, listening to the kwee-kabup, kwee-kabup of the infusion pump next to me hooked to my left arm, I could read a magazine, sip coffee, and look around at the other patients in the treatment center. After a while you get to know the people on similar dosing schedules to yours. Alf, the nice old codger getting fluorouracil, irinotecan, and leucovorin for his colon cancer. Mary, carboplatin and paclitaxel for recurrent post-mastectomy breast cancer. Me, leuprolide, zolendronic acid, docetaxel, prednisone, and RGX-364 for metastatic prostate cancer.
After a decent year with testosterone suppression therapy, my prostate-specific antigen levels had begun to climb again and I was moved on to sterner stuff. My oncologist suggested a Phase III clinical trial testing a new compound as adjuvant therapy and I figured what the hell, so as the docetaxel solution dripped in one side, the RGX-364 was pumped in the other. The alphanumeric designation might sound sexy, but it's just an identifier the pharmaceutical company uses, in this case Rhone-Guiamme Experimental Compound No. 364. I assumed that meant the previous 363 hadn't panned out. Every three weeks, now on Treatment Number 39.
Side effects. The leuprolide turns off testosterone production to inhibit the cancer cells needing it to grow; it also turns you off below the waist, if you get my drift. You may now leave the monkey house. It also causes loss of muscle and bone mass. The latter will eventually lead to osteoporosis, so you take lots of extra calcium and vitamin D and get monthly infusions of zolendronic acid to minimize the bone loss and prevent your spine from collapsing. Assuming you live long enough. This compound has the interesting ability to produce what is known as “bone flare,” which in its finest form gives you a high fever while producing the sensation that every muscle and bone in your body has been worked over with a brick. It goes away after a while. Ibuprofen works fairly well for the discomfort. The docetaxel, like most anticancer drugs, has a differential toxicity for rapidly dividing cells. This means you try to balance killing most of the neoplasms while sparing as many normal cells as possible. Since your body has other rapidly dividing cells besides the cancer, you end up losing your hair and maybe puking and running for the bathroom. Compazine or ondansetron can help with the nausea. Docetaxel also can cause peripheral neuropathy, making your fingers and toes numb. I had been spared the worst of that particular problem, although I'm very careful walking.
The RGX was an investigational drug targeting specific receptors on the wild cell surfaces in an attempt to produce specific apoptosis. A laudable goal, but, as usual, the compound wasn't entirely specific, capable of producing an interesting set of, as they say in clinical trials, “adverse events.” “Among reported adverse events” (I'm quoting from the investigator's brochure here) “are fatigue, fever, and fluid retention. There are reports of blood discrasias and liver enzyme changes, in some cases requiring discontinuation of the drug. Neurological changes have been reported, including drowsiness, slowing of normal mental function, and in rare cases a schizophrenic state including loss of affect, mild paranoia, disturbances of visual fields, and aural hallucinations. These latter manifestations have been controlled by use of relaxants and neuroleptic medications (see Appendix 3a); severe cases may require antipsychotic medications and cessation of RGX-364 therapy.” And so on.
Really, don't get cancer.
Alf was lying back, eyes closed, a trace of a cannabinoid smile on his face. Mary was reading a National Geographic. National Geographic is the official magazine of cancer treatment centers.
I was enjoying the tail end of my nausea-free time, so I let my head ease back onto the pillow and closed my eyes. I had already read all of the National Geographics. Three times. Know all I want to know about rock hyraxes. I let the different noises wash over me: the television hawking cheap jewelry, people chatting with each other, the noises of a hospital, distant public address announcements. It all settled into a soft, distant murmur in my head. Not unpleasant. My mind seemed to drift away somewhere; I was existing, taking in vague stimuli, an experimental carrot.
hi larry
I cracked one eyelid and looked around. Nobody. I closed my eye and relaxed again to the murmuring.
larry can you hear me
I looked again. Nobody. The nurses were all in the back room. The TV was hawking tanzanite earrings, $49.95 the pair.
Maybe I was developing that RGX schizophrenia. Wouldn't that be a kick? Something to bounce around with the other patients when we compared all the ways our bodies and souls could find to go wonky. Like the time I had an allergic reaction to the cremophor vehicle for the taxane and my face swelled up and I couldn't breathe.
Yeah, I can hear you. What part of me is talking to the other part of me, here?
its mary
I snuggled around in the chair; my ass was falling asleep.
Okay, mary. I have to be here for another two hours, so I might as well have some fun. Now, are you the Virgin Mary, perhaps? I went to Catholic school, so I know all about you. Will I be seeing a tunnel of light in a bit? Baby Jesus? Or are you Sister Mary? Shall we do some flashcards?
next to you
I thought about calling over a nurse. I lifted my head and opened my eyes, turned to see which nurse was around, and saw Mary staring at me.
no dont loo—
And the voice stopped. Mary smiled, nodded and resumed reading her National Geographic.
I lay back once more and stared at the ceiling. Then I looked over at the TV. More tanzanite. Ugliest jewelry I've ever seen, and people appeared to be buying it. Mary was still reading the magazine. I started to speak, thought the better of it, and relaxed.
Mary was done about an hour before me. After getting unhooked, she came over and patted my arm. “Always nice to see you, Larry.” She glanced at her watch. “I have to run, but we can talk again next time."
"Uh, Mary...."
"You just relax.” She straightened up, wincing a bit. “See you next time. Assuming, as always.” She picked up her cane and I watched her walk slowly out of the room.
Aural hallucinations.
* * * *
I took the hospital jitney home; don't entirely trust myself driving immediately after a treatment, even if the side effects can be delayed from hours to days. I was beginning to feel a bit nauseated, but not terribly so. Meaning that two years ago I would have been running for the bathroom as fast as I could move, but now knew that I wasn't even close to actually heaving.
One of the things about a chronic disease is that you become closely attuned to your internal signals. After the initial wave of hypochondria, where every tiny twitch sends you into agonizing uncertainty, you settle down and tell yourself that as long as you don't see blood in your urine or spittle or stool, things are probably okay. Considering. In my case blood in the stool would just indicate hemorrhoid problems, and you probably didn't want to know that. But the heightened perception is still there, and you know almost immediately if that ache is just from yesterday's gardening or from wild cells finding a new home in your bones.
I decided to try a dry sherry on the rocks. Alcohol is quickly absorbed and a mild drunk on an empty stomach can make any nausea less annoying for me. Putting a couple of ice cubes from the refrigerator in a short glass, I poured a generous dram or three and swirled it, watching the waves of refraction as the melting ice mixed into the liquor. I tried marijuana initially, but it didn't work for me, although Alf swears by it. All I got was an unpleasant disorientation and enhanced nausea from the smell of the smoke. Me, the Sixties Child, unable to toke. But sherry is an old friend. I know the disorientation of an alcohol buzz and can work with it. I took a Compazine capsule from the bottle over the sink and swallowed it. Sipping slowly but deliberately, I got half the glass down with no trouble. After freshening the drink I walked over to my stereo, put the A side from Brubeck's Time Out on the turntable, and lowered the needle. I'm old-fashioned.
I returned to my chair and took another gulp to the staccato piano opening of “Blue Rondo à la Turk.” I was finishing the drink as “Strange Meadow Lark” wound up, then closed my eyes and let my head lie back as “Take Five” began, waiting for that Peter Desmond sax riff. Desmond died of lung cancer. You begin to take note of these things, after a while. Still no real nausea. As I said, it can take a while to set in. The Compazine would help.
Brubeck relaxes me. The jazz and the buzz were melding to make me feel pretty damned good, all things considered. Trust me, it's always “considered.” The docetaxel was getting into my cells, disrupting the tubulin and short-circuiting their division. The RGX-364 was attaching to bits of protein standing out from the cell walls, telling them to kill themselves. Hopefully. I rubbed my bald head and let my mind go blank, nodding along with the music.
I must have dozed off for a couple of minutes. When consciousness returned I could hear the scritchy static from the record player needle rubbing the inner circle of the platter, a bit like the ocean sound you get from holding a shell to your ear. I just sat, eyes still closed, enjoying the nothing. And after a while, the nothing began to sound like something, like a group of people murmuring down the hall, like a theater lobby at intermission, like relatives talking to the doctor when they think you can't hear. Then I heard my name, the way you hear your name spoken in a crowded room and nothing else makes sense. It went away, then I heard it again.
"Okay, who's bugging me?” I asked the room, the alcohol. “Hippocampus? Inferior gyrate sulcus? Temporal lobe? The ghost of last night's chicken paprikash?” I always had a special dish the night before a big treatment, and I make a mean paprikash.
—ear me? i think you—
"Howdy again, me. Haven't we met before?” I giggled.
...ust relax listen and...
I giggled again, enjoying the drunk. “Larry in recliner, I.V. on the tree; d-r-i-p-i-n-g,” I chanted softly.
...issed a p...
I thought about another drink, decided against it. Not too much alcohol on an empty stomach. “Well, Brain, this is fun, but I really do feel like a nap. If I should die before I wake, let me know, eh?"
—ood idea go to sleep lar—
Psychosis. I found the quilt on the floor next to the couch by touch, pulled it over me and went to sleep. I had sad dreams.
I decided not to tell my oncologist about the voices. I figured it might get me kicked off the clinical trial and I didn't want that. Not yet, anyway.
"How are you feeling today?” he asked.
"Still on the bright side of the dirt."
He nodded. “Any problems with your daily routine?"
"No.” He didn't ask if I was having any problems at work; I had gone on “disability leave” two months before, a nice euphemism for “going home to die."
"Any pain?"
"Just the usual. The ibuprofen works fine when I need it, so far.” Every treatment day they gave you a form to fill out indicating where you had pain, a drawing of a naked man, front and back. I had put a check on his ass three times before anyone got it.
"Good. Any problems with urinating? Bowel movements okay?"
"Fine for both.” When you get sick you not only lose your health, you lose the illusion of privacy as well. But they always asked about bowel movements; must be Freudian. Sometimes I felt like saying, “Yeah, Doc, the damned things just got up and moved to Majorca.” But I didn't. “Just the fatigue."
"That's normal."
I always said I had fatigue. It's like a seven-year-old going to confession and saying he disobeyed his parents. If you offered something there was less likelihood of further probing. It was also true. A flight of stairs was my limit.
"Your PSA is still elevated,” he added. As if I didn't know. Not only elevated, but climbing fast. I knew the treatments weren't working much any longer. But what the hell, they got me out of the house.
He made notes on my chart. “Okay. Just remember to keep up the calcium and vitamin D. I'll see you next month.” Say five Our Fathers and five Hail Marys.
I stood up. “As always. Assuming, of course."
* * * *
I was the only patient in the treatment room, except for Ed in the corner, and he didn't talk to anyone, except to say he'd like to make everyone else on Earth and God Himself feel the way he felt. Nice guy. Grow up, Ed.
"Where's everyone?” I asked the nurse as she felt for a vein. It was getting harder all the time. I would drink lots of water before leaving for the hospital, they would put on a heating pad, but I was just running out of usable plumbing. I didn't really want a shunt implanted, though. I remembered back to my grad student days and how we would make the ear vein in a rabbit stand up by swabbing the skin with toluene. Grad student days; Christ, that was fast.
"Mary will be in a little late today; she's getting a CAT scan. Alf...” she let her hand rest on my arm a bit longer than necessary, “moved to hospice this week."
"Damn."
"Yeah. He told me he was pissed that he probably wouldn't have time to finish his book."
I smiled. “I didn't know Alf was a writer."
"Alfred Rees McCutcheon? He's a well-known art historian, I guess; that's what Mary said. Something like fifteen, twenty books, she told me. Alf said he was working on something about Olmec art. I think that's what he said. Whatever an Olmec is."
"Damn.” Here I had been sitting next to a guy who had actually accomplished something in life and it never once occurred to me to ask what he had done. We had chatted the inconsequential natter of standing in line at the checkout, wet weather, football, politics, drug cocktails. That this ancient, shrunken manikin had been—still was!—working at his profession, racing the hourglass like Ulysses Grant, well....
Suddenly, I felt very fatigued.
Mary came in about an hour later. I was staring at some soap opera on the television. It was in Spanish. I had realized that with soap operas language was optional, and that the women were uniformly gorgeous and foot-stomping fiery. “Hi, Larry,” she said.
I wiggled my fingers at her. “Hi, Mary. How are you feeling? Did you hear about Alf?"
She sat down in the recliner next to me. “Yes, he told me. Didn't he mention it to you?"
"No, not that I remember.” I reached up and tapped my head with a finger. “Unless chemobrain is setting in again."
Like fibromyalgia, chemobrain is a suite of symptoms in search of a mechanism. Memory and associational difficulties. Nobody knows if it's a side effect of therapy, the cancer itself, depression, or what have you. Like a cancer of the mind, it's as if your personality is being taken over by an invader as surely as your body is. Or maybe just an annoying relative moving in.
A nurse came over to put in a line and do a quick blood draw on Mary; stat creatinine level before starting the I.V. Mary waited for her to leave, then said, “He told me Thursday before last, I think. He knew it would be his last treatment and that he was checking himself into hospice. He was trying to be upbeat, but he was still annoyed, and a little sad."
"Yeah. I just found out he was—is, sorry—a famous historian?"
"Famous isn't correct, but well-respected is. I've been helping him with some research he can't do online. When I can."
"Send him my best."
"Oh, you already did."
"Um.” I paused. “When?"
"Thursday before last? Thursday evening. Your last treatment day, anyhow.” You sounded a bit tipsy, but quite sincere.
"I was...how did you know that?"
You said so.
I was looking straight at Mary and suddenly realized her lips weren't moving as she spoke. She smiled, and it was a beautiful thing in her sunken face.
Welcome to the Last Days Club.
* * * *
Hmph.
Either I was experiencing something impossible, or it was time to start on those antipsychotic drugs. Least hypothesis suggested the latter. “Are you reading my mind?"
No, no. I guess you might say I'm listening to it.
"There's a difference?"
The nurse looked up from her station. I grinned, made a quick circle with my forefinger against the side of my head. The medical team had figured me out by this time. She made a laughing face and returned to her keyboard. Just try talking without moving anything in your throat, Mary said.
"Jerry Mahoney to your Paul Winchell?” There is an advantage to being of a certain age. Jokes that pass over the heads of younger people can still get a laugh. “'Eliminate the larynx,'” I replied. That got a look. “Bester. Ever read The Demolished Man?"
No. Any good?
"Yes. The Stars My Destination is better, though. ‘My name is Gully Foyle / And Terra is my nation / Deep space is my dwelling place / The stars my destination.’”
I don't understand.
"The story of a man who should have died and didn't."
Ah. Do you think you shouldn't die?
I considered for a moment. “I don't think what I think really matters. It's what a small patch of DNA decided to do a few years ago that does."
Mary looked at me. Do you like poetry?
I shrugged. “Yeah, but it doesn't like me. Lousy memory."
Do you have a favorite poem?
"Um. A couple.” I thought. “'Great God, I'd rather be suckled in a pagan creed unborn...gabble gabble...pleasant lea, see Proteus rising from the sea, and Triton blow his mighty horn.’”
I like that one, too.
"'And kiss her lips, and take her hands...’”
And pluck, till time and times are done...
"'The silver apples of the moon, the golden apples of the sun.’”
Anything else?
"Um. ‘That time of year thou mayest in me behold...’”
She laughed. I continued. So form a circle round him thrice, and hide your eyes in holy dread...
...for he on honeydew hath fed, and drunk the milk of paradise, Mary finished. She gestured at the I.V. bag. Not exactly what I thought of as the milk of paradise. By the way, did you notice you stopped talking?
I realized that halfway through our conversation my mouth had stopped but the words hadn't. Okay. This is weird.
Poetry is good practice. We recite it in our heads anyway. Headtalk is one of those things like teaching yourself to whistle. You fool around until things click, then wonder how you ever missed it in the first place.
Okay. Headtalk?
Telepathy sounds so... fifties, she said.
I liked the fifties. Tailfins. Rockets. The IGY. Duck and cover. I leaned back and looked at the ceiling. The Last Days Club?
So far the only people who seem to learn headtalk are terminal cancer patients.
I see. I had already decided that this was more interesting than staring at the television; if I was going nuts, so what? I mean, what did I have to lose?
We don't know if it's an effect of the therapies, a combination of new drugs and the disease itself, why it never showed up earlier or what.
Who is ‘we'?
Everyone who manages to find the link. She grinned. Trial and error. It can be hard to make any progress when we keep losing members.
I can understand that. Don't fall for the three-year subscription. I shifted in the lounger. So. Will I hear anyone else?
When it starts most of us hear a low, background mumbling. I found it helped to actually see the other person at first. After a while you can... I'd have to say ‘call up’ the person you want to talk with. Relaxing helps. And in your case, a bit of sherry seems to act as a lubricant.
I'll try it again when I get home. One of the nurses walked by. Hey, Mary. Can we talk to regular people with this?
No, not like this. But we can make contact of a sort, sometimes. Some of us, anyway.
Really? Like, how?
Like this. Would you like a cup of coffee?
Um. Sure.
Okay. I'm going to suggest to Lena over there you'd like a drink.
Mary glanced at the nurse typing at her station. Nothing happened for a while, then she looked through the sliding window, got up and came over to me. “Would you like something to drink, Larry?” she asked.
Yeah.
She looked at me, waiting. Oops. “Uh, yeah, thanks. Some coffee, please.
"Black?"
"As usual."
Lena gave me a thumbs up and headed over to the table holding a couple of carafes and some snacks. The nurses in cancer wards are the best I've ever encountered. How they keep it up is beyond me.
Um. Mary, are you telling me we can learn to control other people's minds? Part of me didn't like the idea at all, but another part found the concept fascinating.
No, not control. A suggestion. Just like asking out loud. Well, not quite like that. Headtalk seems to allow them to believe they had the idea themselves.
Interesting. Also, unnerving. Can I try?
She looked at me. What do you have in mind, Larry?
"You'll see.” I fixed my eyes on Lena as she walked over with my coffee. “Thanks."
"No problem, Larry.” She glanced around, saw Doreen, the other duty nurse, back in the prep room. “Hey, Dor. Can you hold the fort for a minute or two?"
"Sure,” she called.
Lena patted my armrest. “Be right back,” she said and then moved quickly to the door.
That was interesting, I said to Mary.
Just what did you do, Larry?
I told Lena she needed to go to the bathroom. I suppose it could have been coincidence.
Mary looked at me. You seem to be a fast learner.
* * * *
We knocked lightly on the door. “Alf?"
A forearm at the edge of the bed lifted with a brief wave. “Come in. Here, have a seat, the two of you."
I had offered to drive Mary over to the hospice; she had some data from the library for Alf's book. We walked in to see him half sitting up, a laptop computer balanced on his abdomen. “'Lo, Mary. Hi, Larry. What's up?"
"Not much,” I answered. “How you doing?"
"Been better. My kidneys are finally shutting down. They asked if I was interested in dialysis, but I'll be done here in a few days at most, so I don't really see the point.” He chuckled. The counselor asked if I was giving up, or accepting, or whatever Kübler-Ross folderol is in favor nowadays. I just told her I was done with my work and wanted to move on to the next thing.
Mary reached over and handed him a thin sheaf of papers. He adjusted his glasses and then flipped rapidly through the leaves. Uh-huh. Yes, I remembered it correctly. Good, just the right confirmatory footnote. Thank you, my dear.
You're welcome, Alf.
He looked at me. And thank you for stopping by, Larry. Not that you had to.
Oh, it's... and I realized I had slipped into headtalk without realizing it. No trouble at all. I guess I feel the same way.
He pursed his lips and nodded. Yes, that seems to be one of the traits of club members, a certain type of acceptance about life.
Not to mention sherry.
Yes, I always liked sherry. Or amontillado. But my favorite was a really good stout. I could nurse a pint for a whole evening. He paused, remembering.
I don't think I've given up, I lied.
Eh? Oh, no, I don't mean acceptance as going limp. Not at all. Alf spoke with a slight professorial lilt, a sort of British cadence without the accent, if that means anything. Once I knew that my cancer couldn't be cured, couldn't be burned out or cut out or poisoned, I decided to accept it as part of me, not some loathsome enemy to be destroyed, but an altered part to be lived with and, if possible, understood.
So, I asked, what do you understand now, Alf?
He shrugged again. That once I dropped all that war imagery, I felt much better. I'm just in another phase of my life now. Looking forward to the phase after this.
Then you believe in an afterlife?
He pursed his lips. No, not really. Has Mary talked with you about the next phase?
I glanced at her. I don't understand.
I guess not, then. He looked at Mary over his glasses. Would you like to explain, or shall I?
She waved two fingers. Please, go ahead.
Alf spoke as he typed. I wasn't bothered, just wished I could multitask like that. I have never even been able to play a musical instrument, I'm so right-handed. Besides, I was either having a marvelous hallucination or an impossible conversation. Larry, none of us really understands just what the hell is going on here. So far, we can't tell if we are the result of some specific type of disease, some particular combination of individual and therapy, or what. There seems to be absolutely no pattern, nothing common, in those of us who get here. The only thing that seems to be a rough constant is that abilities begin to emerge in late stages of the disease.
I thought about it. Alf continued.
Looking back, I think my ability began to manifest itself just as the cancer really took off. Others seem to confirm this. He reached up to scratch his chin, then glanced at me. “How about you?"
I shrugged. “My treatments pretty much stopped working a couple of cycles ago. They're keeping me in the trial to see if they are still slowing it down.
Well, why not? He shifted his body, looking for a more comfortable position, something basically impossible in a hospital bed. So far you've been able to headtalk with Mary and me. Anybody else?
Not like this. But I hear this sort of group mumbling from time to time.
Yes, that was the way it was for me as well. My guess is that you will shortly find yourself with a coven of new friends. Associates, anyway.
I looked from Alf to Mary and back. Have either of you mentioned this to your doctors? Nurses? Any of the clinicians?
Alf laughed, then winced. My dear fellow, whatever for? Either I would be urged to take antipsychotic medications or some eager-beaver researcher would want to hook me up to an encephalograph, MRI, SQUID, or some such nonsense. Or worse, suggest professional counseling.
But new science....
And what are you going to do?
That stopped me. All I really wanted was to head to oblivion with as little pain as practicable. I was done with my life, show over, heading out into the lobby for the last time. Um. For now, nothing. See where this stuff leads, at least for a while. Well, as I said, what else did I have to do? My will was up to date, I had gotten rid of most of my junk, I had my jazz collection. How do I talk to you if I'm not with you?
Just listen. Relax and listen. Distance doesn't seem to play a role. I have a Misquito friend down Yucatan way, getting traditional herbal treatments from her shaman, who's as clear as you sitting next to me. And when I've had some really potent grass I get odd clicking noises that sound like a grasshopper sending Morse code. I wonder a bit if a creature out Aldebaran way is going through something similar. He winked. Why not? How do you rank your impossibilities?
Mary stood up and patted him on his head. Why don't you finish this writing up, Alf?
He nodded to her. Good idea. I think my body is beginning to tell me that if I don't get this done damned soon, it won't get done at all. Once the kidneys are gone I'll be comatose in a couple of days, tops.
"I know,” I said, also standing up. My mom went like that. Didn't seem all that bad. Just tell them to give you antihistamines for the itching.
Until later, then, Alf replied, focusing back on his keyboard.
We'll be in touch, I said, taking Mary's arm to offer support. Mutual.
It'll be kind of hard not to, you'll see, he said absently.
* * * *
I awoke to Mary saying gently, It's time, although my subconscious had been keeping tabs for a while. I heard greetings from several people and returned them. Dick Johansen, a used-car salesman on the other side of town; Peter Hayling, a very pleasant fellow in southern England; the Miskito in northern Belize who called herself Chara (or at least that was what I heard), others. Alf.
everyone hi... hi times, feels like mother of all tokes what day
Saturday, Alf.
no no what day I'm in, swinging like benny goodman thank you all for going-away party, forward, backward, want to go forward I'll try to explain lcr thirty eight four friday
Got it, just let it roll, chap, Peter said, anything that turns up.
I was on the sidelines, letting Alf know I was there. From time to time I would catch something, a description, sometimes a snippet on the edge of the visual. Hallucinations. Here for you, Alf. To anyone next to his bedside he would appear to have been in a deep coma. Was everyone like that?
Make sure you sit by a loved one and talk, maybe they can still hear you.
hey larry, what'dya think... ah, forward, I can really feel it, hey, grayson never expected you got to focus and, hey, see that? it's—
I tried hard to concentrate, the tail end of a few drinks making my brain cells slippery. There was an image of a flying saucer thing taking off in my head, like the scene from Forbidden Planet.
And Alf was gone.
I looked around my living room. Four in the morning, hour of the wolf. There was a dull ache in my lower abdomen, not too bad. Is he....
Yes, Larry. Go in peace, Alfred. There was a murmur of assent. Did everybody hear the same thing?
Lots of stuff. Still sorting out, writing down whatever I can remember.
Grayson?
Old colleague of Alf's. Died several years ago.
Was he back or forward?
Couldn't tell. Be a total rip if he was forward.
Indeed.
Can anyone tell me what you're all talking about? I asked.
First you tell us what you felt, what you saw, heard, Peter replied.
I saw a college campus.
Any details?
I thought. It felt...small. Mountains in the background, not too tall.
Brighton College, Alf's old alma mater in Vermont, likely. Anything else?
Um. Numbers. Thirty eight four, and Friday. And letters. LCR. What was that, anybody?
Dick laughed. My guess is that you should check the market report end of next week. Anything else?
A memory of an old fantasy movie, I said.
No, Dick said, real. What an upper. I'm not an astronomer, anyone else?
Cool off, Buzz Lightyear, it was Forbidden Planet.
Huh? I interjected.
The numbers, Mary replied. Try it and see. Assuming, of course.
* * * *
I was looking at the Friday close of LCR Industries on my computer screen. Thirty eight and forty cents, up one dollar twenty.
The week hadn't been too bad. I was starting to need morphine to get to sleep, but during the day I felt okay once I loosened up. I was enjoying ice cream, on the assumption that before much longer I wouldn't get any ice cream. And meat loaf, Mom's recipe.
I just really happen to love her meat loaf. No apologies there.
It was after dinner when I picked up the phone to call Mary. I just didn't feel like headtalk that evening. Or maybe I didn't believe in it on even-numbered days. I was still mostly sure this was a bizarre if not unpleasant hallucination on the road to oblivion.
"Hello?"
"Hi, Mary. It's me. How you doing?"
"You didn't have to call, you know. And not too bad. Considering."
"Yeah. Listen, Mary. I did what Peter said last week. I'm looking at the market closing numbers and I'm trying to believe I'm seeing a coincidence and not a prediction of the future."
"Ah. Alf's stock tip?"
I sighed. “You know, I'm just about convinced by this telepathy stuff, and now you're telling me cancer gives precognition. Really, Mary."
"Not all the time. We're trying to figure out just why it works with some people and not others. Obviously hard to ask them afterwards. We really need someone to help us formulate a plan to figure things out."
"Uh-huh. Well, it's pretty obvious that you need to get some discipline in your methods. You're all trying to look at everything all the time. Most unscientific."
"We just wanted you to see for yourself, Larry. What do you think now?"
I sighed. “This is too much. I'm pretty much convinced none of this is real. Sorry. I'm going to the doc tomorrow and asking for something to make my head right again."
There was a pause. “Please...don't."
"Sorry, I've decided. Leave me alone, all of you. Just let me die in peace. After a lifetime of working, can't I have that?” I hung up the phone.
Her voice in my head pulled me up short. Please don't, Larry.
What is it, Mary?
I'm afraid any drugs will mess up your ability.
Mary...I don't want any of this. I don't need any new stuff. I...just want to get it over with and die. Might as well tell the truth for a change.
I'm going to die on Monday. Alf told me. I'd like you to be there.
Not funny, Mary.
Oh, dear Larry. I didn't mean to bother you. But what is, is.
No, it isn't.
It is, Larry. It just hasn't happened for you yet.
No, I won't listen to this. I held my head for a moment, willing the voice to turn off. Listen, Mary. If you're real, if you're not a psychotic episode, don't buy into this prediction crap. Hang in there. I'll...miss you if you die.
Why, thank you, Larry.
* * * *
I shut down.
No more headtalk, no more shared hallucinations, no more stock tips, no crap, nothing. I found the amontillado I had put away and opened it, embarking on a weekend of sherry and meatloaf, with ice cream to cleanse the palate. Morphine chaser, dangerous business if you're not careful. So what. Stereo on loud to cover the murmurs.
Don't let anyone say you get used to the empty chairs, the empty beds. It just gets worse. Memento mori. And I didn't want anyone telling me when the black camel would kneel at my door. Or anyone else's for that matter.
I was sick of cancer, a rotten sea-change. I didn't like the idea that it was changing me, whether into a pile of dying meat or something new, bizarre, and different; it didn't matter. What kind of cosmic joke would give you strange new powers while taking away life itself? It was as if Superman needed to cover himself with kryptonite so he could fly a mile once or twice.
Early Sunday evening I looked over at the table next to the couch and saw a bottle of painkillers. They looked luscious.
* * * *
I woke up in the hospital feeling more dragged out than usual. Well, why not? I hadn't expected to wake up at all. The on-call physician was looking down at me, then back to a clipboard. I decided to do a little prognostication of my own: You're lucky, we almost lost you.
"We almost lost you,” he said. “You were very lucky.” Arf.
I blinked. “Tell me, Doc, is this one of those new definitions of ‘luck’ with which I'm unfamiliar?"
"You really shouldn't mix painkillers with alcohol."
"I'll remember that in the future."
"Was it an accident, or intentional?” Cut to the chase.
"Accidental,” I lied. “A little booze, a pill or two, I got swacked and lost count. Won't happen again.” A thought occurred. “How did you find me?"
He flipped back through the pages. “Ummmm.... Got a call just after one ay-em yesterday."
"Well, I'm glad for that. Does it say who it was?"
"Let's see...someone who identified herself as ‘Mary.’ Said you seemed depressed and that she felt you should be looked in on. I believe the EMs had to break your lock, sorry. Know anyone by that name?"
Thanks, Mary. Maybe. “Yes, I do in fact. Old friend, Mary Swinhart. I'll give her a call and thank her."
My mention of the name seemed to make him stand up straighter. “Mary Swinhart?"
There was a cold chill. Dear God, I was so tired of cold chills. “That's what I said. Why?"
He shook his head. “We had a Mary Swinhart brought in last night about ten pea-em; I was on duty in Emergency. Heart failure, secondary to chemotherapy. I'm sorry, she died just after...four ay-em."
Fuck.
"We have to keep you for observation for twenty-four hours. Policy. Then you can go home and either be more careful or more thorough. Anyone you want to contact? Would you like to speak to a pastoral counselor?"
"No, thanks. I speak directly to God."
"I see. What's His take on things?"
"He just keeps refusing to answer.” Looking at the doc, I realized that I wasn't fooling him at all. I can live with someone who sees reality and doesn't flinch the way I seem to.
I went home Wednesday. As far as I could tell, all that had been accomplished was the creation of another annoying pile of Explanation of Benefits forms from the insurance company. Although considering what I had cost them the past couple of years, maybe it was even.
* * * *
Larry?
Uh? That you, Peter?
It was the morning after Mary's memorial service, standing on a highland overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Dick was there, and a kid named Will; Jesus, not more than sixteen. Chara was listening. There were others. Who else? Holding down the fort here. Cool, bit of fog in from the Channel.
I was holding Mary's ashes, Dick was holding Alf's. It's a beautiful day, I told everyone. Sun bright, big breakers down below, good offshore breeze. Anybody want to say anything?
I heard some good-byes and farewells and what I'm sure was an ave atque vale from a voice I didn't recognize. Dick and I looked at each other, then we each took off the lids and without hesitation gave it the best heave we could. The ashes were caught in twin helical swirls carried toward the sea, heavier grains falling to the beach below. I inverted the can and tapped out a few last bits that I scuffed into the ground cover and held the now empty container toward Dick. “What should we do with these?"
He took it from me. “I'll find a way to recycle them. They both would have liked that.” He took the handles of Will's wheelchair. “How you doing down there?” Will let his head fall back and smiled, made a weak wiggle with his fingers. Dick gave him the cans to hold.
We walked back toward the parking lot. Slowly. You gents all right? Peter asked.
Yes, Dick said. Will gave a silent assent that everyone picked up.
Yes. Listen— I paused, continued. I want to apologize to all of you for being such an ass last week. I don't know what got into me.
A couple of dozen tabs of morphine sulphate, as I recall, Peter tossed in, and there was a rise of laughter.
Very funny. But I felt an infectious chuckle.
In any event, Peter continued, Mary told me that she left some belongings to you.
Me? Really?
Not much. She was divesting herself for the last year. But she said she'd like you to pick up her notes at the flat.
Notes?
Things she had jotted down during our members’ leavings the past few months. We're trying to assemble things and keep passing them on as possible. We're just not very good at it.
Dick put his hand on my shoulder. “Y'see, Larry, we're pretty much convinced all that moving toward the light stuff people report as near-death experiences is a quick look at what we slow diers seem to experience as a loosening of time. No, I didn't believe it, either. But at some point I have to stop believing it's all a coincidence."
"I thought the light thing was oxygen deprivation in the visual lobes."
"Oh. Not the light. Seeing people and things. It seems to make some sense."
"Like Mary knowing she was going to die on Monday."
"Yeah,” Will piped up. I'm heading out a week from Thursday. He seemed excited at the prospect. Considering his condition, he wasn't being morbid.
"Really? What if I just pushed your chair over the cliff right now and killed you this instant?"
He nodded. Cool experiment. Maybe time would change. Want to give it a shot?
"No. And I don't want to know about myself, thank you."
We had reached the car in the parking lot. I paused to catch my breath before helping Dick get Will into the back seat. “Wait a minute."
"What is it, Larry?"
"Just before I decided to get blotto, Mary told me she was going to die on Monday."
Indeed? We all knew that.
"But the point is, she didn't die on Monday. She died early Tuesday morning."
Ah, well, allow a little windage.
"No, no. What if she was wrong?"
Eh?
"Everyone has decided we're seeing the future as we die?"
Or the past.
"But what if we see a future? What if there is more than one?"
Hm. I suppose that actually makes more sense than an immutable timeline. Less chance for a paradox or two, I'd say. In your face, Calvin. For a used car dealer, Dick was pretty sharp.
Will got himself settled in the back seat. I got in the passenger side, since I no longer felt safe driving. Taking painkillers more or less constantly, it made me feel more socially responsible. “I asked her to hang in there. I remember that. What if she tried to hang in a bit longer than she otherwise would have?"
Don't quite see where you're heading, Larry, Peter said.
What if we can influence the future? I mean, I know some of us can put ideas in other people's heads.
Oh dear. Did you try the loo thing? I swear, everyone tries that.
Yes, I did. It seemed to work.
Time is all, another voice said.
Chara? Is that you? I apologize, I didn't know you could speak English.
Alf teach me. I get better.
Blast. I never could learn another language. I thought about it. This is frustrating. We have this ability and don't seem to have the time to do anything with it.
Bit of a bummer, isn't it? Peter said. But, I suggest you head over to Mary's place and pick up anything useful. The key is on top of the—what do you Yanks call it?—the porch light.
I looked over at Dick. “Got it,” he said.
* * * *
Mary's studio apartment was neat and spare. It reminded me of my mother's place, at the end. There was a single dinner setting in the kitchen cabinet. One frying pan, one small pot with a lid. Maybe a week's worth of food in the refrigerator, divided up into single-meal containers. She had known even before Alf's prediction, I think.
The corners were spotless. Like Mom, a crazy-clean.
There was a slim album of pictures. I didn't know she had two daughters. Why she had never mentioned them, I didn't know. Estranged? Dead? Each picture was neatly labeled, person and year. Without any other information the pictures just hung there, isolated in the pelagic sea of time. What do you do with a memory book when the memory is gone?
I found her notes, under the handkerchiefs in the top dresser drawer. After a moment I put them in a bag Dick had in the car, afraid I might be in them. I decided to pass them on to Dick, who seemed a bit healthier than I was.
There was nothing else of interest, save a small bag of knitting, next to the recliner. I picked it up and looked inside. There was a bundle that turned out to be a scarf, a basic, pretty thing with a note pinned to it.
Larry,
Enjoy the scarf. It's knitted from qiviut, so if you wash it just squeeze some mild soap in cold water through the material and let it dry flat, or else it will felt up and you will have a longish potholder.
Love,
Mary
I picked up the scarf and realized I could barely feel it in my hand, it was so light and soft. I unpinned the note and wrapped the scarf around my neck. The warmth felt like Mary's voice, the weight like her soul.
* * * *
In the middle of the night my mind woke me up. I listened to the murmur for a little while. Chara?
$%&^%$ Larry?
Did I bother you?
No, Larry. Please talk. Bad night.
Are you being helped?
Shaman bring me herbs, Chara said. Add ocks—ocks—codeine and is better.
Oxycodone. Also ask for morphine.
Thanks to you. Morphine is good?
For me, yes. Alf liked marijuana.
Alf good man.
Very good man. Chara, ask you a question?
Riddle?
Um, no. Can you explain—tell—me something?
I try.
You said Alf teach you English.
He do. Alf friend. Good people.
I tried to phrase my next question carefully. When did he teach you English?
He teach me. Time is all. I tell you that.
By this time you would think I'd be weirded out yet again. Chara. Is Alf teaching you English now?
I caught the feeling of pleasure in shared knowledge. Alf teach me each night. Every? Every.
But Chara.... Alf is dead.
There was serenity in her reply. Old Alf dead, Larry. Young Alf not. You ask him?
I felt cold, hot, I don't know. I will try.
You funny, Larry. You visit me, we have good time.
I...uh...can't do that anymore, Chara. But thank you.
You? Oh, funny! You come, see my land. You land tall and cool and green. My land flat and warm and green. How Alf say, we compare notes?
* * * *
"Okay, okay!” I yelled. “The meeting will come to order! Order!"
Chips, please. Dash of vinegar.
"Thank you, Peter.” I stubbed out a cigarette and took a sip of sherry. What, the butts were going to kill me? “As near as I can learn, this has been going on for about two years now. So far, everyone has been supporting each other and making some scattered notes on those we lose.” I found that speaking and headtalking at the same time gave me a bit more volume.
Ja, a newer voice, Werner, in Hamburg, piped up.
"For what? So far it's all very nice and really cool, but no one has tried to make much of it; just a long chorus of Auld Lang Syne."
What do you suggest, Larry? Dick asked.
"I suggest we try to actually investigate what's going on. Not to mention something new that may be starting. Chara—"
Hi-lo, Larry!
"—has been headtalking with Alf."
That got their attention. The murmur died down.
Laura Singer, a Wiccan in New York, broke in. Chara? Is it true?
Oh, is true. Alf teach me English.
"And I remembered something else, something Mary said to me the weekend before she died. We were talking on the phone, I hung up, and she continued with headtalk. She said, speaking of her death, ‘It just hasn't happened for you yet.’ I thought she was talking about my own death. Now I wonder if she was talking about hers. From the future."
There was the mental equivalent of nodding all around. Well, it seems that Mary chose wisely, Peter said.
"Huh?"
We've needed someone like you, old chap. Someone who could get our arses in gear and make something out of all this. Hell of a waste, otherwise. That's why she recruited you.
Recruited me?
Recruited you.
Have you ever heard from Ed? Dick broke in.
Ed? At the center? No, now that you mention it.
You know how you can make suggestions to people? To do something?
Yeah, I said.
You can also make suggestions to people not to do something.
I...see.
As a club we do have some standards, after all.
* * * *
I got everyone into the act. Those who seemed to have any pre-death, as opposed to peri-death, premonitions, those who felt any hint of communication with others out of real time. We established an encyrpted file set on a server where everything could be deposited. Those who seemed unable to probe space or time became bookkeepers and data analysts. Laura turned out to be a former database manager and assumed overall responsibility for care and feeding of the computer material, with two backups. Just in case, although she said that her own premonition was that she had at least eight months left.
We divvied up responsibilities for those passing. Instead of everyone trying to catch everything, there were assignments to individuals with strengths in particular areas; aural, visual, emotional. Instead of trying to write, I had everyone just dictate in real time and transcribe later. Like a space program, we agreed that every probe couldn't tell us everything.
It was decided to (carefully!) begin experimenting with headtalk to healthy individuals, just as we had been working on not allowing the wrong kind of people to develop their abilities in the first place. Will, before he died, suggested those with the ability to subliminally influence the healthy attempt to influence them into thinking about telepathy. “I know it's probably kinda unethical,” he had told us, “I mean, what if we end up making everyone telepathic? On the other hand, maybe something is coming for everyone and we're just the first. Shouldn't we try to, I don't know, guide it, somehow?"
Will was a great kid. Wish I'd known him longer.
Maybe. Mom's old phrase, “You never know,” might be in for a change.
Whether or not anything would come of it, I felt much better doing something; I was dying, but aren't we all? At least I had something to live for until then. There was less need for painkillers, although I did find myself getting at least lightly buzzed almost every evening with a glass or two of sherry, and after some acclimation, a hit of grass. Flower power. Even as my health declined the club grew, and knowing there was someone I could talk to anytime of the day or night made it better. And I could talk to others as well, lending support and understanding up to the end. Auf wiedersehen, Chara.
* * * *
Nothing hurts, the morphine is working. Dozens of people are around, hundreds, in my head or wherever, telling me I'm doing fine. Things are shutting down, I can feel it, it's okay, it's time for the next thing. Not really quite me anymore, still wonder if I'm fooling myself, but that's okay, too.
Feels like yesterday, like tomorrow, maybe the next day, some next day anyhow. Working on it. Ask people if they want a piece of me, if they want to come along, sing Auld Lang Syne, Guy Lombardo, the happy, it's time, some time....
No room anymore no bed just me confusing not bad I try to reach out there's Mary gone back listen everyone I see
oh man Alf was right
I never thought we would—
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Short Story: Brothers of the River by Rick Norwood
Rick Norwood is a mathematician who moonlights reviewing movies and television for www.Sf Site.com and editing classic comic strips (including Flash Gordon by Harry Harrison) for Comics Revue magazine. This story is his first for F&SF.
Many thousands of years before the flood, in a small fishing village by the sea, there lived two brothers, twins, Tiger and Shallow by name, and they were as different as night and day. Tiger was dark and wild, with curly black hair and a kind heart. Even as a small child, if he had two honeycakes, he would give them both away to a stranger. But if someone did him a wrong, he would lash out in a blind rage, and sometimes cause more harm than he intended. Shallow was pale and humorless, with long blond hair and cold, blue eyes. He always demanded his due and was a shrewd trader. But he was also a hard worker and he always kept his word.
From the time they were old enough to wrestle, rolling on the floor as naked babes, the two brothers fought. Older, they spent many hours seeing who could run the fastest or climb the highest or catch the biggest fish.
Their father was a fisherman, like his father's fathers before him, but both Tiger and Shallow hungered for the old strong magic and the favor of the gods. When they were young men, Tiger set sail for the deepest sea, where the water was so dark a blue that it did not reflect the sun. There he cast a net, the strongest net ever made by man, and drew up from the depths of Ocean the oldest, wisest fish that swims, a fish that had traveled the length of Ocean seven times, and seven times returned. This fish was as large as a man, and its name was Silver. Tiger drew Silver into the undecked boat and wrestled it to the bottom and pinned it there. “If you share your wisdom, I will set you free,” Tiger said, and Silver told Tiger the secrets of the old strong magic.
Shallow also set sail in a boat, and crossed the seas to the Cinnamon Isles, where he sat by the nest of the young Phoenix. He sat so long and so quietly and patiently that after much time had passed Phoenix asked him what he wanted and Shallow said, “Teach me the old strong magic.” And Phoenix did.
After they returned home, Tiger and Shallow no longer had to fish or to hunt, for they knew the words to call up fish from the sea and to call birds down from the sky, but they were still rivals in all things. Thanks to Tiger's generosity, the little fishing village never went hungry and thanks to Shallow's sharp trading, it became rich.
One bright morning, when the red sun rippled the air above the tall yellow grass, Tiger said to Shallow, “Brother, have you ever tasted snow?"
"I have heard tell of snow, but never have I tasted it,” Shallow answered.
"Brother, my far seeing has seen snow, white on the mountains to the north. Will you race me there? The winner will be whoever first tastes snow."
"I will race you, brother, under one condition,” said Shallow. “From sunup to sundown we race. But when night falls, we stop, and see what ease is to be had in whatever place we find ourselves."
"Done,” said Tiger. And without another word the two brothers left behind the village of their father's fathers, left behind their wives and children, and began to run. At first they ran along animal trails, where the tall grass was broken down, running side by side in the glory of the morning. Then Tiger pulled ahead, and left Shallow far behind. Shallow let him. He knew that his brother would tire in the heat of the day. Besides, Shallow had in mind a trick.
At noon, the sweat glistening on his dark skin, Tiger was still running without pause, when an antelope bounded past him through the tall grass. With his inner eye, Tiger saw at once that the antelope was Shallow, and transformed himself into an antelope. But Shallow now had the lead, and still held the lead when night fell.
The two brothers found themselves not far from a town built of mud houses. They took once again their human forms and Shallow said, “Let us go into the town, and see what there is to see."
Tiger and Shallow went into the village, found a bar, and ordered beer. (Even before the flood there were bars where men could gather to drink.) The brothers listened to the villagers talk—the accents were strange, but the old strong magic gave the brothers the power to understand all forms of speech, not only human speech but the speech of animals and gods.
The town was abuzz with fear and excitement. For the last three nights, a winged lion had prowled the darkness outside of town, and last night it carried off a child of the village. There was much talk of driving the winged lion away with torches, or building a wall around the town for protection, but nothing had been done.
As the brothers were leaving the bar, a small boy just outside the door held out his cupped hands. “The gods reward those who are generous to the poor,” the boy said. Shallow walked on without even a glance at the boy, but Tiger paused.
Tiger said to the boy, “Go, get dust from the ground and a little water from the well, and make a loaf of bread out of mud.” The boy ran to do as he was told. When he returned, Tiger took the loaf made of mud in his hands, and when he handed it back to the boy it was soft, warm bread, with a crunchy brown crust. The boy devoured it in less time than it takes to tell.
"Boy,” said Tiger. “Are you brave?"
"I am the bravest of boys,” said the boy.
"Would you like to help rid your town of the winged lion that eats children?"
"The winged lion ate my little sister last night. My mother weeps and wails and casts dust in her hair. I will do whatever you ask."
"Come with me,” Tiger said.
They walked to the darkness outside the town. “You stay here. I will protect you,” said Tiger. Then he transformed himself into a stone, so the winged lion would not be frightened, and would come.
The boy wiggled his foot at the darkness, to show that he was not afraid.
Soon, crouching low to the ground, the winged lion crept toward the boy. It was dark, but Tiger could see in the dark. He returned to human form and cried, “Run, boy."
The boy ran. The lion sprang. Tiger stood in the lion's path, and hit the lion in the face with his fist. The lion spread its wings and soared up into the air. Tiger could see its outline black against the stars. The lion folded its wings and plummeted down on Tiger. When the lion was almost upon him, claws outstretched, Tiger transformed himself into a lance, which pierced the lion's heart.
The boy watched, wide eyed, as the lance rose out of the body of the dead lion and took the form of a man. “Go,” said Tiger, “and tell your mother that the winged lion is dead. I will follow."
Tiger followed the boy to the mud house where he lived, and the boy told his mother and father what Tiger had done. The family invited Tiger to stay the night and sleep by the hearth, though it saddened them that they had no food to offer him. But Tiger provided a feast for the whole family and, late that night, after everyone else was asleep, the boy's older sister came to Tiger to warm his dreams.
Shallow, meanwhile, visited a temple prostitute and turned a stone into gold to pay for food and drink and her services for the night.
The next morning, when Tiger awoke, the sun was already in the sky. He thanked the family for their hospitality, and left the older sister with a smile and a caress to remember him by. He knew that Shallow would have resumed the race as soon as the edge of the sun was seen on the horizon, and so he lost no time. As soon as he was out of sight of the town of mud huts, he transformed himself into a gazelle and bounded across the open plain.
All day the two brothers raced across the wide land.
Night found Shallow between two cities and so, in order to keep his word, Shallow returned to the city he had passed an hour earlier.
Tiger reached the outskirts of that same city at sunset, and found a large caravansary that offered food, drink, and lodging.
The taproom was crowded both with travelers and with local bully boys. Whores and pickpockets were working the crowd, and a flute player and a drummer could barely make themselves heard over the din.
Tiger drank heavily, and began to brag, and when a local tough doubted his word, he broke the man's jaw. All of the other locals leaped into the fray and Tiger easily beat them all, without need of magic. In the joy of drunken combat he did rather more damage than he intended, but as best as he could remember, as he nursed his sore head before sunup the next morning, he had not killed anybody.
In penance for the damage he had caused the previous night, he did not use magic to cure his hangover, but jogged doggedly northward through early morning streets.
Meanwhile, Shallow had spent the evening gambling, in the back room of a small tavern on the north side of the city. The game he joined consisted of casting goat's knuckles, whose six sides were each marked with a kabalistic sign. The rules were complicated, as both the number of dice rolled and the value of each combination varied according to the previous roll, but Shallow easily mastered the rules. It was an interesting game, but luck was against him, and he did not deign to use magic when gambling—it would have taken all the sport out of it. In the small hours of the morning, he lost the last of his gold.
Listening to the conversation of the local men, Shallow gathered that the fortunes of this city were in a decline, and that the city to the north was stealing away all of their business with luxury inns, large places of worship for every religion under the sun, and temple prostitutes who were both beautiful and skilled.
Shallow asked, “Will you all agree to return the gold I lost, if I tell you how to restore the prosperity of your city?"
One of the older men remarked, “Advice is easy to give, not always worth listening to, seldom worth paying for."
"Suppose I leave that up to you,” Shallow said. “You return my gold only if you find my advice worthwhile."
Several men nodded, looking slyly at one another. How could they lose?
Shallow thought in silence for a short time, while the others watched him with growing interest. Finally, he asked, “What is the gambling like in the city to the north?"
"They don't gamble,” said one man. “Against their religion."
"They don't gamble!” cried Shallow. “Well, then, there is the answer to all of your problems. Build a great gambling palace, with beautiful girls, plenty to drink, and games of every kind. Reserve the game we've been playing for the serious gambler. Most of your games should be very simple, with very high stakes. Here's one."
Shallow described a game where, at each round, players must either double their bet or drop out. The stakes quickly grew to astronomical size. He outlined other games where the stakes were low, the play rapid, the rules simple and almost, but not quite, fair. The more he talked, the more the men were caught up in his glowing description of a gaming city that would draw caravans from miles around. When he finished, they all eagerly pushed back toward him the gold they had won.
Shallow raised both hands, palms outward. “You keep the gold. It is my investment in the future of your city. Use it to begin work on your gambling house. Repay me with interest, when next I pass this way."
For what was left of the night, Shallow slept deeply, and dreamed. In his dream, he was in a darkened room surrounded by glowing eyes, with gold irises and pupils like black pits. The eyes swirled and danced around him. When he tried to raise his arms, they felt too heavy to lift, and when he tried to speak, only a dry croak came from his throat.
He woke shortly before dawn. His dream quickly faded from his memory, but a vague uneasiness remained. When he broke bread, it seemed strangely tasteless and unappetizing. Just as he was leaving the city, he sensed his brother not far away. He joined him, and jogged alongside him. His brother's face had a large, purple bruise, and his expression was uncommonly glum, but Shallow knew better than to ask questions. Instead, he said, “Brother, we will reach the mountaintops late today or early tomorrow. I propose we run this last lap in human form. Are you willing to match your natural speed and endurance against mine?"
"Done,” was all Tiger said.
The two men ran side by side for a while, and then Shallow began to pull ahead. His long, lean body was more suited to running than Tiger's heavy muscles and barrel chest. Tiger's lungs worked like bellows, drawing in great quantities of air. His feet pounded the dusty earth. But Shallow seemed to fly, his feet barely touching the ground as he ran, and Tiger, head throbbing, was unable to close the distance between them.
Gradually, as the sun rose to zenith and cities, towns, and villages, farms and fields fell behind, Shallow's lead grew greater and greater, until Tiger could no longer see his brother without using farsight.
The land gradually changed from fertile land to dry, barren hills. In place of a blue sky, in which floated cloud castles, the sky turned colorless and empty. The sun beat down and sweat ran from Tiger's brow and glistened on his arms and legs. Still he ran, without stopping, without slowing, pushing his powerful body to the limits of its endurance.
Far ahead, Shallow ran smoothly and tirelessly. All day he had run, his mind serene and without thought, sometimes following roads worn down by the feet of men, at other times following animal trails or no trail at all. As he climbed higher and higher, he turned aside at any sign of man. He had never before traveled this far north, but he had heard of the mountain tribes, proverbially clannish and warlike.
As he ran up the slope of a long, brown hill, a small dell came suddenly into view, where three very old men sat cross legged, wearing nothing but breech cloths. The bones of their elbows and knees were large, their arms and legs skinny, their bellies fat, their necks scrawny, their turned-up feet calloused, their heads bald. Shallow stopped a respectful distance away from them. When they took no notice of him, he began to back away.
"Shallow.” A voice spoke his name, yet no man's lips moved.
"Shallow,” a second voice said, “What right have you to be so proud?"
"Shallow,” said a third voice, “Do you know who we are?"
"I do not know who you are, but I have no quarrel with you,” Shallow said.
"We hate you and your brother. We loathe and despise you. We mean to destroy you.” Three voices spoke in chorus.
Shallow reached deep into the old strong magic and spoke but a single word, “Forget."
Cackles of laughter hung in the air. The lips of the three old men still had not moved.
"The old strong magic does not work on us."
"We created the old strong magic."
"We are the Old Dark Gods."
Shallow said, “What do you want?"
"We never asked much from men."
"We asked that men fear us."
"We asked that men never presume to try to be our equals."
Shallow bent and lifted a huge boulder over his head, and dashed it down upon the Old Dark Gods. The boulder shattered. A black whirlwind appeared and carried the fragments of boulder away. The Old Dark Gods had not moved.
"What do you want!” cried Shallow.
"We want to humble you and your brother."
"We want men to understand that men are men and gods are gods."
"We want you to crawl."
As one, the three old men rose into the air. They spread their fingers and toes, and their eyes grew large. From the air above their heads came a Word. Shallow found himself looking up at them through strange eyes. They were giants. The pebbles over which he scurried were like mountains.
"Crawl on the earth."
"As a dung beetle."
"For the rest of your days."
As Shallow crawled helplessly in the dust, the three old men sat down cross-legged and waited.
Only a few miles away, Tiger, his mind deadened with fatigue, ran on, unaware of the fate that had befallen his brother. On and on heavily he jogged, up that long, slow brown hill. When he reached the little hidden dell, he saw the three old men. He saw the dung beetle crawling in the dust and his inner eye recognized his brother. Recognizing his brother, he knew at once that the three old men were the Old Dark Gods. Only the Old Dark Gods could have done this to Shallow.
Without waiting for the three old men to speak, Tiger cried out. “Young Bright Gods, I call on you. In the name of Marduk, in the name of Asher, in the name of Ishar, in the name of Tiamat, in the name of Gog, in the name of Magog, in the name of Leviathan, I call on you. I pledge my devotion, my worship, my sacrifice, my praise, and the praise of my children, the praise of my brother, and the praise of my brother's children, from generation to generation, world without end."
A bright light filled the little dell on the mountainside. When he could see again, Tiger saw that the three old men were gone. Shallow stood there in human form.
The brothers, rivals without equal among men, understood one another too well for speech. What they needed was to run, and run they did, climbing ever higher, from the foothills into the mountains. As they pushed their way upward, step by step, bodies leaning forward at almost the same angle as the steep mountainside, they passed out of the barren land and into a forest. Giant oaks spread their roots over moss-covered boulders. Higher still they climbed, and the oaks gave way to spruce and fir. The ground was covered with a carpet of brown needles and the brothers’ deep breaths drew in the aroma. The air under the trees darkened. Shoulder to shoulder they climbed, neither able to push himself ahead of the other.
They came to a meadow of thick, green grass, on the far side a white snow bank. The sun, which hung in the west like a ripe plum, cast blue shadows on the snow. Tiger and Shallow pushed themselves to one final burst of speed. Side by side they reached the snow bank, scooped snow up in an outstretched hand, and filled their mouths with cold white stuff.
Then they laughed and Tiger said to Shallow, “Race you back!"
It came to the minds of both young men that it was downhill all the way and so they transformed themselves into rivers and raced back to the sea.
The melting snow followed the paths they left behind them and made two rivers, which are named after the two brothers to this very day.
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Novelet: THE REVEL by John Langan
John Lagan expects both his novel, House of Windows, and his collection of stories, Mr. Gaunt and Other Uneasy Encounters, to be published in paperback editions later this year. 
His new story very neatly and effectively dismantles a traditional horror story to show us that its inner workings are dangerous and should not be taken lightly.
1. The Chase
Every Werewolf story—these days, at least—features a chase. This one is no exception.
Indeed, it may well be that the chase has become the heart of the story, its true heart, and not the scene of transformation, which, while certainly spectacular, cinematic, the opportunity for all manner of verbal pyrotechnics, is light on meaning. The change to wolf, the face opening into snout, the fingers erupting into claws, the voice rushing the register from scream to howl, is about the animal within, and, at this point in our post-Darwinian history, how new or shocking is this?—whereas the chase is about predator and prey, and so about power, and so about matters more subtle and problematic. Most likely we will, and should, identify with the prey, find the predator a figure of fear. Most likely.
It may help to imagine the chase—whose narrative purpose is to draw you into the story immediately—projected on a movie screen. So much of contemporary horror fiction references film either as a substitute for written precedents or as inspiration for elaborately gruesome descriptions that such a suggestion should not seem surprising. You will want to imagine yourself in a darkened theater, probably with a date or a friend (since who goes to a horror movie alone?). Perhaps you have a tub of popcorn, perhaps a box of Sour Patch Kids, perhaps you find food at the theater distracting and annoying. When the screen lights, the first thing you are aware of is motion, a pair of blurred legs racing forward. You hear breath panting, feet rustling dead leaves and cracking dead branches. As the camera switches to a long shot, you see that we are in a forest, one in upstate New York if you are able to determine such matters—if not, the forest will look more or less familiar, depending on your location—and that it is late autumn. If you are the kind of person to be struck by such details, you may notice that the bare trunks, the occasional evergreen, have been photographed in such a way as to suggest a maze through which the man who owns the running legs is careening. At this distance, you can obtain a better view of him, as he bolts from left to right across the screen, almost tripping on a root. He is white, of average height, medium build, possibly mid- to late-thirties although it is hard to be sure, dressed in green camouflage pants, shirt, and baseball cap, brown boots, and a bright orange hunting vest. He does not appear to be carrying a gun of any kind. In the third shot, a close up of his face, you see that it is plain, undistinguished by anything more than the terror distorting it.
There is more, much more, that you could know about this man, the facts of an entire life. (Obviously, you would not have access to this in the opening scenes of a film.) For example, you could know that he is a graduate of Harvard University, at which he obtained his MBA and his wife. You could know that his older brother, Donald, first took him hunting when he was fourteen; it had to be Donald because their father had been killed the year before in a train wreck in Arizona (decapitated). You could know that, before he left to go hunting this morning, he changed his infant son's sodden diaper and found the pungent smell oddly endearing. You could know that he likes country music, that he enjoys bacon, egg, and cheese on a hard roll, that he has season tickets for the Yankees that he does not use as much as he would like. You could know something very bad about him—that when he was fifteen, he crushed the skull of a neighbor's Doberman with a baseball bat—you could know something very good about him—that recently, he has contributed half the cost of a new daycare center at his church (Methodist). You could know all of this but it is, in a sense, irrelevant. It's not irrelevant to him, of course, or to the people in his life, but it's of little matter to us, the audience. He is the sacrifice: he is here to be murdered, and rather horrifically at that, for our interest. His death begins the Revel. Certainly, there have been others before him, as we will find out later on, but he is the first we encounter, and the spilling of his blood consecrates the story's opening.
It would be possible to cut between the man's running legs and another set of legs, between his wide blue eyes and a pair of yellow eyes. Depending on the subsequent portrait of the Werewolf we mean to paint, we might dip into his consciousness at the outset, an effort also more easily realized in prose than on film. We might describe the copper blood on his tongue and lips, the sharp tang of the man's fear in his nostrils, the joyful surge of his muscles as he runs smoothly and well across the forest floor. Yet such details seem to give away too much too soon, as overly heavy-handed soundtrack music, rather than heightening tension, tends to relieve it. For the moment, then, let us keep the Werewolf off stage; for now, let him be that clash of leaves that draws ever-closer.
Perhaps the man is talking as he runs, a half-sobbing chain of sound that includes numerous Please Gods, and a few Oh Jesuses and a number of indistinguishable words. Perhaps he says something like, “My kids, God, please, my kids,” perhaps, “Blood, oh Jesus, blood.” If we want, we can flash back to the scene of carnage from which he is fleeing, to a ribcage laid open and scarlet wet, trees splashed with viscera, but again, there will be time for that later, and most likely, the man is trying very hard not to think of that, because if he did, he might find himself too afraid to run. Instead, he is trying to think of the red pickup truck that he drove out here four hours ago and that cannot be much farther. In fact, there it is, at the foot of the hill he has crested.
Now comes the cruel part of the story—the first cruel part, anyway—and that is that the man is going to be killed, at last, within sight of escape and freedom. At this point, we do not know if such cruelty is deliberate on the part of the Werewolf, or an accident of fate, simply the point at which the predator brings down the prey. It is what you are expecting, your heart pounding despite yourself: you know the man is going to be caught and killed by what is racing up behind him; the only real question is, How exactly is it going to happen? Will he fumble open the door to the truck, throw himself inside, slam the door behind him, thumb the lock, and collapse across the front seat, panting furiously, only to have the windshield crash in on him? Or will he even make it that far?
In this case, he will not make it inside the truck, because as he is running down the hill toward it—half-falling would be more accurate, his boots kicking up great scuffs of dirt and leaves—he is jamming his hand in the right front pocket of his pants, attempting to locate his keys, which do not seem to be there. His effort continues as he sprints the space between the foot of the hill and the truck, his cap, which has been ever-more perilously perched atop his head, finally flying free, revealing a head of dark brown hair. He does not stop at the truck so much as slam into it, the loud thud jarring. He continues to shove his hand into his right, then his left pants pocket, his breath coming faster, his lips releasing a steady stream of, “Oh come on,” and, “Oh God, come on,” while in the background, the sound of the Werewolf's pursuit, as it tops the hill, bounds down it, and surges toward the truck, is steadily louder.
You will not see the Werewolf leap on the man and in one fluid motion tear out his throat. You will listen to it. What you will see is shot from underneath the truck. You watch the man's boots, faced toward the truck at first then turning as something you cannot distinguish rushes closer. You hear the man's scream, and a growl that becomes a roar, and the sharp sound of teeth ripping out a large chunk of meat. The scream halts. The boots wobble, then sway to the left as the man, already a corpse, topples to the ground.
This is the beginning. Should we mention that the man's keys were in the left breast pocket of his bright orange hunting vest, tucked there by him because it had a button flap and so would keep them secure? This is just the kind of ironic detail that horror narratives love, isn't it? No doubt the irony has its effect, but no doubt, too, such occurrences validate the secret sense we have—perhaps it is more a secret fear—that such little things as what pocket you put your keys in are what make the difference between life and death, and not such big things as your faith in God or your lack thereof. The narrative to come will embrace this savage irony, take it to its breast, to the extent that it will be tempting to read the Werewolf as the incarnation of this trope. But it isn't, is it?
* * * *
2. The Setting (A): The Village
Here we are with the Chief of Police as he's driving along Main Street on his way to work. Slideshow, in rapid succession: shopping plazas, traffic light, animal hospital, traffic light, Indian restaurant, insurance agent, houses, churches (Episcopal and Methodist), gas station, bus station, florist, Chinese restaurant, bank, bars, barber, deli, boutiques, bookstores, Greek restaurant, record store, traffic light, bar, bank, police station, bridge (across the Svartkill), Frenchman's Mountain (a long ridge stubbled with bare trees that walls the near horizon).
Of course the village he's driving through is based on a real place, so much so that it might be more honest to call it the name that marks it on the map of upstate New York. You have wondered—who hasn't?—to what extent the places you meet in stories and novels are tied to real locations. The answer is: more closely than you think. (The same is true of the people in them.) Nonetheless, we wish to preserve some freedom of movement, so that should we need the police station to be on the western edge of the village, as opposed to the center of downtown, we will be able to have it there. Let's call this place Huguenot, which should be an obvious enough clue to anyone who lives in or around the actual village to its true identity—but please, hold it loosely in mind.
Interesting, isn't it? how it has to be a village. It does seem as if much of horror fiction takes place in small communities, doesn't it? Of course there are exceptions: you can name one or two or ten narratives that contradict such an assertion, but consider the vast tide that fulfills it. Horror thrives in community, and what embodies community better than a village? Large enough to contain a number and variety of people, yet small enough for the majority of them to know one another, the village is the place where the threat to one can be felt by all. Perhaps there's a certain amount of nostalgia, too, in horror's love for the village, a longing for a kind of ideal community we don't experience anymore. Or perhaps not.
* * * *
3. The Setting (B): The Forest
Imagine tall trees stretching back into gloom on every side of you. It is not important that you have much arboreal expertise: if you do, picture oak, maple, the occasional birch; if not, picture your generic tree. The majority of trees in this area are deciduous, and thus autumn-bare, but a few evergreens jostle for elbow room. The ground is a jigsaw of yellow, brown, red, and orange leaves. Huguenot, like so many other American settlements, was built within the great forest that once blanketed the North American continent, a blanket whose edges have steadily been pushed back, even as more houses, more buildings, have been constructed within the forest, in quest of the privacy that is supposed to be a mark of personal wealth and success. But the forest has not gone so far away as we might suppose. There are still groups of trees scattered throughout the village, and you do not have to drive very far—ten minutes, fifteen depending on the direction you choose—before you find one of the forest's fingers.
It may be that you think of the forest as little more than an abstraction; it may be that you are one of the people who believe in the forest as a pristine natural paradise, Robert Frost's woods so lovely, dark, and deep. If either of these is the case, take your car on one of those ten- or fifteen-minute drives, until you arrive at one of the digits the forest pokes into the world. Park your car. Leave your cell phone, your BlackBerry, your iPod in the glove compartment. Lock the car. Be sure you put your keys someplace safe—someplace you can get to them quickly should the need arise—and walk out into the trees.
Don't stop after ten or fifteen minutes: keep going for an hour, two, until you are deep in a place you have not seen before. Feel free, should you like, to lean against a tree, sit on a log—mind it isn't rotten, though. Now, here, feel how far away you are from everyone and everything you know, feel to what distance your life—which is to say, the routines you inhabit—has receded. Look at the trees around you. They almost seem to form a maze, don't they? Feel how exposed you are. Something could be watching you, couldn't it? It sounds silly to say, yes, but something out behind one of these trees could be watching you. Try not to jump when you hear that crashing in the undergrowth. Most likely, it's a pair of squirrels chasing one another, or a fawn still clumsy. Do you think you can find your way back to your car? You did walk in a straight line, didn't you? What direction was that from? Something could be watching you, couldn't it? Can you feel the hairs on the back of your neck prickling? They really do that, you know.
What would you do if a tall, pale man in a soiled black suit stepped from behind one of the trees? What would you do when you saw that his eyes were yellow? Would you bolt? No one would blame you if you did. You would find, though, that an hour is a long time to walk, and the woods are perhaps not so friendly as you had thought. Branches tug at your feet as you run over them; tree limbs whip your face and arms. You might find that everything looks the same, that you cannot find the route that brought you here. A look behind—do you dare risk a look behind? You know what you hear: growling (which makes you think of that dog you were so afraid of as a child), tree limbs snapping as something large barrels through them. It does not matter where you put your car keys, does it? because like our friend at the beginning of this story, you aren't going to have the chance to use them; you will not come close to finding your car. As you feel your pursuer closing in on you, you might as well scream, vent your rage and fear and frustration, empty your lungs. There is a deep laugh, the kind of laugh a big dog or a bear might make if such things could laugh, and then a lightning bolt of pain scores your neck as a massive paw strikes it open, almost separating your head from your body, which falls dead on the leaf-strewn ground. Your vision bursts white, and that is all you know. What remains of you will be found the following day, when the police chief is realizing that something very bad, an unprecedented bad, is on his hands.
The woods are dark and deep. Lovely?
* * * *
4. The Characters (A): The Police Chief
Tall, six foot three, but more than height, he gives the impression of size, as his weight pushes the red needle on his bathroom scale ever-further from two hundred and fifty pounds and ever-closer to three hundred. His doctor has told him to slim down, which he fully intends, but he can still bench as much as he could in the Navy, experiences no shortness of breath or chest pains, and finds it difficult to accept that his health has been or in any way might be impaired by what he estimates is a few extra pounds. His hands and feet are almost abnormally large, so much so that it is difficult for him to find shoes that fit in any of the local stores, and his face is similarly large. His eyes are blue and liquid, his cheeks crisscrossed by red nets of capillaries, his nose narrow and close to his face. He wears his hair crew-cut short. If he does not look particularly friendly, neither does he look particularly hostile; the principle impression he gives is of wariness.
He has held his position for the last half-dozen years, and he prides himself on knowing all of Main Street's merchants, and all of the town's clergy, by name. It is true that he knows not a few of them from various infractions of the law, ranging from Bill Getz—owner of Pete's Corner Pub—passing out in the middle of Main Street at four on a Saturday morning after sampling a bit too much of the thirty-year-old Armagnac a friend brought him from the south of France, to Judy Lavalle—former manager of the White Orchid boutique—stabbing her husband in the leg with a packing knife after she uncovered his affair with her assistant manager.
The Police Chief has an almost surprisingly forgiving attitude toward such faults. This is because he believes that, at root, human beings are hopelessly corrupt, depraved, every one of us always ready to cross some law or code of behavior should the opportunity present itself. The Police Chief does not understand why humanity is this way; he just knows it is. He is rarely surprised by any of the crimes, small or large, to which he is called on to respond. That is about to change.
Is it necessary to say, the Police Chief is the narrative's representative of order? In a horror narrative, it is rare for there not to be such a figure, either institutionally sanctioned or self-appointed. Such a character embodies the social structure(s) under assault from the monster. Close to the center of the story's events, s/he has access to all manner of information, as a result of which, s/he serves as a kind of guide through the narrative's winding corridors. (This figure may also have ready access to all manner of weaponry, the benefits of which are not to be underestimated.)
Nowadays, it is common enough to show this character flawed—perhaps to express our continuing unease with the powers that regulate our lives, our suspicion that the institutions attacked by the monster were already rotting; or perhaps in the interest of heightening narrative tension. In case the Police Chief's sour view of humanity is not sufficient instance of this, it may help to know that, two years ago, in his official capacity, he systematically harassed Harold Stonger, former bartender at Dionysus bar and grill, over the course of three months, to the point that Stonger attempted suicide by opening his wrists with a box cutter. The Police Chief's reason for doing so was a car accident involving his then-eighteen-year-old daughter, Chloe, who had used a fake ID to consume four margaritas before sliding behind the wheel of her 1990 Volvo. It was not the first time Chloe had used this ID, which was of almost professional quality; while the accident her drinking led to consisted in her driving her car off the road and into a small tree at a relatively slow speed; although the consequences at home were severe, Chloe walked away from her car unharmed. Nonetheless, the Police Chief made it his personal mission to allow Harry Stonger no peace. Persistent and involved traffic stops, several raids on Dionysus leading to one sizable fine, a handful of visits to Stonger's apartment, left the man no doubt that the Police Chief wanted him gone from Huguenot. In all fairness to the Police Chief, he in no way encouraged Stonger to open his wrists, though when he learned of it, he could only express his disappointment that the EMTs had not arrived at Stonger's apartment a little later.
* * * *
5. The Characters (B): Barbara Dinasha
Proprietor of the Dippie Hippie mostly used clothing store on Main Street, she is mid-forties, her long hair more gray than blond. Currently she lives in the small apartment over her store, where she sits at a black table next to the bay window that overlooks Main Street. She wears a white terrycloth robe over a peach cotton nightdress. There is a mug of coffee on the table, beside a yellow legal pad on which Barbara draws the man whose face has filled her dreams every night for the past two weeks. She uses a blue ballpoint pen whose scratch on the paper is the only sound aside from Barbara's breathing.
Barbara has resided in the apartment since last winter, when she moved there after having left her husband of fourteen years and their eight-year-old son, for reasons of which no one was sure but everyone had an opinion. Her husband—as yet, they remain legally separated, and when he has been drinking too much at Pete's Corner Pub, Tom Dinasha still expresses hope of an eventual reconciliation—is a carpenter and handyman and well-liked, as is her precocious son, Brian, who is a star pitcher in the local Little League, but since Barbara draws most of her clientele from the SUNY college, her consequent dip in popularity with the village's permanent residents has not appreciably decreased her store's business.
Barbara likes the college students: she herself attended the State University twenty-five years before, which was how she came to Huguenot from Northport, Long Island. She majored in Studio Art before dropping out to spend the next seven years of her life on the Grateful Dead tour, which was not inconsistent with the reasons that had brought her upstate in the first place, namely, a desire to be at the school whose reputation was for maintaining the spirit and behavior of the Sixties, in which Barbara was just old enough to regret not having been able to participate.
At a diner in Carbondale, Illinois, she met her future husband, who, as it happened, was a lifelong resident of Huguenot who was hitchhiking cross-country to see the Dead in St. Louis. They spent six months on the Dead tour, then returned to Huguenot, where Tom learned carpentry from his father and they lived together in an old barn that he gradually rebuilt into a house. Tom Dinasha became a fixture in Huguenot, first as the guy you could call on when your regular guy couldn't make it, then as your regular guy. Barbara remained his elusive and somewhat aloof companion, observed taking the occasional art course at the college, but otherwise keeping to herself until a modest inheritance arrived after her father's death and she decided to open the Dippie Hippie. By that time, a year had passed since she had found herself pregnant and she and Tom had married because, as each said to her and his close friends and relations, neither of them was brave enough not to. At the wedding, Barbara's father had been well enough to give his daughter away; in six months, the cancer that had eaten one lung would have finished the rest of him. (Barbara's mother left the house when Barbara was fourteen, and she has not heard from or about her since.)
She doesn't care for the Chief of Police, who, from her interactions with him over the years, especially since opening the store, she has come to view as slow-moving, dull-witted, provincial, and bigoted. She knows he sees her as little more than an aging, would-be hippie who likely burned out what little there was of her mind to begin with years ago. (She does not know, but would not be surprised to learn, that he also suspects her of moving some kind of drug, probably pot but possibly something harder, through her store. While he has only entered the Dippie Hippie once, when it opened, to wish Barbara well in her enterprise, he and his officers make it a point both to watch it and to make Barbara aware that they are watching it.)
This morning, though she has seen his car pass down Main Street on its way to the station, the Police Chief is far from her concern. She is thinking about her dreams—dream might be the better word, since it has been substantially the same thing every night: she and a tall, pale man wearing a soiled black suit walking side by side in the woods, somewhere, she knows with dream-certainty, on Frenchman's Mountain (not that she has spent much time there). The man speaks to her, and this is where the variation in the dream occurs: every night, he says something different. One night, it was, “Do you know that Doors song?” Another, it was, “But you haven't told them, have you?” A third time, he said, “I could help you.” She cannot remember all his utterances, although she has the sense that they tend to fall into one of two camps: either, “Break on through, Barbara, break on through,” or, “Let me help you. All you have to do is say yes.” Once he has spoken his piece, they stop and he turns to face her, extending his right hand in a gesture so familiar that she takes it without thinking. It feels strange, like holding a wet wire brush, and looking down, she sees that his hand with its slender fingers has become a large paw, covered in bristly fur and soaked in bright red blood, which dribbles over her skin. She starts to look up at the man, is on the verge of seeing something, something crowds the top of her vision, when she sits upright in bed, awake.
Barbara does not believe in this man/monster as having any objective existence. Despite the fear, the weirdness, occasioned by the recurrence of him in her dreams, she understands him to be no more than the manifestation of a subconscious feeling that has become lodged—temporarily, she had thought—in the theater of her unconscious. This emotion is guilt, its source her leaving her son.
Needless to say, we know better, don't we? In a horror story, dreams, hunches, instincts—those parts of our lives we file under the headings of the Irrational, or the Atavistic—are keys with which the narrative presents its characters. Those who accept those keys, fit them to the locks of the doors in front of them, find their way through to the next part of the maze; those who let them drop to the floor will live long enough to regret their mistake. Of course, part of the function of these elements is to add to the sense of unease the story wishes to evoke in the reader by appealing to her or his own experience of them. In addition: 1) they move the narrative along; 2) they're an economical way of introducing or incorporating the more fantastic elements of the story into it; 3) they form part of the springboard from which the protagonist(s) will take the leap into whatever impossible explanation is required for the horrors confronting them. In the end, the narrative will go beyond merely invoking this side of experience, it will validate it, privilege it, as if to say that it is in everything we do our best to suppress, to trivialize, that survival lies.
Barbara is our anchor; she is the character who stands for the rest of the village inhabitants. Unlike the Police Chief, the Werewolf, you, Barbara cannot go everywhere, see everything. As the Revel continues and the narrative veers from extravagance to extravagance, she stays in place, refusing the madness of the dance.
* * * *
6. The Characters (C): The Werewolf
What about the Werewolf, then?
To be frank, it's a dilemma. While it remains offstage, no more than a shadow cast across its victims, the monster is a blank, an empty space you fill with your fears, with whatever chases you from sleep and makes you sit bolt upright in bed at four in the morning, heart banging. At the moment, the Werewolf is your Werewolf; it is whatever you have conjured from hearing that word and reading about his depredations. (Might we go so far as to say that, right now, the Werewolf is you? [No, no, of course not.])
That won't do, though, will it? You would like a photograph of him, wouldn't you? over which you might linger. You would like to examine his face closely, pore over each and every detail of it, attempt to match what is outside to what is inside. Are you familiar with phrenology? It was a nineteenth century science that tried to ascertain personality characteristics through mapping the shape of the skull. You laugh at such an idea—we all do—but how far away from it are we, truly? We search the newspaper and magazine pictures of the perpetrators of whatever outrage currently confronts us, desperate for a clue to their motivation in the set of their eyes, the curve of their mouths, the tilt of their heads. We stare at ourselves in mirrors, trying to see what it is in the mystery of our faces that makes us fail the way we do.
You would like a picture: Will a drawing suffice? Three drawings, actually: that's what Barbara Dinasha has produced on her legal pad. Her work is rough, but there is a sureness to it that makes you wonder what would have become of her had she remained in the college's Art program. The first shows the man's head: squarish, its features sharply angled, so much so that it might remind you of a piece of cubist sculpture. In her dreams, the man has impressed her as made of edges, as if his face had been struck from a block of flint by quick blows from a hammer. The hair is lank, parted on the right side; Barbara has shaded it with her pen, seeing the blue ink as dark brown that does not appear to have been washed in the last two or three days. She has dotted the square jaw to indicate the dark stubble traversing it. The nose is broad and flat; the lips full and the mouth wide; the eyes wide and dark—brown, Barbara thinks, although they may be black.
Her second sketch is of the man's hands, which are distinguished by long, thin fingers and particularly the ring fingers, which stretch longer than the middle fingers. Fine hair covers the back of the hands out along to the ends of the fingers. The edges of the nails are ragged, dirty.
Barbara's final drawing is of the man in whole, a slender figure dressed in a dark suit and white dress shirt open at the collar. Like the others, it sufficiently resembles the man from her dreams that, were the police pursuing him—as they are, though they do not know it—they could do no worse than show these drawings to men and women on the street, post copies of them in conspicuous places. Barbara, however, is as unsatisfied with this one as she is with the two others. In part, her discontent arises from the limitations of her medium. There is no way for her to render the man's voice, which lingers in her ears as if he had whispered there a moment ago. It is deep, more so even than her father's, and he sang bass for the church choir, and it possesses a calm authority that she would find appropriate to a surgeon. The remainder of Barbara's discontent is rooted in her inability to reproduce the feeling the man leaves in her. Were she to take up her pen once more and add a pair of goat horns to his head, goatee his chin, bedeck him with a barbed tail, pitchfork, and surround him with a corona of flames, the effect, while exaggerated and cartoonish, would more closely approximate the effect he has on her.
Something more? Something more definite? How about this: there's an old man, Mr. Dock, the former head librarian of the village library, who has retired to his bungalow halfway out to Frenchman's Mountain. Were you to show him Barbara Dinasha's sketches, his brow would contract, he would remove his glasses for a clean from a handkerchief, then inspect the drawings again. Unable to deny his recognition, he might tell you about a young man who left Huguenot to study medicine up in Albany when he, Mr. Dock, was thirteen, some seventy years gone. Alphonse Sweet, came of the Quebecois who moved into the region at the end of the nineteenth century; a bright lad, though cruel, terribly cruel. He didn't return, Alphonse, killed, it was said, up in some sort of ghost town in Western Canada under dubious circumstances. He was buried there. No, Mr. Dock doesn't know what Alphonse was doing there.
(Oh—and hungry: the Werewolf is always hungry.)
* * * *
7. The Characters (D): You
Yes, you're part of this. Do you even need to ask? You leap from character to character, a voyeur rifling through home movies of the most intimate sort:
—You're the Police Chief receiving the call that Ed Cook, the County ME, has been found dead in the doorway to his apartment. Rubbing the sleep from your eyes, you listen to Shelley Jacobson struggling to keep her voice calm as she says that Ed had been torn open, there was blood all over the place, and while they aren't sure, it looks as if certain ... parts have been removed from the body. Bile burning at the back of your throat, you say, Let me guess: kidneys, part of the liver, and the tongue. That's right, Jacobson says, the emotion in her words momentarily overwhelmed by her surprise. You don't tell her that the same selection had been removed from each of the hunters found on Frenchman's Mountain, that Ed Cook had phoned you to discuss this last night. Looks like we've got a gourmand on our hands, he'd said, almost his final words to you. You don't repeat his attempt at witticism; instead, you tell Shelley that you'll be right there and hang up.—
—You're Barbara Dinasha, opening the latest letter from the oncologist, skimming his most recent plea to you to return for treatment; even if the cancer isn't curable, there's a decent chance that treatment could earn you another three months, possibly more. You remember your doctor telling you that your constant tiredness wasn't chronic fatigue: it was your body exhausting itself on the invader that already had colonized most of it. You're not that far away from the overwhelming panic that rose in you as you left the doctor's office, that manifested itself in the desire to run, to escape, to leave the life you had and keep moving until nothing familiar remained—within a week, it was this impulse that would take you from your home and family to the apartment over the store, a flight that solved nothing, simplified nothing, that only made the situation of your dying worse. By the time you understood that you needed to talk to Tom, to Brian, things had reached the point that you could not see a way to do so. You drop the letter into the trash and, for an instant, hear a voice saying, “I could help you, Barbara. All you have to do is ask."—
—You're each and every one of the Werewolf's victims. You're the quartet of hunters sitting around their early-morning fire, fighting the chill air with a flask of Talisker, your rifles propped against the logs you're sitting on, less concerned with firing those guns than with maintaining an annual tradition fifteen years old, a kind of secular retreat, and if one of you should by luck take down a prize buck, that would be nice, but it's not essential. You're the single mother out for a morning jog who's decided to take one of the paths on the Mountain, even though it's hunting season and your mother has warned you about the idiots who can't tell the difference between a woman and a deer. You're the ME, wishing you felt one-tenth as calm as you did your best to sound to the Police Chief, glad that at least you spoke with him before you opened the bottle of gin chilling in your freezer, which you already know will do nothing to dilute the images of those four men's remains—and never has that euphemism been so accurate—but which may help to still the shaking that has seized your hands since you drew to the end of the final autopsy. You're a pair of dancers leaving The Blue Belle out on Route 299, discussing whether to drive into the village for a drink at Peter's Corner Pub, because although it's close to two, Pete's will still be open, and the two of you are wound tight from too many cigarettes and too many lap dances for too many freaks, who seem to have been drawn from their caves, their mother's basements, by the last few days’ carnage. You're the chef, sous-chef, and waitress in early to the Toreador on Main Street to assemble salads, start soups, and decide on the day's specials, the three of you unable to discuss much besides the killer who has chosen Huguenot as his theater, and about whom a host of rumors, most centered on what he's taken from the bodies of those he's butchered, are in heavy circulation.—
—You might even be the Werewolf, himself, which the hunters experience as something enormous, dark, snarling, that leaps into their midst and lays one of them open before any has registered its presence. For the single mother out on the mountain trail, the Werewolf is first the tall, pale man whose black suit is soaked with the blood of the man in whose exposed insides he's rooting around, and then he's something else, something she knows the moment she pivots away from she has no chance of outrunning, but maybe she can call for help before it's too late. For the ME, the Werewolf is a tall, pale man in a soiled black suit standing outside his apartment door, who, when he grins, shows a mouth with many too many teeth. For the dancers, the Werewolf is a rising growl in the backseat of the car. For the staff of Toreador, the Werewolf is a roar and shape too big for their narrow kitchen.—
* * * *
8. Some Headlines (In Lieu of Successive Descriptions of, Essentially, the Same Thing)
HUNTERS KILLED: Four Men Found Murdered on Frenchman's Mountain; Woman Who Notified Police Missing.
CORONER MURDERED: Was Working on Slain Hunters; Police Chief Refuses to Rule Out Connection to Previous Crime.
DANCERS MISSING: Were Seen Leaving The Blue Belle Two Nights Ago; Car Found Abandoned and Bloody.
RESTAURANT MASSACRE: Staff at Local Café Victims of Horrific Crime.
HUGUENOT HORROR: Upstate New York Town Terrorized by Savage Murder Spree; Twelve Confirmed Dead, Additional Deaths Feared; Residents Panicked; Local and State Police Baffled.
* * * *
9. A Small Town in the North
Where does he come from, the Werewolf? What drew Alphonse Sweet (it's him: no need to play coy) to that ghost town in Western Canada? What did he find there? Why did he leave his studies at Albany in the first place? What was he looking for?
The answers lie on the other side of an experience that the monster himself cannot articulate; when he tries to bridge it to them, he sees images sparse and stark.
White. Whiteness. The town, 
Distant on the tundra. 
Words on white paper. 
— 
Two rows of buildings, 
The town sits on the plain, lonely 
Even of ghosts. 
— 
Wind whistles up Main 
Street. Empty windows return 
No reflections. 
— 
Snow breaks underfoot. 
Wooden planks groan, protesting 
The wind's attention. 
— 
Flurries cloud the air. 
At the heart of swirling snow, 
Five figures standing. 
— 
Heavy fur robes drape 
Bodies. Carved animal masks 
Substitute for faces. 
— 
A plea, an offer, 
A withered hand extended, 
Taken. Whiteness. White.
* * * *
10. Trees Painted on Plywood Walls
For Barbara, the narrative's climax begins with a crash that jolts her from a (blessedly) dreamless sleep. Eyes wide, heart thwacking against her sternum, she sits up in bed, a single question, What was that? flashing in her mind in great neon blue letters. She does not know the answer. Was it a lamp? She doesn't think so. This sound was not the dull clang of metal echoing off a hardwood floor: it was brittle, the sharp crack of glass breaking—one of her windows, maybe, or the full length mirror hung sideways in the living room to give the space the illusion of increased size. Is there an intruder in her apartment? She listens for the floor creaking under the weight of an intruder's sneaker, but hears nothing.
Barbara throws back her bed's heavy quilt and rises from it, stooping to take the heavy flashlight she keeps under the bed in case of a blackout. The flashlight has a nylon loop at its end to slip around your wrist; Barbara does so, gripping the flashlight close to the end because she does not want it for illumination: she wants it for a weapon. Should there be anyone prowling her apartment, be he sociopath or drunken fratboy, she intends to beat him senseless first and ask questions later. She does not feel self-conscious or melodramatic in the least. Nor does she recognize her response to the noise within the context of a horror narrative as ill-advised, if not a mistake of the fatal variety; Barbara doesn't care for horror stories—though no doubt she would know the scene she is in if you pointed it out to her.
She slides across the floor to the door, where she listens while counting to two hundred, time enough for any intruder to think that the noise he heard from her bedroom was nothing more than her turning over in her sleep. She leans her head out of the doorway far enough for her to see down the short hallway to the living room. The living room appears to be empty. She cannot see all of it from here, however, so, flexing her fingers on the flashlight and raising it, Barbara steps from her bedroom and crosses the distance to the living room, more calm than she would have predicted had you asked her to imagine herself in such a scene, yet still apprehensive lest one of the boards in the hall floor creak and betray her. None do. She halts at the threshold to the living room and tilts forward, peering from side to side. She still cannot see every last bit of the living room, but it appears empty; neither does she observe evidence of broken glass, either from the windows or the mirror on the wall. Taking a breath, Barbara steps into the room.
No one is there. Having established this fact through a series of quick glances, Barbara verifies it by turning in a slow circle, flashlight held at the ready. The room is empty of anyone save herself; nor have its contents been disturbed. Whatever she heard must have come from outside. Relaxing her grip on the flashlight, Barbara walks to the bay window and surveys Main Street. It's quiet. A group of college kids, most of them underage, no doubt, stands in front of Pete's Corner Pub, smoking and talking—given the presence of the killer, an exercise in collective bravado. A state police car cruises up the street, drawing glances from the kids. It would appear that none of the plate glass windows opening into the shops along Main Street has been smashed. Barbara steps back and, with one more look around the living room, exits it.
She is at the doorway to her bedroom, which is to say, she has walked a short distance in a short time (though it has been time enough for her to wonder if the noise she heard was a vivid dream [not that she knows anything about those]), when there is another crack, louder than the first, the same crash of shattering glass, without a doubt from the living room. Barbara jumps, then turns and runs back into the living room, flashlight firmly in hand.
This time, she sees immediately that the mirror has fallen completely from its frame, which contains only darkness. “Shit,” she says, crouching to search for pieces of glass, which, she thinks, it's a wonder didn't slice her foot.
Although there are no lights on in Barbara's apartment except for the nightlight in her bathroom, there is enough light streaming in through the front window for her to be able to see around the living room surprisingly well. As she slides her hand over the floor, that light dims, as if someone had his hand on a dial and turned it all the way to zero. It's like the descriptions Barbara has read of losing consciousness: everything goes black; the only difference is that Barbara maintains awareness as the room vanishes around her. She is not afraid, only confused, wondering what has happened; some type of power outage, she supposes, which reminds her of her flashlight, whose switch she locates and slides on.
She is no longer in her living room. A corridor stretches in front of and behind her, its walls unstained plywood, its ceiling somewhere in the darkness overhead. Her apartment's hardwood floor has been replaced by gray concrete. The plywood walls are decorated with trees painted in black, white, and gray, some thick, some thin, as if trying to suggest perspective. All of them have been painted with branches bare. Looking at them, Barbara thinks of her dreams, of standing with the tall pale man in the woods on Frenchman's Mountain. Barbara points the flashlight from walls to floor, from floor to ceiling (undistinguishable), from ceiling to walls, from walls to ceiling, from ceiling to floor, unable to understand what she is seeing, the part of her brain that processes information jammed. The mundaneness of her surroundings only adds to her confusion. Were she to find herself transported to an alien jungle teeming with wailing blue flowers, slithering pink vines, a six-legged green beast with a mouth of curving fangs creeping toward her, the landscape and its inhabitants would be consistent with the strangeness of the shift; the weirdness of this move, however, strains against the ordinariness of her slapdash surroundings, the kind of thing you might expect at a low-budget haunted house at Halloween. Walls, floor, walls, ceiling, floor, walls, walls, walls: she jerks the flashlight from one to the other frantically, as if one of the surfaces is going to surrender the secret of what has happened to her. She drags her free hand through her hair, hoping the pain of her fingers tearing through its tangles will yank her out of this place and back to reality. But all the pain does is confirm the concrete cold beneath her, the painted trees shining on the coarse walls.
Barbara switches off the flashlight, plunging herself into darkness once more. She counts to ten, then turns the flashlight back on. When she does, she is again faced with the plywood walls and their arboreal decorations; this time, though, the sight of those walls prompts her to action. Perhaps a failsafe switch has been thrown somewhere in the depths of her brain; perhaps the neurons that had stalled have been bypassed. Barbara stands and approaches the wall to her right. It is solid, braced, it feels like, from the other side. Letting the flashlight dangle, she tries with both hands to move it, with no more luck. Annoyance prickles her skin, causes her to mutter, “What is this?” There is as much reason to walk forward as back, so Barbara starts walking forward. As she does, she sees a white light shining in the distance ahead. Thinking it might be the flashlight reflecting on a window or mirror, she slides the switch to off. When the light continues to shine, Barbara switches the flashlight on and hurries toward it. She keeps the beam on the floor in front of her, but the glow is strong enough for her to be able to see the walls on either side of her. The trees painted on them appear to writhe as she passes them; a trick of the light, she is sure.
As she moves ahead, Barbara notices that the corridor branches off on either side of her at irregular intervals. While she wonders where those branchings lead, she does not linger at any of them. Should this light in front of her be a disappointment, there will be time for her to return to them. It occurs to her that she is walking through a giant maze—being led through it, more like—and then she hears something. It is difficult to say what it is; it is one of those sounds that is so low, so soft, that you are not sure you even heard it in the first place; you are not sure it was not your mind whispering to you. If there is someone in the room with you, you will say, “Excuse me?” and the other person will look up from their book and say, “I didn't say anything.” Barbara stops walking, and the sound appears to halt as well. Maybe it was only her feet echoing off the concrete and plywood. There it is again, faintly, a sound, a sound like, a sound like someone weeping, like someone at the hiccoughing end of hours of unrelenting crying. It seems to be coming from the other side of the wall to her right; how far back from it, Barbara cannot guess. Could it be another person, someone else trapped in here with her? What else could it be? Barbara takes a deep breath and calls out, “Hello! Is there anyone there? Can anyone hear me? Hello! I'm over here! Can you hear me? Hello?” Her voice slaps flat against the plywood. She looks at the wall, which is painted with a series of spectral white trees that remind her of birches. There is no answer. The weeping fades. Barbara repeats her call, receives no answer, tries a third time. When she judges she has waited a sufficient time for a reply and has had none, she continues toward the light. She does not hear the sound of weeping anymore.
Before long, Barbara sees that the light in front of her is a single lightbulb, dangling at one end of a cord running into the darkness overhead. It marks the end of the corridor: a third wall connects those to either side of her, blocking her way. A single black tree, squat, enormous, its branches spreading out like a web of nerves, decorates the surface. Barbara's pace slows as a combination of anger and unease seizes her legs. She is on the verge of turning around when she notices what appears to be the outline of a door set in the wall, at the heart of the tree. Directing the flashlight's beam at it, she sees that there is a door: there is the doorknob; there are the hinges. With her luck, she thinks, it'll be locked.
She is wrong. When she grips the doorknob and turns it, the door swings open easily. Stepping through it, she finds herself in a large dark space, at the far end of which a man sits at a table, lit by a source she cannot identify. When Barbara sees the man, her pulse quickens, sweeping the anger and unease from her. From her place at the door, she calls, “Hello? Hello?” and walks toward him.
"Barbara, welcome!” the man says.
* * * *
11. A Cabin in the Woods 
For the Police Chief, the narrative's climax begins on Frenchman's Mountain, to which he has driven this afternoon in order to revisit the site of the first murder—well, the first victim he discovered, when he pulled his cruiser up behind the dusty black pickup parked well back from the road up and over Frenchman's Mountain in a makeshift lot favored mainly by occasional hunters. In twenty years on the job, the Police Chief can count on his fingers the number of cases he's worked that have stymied him the way this one has, left him feeling he's playing perpetual catch-up. Of all the unpleasant sensations that attend his job, this is the one he likes the least; in fact, he detests it. Things are bad enough that were the State Troopers, or even the Feds, who appeared yesterday, to untangle this mess, he could not only live with, but be happy about, it. As things stand, though, the smug attitudes the State Troopers brought with them melted away at the sight of the first group of victims; nor have they had any more success stopping, let alone catching, the killer than the Police Chief and his staff. For the first time, he actually feels a certain solidarity with the men and women he generally considers his rivals. Should things continue the way they have been, he expects even the Feds will seem more human.
However, the Police Chief doesn't intend to let the situation progress any further, so he's driven out here, to revisit the scene of that first discovery. He's parked at one end of a dirt road that curves away from Route 299. To his right, the ground is straight for about fifty feet, then rises in a steep hill down which the marks of the first victim's run remain visible. To his left, the ground dips to a line of trees that stretches around in front of him and climbs the side of the hill. Directly ahead of him is the spot where the hunter's boots and jeans were visible sprawled beside the truck over which the rest of him had been splashed. The ground remains dark from the blood that soaked into it.
Despite his belief in humanity's innate depravity, the Police Chief has been shocked by what he has witnessed this last week. Like listening to a talk in a language he only partly understands, his mind cannot process everything it has taken in. He has not felt afraid so much as amazed, as if he has voyaged to a strange new country whose people follow customs utterly alien to him. Before now, the worst thing he had seen had occurred when he was in the Navy and serving on the flight deck of the Intrepid. In a moment of fatal carelessness, a sailor walked into the spinning propeller of an airplane. That had been worse than bad, but it had been an accident. The savagery of this past week reeks of intention, but an intention neither the Police Chief nor anyone of his fellows has been able to see to the bottom of. It's the kind of over-the-top behavior you find in Hollywood melodramas, not daily life. And yet, here they are.
As a rule, the Police Chief is not afraid of the woods. Over the course of his life, he has spent a good deal of time in them, and he possesses the confidence that comes with experience; in addition, he is sufficiently large that most things he might encounter in the woods of Upstate New York have the good sense to avoid him, and any that do not, he has more than a fair chance of being able to handle, and well at that. (The handgun riding his hip doesn't hurt his confidence.) Now, though, he feels a finger of fear tickle the base of his spine as he realizes that he is being watched. The forest is quiet, so much so that his breathing, the leaves crackling under his shoes, sound loud as thunderclaps. With the certainty of religious revelation, he knows that the killer, the monster behind the murders of twelve men and women, is standing about halfway up the hill to his right, just far enough back in the woods to prevent him from being seen. He is watching the Police Chief's actions with a keen and rapacious intelligence, a savage humor. Were the Police Chief's sense of the killer's location a shade more definite, he could draw his gun and do his best to validate that hunch. Since it isn't, there is nothing for him to do but sprint in that direction, certain that, by the time he arrives at the man's position, he will long since have been reabsorbed by the trees.
As his quadriceps and calves burn with the effort of propelling him up the hill, as his hand grips the butt of his pistol, ready to haul it from its holster, the Police Chief realizes that the killer is not moving, that he can feel the man's gaze on him still, a spotlight illuminating him as his feet push off soil that slides away beneath them. He knows that it can't be this simple, that the killer isn't just waiting for the Police Chief to take him in, that either he's ready to bolt or this is a trap, but if the killer will wait until the Police Chief reaches the top of this hill—if he judges there's no way this big a man could catch him, the Police Chief is ready to put that conceit to the test. If the man has laid some sort of trap, the Police Chief is ready to try that, too.
He gains the top of the hill and keeps going, pushes himself not to slacken, to slow. His lungs are bellows full of fiery air. Ahead and to the right, about fifteen feet into the trees, is that ... ? A tall figure regards his approach, its shadowed face broken by a bright grin, and the Police Chief's gun is out and in his hand. Now the killer turns, but it's too late, even as he breaks into a run, the Police Chief is too close for him to escape. He considers dropping to a firing crouch, but there are too many trees, not to mention the possibility—though faint—of a random civilian out for a walk. It's no matter: the sight of the tall man running has sent a tide of adrenaline through the Police Chief, and the prospect of closing his hands on this maniac fills his pounding heart with fierce joy.
The killer leads the Police Chief along a trail so faint as to be nonexistent, cutting right, left, right, left and left again. Leaves crash, sticks snap, the occasional stone shoots away from the toe of the Police Chief's boot. One misstep and he's down with a broken ankle, but he doesn't slow his pace. As the killer turns right, down a short rise, then left along a dry stream bed, the Police Chief stays on him. When he dodges right over a large mound and along another trail barely there, the Police Chief draws closer to him. He does not recognize the place to which he has been led. Rows of evergreens zigzag away like the walls of so many hallways. The air is full of the Christmas smell of pine. In front of the killer, a line of evergreens lock branches in a dark green wall.
Without breaking stride, the tall man plunges into the trees. The Police Chief follows. For a long moment, he can see nothing. Branches whip his face; he raises his forearms and lowers his head. The trees extend deeper than he had anticipated. He can hear the killer pushing through trees mere feet ahead of him. If the man wants to ambush him, coming out from this thicket offers a perfect opportunity: a second to gain your bearings, and then turn your attention on your pursuer. Guarding his face with his free hand, the Police Chief lowers his gun.
Events are moving too quickly for the Police Chief to articulate what he expects on the other side of these evergreens. Were it possible to slow time, he might say that he judges it most likely that the killer will be on the move once more; however, he would not be surprised to find the man standing off to one side or the other, a knife or hatchet in his upraised hand. Whatever he expects, it is not what confronts him as he bursts free of the trees at last. It is a cabin, the kind of slope-roofed box hunters use to insure they're in proper position as the sun is on the rise. The entire structure sits a foot or so off the ground, raised by concrete blocks to discourage pests and keep seasonal floodwater out. Its walls are maybe ten feet to a side; the largest one holds a wide window. To the left of the window, a door hangs open.
Gun in front of him, the Police Chief circles the back of the cabin. It wouldn't do for the killer to slip out a back or trap door while the Police Chief frets a possible ambush at the front. A quick duck to the ground to glance up under the cabin confirms the front door as the only entrance. The Police Chief pauses his survey as he approaches the front wall and its large window. No doubt the killer can hear him rustling the leaves out here, but sound can play tricks on you; no need to assist the man with a clear view of him. Stepping close to the cabin, the Police Chief lowers himself and eases around it, well below the bottom of the window. In front of him, the open door blocks his view of the cabin's interior. The Police Chief has a vision of the killer standing in the doorway, a loaded shotgun in his hands. Or worse, a bomb, something that will reduce the two of them to burnt blood and carbon.
Never mind, he thinks, as he creeps around the door. As long as the killing stops, never mind.
A glance shows the doorway empty, the edge of what might be a couch on the right. The Police Chief's best guess, the killer is hiding behind the couch, using it for cover. The Police Chief is reasonably certain his gun will find that couch little of an obstacle. He releases the safety, clears the door. On the floor, gun to the right. On the count of three. THREE!
* * * *
12. Six Drawings Hung In A Coffeehouse
At last, the height of the Revel, the moment the characters gather to enact the story's culmination. Here exposition, explanation, digression, flashback, analysis, have ceased their usefulness; here we have reached the point of the pure image. How many such images does it take to convey a story's climactic actions? Two, four? How about six?
You may want to imagine these as large drawings, each one done on paper eleven inches wide by fourteen inches long. They're mounted on black cardboard that presumably intends to frame them, but each one has been placed slightly askew—apparently in error, since the misplacement adds nothing to each picture—and it's hard not to be annoyed by this. The pictures have been executed in pencil traced with pen and ink, colored in places with dabs of watercolor. Their style: if you know about such things, you will recognize the debt they owe to the early work of Bernie Wrightson, who illustrated the original Swamp Thing comic books; the figures display the same rubbery fleshiness that distinguishes Wrightson's drawing from this time, the same feeling of texture.
This is not the kind of display you are likely to find in your local museum, unless you live near one of those institutions that prides itself on surfing the cutting edge. You are more likely to encounter these images at your neighborhood coffee shop, whether corporate or independent, alongside samples of other local art. To see them—to study them—you will have to lean over other patrons at their undersized tables, drawing the irritated glances of couples clasping hands over their lattes, businessmen flourishing their copies of The Wall Street Journal like personal banners. Ignore them.
In the first drawing, Barbara Dinasha, her back to you, stands in front of an unfinished wooden table at which sits a man with the head of a beast. She is wearing a long-sleeved nightdress that descends past her knees; the man has on a soiled black suit and a white dress shirt whose top button is open. Although Barbara's face is not visible, the stiffness of her back, her arms close to her sides, indicate tension; while his face is visible, it is harder to read the expression on the man's animal features, which could be described as those of a wolf but which also suggest both a bull and a goat. Barbara's peach nightdress commands the center of the picture; to either side of the beast-headed man, blue-white semi-abstractions suggest open mouths.
The second drawing shows a hand cradling an apple. Its fingers are slender, their joints slightly enlarged, the thick nails that end them jagged, dirty. Fine hair covers the skin, thickens toward the wrist that extends from a white cuff. The apple is the apotheosis of the fruit: large, perfectly proportioned, its skin shining. The reflection of Barbara Dinasha's face curves over the right side of the apple, foreshortened and distorted by the angle from which the artist has chosen to portray it, but the expression on her features appears to hover somewhere between horror and surprise. Dull yellow, the fingernails are the only color in this piece.
For the third drawing, the artist has turned the paper lengthwise. The Police Chief, in profile from the waist up, is at the left-hand edge of the picture. Together, his gun at hip level, his left hand outstretched, his eyes narrowed, suggest a man walking in little light. Behind him runs a wooden wall, the swirling grain of which composes figures twisting upwards, their mouths exaggerated screams. On the wall, a line of trees has been graffitied. Tall, thin, their branches bare, they would be easy to confuse with the writhing forms were it not for the fact that they have been painted. Gray, white, and black, they seem to recede into the paper.
Also done lengthwise, the fourth drawing is the most involved; perhaps this is why the artist has chosen to leave it in black and white. Set in the same space as the first, its left side is taken up by the man with the beast's head. He is in motion, his left leg up and bent, his left foot on the wooden table, his arms out and slightly forward. His suit strains against his arms, his legs. Its fabric looks more ragged, worn, almost hairy. Lips peeled back from a forest of curved fangs, the beast mouth is open in a snarl you can almost hear. Above, behind the man, the air is turbulent, a chaos of swirls, as if full of something that is expressing itself through this figure. In the center of the picture, Barbara Dinasha is diving to the floor, her eyes shut, her mouth taut, her hands over her head. It is as if she is trying to leap free of the scene in which she has found herself. The picture's right shows the Police Chief, his right arm straight out, braced with his left, his index finger already tightened on the trigger of his gun, which is just about to erupt with fire and noise. Lips drawn back from his teeth, the Police Chief's face is bright with rage. Above, behind him, the air is still, empty.
A single color, a deep, almost luminous red, splashes across the fifth drawing as if some terrific act of violence has burst across it. It's blood, an explosion of it, on the left side of which is the right shoulder of the man with the beast's head, and on the right side of which is the top of his right arm. His back is to you, the coat that looks even more rough, hairy, pierced by three holes surrounded by starbursts of blood. The beast head is thrown back, the eye you can see wide with pain, the mouth gasping at the wound being done to it. Behind him, the Police Chief leans forward and to his left, the pose of a man putting all his force into a throw. His eyes are shaded by the brim of his hat, but his mouth is open, his teeth clenched. Study the drawing and you will discern the fingers of his right hand gripping the right hand of the man with the beast's head.
Drawn from the floor of this space looking up, the final picture shows Barbara Dinasha to the left, leaning against the unfinished wooden table with her right arm. Her nightgown, her hair, are wet with blood. She is not looking at the Police Chief, who stands on the right, bent slightly at the waist, still holding the hand of the man with the beast's head's right arm, the torn end of which rests in a pool of blood on the floor. The arm is sinewy, covered in thick, coarse hair. The Police Chief's uniform is also stained with blood. His eyes do not register Barbara; like hers, they are focused on the object in the drawing's foreground, in its left-hand corner: an apple, only the right side of which is in view. It is impossible to tell whether the apple's skin is undisturbed, or if the white of its flesh shows through a bite. The artist has painted the apple pale-green-going-to-red, but that isn't what causes you to linger on this drawing, ignoring the customers shaking their newspapers at you, edging past you with weighted Excuse me's—no, it's the reflection the artist has suggested on the apple's shining skin. It's you.
At first, you aren't sure—actually, you are sure, almost before you realize what you're seeing, but there's no way it could be you, is there? A double-check of the artist's name confirms that you do not know him. Yet there you are; it isn't some quality of the paint making it a mirror. You're in there with Barbara and the Police Chief. And the man with the beast's head, too: he must be in there, even though you can't see him. Well, his body must be. The expression on your face is difficult to read. Is it curiosity? Eagerness? Hunger?
For Fiona: eleven years and counting (and with thanks to John Skipp for the prompt)
* * * *

"No one will suspect it's faux."
* * * *
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Short Story: THE TALE OF NAMELESS CHAMELEON by Brenda Carre
Brenda Carre lives in British Columbia and says that this, her first fiction sale, originated with her son's comment that she “should write him a story that had a really amazing sword in it.” One thought led to another, and eventually this fantasy came about.
I have heard the Twelfth Sage say the Honorable shall inherit the Earth, and I concur. Yet surely this shall be after the Dishonorable are finished spitting on it.
For here am I, encased in rose jade, yet allowed to speak, all because of the curse I put on Prince Sham of Hasp.
* * * *
I was born a nameless pauper, dragged through years of hunger and thirst by the thief who called himself my father. He did me one kindness by getting himself beheaded for cutting the pocket of the Emperor's Vizier. I may have been ten, or perhaps nine. My memories of that time are deliberately vague.
From then on, I lived quick and dark and careful, cutting drunkards’ pockets in the night, playing mahjong and discussing dreams of wizardry by the Fountain of Doves with my ancient and sage friend Chameleon, and sleeping with the maggots behind the empty ambrosial barrels belonging to the Blue Dragon Pleasure House. At times I even helped the amber-robed bath girls carry their water. They would stroke my cheeks and joke about my growing up beautiful and strong and ready for pleasure. I hated that, but I toiled with their water, and drank their fragrant tea. I learned to read their futures in their tea leaves as wise Chameleon taught me and listened to them gossip about their clients.
This was my life until I met Sham, First Heir to the Imperial Throne of Hasp that Glitters upon the Eastern Sea.
Sham was all a first son should be. He was the Emperor's joy, crafty, a strong warrior, ruthless and wary. By the age of twenty-two, he had already destroyed his three older brothers and was well on the way toward ending the lives of the five younger.
But I digress. This is not a tale of how Sham eviscerated his youngest sibling. It's a story of curses.
That particular false dawn, I lay behind the biggest barrel, just beyond a reeking puddle of mingled evacua. A loud noise cracked my restless dream. I did not recognize first Heir Sham immediately as four strapping young men disgorged themselves from the Blue Dragon's nether end. It was their barking laughter and their loud curses to the Ten Raucous Deities that roused my curiosity. They appeared to be guarding a fifth young man just coming out, still tying his costly robes.
I was actually toying with the idea of picking his pocket when a noise to the other side of my barrel told me someone was lurking there. I saw a weapon's shadow too, cast by the light from the Dragon's door. A blowpipe! The lurker planned to shoot one of those young men. I felt his bad intent even before I came fully awake.
I had less than a heartbeat to act. My instincts took over. I leaped at him even as his weapon pointed and he blew. I knocked the lurker flat. I heard later that the poison dart lodged in the door right beside the Prince's face.
Just then the man I'd flattened took care of me. I was but a child after all. His strong arms gripped me hard and slammed me into the barrels. He kicked me in the stomach. Suns and moons exploded behind my eyes as I fell. I remember running feet, loud shouts, and a horrid scream as I lay in a puddle of old urine.
Then, because I was stunned, I heard little but the steady noise of one pair of boots crunching through fish bones and crusted filth. Not even when they stopped where my nose lay pressed to the stones, did I open my eyes.
The assassin, I wondered, come back to finish the job?
No.
The smell of this person, the costly spice of oranges, flowed over me as he grabbed me. My stomach heaved on rich perfume, as it had not while lying in stale piss.
"You saved my...,” he began.
I vomited across his boots.
"Balls of the prophet!” he swore, gripping my scruff, shaking me so hard my teeth rattled. “You locust dung wretch."
I looked at him then, saw two of him, and knew him at once because of the imperial dragon tattooed on his high cheekbone. He was about to hit me, I saw easily enough. But he stopped.
"Serpents of the lotus,” he said, holding me suspended like some odiferous cat destined for drowning, “it's a little whore."
"I'm not a whore, Exalted One, may your divine mother dine on the plums of wisdom with her revered kindred. I am a soothsayer,” I lied. I was a beggar who slept behind the inn barrel of a whorehouse. Ah, but thanks to Chameleon's friendship, I dreamed like a sage.
The denial of whoredom tangled together across my lips with a ten-year-old's need to be heard if only once by an Imperial Prince.
He guffawed at me, much to my anger. He dropped me and wiped his fingers on his silken trousers. That angered me more, but how was I, a lowly cutpurse, to say so without losing my head as my father had?
Yet I had felt the assassin's presence before seeing the blowpipe's shadow and if in some way I could impress on the Prince that I did have powers, maybe a sage's life could be mine? For does not the Seventh Sage say: far better the breath of choice than that of fear?
I was done with sleeping in urine, and I refused to be one of the ambrosia girls after being on the streets forever.
"I knew one would come intending you harm, Exalted One,” I said, lowering my rebellious eyes from his face, “may your radiant feet ever walk the bones of your enemies."
Just then his companions returned dragging the much-beaten assassin face down by the arms. Now he looked diminished. Little more than a trampled fowl in his black tunic and cowl. It was still too dark to identify him, but I felt confident I could use this incident to my advancement.
Emboldened, I continued, clear yet humble. “I would have shouted earlier, O Most High, but I knew he must be caught in the act itself. So, I waited for the instant I felt his evil mind rush toward the moment of the dart's release—may celestial glories grace your every breath."
If I'd had sleeves I'd have folded my hands obsequiously within them.
I bobbed lower anyway, as is worthy of a cutpurse addressing the First Imperial Heir in a back alley after the Heir has exited a whorehouse.
"You read his mind?” Sham said. There was curiosity now amid the scoffing tone. I do have some faint share of empathy within me. I sensed his interest there in the dark.
"May the stars sing at the shine of your smallest toenail, I did, Your Gloriousness—for does not the Tenth Sage say that the power to foretell may rise even out of a dung heap?” I thrust as much surety into my statement as hunger and desire could lend me. I would have promised my firstborn—given I should grow old enough to bear one—to the God of Imps, for the chance to learn wizardry at the Academy of the Twelve Sages.
(And surely one of those imps was whispering to me now?)
"Who is he then and who sent him?” Sham toed the limp form on the ground with a vomit-splattered boot.
"An assassin, as I have said, but his mind is clouded by the one who sent him.” I grew a little imperious and gestured toward the Blue Dragon and one of the Prince's companions. “Bring a lantern that I might gaze into the assassin's traitorous eyes. Once I am able to see his eyes, I can read his mind."
I knew most of the thieves and assassins in the district. None were accommodating or gentle toward me. Any story I made up about this one would mostly be true. Sham was powerful but he still had brothers and sisters living, never mind the scores of lovers he had slain and thrown aside since he learned the way of the pillow.
Sham grunted in agreement and waved at his companion to place the lantern by the unconscious assassin's head.
I squatted to identify him.
Though one of his eyes was gone, his gray beard bloody from froth from his lips, and his nose broken, I still knew him well. This was Chameleon, the man I called “Grandfather” because I revered his wisdom and his honest friendship. He was the only person in my short life I truly did love.
I had three choices: To lie and let them kill him. Unthinkable. To tell the truth and die myself. Equally bad. Or to think fast and save us both.
In that instant, what I possessed of intelligence told me the assassin had fled and my poor Chameleon had been mistaken for their quarry. Sham's bullies had leapt on the gentle philosopher, kicked him half-dead and dragged him back here.
"Who hired you to kill me, vermin?” Sham snarled before I could say anything. He kicked Chameleon so hard he rolled sideways. With a scream of anguish I threw myself to the stones to grab my friend, to keep him from rolling into my own fresh vomit.
A gout of blood shot from his mouth.
His lungs were torn. I knew it was so. He was about to die and I could not save him. My lie was going to kill him now. Despair and guilt swept through me.
But what could it matter what I said. I knew it was over and my one friend in the whole world was done for. Because of me.
"Brotherhood of the Twelve Sages,” he wheezed, so hard I think it was only I who heard as I put my head down beside his mouth. “You must live for me. Take my name. Do not grieve."
His teeth were broken and his lips swollen to the size of egg rolls. His breath bubbled.
"What did he say?” Sham demanded.
I had to say something.
"He told me his master is in the House of the Twelve Sages,” I said. The words flowed from my lips like a river in spate. My brain burned with the need to speak. I believe now, as I believed then, that the Sages themselves spoke through me. “Honored One, this man is inno—
"Cent! “
The end of my word echoed the snick of Sham's dagger drawn sharp across my friend's throat as the Prince grabbed him up and executed him. A gout of dark blood drenched me where I knelt. Chameleon's blood, warm and iron thick.
I moaned. No quiet Sage's voice could present me with a proverb for this. I expected Sham's boot in my own face, now that he thought he had what he wanted. He would level the House of the Twelve Sages next. I knew this as clear as I knew grief.
I drove myself to speak to Sham, looking up at him over the crumpled and soiled body of my friend. I must save the Sages and their House now at the cost of another lie. Again the words flowed out of me as if from another source.
"The answer does not lie in killing the Sages, Honored One—may the wrath of your eyes ever cleanse the pustules of the ungracious—but in killing the asp who lies hidden in their bosom of holiness. The Sages themselves are without stain. I swear it on my own soul. I swear it on the name of your Imperial Sire. I swear it even as I knew the intent of the assassin to dispatch you."
"And you know this how?"
My words flowed out unchecked, a warmth of surety flooding me. “I read his mind, Sire, as I said. The light struck his eyes and I saw. Your enemy is of high noble blood, he and that other one he commands were too much a shadow in a dying man's mind, but I know he commands one who serves the Sages. Let me go to the House of Sages, as your spy. I will learn the name of the one who plotted this terrible thing."
Sham tugged at the slender beard on his chin. The stink of death already rose from the corpse between us. Sham's thoughts chased across his lamp-lit face. There was no justice there at all. No. It was the idea of finding and twisting his enemy between his fingers until he screamed for death that made Sham listen to my words.
"I give you the span of a moon. Find my enemy and you shall live."
"With the Sages?” My voice stayed miraculously steady as I asked this.
Sham gave a curt nod. There was no justice in that either. He could change his mind. I knew this as clearly as I breathed, but it had to be enough.
"Find him,” Sham repeated. He gestured to his bullies, drove his bloody dagger carelessly back into his belt, and turned from me. He was done.
They left me there with my dead friend and the smell of rot around us, cursing Sham and all his heirs to come, from the depths of my angry soul.
* * * *
The Academy of the Twelve Sages lay just beyond the Fountain of Doves, which in turn lay removed from the Imperial City by three walls, a river, and the entire teeming quagmire of Hasp.
I climbed the three hundred lotus stairs to the portals of entry, bathed, spiced, and wearing a cheap saffron robe provided by Jasmine Blossom, one of the bath girls at the Blue Dragon. I hadn't wanted to ask her for help but I knew I dared not approach the Sages’ realm covered in filth.
Jasmine Blossom had only asked that I assist her should the Golden Dove of Luck ever nest in my hair.
This high up the smells of dung and blood, smoked meats, cooked noodles, spoiled fish, and the clamor of ox drivers, the scream of children, the braying of animals, the discord of too many people crammed together, grew transparent and light as soap bubbles, grew exalted as the chime of bells and the joyful swoop of skylarks.
I told the acolyte at the gilded Dragon door that I was called Nameless of Hasp and I told him the Imperial Heir had sent me there for training.
"Come in, Nameless One, may you earn a glorious name within these halls."
The tone of his voice, squawky with the onset of puberty, told me otherwise. Beggars turned soothsayers for a night had arrived on the Sages’ doorstep before this but none who claimed they had the Imperial Heir's approval. The youth eyed me up and down from his lofty height of five feet none, his bright orange-yellow silks glinting in the holy sunlight, his dark eyes beady as a crow's.
I knew a runner would be sent to Sham to determine the truth of my story. I prayed to the Golden Dove of Luck that Sham actually wanted my services enough to say he'd sent me. I had no imperial seal. I had only my determination to succeed and to avenge my friend Chameleon. If I died in that attempt, it did not matter to me.
If I could live among the Sages for but a little while, perhaps, I could learn enough both to pray for the continuance of Chameleon's spirit and gain enough forgiveness to be born again as a Sage and live forever.
Nevertheless my resolve was tested dearly that first week. My cheap saffron was torn from me and I was given a dun tunic of sacking. I saw no Sages at all. Instead I was assigned to a vicious oaf named Yagg, who beat me and set me to pot-scrubbing.
"Protégé of the First Heir, are you? This I doubt.” Yagg grinned. “Never mind, the Palace has informed us we might put you to work. Hah, the very robe you wore proclaims your origins. Which of the drabs in the Street of Red Lanterns shoved you out of her dirty thighs, you little whore? How long before you grow old enough to try and spread your own legs in here?"
My ears burned but I said nothing. I wanted to strike back, but I knew it would call unwanted attention and any hope I might have to use my month well would be gone.
I wondered at Yagg's origins though, for does the Eighth Sage not say: the hound comes from the bitch and the dung from the eagle?
Hard though it was to follow his orders and stay out of the way of his pinches and his wandering fingers, I mostly managed. The scullery was damp but the place where I slept was warmer and cleaner than my former wormy bed. The kitchen smelled of bamboo and incense, ginger, roast duck, and egg-drop soup. I listened to the cooks as I brought them hot washed crockery.
There were plots in the city. Troops and armies swelled beyond our borders, troops led by a strong king named Whenus who carried a mighty sword. Within Hasp, Sham's faction still supported him and he grew in power; they scrambled toward him like rats to the soundest ship. I listened carefully for plots brewing within the very walls of my kitchen, but of these I heard nothing.
But my powers were growing even as I ate good scraps and my body filled like a once-starved kitten's.
Though I was removed from the Sages by a maze of stone walls and rice paper screens, the sputtering talents that had let me read the bath girls’ tea leaves and sense the approach of Sham's assassin began to flare in the glow of the Sages’ massive kitchen.
They blazed to life with full force that night at the end of my second week as we scrambled to prepare a feast for the coming of the Emperor's third and most beloved concubine to have her fortune told as to an auspicious time to conceive. This longed-for child would be so far down the line of succession as to be no threat to Sham at all. The third concubine, beloved or not, was after all only a concubine and the first and second concubines each had three boys already.
It was a joyful opportunity for a feast and the mood in the kitchens was full of cheer—that is, until I brought my last set of soup bowls in and set them down upon the cutting table. The tingling began behind my eyes deep in my forehead and the handles of the top bowl grew frigid. My fingers ached.
Poison, whispered a soft voice, deep in my brain.
I took the stack of vessels carefully and went quietly to the head cook. I did not look toward Yagg, who would surely clout me for presumption if he guessed my intent.
I put the nest of bowls down without making a show of it, though by now touching the one on top had nearly frozen the bones of my index finger.
"Someone is going to slip poison into this tonight,” I whispered to Cook, setting the one bowl beside the others and picking up the pot he had just used.
Cook glared at me but he read the truth on my face. He noted the bowl my finger had rested on and nodded.
I went back to work. Scullery and kitchen were chaos that night and I had no more time to wonder, not until the small hours of the morning when all the washing was done and the remaining feast scraps were laid out for all to devour.
It was then the great Cook came to me and shocked me silent. He grabbed me beneath the arms and lifted me barefoot to the tabletop. There, amid the succulent scraps and smells of goose and spring rolls and pork dumplings, he turned to the workers and acolytes surrounding our table.
"This child has brought us the Emperor's grateful reward. Her warning has saved the life of our beloved third concubine and that of the child to come.” Cook clapped a vast and joyful hand to my back. “The assassin was caught in the very act of putting his powder into her soup, and for this, his head will fall."
"Who?” came the voice of Newt, an acolyte who was just completing his kitchen level of service in the Academy.
"Who among us is missing?” Cook answered him.
We looked amongst ourselves, eyes meeting eyes all about the stony space, and found our answer. Cook would never speak the traitor's name again but the missing one was Yagg.
And I was to rise, along with Newt, into the Academy proper.
Yet I had not yet learned who was behind Yagg, and I had but two weeks left of the moon Sham had given me to find out.
* * * *
The scowling student who came to the kitchens for me the next morning gave me such a shove between the shoulder blades as we ascended the stairs that I tripped and barked my knees and shins. Thus I had to enter the academy itself bloodied like an urchin. I wondered if I'd see Newt again and if he'd be my ally; and I wondered if this bully were the friend of Yagg, whose head must surely even now adorn the dragon gates before the city.
I could see his bloody head there, grinning like an evil Rakshasa.
My psychic senses were waking up. The anger welling up from the youth behind me tasted like sour cabbage. He was jealous and something more I couldn't fathom as yet. Did he know I could partly read him? I hoped not, or I'd be little use to Sham.
I tried to ignore my weeping knees and entered the alabaster hall of acolytes for the first time. My insides twisted like fermented noodles as I beheld the place of my dreams at last.
The echoing chamber with its jade plinths smelled of ancient parchment dry as shed snakeskin. The vast space rustled with the sound of hundreds of green-robed students reading scrolls and turning pages. Leaves of wisdom eons deep.
"This is Sham's child, then?"
A deep voice spoke behind me.
I turned from the hall with its many plinths, each surmounted by a fantastic sea creature.
Who had spoken? There was no one there. Even the student who had prodded me up the stair had vanished as though the floor had swallowed him.
"Why do your knees bleed, Nameless of Hasp?"
I recoiled as the deep voice spoke again. It seemed to come from the air itself. I swallowed and bowed. This was the House of Sages, after all. It could be an invisible Zepheer, or even one of the Raucous Deities, for all I knew. Even in the sewers I'd heard of this place.
"I tripped on the stair, Ancient One,” I said, bowing where I stood. “I am most clumsy."
I owed the lout who pushed me nothing, but does the First Sage not say it is none but the louse who may condemn the python for his slither?
"And in so condemning he becomes the python's meal,” continued the voice, finishing my thought. “You have studied the Sages, Small One?"
I nodded, and bowed again, not certain if I was more astonished at this voice reading my mind or by his acceptance of my lie. “You honor me, Ancient One."
"Look to your right,” said the voice.
I did as he commanded.
Upon the plinth beside me sat a giant tortoise of gray jade. He looked so ancient, his deep eyes were buried behind caves of horn. The eyes were opaque. Unmoving.
Yet they saw me.
A deep subterranean chill shuddered through me: the chill of power that knows itself.
"Have I permission to question you, Ancient One?” I whispered. I clutched the folds of my kitchen robes to me. I had not yet been granted robes of blue and I desperately hoped I was not overstepping my place just now. Yet why would the Tortoise of the Plinth have spoken to me if he didn't wish to answer me?
"You may question if they are the right ones."
I nodded. “Why am I here, Ancient One?"
It was as though my question brought him to life. The membranes parted across his jade eyes and the irises behind them sparked like two flashes of sunlight beneath the sea. His wattle neck stretched from his armor and his wicked beak pointed toward me.
"Chameleon spoke to me of you. Destiny brought you, and destiny shall have its way with you as it has with me."
That made me wonder. Who was he and why was he here?
"I am Sombrero,” he replied as if I had spoken. “And you are Chameleon now in memory of he who died.” A puff of amusement or perhaps a fleck of ancient sand coughed out of him. “I, like you, am a fixture of this place, though unlike you I am well-seasoned by curses."
He knew I had cursed Sham at the death of my friend. Cursed him with my entire soul.
Sombrero's speckled eyes regarded me. “You do not ask for blessings, little Chameleon?"
"I ask for knowledge, Ancient One. Blessing or curse, I have dreamed of knowing all my life."
He could not nod, but I felt his approval deep in my mind.
"And you shall have knowing here, for good or ill. Blessings may be curses. You must weigh each carefully before casting your will upon the waves. For surely as you breathe, the tide will cast your wishes back upon you."
"You tell me only what Chameleon told me every day when he lived, Venerable Master."
"This is true, and now you must take up his path here, you must learn the hour of the tide's turn. As I once did."
He blinked and suddenly, in a vision, I saw the ocean before me. I stood high above it. High above it forever, watching for the day my curse would recoil upon me. Watching the tide bear a ship toward me, and a man holding an immortal sword.
Sombrero's wattle neck shrank back within his shell, his ancient head bobbed once as membranes shuttered his gaze, and he was nothing but a gray jade statue once more.
"Choose well,” said a voice deep in my mind.
"Come,” said a familiar voice behind me, and there stood Newt, looking perplexed and already dressed in blue robes. “What are you doing, girl, talking to the air?"
"Didn't you see?” I said. Should I tell him the great Tortoise had named me Chameleon after my friend?
He stared at me like I was blabbering mad. “See what?” he said, frightened. “You don't want to see anything,” he hastened to add. “It's an honor to serve the Sages, and to study here, but if you see things here, you go mad."
"Oh,” I said, and my voice went very small.
I didn't want to go mad and I looked with new understanding at the plinths about the hall, upon each one a fabled creature of every color of jade known to man: crocodile, frog, squid, octopus, crab, and so on. I had thought them all statues. Decorations. Now I knew they were not.
Including Sombrero on his plinth, there would be twelve of them.
Twelve Sages encased in jade. Cursed and waiting.
It was long before any of them spoke to me again.
During those first weeks they appeared to be no more than statues, though food was ceremoniously brought to their plinths every evening and it was always gone by morning.
No one ever saw them eat, or wanted to.
I studied to my heart's desire and that was as food to my spirit. As my moon of spying came to an end, my soul did not worry. Some part of me knew a resolution would come.
And so it did.
The stories of King Whenus and his wonderful sword filled Sham's heart with greed, and he determined to go on conquest. All thoughts of my search for Prince Sham's assassin were ousted by the First Heir's lust for battle, pillage, and the theft of Whenus's sword.
Sham came to our Lotus Temple to be blessed and to witness fortuitous auguries performed on his behalf. I saw him through clouds of incense smoke: his feet braced wide, his big red-robed body a mountain of self-satisfaction, his scimitar a wicked red curve at his side. Others before Sham had battled King Whenus for his magical sword: a maker of heroes, unbreakable, unquenchable, and alive, or so it was rumored.
All had failed.
I watched First Heir Sham swagger from our temple as if he already possessed this immortal sword. His bloody companions surrounded him, so mighty in manner and confident, I was tempted to curse them again. Instead, I prayed King Whenus would kill our Prince and have done. And why not? If Whenus had the sword, he should be unslayable, shouldn't he?
* * * *
A year passed, during which time I learned to wear the routines of the Academy and the First Heir's absence like a comfortable robe.
Then Sham returned, stinking of plunder and bearing at his side the richly jeweled blade of Whenus in its gilded scabbard. The skull of Whenus came as well, mounted on a pike like a banner. My academy-trained senses told me that smooth and bleached cranium had belonged to a handsome, enlightened man.
It is said if you meet the Sage upon the road you should kill him, so that he might ascend to the heavens, but this was different. You don't parade an enlightened man's skull around like conquest and you don't turn it into a drinking cup either.
Sham did both. He swore moreover that Whenus had fooled him. That the sword of Whenus was a fraud and not immortal at all and that he would grant a fortune in horses, women, and gold to anyone who could find for him the true Sword of Ages, if such a blade even existed.
Sham's bravado and his certainty knew no bounds. How I loathed him.
I had ascended to the green robes with a saffron collar, and to a name.
I was now Rose Chameleon. One of those honored acolytes who bring the nightly tribute of food to the Sages’ plinths, but I knew my time of reprieve was over. First Heir Sham was not only bold, he had the memory of a snapping turtle, and he would be coming tomorrow to hear me tell him the name of his enemy.
I had been expressly asked to hold Sham's linen napkin at his banquet of celebration. It was not my intent to play his game any longer, but ah, I still had so much to learn; so much I wanted to learn. If I could but stay among the Sages forever and learn all there was to know, I would have been content.
As it was, desperate to find a way to deal with Sham as Newt and I wandered the Sages’ hall that night with our offerings, I whispered my worries to Sombrero, hoping he would wake once more and tell me what to do.
He did not. Only dust motes stirred as I set down his food.
Beyond us Newt was “feeding” the First Sage: a huge gold jade frog seated within a bowl of stone lotus flowers.
"What manner of curse turned all of you to jade?” I murmured under my breath.
No answer came, and I moved to the Tenth Sage. The crocodile sat upright upon his green jade tail, rising up a full two man-heights tall, reading a stone book. He peered down as if it held the world, and the light of the painted hall lanterns gleamed off his grinning rows of teeth.
The pages of the book itself were raised toward the Dome of Doves.
What did those pages say? I wondered.
Maybe the book face was blank, but suddenly I was seized by a desire to find out. A peek only, I decided, leaping to the plinth and from there to the bent stone knee. I stretched as far as I could, just enough to see the open pages.
I did not see the huge jaws open behind me. I only understood the depth of my folly when they snapped me up: head, shoulders, and torso. Tenth Sage's maw was great enough to hold my whole self. As my breath stilled, the three words I'd read on the stone page returned to me:
Rose Jade Chameleon.
* * * *
I woke on my narrow pallet unaware of how I had come there, yet stunned by my memory of being devoured by the Crocodile Sage. A hovering Newt came to my bedside and told me how he'd found me lying unconscious at the foot of Tenth Sage's plinth. My offering of fish had vanished. The Crocodile Sage's book had vanished also.
I did not tell anyone what I had done or that Tenth Sage's book and all it contained now rested in my mind. I did not tell him that I was to be the Thirteenth Sage one day.
Tenth Sage had been waiting for me to crawl upon his plinth. He had encased himself in green jade for centuries waiting for his own curse on Hasp to unfold.
Now I was jubilant.
I would pay for my curses as Tenth Sage had, but it was worth the sacrifice.
That night I took my place at First Heir Sham's side, the white linen napkin across my arm, soon to be soiled with duckling fat and replaced a score of times as Sham gorged himself full. Beneath his notice, I heard him speak openly of doing away with the beloved third concubine's small son simply because he could. The child would never be a threat to him, yet just because the babe lived and was loved, Sham wanted him dead.
As the tables were broken down after the feast, and the dancing girls prepared to perform, Sham grabbed me and forced me to kneel at his feet like a hound.
"You will tell me what you have found now, little soothsayer.” Sham belched loudly and crossed his boots upon my back. A dancing girl with belled anklets swept by. The cinnabar scent of her silks brushed my nose.
I sneezed, and spoke, as the Crocodile Sage had instructed me the night before. “It was King Whenus, Most High, may the thousand white doves of truth pluck the maggots of woe from your smallest nose-hairs. Whenus who tried to have you killed. He knew you planned to attack him."
I sighed. “Alas that he is now dead and you cannot determine from him where he hid the real Sword of Ages."
"Aha!” The boot heels on my back dug in harder as Sham stiffened. “So I thought. This bauble I wear is fakery."
"Certainly not worth the trouble of your putting it on, Most Divine, may the camels of mercy bring fruitful caravans to those you befriend,” I replied, trying hard not to wriggle with pain. “The true Sword of Ages brings immortality."
"That bastard,” Sham cursed and slurped more ambrosia. “Is there no way to determine its hiding place? Is there no Sage wise enough to scry it out for me?"
He took his feet from my back and unbuckled his sword belt with disgust. “This for whoever gets me the real sword.” The jewels upon the belt rang and sparked against the floor as he heaved Whenus's sword away.
Unburdened, I stood and retrieved the priceless scabbard from the floor. The sheathed weapon balanced between my hands, a perfect instrument of death. I longed to draw the blade and strike off Sham's head. But I'd be dead before I got it halfway free, either from Sham's dagger or one of his bullies’ swords.
Well and good, there were other ways to exact revenge.
Beyond us the dancing girls twirled, yet all felt distant as I faced Sham, the sheathed sword held to my chest.
"There is a spell of translocation I might perform, Most High. If you desire strongly enough the powers of the Sword of Ages.” I held his narrowed eyes without a qualm. “For a small boon I will do this."
"Done,” he agreed, “given you do as you promise."
I smiled. “Will you give this sword to your divine father's third concubine, that her son may own it when he comes of age?"
His companions gasped as one.
Sham's countenance darkened. “You jest."
"I promise you a life of immortality on earth. Does an immortal worry about a boy with no future?"
He blinked in surprise and looked anew at the scabbard I clutched. The cheek with his imperial dragon tattoo twitched a little. He judged my worth and also the changes in me since we'd met in that dark alley just over a year ago.
"I could make you do this—without reward,” he purred.
I lowered my voice. “Even though your promise was made and I do not fear to die?” I had power over him just then and I knew it. There was no one I loved in this place and certainly not in the blighted city of Hasp enough to worry for—except perhaps for Twelve Jade Sages, and they, just now, were untouchable.
The room was silent. All could see a change was taking place and I, young Rose Chameleon, was to be the Crocodile Sage's instrument.
"I have the power to bring the Sword to you, but you must be willing to accept all it offers without reserve. You must be willing to leave your country to whatever befalls, to go out into the world and take unto yourself unbridled wealth, everlasting acclaim, deathlessness and the adoration of every hero who crosses your path."
"Of course, I accept all that.” Avarice gleamed from Sham's oily face. His narrow chin hair waggled as he nodded with enthusiasm. His muscular frame tensed as though he planned to leap across the ages.
I was desperately glad he, and his bullies about me, could not read my heart. He had already set the first part of my spell with his agreement.
"Then we are agreed, Sham of Hasp that Glitters upon the Eastern Sea. Take out your dagger and nick your palm and mine and let our blood mingle to seal this bargain."
Sham eagerly did so while the entire company at his banquet of celebration watched us: Sage masters, serving acolytes, dancing girls, and royal companions. Sham did not know I already had jade blood running through my veins and that as our bloody palms clasped, the city of Hasp began to die. The spell the Crocodile Sage's book gave me was already flowing through the waterways of Hasp. They had one moon. Whores, assassins, beggars, common folk, merchants, sailors, visitors, and beasts. All must leave or turn to stone.
"Now,” I said, “speak after me: I take on the geas of the Sword of Ages for honor and for good. I do this with good will until one comes who shall willingly accept it from me.” He did not see the smile teasing the corners of my mouth.
"I take on....” Sham repeated all after me and added, “You can't imagine I would ever willingly give such a sword to anyone."
"Your choice.” I shrugged and snapped my fingers.
* * * *
One might drain a cup of ambrosia in greater time than it took Sham to transform into the Sword of Ages. His motor skills went first. His fingers fused together, then his legs. His arms snapped to his body. The last to go were his eyes and his mouth. They became the pieces of jet and diamond that adorned his pommel. Sham's ruby garments became the color of his leathern grip.
I too was transforming by then. Dropping to my arms and knees, sprouting a tail. Turning to jade.
Sham's screams of outrage continued throughout his change.
He went unanswered. As a mighty sword he was far more impressive than ever he'd been as a Prince. No doubt each potential hero who took him up and used him would believe him a wonder.
Before my powers became compromised by my own change, I turned to my friend Newt, who had also been called to serve at table.
"Take him up, friend Newt, for now he is yours and no other's. Use him as best you may, Newt of Hasp. And when you are done with him, drive him deep into a stone for the next hero to find, for it is he who is immortal and filled with power and not the one who bears him.
"Legends will come about because of him and bards will sing the names of those who wield him for good.
"Now go to the Blue Dragon Pleasure House and find a bath girl named Jasmine and tell her to leave Hasp as soon as she may. Go with her to the Emperor's beloved third concubine and her beloved babe. Take them away with you and this with my heart upon it."
While I could yet move, I gave him King Whenus's sword.
* * * *
Until Sham, First Heir, learns to honor others; until he has, with the powers I have given him, raised up the last hero on this earth, he and I will remain as we are: I a stone chameleon encased in rose jade and Sham trapped in steel as the Sword of Ages.
Here I wait among my jade kindred. The Crocodile Sage sits beside me, his curse delivered on Hasp that glittered in wealth and in might upon the Eastern Sea. Hasp is no more. Not even a memory. The sands of time have broken both the shore and the tide on which it stood. The waters have retreated far to the west and dunes now cover our great Dome of Doves.
Yet you, young traveler with the sword of Whenus, King of Ur, you who are many ages descended from a beloved son of a beloved third concubine, you have found me. You have heard me as none before.
Will you help the Thirteen Sages who sit before you?
If so, look into my eyes: the rose-jade eyes of Nameless Chameleon.
Look, if you dare.
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Poetry: PHYSICS by Annabelle Beaver
If time is infinite,
You will, at some point,
Become a pterodactyl.
I'm sorry in advance, my sweet.
And I will, of course, dance around you carrying
A duck.
—
After which,
We will sit down
On a meteorite
And I will write
This poem again.
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Novelet: MISTER SWEETPANTS AND THE LIVING DEAD by Albert E. Cowdrey
Judging from the submissions we receive nowadays, the dead just don't want to stay dead. They keep returning in one fashion or another. Albert Cowdrey writes frequently about ghosts but this time out he treats us to a lighthearted tale concerning another sort of undead character.
When Ted Dance called Five Star Protective Services with a plea for help, we were already up to our ears in work. I'd signed a contract to provide guards for a big society ball; and just as we were gearing up for that job, a dog wrangler at our K-9 affiliate coked himself up and neglected to feed his charges. So they ate him. Worse yet, our alpha dog died of an overdose, and I'd always been fond of Bruno.
With all that going on, normally I wouldn't have accepted a new client, but Ted and me go back a long way. And besides, there was all that wild stuff I'd seen on the morning news—famous author, rumored lover shot to death, etc.
So half an hour later I was in Copacabana Beach, parking at the curb in front of his Biscayne Boulevard mansion. I couldn't pull into the drive because the security gate had been knocked off its hinges, so I climbed over the wreckage and under a yellow strip of crime-scene tape and rang the doorbell. An eye looked at me through the peephole, a Latina voice yelled, somebody yelled back, and finally Marialena or whoever opened the door, led me upstairs and seated me in a window alcove. There in about ten minutes Ted joined me.
Basically he hadn't changed much since the old days at Walt Whitman Consolidated High—nice-looking guy, with sort of an anxious-to-please air about him, like a really good waiter. But now his face had a hunted look, forehead puckered, wrinkles around the eyes. Lots of my clients look like that.
We shook hands and he sat down at the other end of the tufted window seat, licked his lips, and folded his arms. Lots of my clients do that, too.
"Manny,” he said. “Good to see you again. Only been about twenty years, right?"
"Don't seem that long, Ted. From all I hear, life's been good to you."
"It was—until this idiot decided to kill me. Crocodile was doing okay, but...."
"They're a competent bunch over at Croc."
The best way to run down the competition is to describe them as “competent.” Makes people wonder if they can't afford something a bit better.
"Competent,” he said, “isn't good enough for what I'm up against. I need a friend."
"What are you up against, exactly?"
Ted turned pink, like an embarrassed schoolboy. He looked at the floor and scuffed his Nordstrom loafers. “See...Manny...last year, something really, really rotten happened to me. I fell in love."
"Tell me about it,” I said in my warm Father Flanagan voice. “In my business, I've heard it all."
"You've never,” he assured me, “heard anything like this."
* * * *
America's hottest, gayest novelist put on a rueful grin and unfolded his arms. “Thing was, I had my life all arranged. And then at a raunchy party in West Palm, I met a guy named Zane Cord."
Ted explained that in recent years his lifestyle had veered toward the humdrum. He practiced safe sex invariably instead of just usually. Had only one lover at a time. Lectured to women's clubs on titillating topics like “Fiction Gay and Straight.” Contributed to good causes like fighting AIDS and feeding Africa. Served as chairman of the Copacabana Beach Community Fund. In short, he became a model citizen.
He also became nearly dead of boredom. Worse, he was running out of plot ideas shocking enough to grab his increasingly unshockable public. What the heck could he base his next book on—his volunteer work for UNICEF? Maybe, without knowing it, he was ready to meet Zane Cord.
"Not a nice guy, huh?” I hazarded.
"Only,” he said grimly, “the slimiest creature to crawl the Earth since the Age of Salamanders. In spite of that, or maybe because of it, I was obsessed with him."
"Why'd he decide to kill you? I mean, I saw the piece about yesterday's excitement on the news, but—"
"There's only one good thing about sexual obsession, Manny. It doesn't last. One day I woke up and looked at Zane lying in bed and even his toes disgusted me. I told him it was over and offered him a nice parting gift. He said he wanted a million dollars, and when I laughed at him, he threatened to kill me. I called in my yard man and together we threw Zane—along with his clothes, most of which I'd given him—into the middle of Biscayne Boulevard. I changed the locks and the PIN for my alarm system, hired Croc to guard the place, and figured the episode was over. Yeah, right.
"Yesterday Zane cooked his tiny brain on something—probably meth, an old favorite of his—rammed a new Porsche I'd also given him through the gate, and came charging out, gun in hand. I was writing when I heard the crash, followed by two shots. I ran to my bedroom window, and down in the patio—well, it was quite a tableau. Zane was lying half-in and half-out of the Porsche with an automatic still in his hand. The guy from Croc was standing there with this huge kind of Magnum Force pistol in a two-handed grip. He'd just put a bullet through Zane's head."
A little silence ensued. “So if the guy's dead, what's the problem?” I queried.
"The problem is, dying hasn't stopped him. Last night I looked out of my bedroom window and there he was, standing at the corner of Seventeenth Street and Biscayne, watching the house. He's still after me."
"Well, Ted...I have to say, that is a new one."
* * * *
I was headed back to my office in Boca Raton when a squall line blew in off the Atlantic Ocean. Creeping along at twenty m.p.h., with the car ahead of me fading to a shadow and the windshield wipers beating like metronomes, I had plenty of time to think about Ted sane and Ted wacko.
We met in high school. When he decided to come out—which surprised nobody—one of our muscular Christians threatened to beat him to death, as a warning to others not to get born queer. I was head of the Walt Whitman Karate Klub, so Ted hired me as his bodyguard. I offered to break a few of the Christian's legs and arms, and he backed off. Ted was grateful, and when he found out my grades were tanking, he became my tutor, piloting me between the reefs of Shakespeare and the shoals of Advanced Algebra all the way to graduation—which I wouldn't have attended that year, except for him.
And now, two decades later, here we were again. Just like before, except that in the meantime he'd gone crazy. Well, sex has that effect on some people. And it wasn't all bad. Five Star Protective Services (Manfred Riordan, President) now had the easiest job on Earth—protecting a client from a dead guy. I mean, talk about an easy gig!
All I had to do was make sure this Zane bozo really was dead. An amateur will look at a sprawling body with a lavishly bleeding head wound and think, Wow, that's the end of him. In reality, the vic's scalp has only been creased and in due course he wakes up with ten stitches, a terrific headache, and a lust for revenge. I made a mental note to check out the alleged death, then dismissed Ted from my thoughts.
The big issue of the moment for Five Star was a Halloween charity costume ball the financier Jonas Whelk was throwing to open his Museum of Oriental Art. A long-term security contract was on the line, so that was bread and butter, while Ted's little problem was merely pickles and olives. I decided to check things out at the museum, floated down an exit ramp, surged through flooded streets and parked by the ornate double doors with the big bronze W's. A wet banner strung across the façade announced the party's theme, Florida at Five Hundred Minus Five. Meaning that those VIPs invited to the shindig should dress to celebrate the 495 years since Ponce de León waded ashore at Daytona. Smaller letters promised All Proceeds Will Be Donated to Charity through FBCCA. At the time I had no idea what the letters meant, except that if Whelk was involved, it must be a scam.
I was admitted by one of my own employees, who gave me a fishy look, as if unsure whether I was his real boss or merely a clever counterfeit. I spent a few minutes viewing the atrium, where workmen were unrolling a red carpet across a floor of gleaming fake-marble tiles. Then I took a stroll through the whole museum. The last time I'd seen it, it had been just an empty shell, but now the halls and galleries were crammed with Japanese screens and prints, antique Chinese dishware, big ugly vases, and statues of Hindu gods and demons.
My last stop was the nerve center of the security system, a basement office with a dozen flickering monitors and a drowsy rent-a-cop who dropped his comic book and came to attention when I walked in. I decided to post a response team of two guys here, while I put on a costume and circulated among the guests. I also planned to station one guy in uniform in each gallery, plus two more with dogs in the parking lot. Your average thug isn't much interested in Sung pottery, but cars are catnip and prosperous-looking people are always fair game for a mugging.
On the way out, I ran into Jonas Whelk himself. My wife Shelley once accused me of not liking the man, which was true but insufficient. In fact, I hated the bastard—his long skinny neck, his ball-bearing eyes, his handshake that felt like a deceased moray eel. He'd made his money as a hedge-fund manager, finding that safer than piracy off the Horn of Africa, and after the fund collapsed and ruined lots of people but not him, he moved to Florida's Gold Coast and began to reinvent himself as a cultural leader. Someplace along the twisting road of life he'd begun buying Oriental art, believing it would hold its value when the world economy collapsed, as he rightly expected it to. And so the Whelk Museum was born. He promptly buttonholed me and started bragging about the famous people he'd invited to his grand opening ball.
"We'll have the Governor and the editor of Art News and the famous religious guy Dolly Lama and Chelsea Varoom the famous pop star, assuming she's outta rehab by then. The famous novelist Ted Dance is gonna make a pitch for the FBCCA—that's my outfit, the Fund for Blind Crippled Children with AIDS. He thinks it's a charity instead of a tax write-off! How about that? How can he be so smart and at the same time so dumb? I think the AIDS bit musta got to him. He's doing it because he's a fag."
I escaped outside. The squall line had passed, the Florida sun had come out, the temp was several hundred degrees, and the air smelled like glue. I skipped breathing until I was in my car with the A/C on. I decided to clear Ted's problem off my plate first, so back at the office I assigned a new employee named Bliss to guard his house overnight.
Then I contacted a mole I employ at Crocodile Security Services, a guy named Tony Dantoni, and told him I'd like a private word with whichever of Croc's operatives had shot Zane Cord. In the musical accents of Bayonne, NJ, he replied, “So whatchoo wanna know?"
"You did it, Tony? Great. Tell me about it."
"Subject fired oncet at me. Then I got him right between the eyes. Bang. Or rather, since I was using my old three-fifty-seven, kaboom."
"You sure he was dead?"
"Well, he had a hole in his forehead the size of a Susan B. Anthony dollar kern. Also, I was using hollowpernts, so I assume he had bits of Teflon bouncing around inside his skull. Yeah, I'd say he was dead."
So that was that. Tony's pushing sixty, been in the game a long time, and knows a corpse when he meets one. I was just about to sign off when he added, “Oh, one other thing about that Cord business, Mr. Riordan."
"What?"
"Last night somebody stole his body out the morgue. I oughta get a bonus next month, telling you alla this."
* * * *
At two the next morning, I got tired of lying in bed with my eyes open and lurched into the kitchen and got myself a glass of warm milk.
Sam Spade would've had a shot of whiskey, but Sam had a copper-coated gut and I don't. I was sitting at the table licking milk off my mustache when my wife Shelley shuffled in, wearing her pink robe and bunny slippers, and asked what was the matter.
"And don't say insomnia,” she added. “I can see that. I mean, what's the matter?"
"You remember Ted Dance from high school?"
"Do I. Great guy, I loved him. He took me to the senior formal."
"Why'd you go with him?"
"Well, for one thing, you were hung up on Sonata Diaz and didn't know I existed. For another thing, Ted's well named—he's a great dancer. For a third thing, I didn't have to keep peeling his hands off my buns, like with certain other guys I could mention. For a fourth thing—"
"Okay, okay. Maybe you should have married him. He's got a ton of money now."
"Uh-uh. I can't sleep in a crowd, especially a crowd of strange men. Now, getting back to the original question, why can't you sleep?"
"Ted's a client now. Also he's gone nuts. At least I hope he has."
Naturally I had to explain about the zombie lover, the vanishing corpse, etc. Shelley agreed that the coincidence was sort of twitchy. But, she pointed out, corpses do not walk, period.
"Probably the body-snatching was something fairly ordinary. Like a crooked doctor wants to harvest the organs, or a necrophiliac likes the guy's looks."
"Where do you get your ideas of what's ordinary?"
"Watching Jerry Springer."
"On that note, I think I'll go back to bed."
When we were again side by side and horizontal in the dark, she murmured, “Try counting backward from a thousand."
"Why backward?"
"It's more boring that way. Nighty-night. Don't let the bedbugs bite."
I reached, I think, 987 before my eyes opened on a bright sunlit day. Warm milk and counting backward from a thousand, I thought while showering. Got to remember the formula. 
Had a good breakfast. Kissed the nice lady who fried the eggs and went to work, while she set off for the University of Miami, where she was going for her M.A. in Literature, don't ask me why.
The phone was ringing when I got to my desk, and it was Bliss, the guy guarding Ted's place. He explained that when he went on duty the night before, he put a fresh tape in a security camera that sweeps Biscayne Boulevard, then watched the old one on a monitor. Turned out that early yesterday morning, there had been somebody watching the house. So Ted might be crazy, but he hadn't fantasized that.
"Guy showed up at 1:45. It's a real grainy tape, the image is lousy, but it's kind of strange the way he just stands there, staring."
"What's he look like?"
"He's wearing a white suit that's about six sizes too big for him, and he's got a birthmark or something right in the middle of his forehead. You wanna take a look?"
"I'll be down in twenty minutes. Anything else?"
"This morning about 2:30 we had a prowler. Somebody climbed up on the southside wall, where it runs along the service alley between Mr. Dance's place and the house next door. Musta got into the alley from the beach."
"What happened?"
"Well, I had Suzette with me. You know Suzette? Eyetalian mastiff, kind of a brindle coat?"
"Yeah. Sweet dog if she likes you. Otherwise you're Alpo."
"Right. Well, it was raining like hell when all of a sudden Suzette jumped up and went berserk. I switched on the floodlights and grabbed my Glock and ran outside. I could hear somebody walking on top the wall, because there's broken glass set in the concrete and he was crunching it. Suzette was kind of ravening, I guess the word is, and he musta got scared, because he jumped back into the alley and took off. I put on her leash and went out the back gate onto the beach, but nothing was there except footprints in the sand. The rain was washing them out fast, but I could see they was running prints—deep toes, no heels. And the guy was barefoot. Can you imagine a barefoot guy walking on broken glass?"
"He leave any blood on the wall?"
"Well, it took me a while to find a ladder, and if there was any blood the rain had washed it off by then."
So back to Ted's I went. I was starting to wear a groove in that highway. I viewed the old tape and saw the guy in white leaning on a building across Biscayne and staring at Ted's house with three dark spots, two of which were probably eyes. I told Bliss when he went off duty to drop the tape at a photo lab called Image/Inc and ask them to sharpen up the face if possible, and also give me an estimate of the guy's height.
Then I tracked Ted to the windowless office where he writes his novels on a flat-screen HP and emails them to some lady in Portland, Oregon, who checks facts and copyedits. I asked him for a picture of Zane Cord, and he brought me a color shot. At first glance, Zane looked like just one more male prostie, slim and dark with plucked brows and greenish eye shadow. But he had a Hitler-type hypnotic stare and one of those smiles that stops where it starts and never spreads around. The eyes and the mouth looked totally disconnected, as if he'd borrowed them from different faces.
"So what do you think?” Ted asked.
"If he was a dog, I'd put him down."
He sighed. “Here I asked Dear Abby for advice on my love life, when I should've asked you."
"If you don't mind the extra expense, Ted, I think we'll go to two guards instead of one, and do twenty-four/seven for the time being. You have a nice day."
Back at the office, I dispatched Bliss's daytime replacement, instructing the guy to stick to Ted like duct tape whenever he went out. When they were at home, he was to prowl the house and keep an eye not only on the servants—Ted had three, plus the gardener—but also on tradesmen, meter readers, and mailpersons. Of course, if Zane Cord actually was walking around with a big hole in the middle of his forehead, he'd be pretty easy to spot even wearing cable-guy coveralls. But I wasn't ready to admit that was a real possibility.
I also had my secretary run copies of the picture, give one to the guard, and fax a copy to a morgue tech who was on my payroll. Five minutes later the picture came back, and scrawled across it were the words, “Checked him in night before last.” So I phoned the tech, and we had an interesting if creepy chat. He's the only guy I ever listened to besides Peter Lorre whose voice sounds wet.
He said the M.E. had been clearing a backlog that night and they all worked late. Toward nine o'clock, he removed Cord from the fridge and prepped the stiff for autopsy, leaving it on a gurney covered by a plastic sheet. Meanwhile the doc was doing another body, using his branch lopper and oscillating saw and other delicate instruments of his craft to split the wishbone, take off the top of the cranium, etc. With everyone crowded around the table, Cord was forgotten until the M.E. finished and sent the tech to fetch the next customer. The gurney was there, but Cord was gone—sheet and all.
"Was the door locked?"
"Yeah, but not from the inside. You want to go to the john or something, you punch a button and the door opens."
So, I thought, somebody opened the door and an accomplice snatched the body. I promised the tech his usual bribe, then spent the rest of the day interviewing people we needed to beef up the staff at the museum. I selected four with plausible resumes and was just beginning to think about going home, when a lady from Image/Inc. called about the security tape.
Her basic message was wow, what a crappy picture to try to work with, so typical of security cameras. Just as a matter of curiosity, she added, what was the guy doing, anyway—going to a toga party?
"Toga party?"
"Yeah. I mean, he's wearing a sheet, right?"
I was still absorbing that when she explained that the image of the building he was leaning on had sharpened up enough so she could count the tiers of brick. That gave a fairly exact measure of the figure's height, about 1.8 meters.
"What's that in American numbers?"
She said about six feet. I thanked her, called Ted and asked him how tall Zane Cord used to be. He said oh, maybe six feet.
After that I left the office, went to my favorite watering hole, sat down at the bar and had a number of double scotches in quick succession. Maybe Sam Spade had the right idea after all.
* * * *
Shelley was home when I got there, and she wanted to know the latest on Ted's problem. I told her that whether or not his ex-boyfriend was walking, he sure was getting around. I also admitted frankly that I was fresh out of ideas on the case, except maybe to hire a witch doctor.
She suggested trying instead to get a more rounded picture of Zane. “Find out what he was like, what kind of friends he had, what he was involved in. Try the Internet. Maybe you'll get a lead."
So next morning I started tracking the real Zane Cord. My Internet expert is a second-generation Haitian immigrant named Helène Duvalier, who can break into anything, including medical and juvenile-court records I used to think were secret. Just before lunch, she breezed through my office on a gust of flowery scent and dropped a wad of printout on my desk. I set aside the museum stuff I'd been working on, and proceeded to learn everything I never wanted to know about Zane Cord.
Most of his story was depressingly familiar. Abandoned by his father, Zane was arrested at age nine for trying to burn down his school. Arrested again at thirteen for attempting to murder his mother, he got sent to a snake pit called the Florida Training Facility for Boys, where he probably started as a rapee and ended as a rapist. Released back into the community at eighteen—lucky community—he got on with a gay escort service and made his living as rough trade plowing the rich soil of the Gold Coast, while also pursuing other interests, such as narcotics trafficking and possible involvement in a contract killing.
He described his profession as actor, had some small parts in Miami After Dark, and made a sixty-minute porno film entitled Crazy Cock. A drug overdose took him into a psychiatric facility where he was detoxed and diagnosed with sociopathic personality disorder. Turned loose again, he was jailed on a weapons charge but ROR'd—released on his own recognizance—within hours, and later put on unsupervised probation. The charmed life he led despite his many brushes with the law indicated that he knew some important guys willing to go to bat for him. In return they probably took payment in trade, in the most literal sense of the term trade.
Shelley was shocked when I told her what I'd found out. She still thought of Ted as the boy who took her to the formal, who was handsome and polite and fun and sexy too, in his own way, yet so fastidious that people called him Mr. Sweetpants, because he used scented deodorant and never even said shit if he could help it. Somebody like that shouldn't have touched Zane Cord with oven mitts—unless he had a self-destructive streak like Oscar Wilde, who also got a thrill from associating with young thugs. “Feasting with panthers,” he called it.
"Better check out his other lovers,” she advised. “There may be another panther out there. Somebody who stole the body and now is setting Ted up for some kind of an extortion scheme. Or maybe just tormenting him for the fun of it."
Frankly, at this point I was running out of natural explanations for what was going on. But as an obedient spouse, who also had no useful ideas of my own, in the morning I drove back through the latest batch of rain to old Biscayne Boulevard, where the storm drains were spouting like whales. The guard I'd sent for the daytime shift admitted me through a brand new security gate that looked strong enough to stop a Russian tank.
I found Ted upstairs in his office, doing research on an Internet site called Occultworld.com. I asked if he could think of anybody in his past who might be exploiting his problem with Zane Cord for fun or profit. He shook his head.
"I have good relations with my exes, exchange Christmas cards, send wedding presents when they marry, especially when they marry each other. Until I met Zane, keep it civilized was my motto."
"Just for my own peace of mind, Ted, send me a list of your exes’ names and current addresses. Let me run them against a couple of databases I have illegal access to. If anything turns up, I'll bring you the information and let you decide whether I check them out any further."
He didn't like that. Said he hated to kiss and tell. But as I pointed out, unusual times require unusual measures, so in the end he agreed to give me what I wanted. I headed out into the hall, only to meet my man Bliss wearing clothes that seemed a bit rich for a guy making 28K a year.
"I wasn't feeling too good when I got off duty this morning,” he explained, “so Mr. Dance let me sack out in one of his guest rooms."
I gave Bliss a really hard look, maybe for the first time—big guy, blond, almost a baby face. Good record with the MPs in Iraq, which was why I'd hired him. What was he up to, anyway? I don't give a damn about my employees’ private lives, but I don't like them hustling the clients.
"He loan you some of his clothes, too?"
"Well, the maid's getting mine cleaned and pressed."
"Don't forget you go back on duty at eight p.m."
"Don't worry, Mr. Riordan. I'll be right here."
In the foyer I stopped to say hello to the daytime guard, who was sitting at a gilded table sloppily eating a meatball sandwich.
"I guess Bliss will be on time tonight?” he asked through a mouthful. “I got me a date with a hottie."
"Should be. He doesn't have far to travel."
That afternoon Ted's list of exes arrived by fax and I passed it on to Helène. She researched it and deposited a pile of hardcopy on my desk that could have choked a Budweiser horse. Included were guys from the worlds of art and publishing, half a dozen military types, the mayor of a small town in New England, two ordained ministers, and three men I knew personally, all now husbands and fathers. No criminals, nobody with a record of violence. At home I told Shelley she was wrong about Ted having other panthers in his zoo. Zane really had been an aberration.
"And,” I added firmly, “that's all the time I waste today on our favorite fag's goddamn love life. Tomorrow night's the ball, but tonight you and me are eating out, just the two of us, candlelight, wine, the works. And when we get home, we're gonna have some love life of our own."
"Good plan, Manfred,” she replied.
We went to Alciatore's, had cocktails, ate stone crabs, drank a bottle of Pouilly, returned home pleasantly buzzed, went straight to bed and carried out the rest of my plan. Several times, in fact—not that I'm bragging. So the night started real well, but it didn't last. Phone rang at 4:21, and it was Bliss reporting a new incident.
"Bastard bent the security gate,” he said, sounding rattled.
"Bent it? Those bars are three-quarter-inch rolled steel. He hit the gate with a tank, or what?"
"He didn't hit it with nothing,” said Bliss. “The bars are bent out, not in. He used his hands, that's all."
"He used his hands?"
"Yes, sir. And you ought to smell where he had a grip on the bars. There's some black juice smeared on the steel that come off him, and yuck. It smells like my Aunt Bea's freezer that I had to clean out after the last hurricane shut off her power for five days. I got Suzette chained up. You know how dogs go for anything that stinks."
"I'll be right down."
It was still dark when I got there, but floodlights blazing up under the eaves turned Ted's patio into a movie set. Bliss had made an accurate report, impossible as it sounded. The bars of the gate had been bent out more than an inch, just as if somebody had hitched a chain around them and yanked hard with a big truck. But I checked carefully and there was no mark of a chain, no scraping of the metal, nothing. The gunk on the steel smelled just as bad as Bliss had said.
I'd brought a kit and checked for finger- or handprints, amateurishly I'm sure, but no dice. Plenty smudges, but that was all. It would've been nice to have a professional CSI job done by the cops, but fat chance that we could get them interested, the kind of story we had to tell.
Bliss and I were just finishing when Ted came out of the house fully dressed, not a hair out of place. He looked more like a top-notch waiter than ever, for he was carrying a silver tray with three tall Bloody Marys and a quart of good gin and a bowl of ice. He even had a bag of dog munchies that he gave Suzette, thereby gaining still another female admirer. Meanwhile, us humans sat down at a cast-iron patio table and swilled and talked the situation over. It was a little early for serious drinking, but as I had told Ted, unusual times require unusual measures.
"Zane's not just a zombie anymore,” he said after downing his drink. “I've been reading up on this occult stuff, and nobody dead or alive has that kind of strength. His hatred is so intense he's become demonic. And that's the bad news."
"Any good news?"
"He's starting to decay. He needs his body to carry out his revenge, but it's starting to fall apart. Thank God for the Florida climate. If we were in Michigan, he might be around for months."
"I can have the stuff on the gate tested for DNA—"
"Manny, will you for Christ's sake cut out this fatuosity about gathering evidence? We know who's doing this. More information is exactly what we don't need."
"And another drink is exactly what we do need,” I suggested, not knowing what fatuosity meant anyhow.
After that we drank gin on the rocks while the stars faded out and the sun rose in a burst of rose and lemon and other colors Shelley could name but I can't. A cool salty breeze came off the ocean, a mockingbird started to sing in a white oleander, and the sky was blue with little pink clouds like the cotton balls she uses to take off nail polish. About the time we finished the bottle, a small plane buzzed overhead towing a sign that said Go, Gators!
It was the kind of day that makes Florida worthwhile, especially when you're drunk at dawn. Ted and Bliss seemed to agree, because they were holding hands and giving each other melting glances. It was time for me to say ciao, go back to work, and make final preps for the ball.
"See you guys tomorrow,” I said, unsteadily rising.
"No,” said Ted, surprising me. “We'll see you tonight, at the museum."
"You're going out? After this?" I pointed at the bent gate.
"Yes by God, I am. I said I'd make a pitch for those crippled blind kids with AIDS and I'm gonna do it. And no fucking demon's gonna stop me."
I was impressed by that little speech. Not only by what he said, but the way he said it. This had become a guy with—as we used to say, back when I was a small Irish Cracker child growing up on the edge of the Everglades—sand in his craw. He still didn't have the F-word perfect, because he kept the g on the end, which made it sound a mite prissy. But he was headed in the right direction.
He got up, adjusted his pants, and walked me to my car. There he became somewhat emotional, wringing my hand and muttering, “Manny, I just want to say thanks. Thanks for—for everything."
I thought he was going to hug me. But he didn't, just gave me a blissful smile and turned back. And hey, I didn't mean to make a pun, but looks like I just made one, anyway. After all his troubles with Mr. Wrong, I really hoped that Ted had finally found Mr. Right.
* * * *
Yet I was worried about him leaving his fortress, especially at night. So I rang Tony Dantoni over at Crocodile and asked if, as a fourth-generation Sicilian immigrant, he happened to have a lupara lying around the house somewhere.
He said sure. It was kind of a family heirloom.
"Well, how about loaning it to me tonight? Dance insists on going to this goddamn ball, and the guy who's guarding him might need a weapon with real stopping power."
He said no problem—great old piece, load it with buckshot and it would stop Godzilla. I asked him to drop it by Ted's mansion, a place he knew well, having killed Zane Cord in the patio. I did some desultory work, then went home, slept off the rest of the gin, and woke up in time to get dressed for the ball.
By then Shelley had arrived, lugging boxes. I was curious what she'd decided we should dress up as. Turned out I was a Spanish conquistador and she was an Indian maiden. “That means I get to rape, rob, and enslave you,” I pointed out, while buckling on my armor. “That's the Florida story in a nutshell."
"You try it, Don Manfredo,” she replied, testing the edge of her tomahawk, “and you'll be missing more than just your scalp."
At seven o'clock I guided Sacajawea through the back door of the museum, clanking with every step I took. The costume included a cape, so I was able to keep my Beretta concealed in a holster tucked in the small of my back. Generally speaking, I don't like getting nudged in the kidneys, but that night it felt fine. In the atrium, the caterers had finished loading up tables with every fat shrimp the Gulf Stream could spare, so we sampled them, plus oysters in little toasted shells and chunks of steamship round and crudités that made me feel virtuous and healthy while eating raw broccoli with ten thousand calories of garlic-mayonnaise dip.
We were still chewing when Jonas Whelk arrived, wearing an outfit that was supposed to make him look like Johnny Depp playing Jack Sparrow. The resemblance wasn't close, despite the cutlass banging at his knees and a wild bunch of fake hair on and around his sallow face. Ignoring Shelley, he told me the Governor and Dolly Lama and Art News had sent regrets, but he still hoped for Chelsea Varoom, who was more famous than all the rest put together. He bustled off to greet some new arrivals, and Shelley asked, “Is that the scumbag you work for?"
"That's him."
"I never realized before what you go through to get me that M.A."
People began entering in a swarm. Their costumes formed a pretty good cross section of Florida's last 495 years as a colony, first of Madrid, then of London, and finally of New York. I noticed Spanish grandees, women in spectacular hoopskirts, planters in white linen, Indian braves, and tons of conquistadors, so I didn't have to feel lonely in my aluminum armor. Confederate officers and their adoring Scarletts recalled the state's brief, unhappy fling with secession. Modern times were represented by people dressed as orange juice cartons and a couple of dozen Mickey and Minnie Mice from DisneyWorld. Astroguys and astrogals were all over the place, making sure Cape Canaveral wasn't forgotten.
I was watching Whelk gladhand the guests when somebody jogged my elbow. I turned and did a double take, because Jonas seemed to be in two places at the same time. Then I saw that this time the guy with the leather britches and fake beard was Bliss. A wig of long greasy-looking black ringlets covered his blond hair.
"Howja like my getup, sir?"
"You look a lot more like a pirate than Whelk does. And that's weird,” I mused, “because he really is a pirate, and you're not."
Bliss was wearing Tony Dantoni's lupara as part of his costume. The shotgun had a pistol grip and its sawed-off double barrels were only two feet long. Hanging by his side in a leather sling, it made a fairly convincing pirate gun, if you didn't look too close.
I asked, “Where's Ted?"
Bliss grinned. “Over there in the crowd, sir. See if you can spot him.” I peered, but couldn't.
"At first Ted was gonna wear this outfit I got on,” he explained. “But it's got bad memories, because Zane Cord picked it out for him last year when they were going to Mardi Gras. So he gave it to me and came as something else."
I was still staring at the throng, trying to find Ted. “He must be really got up. I've known him for over twenty years, and I don't see him."
"Took him like three hours to get dressed. It's something he said he's always wanted to do, but never had the balls before. He said when he realized he might die any day he began to figure, what the hell, it's now or never."
"Well, keep an eye on him. I've got the whole damn building to watch, and if the action at the bars is any guide"—there were five of them, spotted around the atrium—"I'll soon have a couple hundred drunks on my hands, too."
"Don't worry, Mr. Riordan. I been wanting to tell you, I'm resigning from Five Star at the end of the month. Ted's gonna be my meal ticket, besides everything else, so I'll watch him real good."
"You moving in with him?"
He nodded. “My wife won't like it, but that's tough."
"You got a wife?"
"And two kids. In Tallahassee. Ted's agreed I can spend a week every month with them. He says it'll give him a chance to get some work done."
"You're a busy young man, Bliss."
"It's a full life, sir."
At this point a Dixieland band that Whelk had stowed on the mezzanine broke into Muskrat Ramble, or one of the three hundred other tunes that sound exactly like Muskrat Ramble. Shelley emerged from the crowd, grabbed my arm and demanded we dance. I told her maybe later but not right now.
"This may be fun and games for you, Honey, but I'm on duty. Why don't you find Ted and dance with him? He's a helluva lot better at it than I am, anyway."
"I can't dance with him. Not with that costume he's wearing."
"What cost—"
I'd gotten just that far when the screaming started.
* * * *
My right hand went to the grip of the Beretta, while my left was pushing Shelley behind me. Conquistadors, Scarletts, Indians, orange juice cartons, spacepersons, all began scattering like a school of mackerel before a hammerhead shark.
As the crowd parted I saw what had just come through the bronze doors. It wasn't exactly surprising, but by God it was appalling. Wrapped in a filthy sheet and preceded by a smell that could have tarnished silver, Zane Cord stumbled into the atrium. His skin was the oil-slick color of an old bruise, his face was starting to slide off its bony framework, and he had a black hole right in the middle of his forehead that appeared to contain maggots. But his boiled-egg eyes turned two shiny metallic-looking irises from side to side as if they could still see. Jonas Whelk was standing in his gladhanding position near the doors, lower jaw at half-mast, when the thing spotted his pirate costume and went for him with hands that were mostly green flesh and white bones.
Everything was happening quick, too quick—I had the Beretta out now and clanked a couple of steps forward, but Bliss got there first, pulling the lupara from its sling. It had double hammers and through the screams and the notes of Muskrat Ramble I heard the two sharp clicks as he cocked it. Jonas didn't hear anything, because Zane Cord had grabbed him by the throat and wrung his long neck like a chicken's and flung him aside with such power that his body slid across the smooth marble, dragging part of the red carpet with it.
Then Zane turned on Bliss, the next nearest guy whose costume meant he might be Ted Dance. By now everybody else was out of the line of fire, and the lupara let off two enormous echoing booms. The buckshot punched Zane Cord in the middle and he exploded wetly, screaming once as he came apart—the damndest noise I ever heard, like the shriek of a bandsaw hitting a knot in a pine log, then snapping with the twang of an enormous banjo string.
The echoes died away. Several people fainted, as they had every right to do. Shelley stayed upright, but leaned on my shoulder pretty hard, and since my own knees were feeling wobbly, we kind of propped each other up for a few seconds. We were still recovering when out of the crowd emerged a very tall lady of Spain—hoops, veil, silken mantilla—and circled the mess in the middle of the floor, somewhat wobbly on her clicking stiletto heels. She touched Bliss on the shoulder, raised her veil, and kissed him.
"You know,” Shelley whispered, “I really think Ted's been wanting to dress up like that, ever since the old days at Walt Whitman."
There was a messy aftermath to that messy night. The police were informed by the M.E. that at the time of his disintegration Zane had already been dead for quite a while. So who broke Jonas Whelk's neck? And why were a whole roomful of witnesses lying to them about what had happened?
Blah, blah, blah. Shelley and I and Bliss and Ted got out of it by telling the inquisitors, on legal advice, exactly what we'd seen and refusing to draw any conclusions whatever. Chelsea Varoom never had to testify, because she was stuck in rehab, and the Dolly Lama and the Governor, I'm sure, felt they were well out of it all. In time so were the rest of us—the incident went on the shelf as one more cold case among many, and we stopped being grilled every day and got back to real life.
It was maybe eighteen months later (Cinco de Mayo, I remember the date) when Shelley and I were invited over to Ted's for drinks. I presented him with Suzette the mastiff, who was getting old for guard duty and needed a good home. Of course she loved him—women always love Ted—and he scratched her ears while explaining that Bliss was away, indulging the flip side of his nature in romantic Tallahassee.
Then us old school chums settled in comfortable chairs and started bringing ourselves up to date on what had happened since the night of the ball. We had lots to congratulate Ted on, because the buzz generated by his new novel Demon Lover pointed to a spectacular success in the making. He said Clive Barker wanted it for a movie, adding that he'd need the money because when he took on Bliss, turned out he took on the whole family as well. So far he'd paid for orthodontia for the kids and a hysterectomy for Mrs. B, to say nothing of Bliss's new wardrobe and an ‘09 Infiniti for him to commute in. When he left us to fetch munchies for dogs and people, Shelley sighed and shook her head.
"Poor Ted. He always winds up getting exploited by those he loves."
"On the other hand,” I pointed out, “he's rich and famous and lives exactly the way he wants to live. That's a lot more than most people can say."
Shelley nodded. “He's surprising, isn't he? Most terribly successful people are a bunch of jerks. But he's not."
Ted returned, carrying a tray loaded with caviar and Stolichnaya and a rawhide bone for Suzette. He explained that he'd given his staff the night off to go to the Latin festival, and anyway he always enjoyed serving his friends personally.
That started a train of thought I wouldn't have wanted to share with my wife. While he piled crackers with pearly Beluga roe, I recalled a tutoring session back at old WW, when my thick head, confronted by Coriolanus, refused to function at all. Eventually Ted said, “You're all tensed up, Manny. I know what you need.” He did, too. Afterward, I went back to work a lot more relaxed and ready to learn. It was the kind of personal touch that made Ted a princess among men.
I raised my Stoli to him, and the three of us clinked our glasses. “Thanks for proving,” I said in my warmest Father Flanagan voice, “that nice guys do finish first sometimes."
Ted looked embarrassed, but also happy. He lowered his eyes and blushed and licked his lips, and I figured he was remembering, too.
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Department: PLUMAGE FROM PEGASUS: COUCH SURFING WITH MICKEY AND JUDY by Paul Di Filippo
My host for the Boston portion of my self-organized book tour picked me up at South Station, on the edge of Chinatown. I climbed with gratitude into her car. Exhausted from the long overnight bus ride from Cleveland, I sagged for a moment wordlessly in my seat. But I quickly roused myself to sociability. After all, the whole point of this debilitating, humiliating roadtrip—an exigency I had been forced into by lack of publisher initiative or publicity budget—was to pitch my new novel, Black Swan Down, a thriller involving a rogue government statistician. And in order to pitch, I had to be upbeat and engaging. Besides, Judy and her husband Mickey were being good enough to put me up in their home. The least I could do was to make light conversation.
"So, Judy,” I asked as we ascended a freeway ramp, “do you live right in the city?"
Judy was somewhat older than I, late middle-age. She exhibited a serious mien, sensible haircut, and circumspect suburban clothing. Her voice was resonant and assured. “No, Mr. Lambeth, we live in Waltham. It's a nice town just outside Boston. Our place is very quiet and private."
I was a little disappointed. I had expected a more urban setting for my readings, which were to take place in Judy's house. She seemed to sense my disconcerted state.
"Oh, don't worry, Mr. Lambeth. Waltham's on the MBTA, and easily accessible. You'll get a big audience, I can guarantee. Plenty of students and their professors. Book groups and local writers. It's all in how the publicity is handled. Believe me, Mickey and I are old hands at this. We're very thorough. Posters, the internet, radio. You're not the first author we've hosted."
I relaxed a little. “Call me Karl, please, Judy. And thanks again for agreeing to handle all the details of my reading."
Judy smiled. “You can just relax now, Karl. You're in good hands. Why, Mickey's at home unpacking the box of your books that just arrived yesterday."
With that good news, I allowed myself to close my eyes and drowse.
In just a short time, I roused myself to witness Judy maneuvering the car into park at the end of a long driveway. The large Colonial house, well-maintained, stood some distance from any neighbors, who were further screened by trees and a tall fence around the property.
"Let me help you with your bags, Karl."
Judy took both my knapsack and my rolling suitcase.
"Thanks. Be careful of my knapsack, please—it's got my phone and laptop inside."
Judy and I entered a breezeway bridging the house proper on the right, and the adjacent garage. She opened the door on the left, and said, “In here, please, Karl."
Slow-witted from fatigue, I did not think to ask why we were entering the garage. I stepped through the door, which quickly slammed behind me, and locked.
Baffled, I looked around.
The windowless space was outfitted like a youth hostel: bunkbeds, sink, dorm fridge, television, primitive but complete sanitary facilities. Several of the bunkbeds held other people. They smiled wanly at my appearance.
"Mickey and Judy got another one,” said a young graceful woman.
"I'll bet he's an economist,” said a tattooed guy. “Full of lectures on current affairs."
"No, no, he's not quite dull-looking enough,” said a second woman with long Stevie Nicks hair. “I say he's a novelist."
"What kind?"
"Mainstream contemporary."
"No, something genre—"
"Stop!” I yelled. “Somebody please tell me what the hell is going on!"
So they all did.
Mickey and Judy were running a kind of permanent unlicensed Chautauqua out of their residence. A three-nights-a-week program of readings and entertainment, provided courtesy of the unpaid, indentured services rendered by visiting creative types such as myself and the others currently here—Judy, a folk singer; Raelynn, a dancer; Pete, a magician and sword-swallower; and Sam, a scientist from the Santa Fe Institute.
"I just don't get it,” I said, massaging my aching head. “I'm already willing to talk for free. It's to my benefit. Why coerce me?"
"Are you willing to stay in Boston for a month?” said Pete. “There are over half a million students in the greater metropolitan area, not to mention endless book clubs. How many people can see you if you do one or two readings? No, Judy and Mickey are experts at maximizing the draw and milking the audience. They've built up a huge clientele. And they charge admission! Five bucks a head. Plus money they earn on refreshments. They're clearing a couple of thousand a week!"
"Pete—how long have you been locked up here?"
"A month now. Why?"
"A month! I can't stay here a month!"
"You'll stay until you've exhausted your potential audience and aren't drawing anymore,” said Sam, the scientist. “The formula is a simple logarithm."
"I'll refuse to perform!"
Raelynn said, “Oh, you say that at first. We all said it. But the alternative is to remain locked up in this room. You'll go stir crazy. Besides, we all live for our art. We want an audience. You'll see."
And so I did.
The next morning was a Thursday, and we were roused early to rehearse.
Mickey was tall and thin and reminded me of Basil Rathbone. He seemed sinewy and virile, and more than a match for me physically.
After serving all of us breakfast, Mickey addressed me individually.
"All right, Mr. Lambeth. Do you have any particular needs other than a podium and microphone? Any preferred lighting scheme? No? Then if you would kindly follow me, we can run through your act."
I willingly accompanied him, ready to make a break. But the breezeway doors had been barred.
The first floor of the house had been retrofitted into a theater. All the interior, non-loadbearing walls had been removed, affording about one thousand square feet of floor space, ranked with over a hundred folding chairs focused on a small stage.
"If you take your place, Mr. Lambeth, we can begin."
I climbed the low stage, got behind the lectern, and nervously began to speak.
Mickey took copious notes throughout. When I had finished, he delivered them. I listened incredulously.
"Why, why—those are great suggestions! I never realized I was doing all those things wrong!"
Mickey permitted a small smile to cross his countenance. “Thirty years on Broadway, Mr. Lambeth, were not entirely wasted. Judy and I would be there still, but this dreadful economy—Well, one has to adapt, doesn't one?"
I returned to the garage, excited about Friday's reading. I tried to rouse the interest of my fellow performers, but they seemed jaded.
Yet the next evening, before a full house, we all put on a fantastic show. I sold thirty copies of my novel! Thirty! I had never sold more than three at any one reading before.
Well, to make the story of my engagement at Mickey and Judy's a short tale, I was there for six weeks—above average for a novelist, I was given to understand. I moved over six hundred copies of Black Swan Down before sales began to flag, and made my publisher very happy.
As Judy drove me back to South Station to continue my roadtrip, I felt renewed confidence in my career, and a gratitude to my captors which was not entirely due to Stockholm Syndrome.
"We hope you'll consider staying with us when your next book comes out, Karl,” Judy said as I exited the car.
"I certainly will, Judy. But you've got to promise to upgrade your cable service beyond basic!"
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Novelet: PINING TO BE HUMAN by Richard Bowes
In our last few issues, we've run several autobiographical stories by Mr. Bowes, including “Waiting for the Phone to Ring” and “I Needs Must Part, the Policeman Said.” These stories—along with this new one—will comprise part of his forthcoming book, Dust Devil: My Life in Speculative Fiction.
So many years later I can still see the Witch Girls gliding over the grass amid the fireflies of a summer evening. I first saw them the July when I was four. That season in 1948 is the first piece of time I can remember as a coherent whole and not just a series of disconnected images. That evening I saw magic and told no one.
A couple of my parents’ friends ran a summer theater in Ithaca in upstate New York. They hired my father as box office manager and he, my mother, and I spent a summer there. My mother had stopped acting by then.
My bedroom window that summer looked out on a backyard with trees. Where we lived in Boston, my third-floor window overlooked an alley and beyond that a barn for the Hood's Milk delivery horses and behind that the New York, New Haven, and Hartford railway tracks.
One night that summer crickets chirped, the trees sang in the wind, and women in long chiffon dresses walked silently over the grass. I knew they were the Witch Girls and stayed very still so they wouldn't see me.
Those figures on that night were a memory that popped up at times later in my childhood to jerk me awake as I tried to fall asleep. Starting in my early teens they sometimes returned when I drank or got stoned and had started to drift off.
They remained a minor chill and not something I much dwelled on until my last year of college. The first person I told about them was a psychiatrist, Doctor Maria Lovell. She was French. Her husband was a controversial electronic music composer. Many of her patients were artists.
It was the winter of 1965. I had turned twenty-one and was in my second-to-last semester of college.
Doctor Lovell was a Jungian and so actually displayed some interest in what I told her. “Who were they?” she asked.
"When I first saw them they were characters in a play called Dark of the Moon that got put on in a summer theater my parents were with. It's about a Witch Boy who's in love with a human girl and becomes human to marry her. They used a lot of old folk songs in it."
To illustrate this, I sang a verse I'd recently relearned, set to the tune of “Barbara Allen.” When I came to the line, “Pining to be human,” Maria Lovell gave a quizzical smile.
"There were two Witch Girls who wanted to break up the marriage,” I said. “That's who I saw under the trees. Even though I knew the actresses who played the parts, had been in their dressing room and everything, this was very scary."
"You dreamed this when you were small?"
"No, I saw it out the window when I was small."
"Your parents were in the theater?"
"When I was small."
"Do you remember other things from that summer?"
"I remember all the plays in the repertory. One was Abe Lincoln in Illinois which is about his life before he went to Washington. There was a scene where Lincoln read to his youngest son, Todd. The kid who was supposed to be Todd got sick or something and they wanted me to do the last performances. All it involved was sitting on Lincoln's lap.
"The actor was a man who went on to play the father in Lassie on television. My parents were okay and didn't force me. But there was this fire engine I wanted, all red and plastic with little firemen hanging on the back and a ladder that went up and down.
"So that was how it came about. I sat on the actor's lap and didn't look at the audience just like I'd been told. He read something aloud. I wore a costume with long stockings that itched but I didn't scratch my legs. I was supposed to have a line but instead of me one of the kids playing my older brothers said it. And the last night when the curtain came down for that scene, the stage manager had the fire engine for me."
"Was that before or after the Witch Girls?"
"They were at the start of that summer. Abe Lincoln was at the end, as I remember."
"So you made your debut."
"My only performances; I've never set foot on stage since."
She made a note. “Next week at this time?” She never asked where I got the money to pay her so I didn't have to say.
My writing teacher had referred me to Doctor Lovell after I told him that I'd secretly dropped compulsory ROTC and gym. Without four semesters of each I couldn't graduate from college.
On my first visit Doctor Lovell asked why I'd done that and I said, “Because one day last spring in the gym, a couple of cadet officers who didn't like my attitude jumped me as I came out of the shower, called me a faggot, and slammed me against my locker. Everyone stood around watching! I can't go back."
"It is all right to cry, you know,” she said and pushed a Kleenex box across her desk. My eyes burned and I blew my nose but I didn't cry in those days.
"Their problems with their own sexuality led those young men to attack you,” she said. “How did you come to study to be a soldier?"
"That's what happens to boys who lose scholarships at good schools. When I flunked out of the first college I attended, it got decided that a couple of years of close order drill would straighten me out. The alternative was getting drafted and I don't think I'd survive a week in an army barracks."
"I've seen many soldiers,” she said, shaking her head. “You are not one."
Friday afternoons that winter, without telling my family, my friends or anyone else, I came into Manhattan from Long Island and talked to her. At that time a psychiatrist on one's schedule was a sign of sophistication.
Her office was in the East Seventies. Walking fast, I headed down Third Avenue in my chinos and penny loafers and winter raincoat. For a couple of years my old man and the Army Reserves had kept me very crewcut and unhip. Now I was growing my hair like an English rocker. But freedom felt precarious.
Boston where I'd grown up seemed like a town compared to this city. Third Avenue was a cruising zone on a Friday afternoon. Guys stood casually on street corners, paused significantly in doorways, gave sidelong glances. Eyes tracked me from the windows of the bird bars: The Blue Parrot, The Golden Pheasant, The Swan.
I went into a place in the low Sixties. It was dark and quiet before the weekend began. Piaf sang on the jukebox. A pair of men in suits at the far end of the bar stopped talking when I came in. The bartender was big and bald. He looked me over and said in a weird little-girl voice, “You should try Rhonda's."
"I have a draft card.” The legal age was eighteen but in straight bars I always got carded. Sometimes they refused service because they thought my card was phony and I was underage. Gay bars were much less fussy.
"Scotch and water,” I said.
He waved the card aside and watched me put the whiskey away in a swallow. When I went to pay for it, he shook his head and poured me another. “You're new?"
I nodded.
"Honey, I'd love to have you around but management doesn't want kids in here."
I hit the street a bit later with a glow on and the bartender's telephone number in my pocket.
At Fifty-third the young boys stood in canvas sneakers and thin jackets, waited under awnings. Hostile and wary, they stared at me out the windows of Rhonda's Coffee Shop and knew just who I was.
That afternoon I'd told Doctor Lovell about the Witch Girls because they'd been on my mind lately. It was also to turn the conversation away from the scary stranger with unblinking eyes who stopped me in a South Boston subway station when I was thirteen.
On my second visit I'd told her how he took me to a place he knew, opened my clothes, did me as I stood transfixed, gave me five dollars, told me to forget this had happened, and disappeared. The next time I saw his face was on the front page of a newspaper. He had killed two brothers a little younger than I was. The last time I saw the face was when he got murdered in jail. She wanted me to talk about that, but I didn't even want to think about it.
At Grand Central I caught the cross-town shuttle, took the A train down to vast, doomed Penn Station.
Then I was on a Long Island Railroad car headed back to school surrounded by ladies with shopping bags from Macy's and Bloomingdale's. I realized the plays I'd seen that summer in Ithaca were clearer in my mind than ones I'd been to that semester.
At the train station I caught the shuttle bus to the campus. The commuter school was mostly deserted on that February evening. A few lights burned in offices. A stray faculty member with a briefcase walked to his car. A pair of uniformed cadet officers strutted past. Guys like them had tried to make it impossible for me to graduate.
Suddenly I was back in the mire of a strange and seedy commuter college that had a major drama department and compulsory ROTC for all male students. I turned a corner and lights were on inside the playhouse; rehearsals were in progress.
The Witch Girls, one dark, one fair, stood on the front stairs smoking and shivering in the chill. Each had her long hair tied back and wore a black leotard and a diaphanous black top that flowed about her when she moved. The drama department's main stage play for March was going to be Dark of the Moon.
They waved when they saw me. The girl playing the Dark Witch and I found each other amusing. “You a Witch Boy,” she called in a low, sexy voice, “and you always gonna be one."
Mags McConnell, the Fair Witch, watched my approach through slitted eyes. She was a year or two older than I was and would graduate in the spring. Everyone knew that she had the hots for me. Having a girlfriend seemed a safe idea.
"I got ways,” Mags said in the phony Ozark accent everyone had started using onstage and off and blew smoke in my face. “I can turn you into a human boy.” We all laughed.
Inside, work lights shone on the stage. Cast members sat scattered throughout the house. Professor Cortland, the drama department chairman, who was directing this production, stood down front talking to the lighting techs.
Marty Simonson sat toward the back of the house. Like most of the cute boys in the cast, he was barefoot and wore bib overalls with the legs rolled above his knees. “God, you look fetching,” I whispered, just to see him blush.
Cortland looked my way briefly. “So glad you could join us,” he said.
I picked up the prompter's copy of the script. The theater was the only interesting spot on campus. To get credit for a drama minor, I had to do things like this each semester. The first time I read the play I'd been startled by the power of my memories.
Cortland said. “Places. Rehearsal starts in five minutes."
The first scene of the play has John, the Witch Boy, asking the Conjur Man, a kind of backwoods wizard, to turn him into a human. The Witch Boy was a tall senior with a dazzling smile who went on to star in several popular cigarette and deodorant ads on TV.
The Conjur Man was Carl Ryman, who at twenty-one was losing his hair but who owned whatever stage he stood upon. Five years out of school he had his own Off-Off Broadway repertory company of transvestites and manly women in a rat-infested loft on lower Second Avenue.
The Conjur Man repeatedly says that John is a Witch Boy and always will be and is never going to change even if he marries a human girl. Everyone in the company but Professor Cortland, so deep in the closet he didn't get the joke, now said Witch Boy and Human Boy instead of gay and straight.
Holding the script through a dozen rehearsals had stripped away most of the magic. But at moments, like Carl's performance, or when Lisa and Mags as the spiteful Witch Girls were on stage, I was four years old and sitting enthralled beside my mother.
I tried to stay slightly ahead of the cast, gave them lines when one occasionally glanced my way. But my mind wandered and sometimes when the actors missed a line, I missed it too. Cortland was not happy.
After rehearsal I sat in a student beer hall between Mags and Marty, laughing as Carl Ryman said, “The barest hint that you're a Witch Boy and Cortland takes you on a camping trip to the Catskills so he can show you how the birds and the chipmunks engage only in Human Boy behavior."
Mags took my hand and I let her. She had to leave early. I walked her out to her car. In her freshman year at Swarthmore Mags had a nervous breakdown and spent a few months in a hospital before coming here.
Our college specialized in bright, damaged kids who washed out at the good schools where we started and had to transfer. She gave me a Benzedrine tablet which I downed along with the beer I carried.
"You want to get together Sunday afternoon?” she asked as we kissed good night. I shook my head. It drove her crazy that I'd never say why I wasn't available Sundays. “We could invite Marty,” she said. “Would that tempt you?” It did, but not enough.
Quite a bit later Marty drove me home because I currently had no car. He'd ended up at the college when his parents split up and there wasn't enough money for him to continue at Penn State. I'd seen him the first day of fall semester in the ugly uniform and brutal haircut, looking very lost. I'd fallen for him, but we stayed just friends.
He stopped in a secluded back road along the way and we shared a joint. “Mags wants to turn us both into Human Boys,” I said and cracked up at his wide-eyed expression.
Apparently he drove me home because I found myself making my way around to the back door of my parents’ split-level. I shared a bedroom with my younger brother in what otherwise would have been the rec room next to the garage.
As I turned the corner into the backyard I saw figures in long dresses with silky tops and flowing sleeves. They moved toward me across the lawn. By the light of a big Long Island half-moon that looked like a stage contrivance, I saw that they had no faces.
I gasped and sat up in bed wearing only my undershorts. My brain was still soft with booze and drugs. In the other bed my brother stirred and turned over in his sleep. A light was on upstairs in the kitchen. I smelled cigarette smoke. One of my parents was awake.
I hoped it wasn't my father. Very late one Saturday night in January I'd staggered in encrusted with snow. According to my brother I was so drunk and stoned that our father had pulled all my clothes off, smacked me around and put me to bed. My old rust-bucket had died in the blizzard half a mile from home and things were still cold and distant between my father and me.
Tonight my clothes were strewn on the floor which meant I'd gotten myself undressed. The chances were it was my mother upstairs. So I put on a robe and went up to the kitchen. She sat at the table doing the Times crossword puzzle. The clock said it was just past four. She glanced at me, quizzical, unsmiling, and beautiful. It seemed to me that she must understand exactly what I'd been up to.
"Couldn't sleep?” she asked. “I heard you come in about an hour ago.” That I'd awakened her was unspoken but a given. She slept very lightly.
"Who were you with?” she wanted to know.
"Marty drove me. You've met him."
She said nothing, drew on her Phillip Morris. My parents smoked but I didn't much—not cigarettes, anyway. Again she gave me the look.
"I was thinking about Ithaca,” I said and kept my voice low as I tried to change the subject. My father, my two sisters, and my youngest brother were asleep upstairs. “Especially the Witch Girls,” I added.
She nodded and finally half-smiled. “You loved them. You didn't understand much else in that play but when anyone talked about it, you'd say, ‘Oh, them Witch Girls!’ Everybody loved your doing things like that."
"Did you want to come and see Dark of the Moon?” I asked my mother. She never went to see plays anymore. Rarely went out.
"Not if you don't have a part in it,” she said, and turned back to her puzzle.
"I'm writing now,” I said and she nodded. She wrote too—had done scripts for local TV back in Boston when I was a kid.
Saturday morning, I was up again on only a few hours’ sleep in a maelstrom of brothers and sisters who needed rides to friends, to art or music lessons.
After my parents moved to Long Island from Boston I'd flunked out of school and become a city kid lost in the suburbs. I had to beg for a lift to my part-time job as a stock boy in a shopping center. With that and the dark looks at me for my late hours and my short answers, I was just a bothersome child who couldn't grow up.
Sunday morning after I'd had to go to church and sit through family dinner, I hitchhiked over to Bill's place in Massapequa. Even when I had a car I traveled that way. He liked the idea that I wasn't old enough to have a driver's license and was saving money to enter college next year.
When I'd met Bill on the Fire Island ferry the summer before last, I'd told him a story about a strict father and the military school where I'd been sent. When I said I was a sophomore he assumed that meant high school and I hadn't contradicted him. Sometimes looking young bothered me. But mostly I played to it.
His house was in a development kind of like the one I lived in. Bill was maybe forty and seemed safe. His camera was all set up on a tripod. He liked to take pictures. A photo of me on the ferry in short pants and a striped jersey was up on the wall. Certain guys noticed when I wore clothes my mother bought me.
"Get everything off,” Bill said, and helped me do that. “Take these,” he handed me hi-top sneakers and a basketball. Not your average high school gym outfit but then most of my moves took place on the couch. As soon as I got the money I needed for Doctor Lovell and a bit more besides, it was as if this had never happened.
That next Friday Doctor Lovell asked, “What is your earliest memory of violent assault? I don't mean sexual necessarily."
The question surprised me. I thought about it and an image came to me of an August evening with the light going away.
"That summer I told you about, the summer at the theater, was the first time I remember. A kid hit me with a rock.
"I was with some kids my age playing and one pointed up and said, ‘Look!’ I looked, and coming slowly down the slope from the yard behind was this boy who had been sneaking up on us."
Doctor Lovell asked, “Who was he?"
"A kid, who, I guess, was a year older than me, a big deal when you're four. His father was the local district attorney. Our parents wanted us to be friends. Until that summer I'd never been let out to play with other kids. My playmates were all my parents’ friends—actors, grad students. None of them had children. They'd sing, act out stories, do funny voices, listen enraptured when I talked.
"To me this boy was sinister and I shied away from him. Kids, like all animals, sense fear in others, and he came walking down the slope from the next yard, very slowly, smiling this big scary smile. I think he had the rock in his hand already. The twilight was behind him. I stood, rooted. Maybe he expected me to run and when I didn't, he stopped a distance away. Still uphill from me, he let fly. The rock hit me on the top of the head."
I rubbed the spot. “It still feels like there's a scar."
Doctor Lovell got up and came around the desk. She was a tiny person and made me lower my head to look and touch. “The fontanel, your skull bones, would have closed by that age,” she said. “This seems like a normal skull contour. There is, though, on the spot you touched, a small patch of almost white hair. What happened next?"
"I ran inside crying. I was awake that night and it felt like the inside of my mouth was swollen. Once I must have dozed and saw my father at the end of a long hall with a cartoon whirl of cats and dogs fighting like a wreath all around him."
She leaned back against her desk directly in front of me. “Before I left Europe I was a pediatrician. Were you taken to a doctor?"
"Yes. I remember the waiting room and feeling like everything, the toys and kids and mothers, was spinning. I behaved badly, crying and not wanting to be touched. He shot something into my butt, I remember, and said I had a concussion."
"Childhood concussion is hard to diagnosis. But that is what I would have said.” She sat behind her desk again. “And later you saw the Witch Girls."
I thought for a moment. “All that happened after I saw the Witch Girls, not before."
"And did you see them again that summer?"
"No. Not once that play had ended its run.” Then I told her about the recent dream in which they'd had no faces.
"Those Witch Girls could be what we call your Anima,” she said, “your vision of your female unconscious, in a way your soul. I'm sorry you don't see their faces."
That Saturday night was the final performance of Dark of the Moon. The party afterward was at a bungalow on the water in Long Beach. Rents were cheap in the off-season and lots of the theater kids lived there.
Dietrich and Lenya sang on the record player, the bathroom was thick with marijuana smoke, only same-sex couples were allowed to dance. Mags had Marty off in a corner. His ears were bright red. He cast several looks my way.
Mags then talked to another woman and took me aside. “Janette says she and Claudia are going away tomorrow and we three can have their place in the afternoon."
"I'm busy,” I told her.
"She was really mad,” Marty said later, trying to be cool. I kissed him and he almost steered off the road.
* * * *
Sunday it was still drizzling and cold. I flicked the rain off the top of my hair as I walked up to Bill's house. His car was in the driveway. A car I didn't recognize was parked out front, which made me wary.
One rule of the street I'd learned early was that it was dangerous to be alone with more than one guy.
Bill greeted me at the door, wanted to take the wet raincoat and everything else off me. But that would mean I couldn't leave. I stood in the doorway. “Someone else is here,” I said. “Who is it?"
The door to the kitchen opened and a big guy in a sweat suit, smoking a Marlboro, stood there looking at me like I was a lamb chop. Pictures of me holding the basketball were on the coffee table. I heard him say, “Bill tells me you're a bad boy.” His laugh sounded like an old car engine trying to start. He moved my way.
But I still had the door open behind me. I shoved Bill aside and got out. “Come back here, little boy!” the guy yelled.
Walking home in the rain, I was angry that they thought I was that stupid and angrier still that I probably was. A nice old lady driving a 1950 Nash Rambler, the kind that looked like an upside-down bathtub, drove me all the way to my parents’ door. She warned me never to go out without an umbrella and rubbers.
* * * *
That Friday I had enough cash for one more session with Doctor Lovell. She asked me why as a kid I never told my parents or anyone else what had been done to me. The answer that came blurting out was, “I didn't trust them to love me if they knew."
"A compartmentalized life is one of the penalties that come with keeping so many secrets,” she told me.
"I have a girlfriend now,” I said. “There's a guy I really like. I think I'm going to be okay.” I didn't tell her how I lost the source that paid for the visits.
She looked at me. “You almost epitomize the molested child. Some aspects of life you know very well. In others you are young and immensely naive. We will stay in touch. I will give you a letter when you need it for the army. We will meet here again before long."
* * * *
A couple of months later on the Saturday night after the end of the semester, the family was asleep and I was out in the backyard dressed in just shorts, looking up at the stars.
Mags had graduated and was apprenticing at a regional theater in Minnesota. We'd had sex often enough for me to think maybe I was human after all. I liked her and she loved me. Marty hadn't joined us which was okay. Suggesting it had made me feel kind of like the Subway Man.
My parents were delighted that I'd gotten on the Dean's List and helped me buy a little blue Plymouth Valiant. I was starting a job at the World's Fair.
The night was mild and to someone raised in New England the air had a taste of the tropics. I went out the back door and walked barefoot on the grass. It seemed like a moment for the Witch Girls. But they never came when I expected them.
* * * *
In January I showed a letter from Doctor Lovell to the college psychiatrist who was very nice and the commandant of the campus ROTC who was not. But the gym and ROTC requirements got waived and I graduated.
My family was moving back to New England and the draft hung over me. But I landed a job as an apprentice fashion copywriter in the Garment District, sold my car, and moved into Anise's Place, a rambling crash pad/commune on East Tenth Street. I'd managed to outrun the letters from my draft board.
My job meant that five days a week I dragged my ass out of the smoke and madness of Anise's Place and up to Seventh Avenue.
In the Garment District insanity was organized. Old copyeditors smelling of cigarettes and gin snarled at me, “Cut fifteen characters out of the body, shmuck!” Buyers shouted, “Double stitching is not as big a selling point as the sleek mod look, understand?"
A few stories in my college magazine, a chaotic draft of a novel about a young kid who talked like Rimbaud and wrecked the life of an academic poet got me an agent. She wasn't much older than I was and mainly wanted someone to go with her to parties.
All her plans for my writing career involved prominent writers who were looking for boyfriends. At a book party at the old Scribner's store/publishing house on Fifth Avenue, she introduced me to James Baldwin. The bubble eyes that looked so strange in his photos were riveting in real life. He was charming and we kissed but left separately.
Then my Selective Service notices caught up with me and on a bleak morning I found myself shivering in my jockey shorts along with several hundred other potential draftees at the Induction Center on Whitehall Street in lower Manhattan.
The halls stank of tension and fear. For hours we got poked and prodded, gave up blood and urine, stood in lines. I felt like I was in a car sliding endlessly out of control. I had letters from Doctor Lovell. If they didn't work I was going to be shipped to Fort Dix that night. My clothes would be sent to my parents in Massachusetts and the process of erasing me would begin.
Then I stood before a psychiatrist who sat behind a desk and read about the Subway Man and me, about how I had suffered an incidence of traumatic head injury as a child, was a conflicted homosexual, a compulsive alcoholic and drug abuser—the story went on.
Doctor Lovell had described the contents to me, “To save you the trouble of opening the envelope and discovering you can't understand the jargon."
The shrink sneered as he wrote the permanent deferment and I wondered how much he got off on having an endless succession of scared, nearly naked young guys come through his door.
Afterward in the locker room, my hands shook so much I had trouble getting dressed. A legend of the draft physical was the guy who flipped out to fool the army doctors and ended up permanently crazed.
Outside it was evening rush hour. I was too dazed to find the subway and wandered through unfamiliar streets. Then I saw figures with long, loose hair and diaphanous gowns paused on a corner. The dark Witch Girl turned slightly but not enough for me to see her face.
They crossed the street and I followed them past the Fulton Fish Market, through the Lower East Side and Little Italy. Neither of them glanced back again and though I tried I could never catch up.
In the middle of a block a panhandler looked up with crazed eyes and it seemed I knew him. When I looked for them again, the Witch Girls were gone and I was outside Anise's Place.
The people in residence cheered my return, listened to my saga, turned me on to ultra fine hash. Next morning, in jacket, tie, and shined shoes, I was at my desk writing catalog copy. But the feeling that I was in a car sliding on ice stayed with me.
"Your description of me in that letter was awful,” I told Doctor Lovell.
"Understand that I put your problems in the worst possible light for the army. Now that that bad episode is behind us, we will begin work to make you better. What do you have to show me?"
I took out the creased notebook that was my journal and read. “Last night I had a dream I've had before. In it I came into the tiny cubbyhole that's my room and discovered a door I'd never noticed. I pushed it open and discovered this whole other large room with a view of a big backyard with trees."
Lovell waved her hand and smiled. “Darling, everyone in New York has dreams like that. It means only that you want a bigger place to live. With your new freedom you must get out of that drug commune."
She wanted me to cut down on my drinking, to stop doing drugs, and find someone to love. Half-Witch, half-grandmother, was how I described her when people asked.
At a party in the Chelsea Hotel on a Friday night when I'd started drinking at lunch the day before, my agent introduced me to Arthur C. Clarke. He was very British and was about to write the screenplay for a Kubrick movie. He'd already found a young boyfriend who was Asian and relatively sober.
The next thing I remember was being awakened at Anise's late Monday morning by an angry call from work asking where I was.
Doctor Lovell's office was on the ground floor of a big East Seventies co-op where she and her husband had an apartment upstairs. One Saturday morning after staying up the night before for a nine a.m. appointment, I arrived in the tiny waiting room.
It seemed there was a patient ahead of me. I heard a man in the office say, “It's utterly idiotic that I should be held accountable for every mistake some stupid sales clerk made. I signed the bill, thinking I was being charged the correct amount."
Her answer was too low for me to hear.
"And it infuriates me that you're taking their side,” he said. The door to the inner office flew open and a beautifully dressed middle-aged man with gray hair swept back like a symphonic conductor's emerged. He carried a little dog under his arm.
Apparently unbothered that I might have overheard his conversation, he gave me one disdainful look and was gone. I recognized Maria Lovell's husband, the composer Reynolds Strand, and felt pretty sure his anger had been an act.
"Come in,” she said and smiled when I did. “You see, my dear, that all relationships have problems from time to time."
At that session I told her, “The night before last I had the soldier dream again. It was pretty much like always. I know in the dream that he's a soldier and carries a rifle but he dresses like a college kid. He's in this neighborhood of old houses with big lawns that looks like the town where my family moved. But there's no one around, no enemy, nobody. He's on patrol and I know he's alone on patrol all the time."
I paused. She said nothing so I added, “I understand that he's me.” She nodded slightly. “The thing is, yesterday, on my way to work, I went through Astor Place. There are people lined up along the wall of the Cooper Union, panhandling. And I saw this bum I've seen before. He was in rags and with a half-grown beard and crazed eyes. And I realized he's the kid in the dream except older."
"You mean you dreamed this? Or that you had seen this street person before and that he then appeared as the soldier in your dream?"
I shrugged to indicate I didn't see what difference it made.
"An inability to distinguish between dreams and reality is called delusion. It can be fueled by psychotropic drugs and amphetamine. You must stop taking them or there is nothing that I can do for you!” Her voice rose. She looked angry.
"If the soldier in the dream, that lost kid in a deserted world, is me now,” I said, “the guy on the street is me if I had been drafted."
"Yes,” Doctor Lovell said quietly. Then she remembered she was angry. “You must stop doing drugs and drinking or that will be you in any case. What abuse did was to drive a wedge between you and your emotions. I am trying to help you reconnect them, and you are fighting me."
I agreed and looked contrite because I wasn't entirely sure what I'd seen and what I'd dreamed.
The thing that I didn't say to Doctor Maria Lovell was that I'd been told her story and thought of her as a bit magical and somewhat out of a dream. She was a French doctor who fled to England in 1939 just ahead of the Nazis’ conquest of France. She wanted to get to the U.S. and couldn't until she heard that the actor Peter Lorre who was in London needed someone to accompany him back to the U.S. He was a drug addict and the Queen Mary on which he was to sail insisted there be a medical person along to administer his morphine. She signed on for that and got to New York. Once here she married the electronic composer Reynolds Strand, fourteen years her junior and a bit famous.
If I could accept her as something out of an Ingrid Bergman movie, I didn't see why she had so much trouble with my dreams spilling over into my waking life.
I didn't stop doing drugs or drinking. I lost a fine copywriting job and managed to land one for much less money.
Anise didn't want me in her crash pad anymore.
Then on Avenue B on a perfectly clear afternoon, someone said, “Hello, Witch Boy!” Mags McConnell, the blonde Witch, had just moved back to New York and we fell into each other's arms.
In her apartment near Avenue A in the East Village I was introduced to Geoff, her roommate, cute, twenty years old, a bit willowy, very funny, and officially bisexual. We all knew it was perfect as soon as we got together: I loved Geoff, he loved Mags, and she loved me.
When Doctor Lovell asked how I was able to pay her fees, I told her about an older guy, an art director, who I saw once or twice a week.
She shook her head. “In order to deal with what happened as a child you manage to believe that money is a prophylactic. Because you then use it to pay me, nothing that I say really touches you."
One midnight Geoff, Mags, and I, along with half a dozen other people, went up to Max's Kansas City to hear the Velvet Underground play.
We came in ripped and got nicely plowed. Then I saw Frankie the Bug Boy who dealt the meth of death. It struck me that this would be a nice way to top off the evening. As I approached him I recognized the one Frankie was talking to.
I'd only seen Reynolds Strand putting on a show in his wife's office. Now his face was flushed, his eyes glistened. He had his arm around a very beautiful, very young woman, my age maybe. She looked European, slightly glazed, slightly remote. I watched the Bug Boy's hand go into and out of Strand's pocket, deposit a pack of powder, and extract a bill.
Then Frankie moved my way and we made a connection. Mags, Geoff, and I snorted in the women's room and buzzed in the infrared glow of the light sculpture in the back room.
A couple of weeks later we three were floating on junk. Geoff stood naked before the front windows of the apartment. Sunlight framed his head of shoulder-length curls like he was a nicely endowed angel come with a message from heaven.
He looked toward Mags who lay nude on the bed and she smiled at me. Even with my high it angered me that they were just amusing themselves. At different times I believe each of us secretly thought he or she was the only one holding us together. It came up in the screaming fights we had. Once a week or so one or another of us went out the door for good and came back the next day.
Doctor Lovell told me around then, “I believe that your involvement with this boy and this woman with all its trauma and quarrels is your effort to knit some kind of coherence in your life. You are going about it in absolutely the wrong way."
I'd thought the same thing. But I just shrugged and said, “It's fun."
She replied, “Young man, ‘fun’ is an American word. I never heard anyone in Europe say anything like it."
That winter on the walk down the blank, cold morning streets to Astor Place, the change for my subway fare was often the only money I had on me. The madman I worked for fired me dozens of times and rehired me ten minutes later.
Then one morning I was falling out at my desk when he told me to get my coat, handed me two weeks’ pay in cash, and said, “Go in the hospital or something. Don't ever come back here."
My situation didn't twist my gut until a bit later when the hit of junk that had gotten me to work wore off. For a moment on the cold, crowded street, I saw two figures in diaphanous gowns. No one else noticed them and the Witch Girls were gone without even a glance in my direction.
Since I couldn't find a job, Doctor Lovell stopped charging me for my visits. When she said my personal life lacked any reality, I saw in my mind her husband at Max's Kansas City kissing a girl much less than half his age.
* * * *
Geoffrey stopped going to school. Mags got handouts from her family. I peddled drugs in places the Bug Boy didn't want to go.
One day that winter there was no heat in our building and we were all so jumpy and strung out with our three full-grown joneses that we couldn't even stay together in the big bed for warmth. I stood in the doorway and screamed at Mags because she had accused me of taking five dollars she'd intended to use to buy food. “You owed it to me. It was mine. I turned you on last night and all this week."
And when Geoff said, “She's the only one who wants you here, asshole,” I slammed him against a wall once and did it again for good measure. Then I stormed out and didn't return that night.
When I stumbled back there, the heat was on again and I was so high that I had even saved enough junk to get both of them off too.
"If you will not stop doing drugs, I can no longer treat you,” Doctor Lovell told me. “They are not my patients, but I can't imagine that your Geoff and Mags are in any better condition than you. If you love them, you all must stop living together and get treatment."
And I said, “I think you're living in a three-way just like I am. I saw your husband with his girlfriend. Does Reynolds Strand ever bring her by here?"
She was silent, looking at me. I couldn't tell what she was thinking. “Yes, I know my husband has a mistress and I have seen her. He is very careless and I'm sorry you saw that. I regret that I have done you so little good. Obviously we cannot continue. But when you are ready to seek drug treatment, I will give you the referrals that you need."
She stood then and escorted me out of the office and through the waiting room. I was in a kind of shock over what had happened. I don't tower over many people but I did with her. She looked up at me. “And you WILL become ready and you WILL be back."
* * * *
She was right, but it took me a bit more than a year and a day. Geoff had killed himself after he was caught in a drug bust and Mags went into the hospital. Friends found me crouched in the shadow of the Cooper Union building.
People held me, talked to me, made me drink coffee. In a bathroom mirror I saw again the wild eyes and scraggly beard I'd once seen or dreamed about. I needed help shaving because my hands shook. Every nerve in my body twisted. My legs and arms jerked. Painkillers from various people's medicine chests cut a bit off the edge of that.
The last time I saw Doctor Maria Lovell was the next morning, a Sunday that carried a hint of spring. Desperate, I'd called her at dawn and left the number of the place I was staying with the phone service.
An hour later the phone rang. “Are you able to travel?” she asked. When I said I was, she told me, “I will see you at nine o'clock."
My spine vibrated. I got off the couch where I was crashing, tried to get myself cleaned up, borrowed money for the subway.
I got to the office early. The doorman was a big German who didn't like the looks of me. “The doctor is walking her dog and says you are to wait."
I had a pain in my guts. After a few minutes Maria Lovell came into the lobby with her little dog.
It hadn't been a year and a half since I'd last seen her, but she suddenly looked very old.
She gave me the once over and gestured toward her office. I saw her give a little nod to the doorman as if to say this was okay. Inside, she turned on the lights and indicated I should sit on the waiting room couch.
"How much heroin a day are you doing?"
"Twenty dollars."
She looked at me appraisingly and asked, “Thirty, perhaps?"
"Maybe."
She went into the office and came back with a glass of water.
"Take these,” she said and opened her other hand. It held two large pills. As I washed them down she said, “In a few minutes these will have an effect."
The dog came over to me trailing its leash. “I assure you Kublai is not this friendly to everyone.” Kublai jumped into my lap and I held him. Whatever she'd given me came on strong. My aching bones became something going on out in the hall.
"What has happened to you?” Doctor Lovell asked.
I tried to tell her but all I could say was, “When I looked in the mirror the face was that guy I told you I saw begging outside the Cooper Union.” I began crying and couldn't stop.
"I'm sorry your growing up has to be this hard,” she said. Then she went back into the office and made a phone call. I heard her talking as I patted Kublai.
As she came back, Doctor Lovell turned off the office lights and I knew her time with me was almost over. She had a couple of prescription slips with names and addresses on them. “Beth Israel is near the East Village. They will admit you today. You will speak to the doctor whose name is written here. I will call him tomorrow to make sure all is well. Do you have money for the subway?"
She went toward the door. The dog leaped up and I followed. In the lobby she turned to face me. “This will be the last time I see you. I did you a great disservice as your doctor when I grew too fond of you.” She reached up and I bent down. She kissed me on the forehead. “It is my belief that you will recover. Do not disappoint me."
She turned and went down the hall to the elevators. Only Kublai was watching me when I paused at the door and looked back. Outside the bright day hurt my eyes.
What I'd done to Geoff and Mags seemed worse than anything that had been done to me. I thought it would have been cleaner if I'd gone to Vietnam and gotten killed.
* * * *
That night in the hospital someone screamed until the nurses shut him up. On the ragged border between methadone and agony I wondered if the Subway Man had spared my life because he saw himself in me.
For a moment I dozed and woke in a wooded park where the trees were tall as cathedral pillars. It was dawn or dusk and I was alone. Then, gliding in and out of the shadows of the leaves, were the Witch Girls.
But this time they stopped and looked right at me. Curious and a bit amused, they approached, knelt down where I lay. Their hands were cool on my forehead. They straightened my bedclothes, dried my tears, smiled as they sang the pining song I'd heard when I was four.
And we all understood that what I'd done and what had happened to me were the misfortunes that come to a Witch Boy trying in all the wrong ways to be human.
* * * *

"Spoiler alert."
* * * *
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Department: FILMS: ALICE DOESN'T LIVE HERE ANYMORE by Lucius Shepard
In Mel Brooks's classic comedy The Producers, an accountant and a Broadway producer concoct a scheme whereby they can produce a play guaranteed to close on opening night and make a fortune—they have solicited investments far in excess of the show's costs and a flop will guarantee the investors will not seek to recover their money. Having found the ideal play, Springtime for Hitler, a “gay romp with Adolf and Eva at Berchtesgaden,” their search for the perfect director leads them to Roger De Bris, a man whose penchant for bombastic showpieces complete with high-kicking chorus lines has made him an industry joke. Sad to say, Tim Burton appears to have become such a director, although he remains commercial and substitutes a quirky visual style for chorus lines.
Once perceived as a freshet of energy and creativity on the Hollywood scene, his reliance upon what were once signatures but now can be perceived as clichés (inclusive of a ghastly pale Johnny Depp and an appearance by Burton's wife of the moment) has rendered his approach to filmmaking tedious, superficial, and utterly predictable. He remains a visually innovative artist, but his use of CGI seems to have steered the course of his imagination into increasingly shallow depths, so that we can anticipate if not the precise form, then the general character of what we are about to see: a Gothic/surreal setting, atmospheric to a fault, in which a plethora of cartoonishly sinister figures plague an outsider who is, to one degree or another, a naïf.
The latest text to undergo this Burtonization is Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland (and Through the Looking Glass, for there are elements of both stories in the film). It has been billed as a re-imagining of Carroll's work, but comes across more as a remake of an old Tim Burton joint. Following a brief preamble as her six-year-old self, we meet Alice (a wooden Mia Wasikowska), now nineteen and something of a rebel by Victorian standards—at least she has been injected with a dose of Disney-brand you-go-girlism courtesy of scriptwriter Linda Woolverton, who sought, she says, to make of the character a strong role model for contemporary young women. Though this might have been handled with more subtlety out of respect for the story's classic status, it seems a laudable ambition, yet it comes across as somewhat hypocritical when we find that Alice appears without clothing for a large portion of the film (her clothes do not adapt to the shrinking and expanding of her body). While the movie's PG rating is maintained, the object is clearly to titillate and this undermines the allegory of female actualization that Woolverton has constructed.
When a garden party proves to be a setup for a marriage proposal offered by a chinless dweeb named Hamish, Alice flees, falls down a rabbit hole and enters Wonderland...actually, it's Underland, she is told by the denizens of the place, thereby establishing that this is in reality Burton-Woolverton Land, and has very, very little to do with Carroll's story. Only the names are the same, and even these have been altered to evoke a sort of Tolkienesque air—the caterpillar is known as Absolem, the dormouse is Mallymkun, and so on.
It turns out that Alice has fallen not into the world of her imagination, but rather into the midst of one of those decidedly non-sui generis struggles between good and evil that have inundated the high fantasy genre. In this instance, the conflict lies between the White Queen (Anne Hathaway) and the Red Queen (a bloated CGI version of Helena Bonham Carter, Burton's paramour du jour), and Lewis Carroll is soon left far behind, all the wonderful whimsy and allusiveness of his little book trampled underfoot in Burton's haste to trot out his corporate-sanctioned vision of Alice the Newly Liberated. Frame after frame of lavish psychedelic imagery slides by, fabulous creatures done in lime-greens and tangerines and Yellow Submarine yellows, yet the plot is so thin and mass-produced, the characters so unengaging, tedium sets in and you come to feel as though you're watching what may be the greatest screen-saver of all time; and when Alice dons her form-fitting suit of armor, takes the Vorpal Blade in hand and slays the Jabberwock (yep, that Jabberwock, the subject of a poem at the beginning of Carroll's book), thereby empowering a generation of contemporary young women to...I don't know, to buy into dreck like this, I guess...well, it's just another ho-hum moment in the history of commercial filmmaking.
And then there's the Mad Hatter.
I really wonder if Johnny Depp is capable of playing it straight anymore. If his performance as Dillinger in last summer's Public Enemy is an indicator, he seems unable to cope with a role that doesn't rely on the tics and twitches he has picked up during his association with Tim Burton. Whatever, all those twitches and then some are on full display in Alice. Given an inordinate amount of screen time for such a minor character; decked out in the Hatter uni and his customary pallid makeup; with red hair and sporting a variety of colored contact lenses; Depp transforms what was a lovable albeit somewhat pitiable eccentric into a bizarre androgynous figure, someone who appears equally capable of petting a lost kitty and doing unspeakable things with said kitty's intestines. He plays an endless game of winky-poo with the camera, blinking, making peculiar “ooks” and twitters, and, in the movie's penultimate scene, breakdances to technobeat music while his head spins around à la Linda Blair in The Exorcist. It's an image I will carry with me to the grave.
If all you're after is hallucinated landscape, this might just work for you—if, however, you're expecting anything remotely redolent of the Carroll books, a recapitulation of the aimless and nonsensical realm of childhood where luck comes with a golden penny and fate appears in the form of a spindly critter with velveteen mauve fur and backward-hinged legs, it's impossible to describe how dreadful a production this seems.
* * * *
The Secret of Kells, Oscar-nominated for best animated feature, is the kind of film that once, prior to the advent of computer generated imagery, caused me to seek out animation. Directed by Tomm Moore and Nora Twomey, the movie tells the story of Brendan (voiced by Evan McGuire), a boy in training to be a monk, living in the tiny village of Kells during the darkest part of the Dark Ages, directly in the path of marauding bands of Vikings and surrounded by the darkly foreboding Forbidden Forest, a place rife with shapeshifters and even more inimical human menace. Brendan's curmudgeonly uncle, Abbot Cellach (Brendan Gleeson), is determined to build a wall that will protect the village from the Vikings; but when Brother Aidan (Mick Lally), an aging master illuminator with a more expansive and optimistic nature, comes to Kells, carrying tales of how the invaders slaughtered his people, and carrying also a magical book of illuminations, The Book of Iona, that he's in the process of finishing, Brendan becomes convinced that the book, not the wall, will be the article of their salvation. Having spotted Brendan's talent for the arts, Aidan makes him his apprentice and sends him into the forest to collect the berries needed to make inks. There Brendan meets and is befriended by the fairy, Aisling (Christen Mooney), who sometimes manifests as an amiable white wolf, but more often appears as a charming, long-haired elf-girl. Brendan's world grows increasingly focused on the magic of the forest and the book (it eventually falls to him to finish the illuminations), but as the Vikings draw closer and closer, the Abbot does his best to suppress Aidan's talent (though once an illuminator himself, he views the book as a mere distraction) and direct him toward more practical matters.
If there is any grounds for comparison between Alice and Kells, it is that both films seek to overcome narrative failings (Kells has a slow first act and is occasionally unclear) with visual pyrotechnics. Whereas Burton comes off like a frenzied child with a paintball gun, spattering the screen willy-nilly with grotesque imagery, Moore and Twomey utilize a variety of styles ranging from the cartoonish simplicity with which Aisling is rendered to the impressionistic menace of the Vikings, boulder-like masses of black with glowing red eyes, from sections that might have been drawn by children to lovely hand-drawn frames that conjure up illuminations from the Book of Kells, the Irish Christian artifact containing the four gospels that inspired the film. Kells compels with its art, its visual poetry, pulling the audience along over the few rough patches, illuminating its fundamental tale of a boy becoming a man...and it may do so well enough to earn its status as a children's classic.
* * * *
Repo Men, the latest in Logan's Run imitations, and in no way to be confused with Alex Cox's excellent Repo Man, is based on a poorly written screenplay-masquerading-as-a-novel about organ repossession, The Repossession Mambo by Eric Garcia, and thoroughly rips off another movie, the awful Repo: The Genetic Opera. With bloodlines like these, it made perfect sense that in order to cast the movie the studio would reach into the bottom of its nearly bottomless vat and yank out an ensemble of second-raters and has-beens, with perhaps a crucial cameo by Lorenzo Lamas or Traci Lords.
But no!
In its infinite wisdom, the studio went A-list all the way, choosing Liev Schreiber, Jude Law, Forest Whitaker, and Alice Braga to head up the cast. Given this, one would think it would be natural to pair these heavyweights with a correspondingly prestigious director like, say...
Miguel Sapochnik?
Okay.
Sapochnik, best known in the industry as a storyboard artist, must have worshipped at the Church of Robocop, because it's apparent that he was going after a Paul Verhoeven vibe (as well as something of a Bladerunner vibe for the set design—neon signs in Chinese, ads tracking to and fro on dirigibles, all the Bladerunner signatures that have now become clichés), mixing in gory action sequences with doses of satirical humor.
It's the dark and bloody and often rainy near-future, and humanity has managed to extend its lifespan by means of expensive mechanical organs provided by an evil corporation called the Union—a good portion of the Union's money comes via the repossession business. If a person falls behind in their payments, the corporation sends out repo men armed with wicked-looking retrieval instruments to take back the organ without the least regard for the purchaser's survival. Remy (Law) and Jake (Whitaker) are two of the best repo men going, performing their gruesome work with unwholesome relish. When Remy suffers an accident on the job and is outfitted with a new heart, roles are reversed and he becomes the hunted (by Jake, of course). After that things follow a predictable track. Remy meets a girl (Braga) who is pretty damn near all mechanical organs and who introduces him to the underground (there are thousands of people with replacement organs living on the downlow, which causes you to wonder how much money the Union could be making from this practice) and so it goes, pocketa, pocketa, pocketa, just like every other version of the story.
There are a few good moments, as when Remy tells a singer how much his music means to him while preparing to take his heart, but for the most part the satire falls flat and we are left with the usual chase scenes and the far-too-many ultra-gory organ retrievals (Sapochnik seems fixated on the most gruesome aspects of his movie, and I actually averted my eyes from the screen at one point, the mulch of blood and macerated flesh grew so disgusting). I marveled at Sapochnik's aesthetic—what audience had he been hoping to attract with his nasty, ugly, brutish film? Impossible to say. As I left the theater I found myself thinking about other matters, inclusive of wondering how Jude Law felt about the whole enterprise. He could not have been happy, I decided, to discover that in certain scenes, thanks to Sapochnik's lighting and camera styles, he resembled a mash-up between Andre Agassi and Gollum.
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Short Story: EPIDAPHELES AND THE INADEQUATELY ENRAGED DEMON by Ramsey Shehadeh
Around here, we're not prone to quoting reviews, but the comments concerning Ramsey Shehadeh's first story about Epidapheles (in our Mar/Apr issue and currently reprinted on our Website) brought a variety of reactions, including “Silly and pointless,” “mercifully short,” “tried way too hard to be funny/silly,” and “didn't score much.” Other reviewers and bloggers said, “Lots of fun, a distinctive voice, and I very much hope we'll see more in the same vein by this author,” and “One could say this is supremely silly, but that's what I like about it.” 
In light of such enthusiasm, we welcome Epidapheles back for more silliness.
Epidapheles stroked his beard and studied the wall. “You are quite correct, Lord Fuddlesworth,” he said. “The doorway you describe is not there. In fact, it is perhaps the most absent doorway I have ever encountered."
Door sighed. He stood in the corner behind Epidapheles—his master—and watched.
"But many years ago, this wall did contain a doorway,” said Lord Fuddlesworth. He was a stooped old man, with a small and frail voice. “And then, quite suddenly, and for a very long time, it did not. And now it sometimes does, and sometimes doesn't. It is perplexing."
"Interesting,” said Epidapheles. “Very interesting.” He paused. “Very, very interesting,” he said.
When Epidapheles did not know what to say, he tended to repeat himself until something occurred to him. Things very rarely occurred to him, however, so he was likely to go on in this vein for some time. Door decided to intervene. He tiptoed forward, as quietly as he could, trying to keep his wooden legs from clattering against the tiled floor, and nudged his master.
Epidapheles spun around and glared down. “What?"
Lord Fuddlesworth started, and glanced over. He could not see Door, as Door was invisible, but he could see Epidapheles addressing the empty space behind him.
"Don't look at me,” whispered Door.
"Why not?” said Epidapheles.
"Don't talk to me either,” whispered Door.
"I will speak to you as long as it pleases me to do so."
Lord Fuddlesworth's expression shifted from confused to baffled. “Lord Mage, are you communing with demons?” he said.
"We don't want him to know I'm here,” hissed Door, with all the patience he could muster. “Don't you remember? We just discussed this."
Epidapheles squinted, searching through the dark and fuddled muck of his memory for the conversation they'd had an hour ago. In this conversation, Door had suggested that they should keep his presence secret, as there is very little point in telling people that your familiar is an invisible chair. No good can come of it.
Eventually, comprehension dawned in Epidapheles's eyes—although Door suspected that it wasn't a dawning so much as a sputtering skyward lurch, like a sun heaving itself halfway over the horizon, peeking out at the world, finding nothing particularly worth illuminating, then slipping, with some relief, back into the earth.
Epidapheles turned back to the wall. He seemed on the point of saying interesting again, but quelled the impulse.
"Fascinating,” he said, and stroked his beard. The beard was made out of twine and goat hair and pasted to his real beard with epoxy. The goat from which it had been cut was—based on the available evidence—very old, very mangy, and possibly leprous. But Epidapheles insisted on wearing it. He had recently conceived the notion that his renown placed him in great and constant danger, which required him to wear a disguise at all times. This was, Door thought, a somewhat perplexing notion. They were in constant danger, yes, but this was due much more to Epidapheles's terrifying incompetence than it was to his renown. Also, there was no renown. Attributing something to Epidapheles's renown was akin to attributing it to his exoskeleton, or his intelligence, or his breasts.
In any case, the disguise was not especially effective. Epidapheles seemed to believe that the best way to disguise himself was to dress up as himself, except more. Thus the tattered false beard stuck to his identical real beard, the dingy charcoal robes slipped over his dingy gray robes, and the twisted oaken staff standing in for his crooked oaken staff. Also, the pseudonym: Epidafeles.
"There are two solutions to your dilemma, Lord Fuddlesworth,” he said. “We can either make the door completely not there, or we can render it entirely there."
Lord Fuddlesworth brightened at this. “You can make it visible?"
Epidapheles nodded. “Of course. I am Epidafeles, mage of mages."
Door groaned. The chances of Epidapheles producing a door out of nothing were remote. He knew this from experience, as he was the product of one such failed invocation. The old mage had attempted to conjure a door into the back wall of a tavern, and had instead animated a nearby chair. He had then rendered the chair invisible in his efforts to de-animate it. Thus was Door born.
Door had fond memories of his years as a simple chair. Everything had made sense, then. He'd existed to be sat upon, or not sat upon—a pleasantly binary, and immensely fulfilling, state of being. But there was no such clarity now. Door existed, as far as he could tell, to exist, which seemed a paltry sort of purpose.
"And you can keep it visible?” said Lord Fuddlesworth.
"Of course,” said Epidapheles.
"And it will lead to my wife's rooms?"
Epidapheles hesitated. “Is that where it led before?"
"Yes,” said Lord Fuddlesworth. “When it wasn't leading to the demonic realm of Disembowelebub the Eternally Enraged.” He smiled, in a distant, melancholy way. “My lovely Habakkuka disappeared with her door many, many years ago. It would be very pleasant to see her again."
"Yes, of course,” said Epidapheles, and nodded, sagely. He looked in Door's general direction. He looked at the old man. He looked at the doorless spot on the wall. “Perhaps you should tell me more about this demonic realm,” he said.
Door sighed.
* * * *
Disembowelebub the Eternally Enraged was in a brooding sort of a mood. He strode through his realm, hands clasped behind his back, staring down at the ground.
Habakkuka walked beside him. He was in gargantuan form today, so she had to take five steps for every one of his, and crane her neck to speak to him. “How are you feeling, milord?” she said.
"Bemused and melancholy, I'm afraid,” he said. “Which is an improvement over yesterday, I suppose. Yesterday I was approaching cheerful."
"I am very sorry to hear that, milord."
"As am I, Habakkuka. Does Disembowelebub the Bemused and Melancholy strike fear into your heart? No? How about Disembowelebub the Approaching Cheerful? Does this send frissons of terror crawling up and down your spine?"
"It does not, milord."
"Of course it does not.” He sighed, and stared off into the middle distance. “When I was a stripling incarnation of evil, even the smallest slight would send me into sputtering paroxysms of rage. I remember when one of my subjects sneezed during a sacrificial ritual in my honor. I set the city ablaze, flayed and disemboweled all of its inhabitants, and then shot the entire realm surrounding it into the fiery maw of hell. For a sneeze.” He shook his head. “These days, I doubt I'd mind much if an army of paladins decided to relieve themselves on one of my altars."
"I'm sure it's just a phase, milord. Contentment cannot last forever."
"Do you know what I did yesterday?"
"No, milord."
"I was sorting through my sufferers, looking for a few thousand to excruciate before dinner, when I found myself thinking that perhaps these poor people didn't deserve the infinite pain I was about to inflict upon them. That they were, after all, innocents.” He pinched his lower lip between his fangs, and seemed on the point of tears. “And then I let them go."
Habakkuka nodded sympathetically. “Perhaps this was a stratagem, milord. An attempt to render yourself enraged at yourself."
"Perhaps.” He shook his head. “If so, it failed spectacularly. I felt friendly, and benign. Disembowelebub the Friendly and Benign.” He buried his face in his hands. “Is there nothing in all the universes worth becoming enraged with?"
* * * *
Epidapheles steepled his eyebrows, glared at the wall, and cried: “Egressiniari!"
Nothing happened.
Door, folded into a corner in the back of the room, glanced over at Lord Fuddlesworth, who occupied the opposite corner, and was curled into the fetal position with his hands over his head. Fuddlesworth had long since come to the obvious conclusion—that nothing was the best possible outcome when Epidapheles was performing magic—and had subsequently begun to mutter earnest entreaties to a series of gods, demigods, microgods, picogods, and any entities that had so much as grazed a pantheon since the beginning of time.
None of them appeared to be listening, however. In the course of three hours, Epidapheles had managed to turn Lord Fuddlesworth into a sprig of parsnip, a flagon of goat urine, an ermine battleaxe, a very bad love poem, and the color blue. Door knew from long experience how to avoid Epidapheles's magipropisms, and had therefore escaped with nothing more than a sudden outbreak of hives and a fleeting nostril infestation.
"Thank you, Lord Mage,” said Lord Fuddlesworth in a tiny voice. “I believe I am satisfied. I no longer see the door. It is quite invisible."
Epidapheles turned around and studied the old man. “Did you not wish to make the door visible?"
"No,” said the old man, shaking his head. “Yes. Perhaps. But I have been persuaded that it would be far better if it were simply banished."
Epidapheles shrugged. “As you wish. I'll just clear away this mess.” He waved his hand at a bewildered group of marmosets he'd conjured near the beginning of the ordeal. There was a flash, and a small, localized grammarstorm bloomed out of the air and crawled along the ceiling, shedding torrents of adjectives that splashed down into the room, modifying everything they touched. Door suddenly found himself both crenelated and deciduous, and just slightly canonical. Lord Fuddlesworth had become spangled and punctilious. The walls dripped with jocund. Rivulets of trapezoidal ran between the tiles.
The marmosets did not disappear—though they did become a bit smoggy.
Also, there was a window.
Door shook off his adjectives and studied the window. It occupied the same space as Lord Fuddlesworth's imaginary door. It was a simple unadorned rectangle, with yellow curtains gathered off to the side. A shaft of red light spilled through it into the room and painted an ochre square on the floor.
Epidapheles—entirely dry—peered at the window, the boiling mass of marmosets, the dissipating grammarstorm. He looked sidelong at Lord Fuddlesworth. “Just as I'd planned,” he said.
Door sighed, stepped fuzzily through a puddle of adverbs, and peered annually into the window. He saw a berm of red rock bristling with a dense forest of iron pikes that reached up into the sky. Men and women were impaled on the top of each of the pikes, thousands and thousands of them. They moaned and struggled feebly in the heat.
"It looks like you've opened the version of the portal that leads to the infernal realms of Disembowelebub.” He turned to Epidapheles. “Why does this not surprise me?"
Lord Fuddlesworth crept up behind them, stepping gingerly around a grasping mound of gerunds. He peered through the window, and a smile broke out across his face. “Oh, well done, Lord Mage!” he cried. He clambered through the window, then set off across the landscape, wending his way between the pikes, calling: “Habakkuka! Habakkuka!"
Door watched him recede. “The old fool will die in there,” he said. “We should do something."
Epidapheles nodded. He drew himself up to his full height, steepled his brows, stared defiantly into the infernal light, and said: “I'm feeling a bit peckish."
There was a small silence. Door said: “What?"
Epidapheles rubbed his belly. “Which is odd. I seem to remember eating breakfast."
"The something I was suggesting,” said Door, “involved saving Lord Fuddlesworth from certain death."
Epidapheles frowned. “I fail to see how this will assuage my hunger."
* * * *
Habakkuka strode through the Garden of Eternal Agony at Disembowelebub's side. The demon lord stared moodily off into the middle distance and said nothing. Each step he took shook the world and sent fissures ramifying across the dry earth and between the plots of the damned, who reached out from their holes with what limbs they still possessed. Those with tongues cried out for mercy. Those without simply moaned.
Habakkuka smiled, gently. She had learned over the years to soak up the screams of this realm, absorb them, and—when she was alone, in the middle of the night—crawl into her bed and weep, and weep, and weep for the fate of the damned. She could just as easily have ignored the suffering entirely, of course. This certainly would have spared her a great deal of sorrow. But it would have also made her into the monster she was attempting to destroy.
"Last night,” said Disembowelebub, “I read the collected works of Placidon the Loving, as you suggested. All of them. Love the Little Creatures, Gentle Footsteps on the Loving Path of Pure Lovingness, Hug the Cockles of the Heart of the Inner Everyone. It was nauseating."
"I am pleased to hear it, milord. I expect your wrath was great."
"It was not,” said Disembowelebub. “Today I stormed into the mortal realm, fully intending to disembowel every tenth male in the Kingdom of Ur—as is my yearly custom—but found myself thinking: What would Placidon do?” He frowned. “Apparently, what he would do is rescue a drowning puppy."
Habakkuka nodded. “Perhaps you wished to prolong its death agonies?"
"No. I wished to give it to a sick little girl. To make her feel better.” He bit his lip, and looked away. “Which is what I did."
"Feral puppies can be quite dangerous. It could be that you expected it to simply eat her."
"No.” He shook his head. “I just wanted to make her happy. And I believe I did. She kissed me.” He suppressed a sob. “On my horns."
"How horrible."
"You cannot possibly imagine."
"It's not too late to flay and then burn her entire family."
"True,” said Disembowelebub, and shrugged. He picked one of the planted sufferers and twirled him between his thumb and forefinger, notched a talon under his chin and was on the point of popping his head off when he paused, sighed, and lowered him gently to ground.
The sufferer looked warily to one side, then the other. He took one backward step, then another. And then he turned and ran.
Disembowelebub watched him recede. “You're probably thinking I'm going to let that man almost escape, and then, at the last possible moment, hang him with his own intestines.” The sufferer disappeared over the horizon. “Well, I'm not."
Habakukka shook her head. “Your illness progresses rapidly, milord."
"Yes.” Disembowelebub rounded on her. “And you have done nothing about it, woman. I have been under your care for many, many years, yet every day is worse than the last."
She looked down. “You doubt me, milord."
"Yes, I think that's a fair statement."
"You seemed satisfied with my credentials when you first accepted me into your service."
"Ah, yes, your credentials. What were those again? Your miraculous healing of Baal the Intermittently Piqued? Or was it Gorgon the Passive Aggressive's triumphant return to artfully concealed emotional sabotage?"
"Sarcasm does not become you, milord,” said Habakukkah.
"You're right. I'm sorry,” said Disembowelebub, sagging a little. He started, and drew himself up to his full height, and roared: “No I'm not! Silence, woman!” And then, after a moment, he withered again. “No, I am, actually."
"I believe the time has come for us to take more extreme measures."
Disembowelebub looked at her. “Yes?"
"Have you ever conversed with a civil servant?"
"Conversed? No. I do have a plane devoted entirely to their excruciation, however. They are tasked with administering the Plane of Untamable Chaos, for all eternity."
"They must have angered you greatly, milord."
"I suppose they did, at one point. I seem to remember an infuriating obsession with process.” He shrugged. “They don't particularly anger me now."
"Then perhaps you should speak with one of them."
"Speak? With a mortal?"
"There are few things more enraging than a civil servant."
Disembowelebub sighed. “Well. It's worth a try, I suppose.” He gestured, and the landscape yawed to one side, and then the other. It flipped upside-down, and righted itself, and they were among the civil servants.
A million million men and women in light gray suits rushed through a maze of fuzzy gray walls interspersed with steel desks and uncomfortable chairs on balky rollers, surrounded by a landscape of pure chaos. Inchoate, pointless shapes cycled through random configurations. Entire continents formed, unformed, reformed, and then turned into bananas. Time slowed down and sped up for no apparent reason. Universal constants fluctuated wildly.
Habakkuka and the demon lord had appeared beside a steel-gray counter. Behind it, a pinched gray man with a cropped haircut and a gray suit and a face contorted in agony was screaming at a mathematical symbol. “No! You are, by definition, irrational! You may not end! You must march forever into infinity!"
The symbol, a short horizontal line resting atop two close-spaced vertical lines, leaned against the counter, looking bored. “Look, I'm tired, man. Five decimal places is plenty accurate."
The civil servant slapped a stack of forms down on the counter and screamed: “It is not! If you wish to change your value, you must fill out these forms, in triplicate, and then obtain corroborating signatures from both Circumference and Diameter! And then you must take your form to the committee for—"
"Golden Ratio just changed. Yesterday. He didn't have to do any of this stuff."
"Golden Ratio is operating outside of approved procedural norms! He is subject to disciplinary action by—"
"It's done, man. I'm out of here,” said the symbol, and disappeared. Everything circular in the realm of chaos suddenly tightened, very slightly.
A great communal scream went up. The pinched gray civil servant dropped to his knees and clawed out his eyes. Multitudes of gray-suited sufferers threw up their papers and ran pell-mell through the makeshift corridors, shrieking.
Habakkuka pointed. “There's another one,” she said.
A gray man in an identical gray suit was studying them from behind another counter. Disembowelebub strode forward, shaking the earth with each step. “Mortal,” he said.
"Good evening, sir,” said the gray man. He pulled a form from the stack beside him, attached it to a clipboard, and handed it up to Disembowelebub. “Please fill this out."
Disembowelebub looked at the clipboard, then at the civil servant. “What?"
"We need to get your information on file before we can do anything else, I'm afraid."
"My information?” said Disembowelebub, his voice hardening. His body began to swell. His horns thrummed with red light. Rivulets of fire foamed between his fangs and coursed down his face. “I am Disembowelebub, the Eternally Enraged, Father of Pain, Lord of Suffering, Damner of Souls, Eater of Hope."
"Not until you fill this out you aren't,” said the civil servant, tapping the clipboard.
Disembowelebub had by now grown to three times his usual size. He was a giant tower of rage, looming over his realm, visible from every point. When he spoke, his voice was a deafening rumble of thunder. “DO NOT THINK THAT THIS IS THE WORST OF ALL TORMENTS, MORTAL. THE REALM OF PAIN IS INFINITE, AS IS MY WRATH. I WILL TRANSFORM YOU INTO A CREATURE OF PURE AGONY. YOU SHALL BECOME SUFFERING INCARNATE. MOTHERS WILL TELL THEIR CHILDREN THE STORY OF YOUR—"
"Forgive me for interrupting, sir,” said the gray man, shouting up toward Disembowelebub's summit, his voice shrilling into the higher registers, “but I'm afraid that I have to close for lunch now. I'll be back in a hour, at which point I would be happy to listen to the conclusion of your diatribe.” He placed a small sign on the counter and turned away. The sign said: Lunch. Back soon!
Disembowelebub bellowed, and a roiling orb of pure darkness formed in his palm. Evil steamed off of its surface, and the cries of a billion lost souls emanated from its core. He opened his mouth and loosed a scream of such surpassing vileness that the very air around him fled, and the vacuum left behind shuddered and tried to eat itself.
Habakkuka looked on, worry creasing the skin between her brows. Perhaps she had gone too far this time. She watched the rage crackle around him, like something electrical, something alive, just as it had before she came into this realm and began to work her subtle magic.
But then, quite suddenly, she felt his rage dissipate. The orb in his hand dwindled into a pebble, and then disappeared entirely. The fire streaming from his mouth turned to smoke and billowed away. He shrank, and shrank, and shrank, until he stood at his smallest size, slumped before her.
His face was glum. “I tried,” he said. “I really did."
"I know, milord."
"All of this anger. It just seems so...pointless."
"Perhaps you should smite them anyway."
He shook his head. “No, I don't think so."
"But you cannot let such impertinence go unpunished. What will the other damned think?"
"Yes. I suppose you're right.” He sighed, and waved a hand. The plane of civil servants disappeared.
Habakkuka surveyed the suddenly empty landscape. All of the civil servants were gone, as were their cubicles, their forms, their papers, their desks, their counters. “Did you consign them to a deeper level of your realm?” she said.
"That's what we'll tell people, yes. But really I just let them go. It's so much easier.” He sighed, and turned his back on her, and began trudging across the empty landscape.
Habakkuka allowed her smile to widen—very slightly, and only for the briefest instant—then hurried after him.
* * * *
Epidapheles picked his way through the forest of pikes, staring up at the canopy of moaning souls. “Is it necessary to make quite so much noise?” he called up to them.
"Leave those poor people alone,” said Door. “They're damned."
"Damned loud,” muttered Epidapheles.
Lord Fuddlesworth was nowhere in sight when they stepped out of the pikes. They stood at the crest of a great hill and looked down at the infinite realm of Disembowelebub, rolling endlessly out to the horizon. It was divided into a series of vast, precise squares, each bordered by a low wooden fence. In the nearest square, millions of sufferers ran screaming from swarming phalanxes of ravenous yapping demon chihuahuas. In another, naked men and women bathed helplessly in rivers of lye. In a third, a multitude of damned boulders pushed giant Greeks up steep inclines. Straight, paved roads ran between the squares, giving the scene the appearance of a writhing patchwork quilt.
"Should we ask for directions?” said Epidapheles.
"Directions to where?"
Epidapheles shrugged. “I don't know. Huzabooby?"
"Habakkuka,” said Door. “She's a person, not a landmark."
"Whatever she is,” said Epidapheles, “she might know where we can find some dinner.” He set off down the hill, moving briskly. After a moment, Door followed.
There was room enough between the fenced-off squares for two to walk abreast. Epidapheles and Door moved down the road, passing through a thick atmosphere of screams, wails, laments, pleas, sobs. At first, Door looked to either side as they passed, but very soon he could no longer bear to witness the torment. He curled up into himself and trudged forward, keeping the place where his eyes would have been, if he'd had eyes, pointed resolutely forward. He could do nothing about the sounds, however. These he had to endure.
Epidapheles sauntered along, whistling something tuneless, peering into each square. Suddenly he stopped, and pointed. “That doesn't seem so bad,” he said.
Door looked. In the square on his left, millions of naked men and women shuffled aimlessly along, their faces creased with pain and slack with exhaustion. He saw one man sit down on a rock outcropping, and then burst instantly into flame. The man screamed and stood up, and the flames disappeared as quickly as they'd appeared. A woman leaned against a tree and was immediately set upon by thousands of cockroaches, which crawled up her legs and down her back and transformed her into a chitinous construct of tiny, writhing hordes. She sprang away from the tree, and the cockroaches disappeared. She began to walk again.
"Walking,” said Epidapheles. “That's their torment?” He shook his head. “This demon lacks ambition."
Door didn't answer. He was looking at the walkers. In their faces, he saw the long pain of aeons, something more than physical: a soul-sickness, the spiritual agony of hopelessness stretching out to the horizons of time.
He stopped, considering. Then he crossed to the fence and clambered onto the first rail, bent himself over the second, pushed with his two front legs, somersaulted over the top, and fell into the square.
He rose and surveyed his surroundings. Epidapheles was screaming at him, but he barely heard. He was in the thick of the milling horde of walkers. He turned to the nearest one and said: “Excuse me, sir."
The walker started, and looked from side to side. “Who's there?” he said.
"Would you like to sit down?” said Door.
The walker swiveled his head toward Door's voice. He narrowed his eyes. “Why? So you can set me on fire again? Strip off my skin? Drench me in acid?"
"Nothing like that will happen,” said Door. “You have my word."
The walker fell silent. The others milled around him, their eyes downcast, moaning quietly. Finally, he said: “I can't see you."
"Sit. I will be there."
The walker blinked, steeled himself, breathed deeply, and sat. Door scampered into position, and felt the man's weight lower onto him.
He sighed, and relaxed in slow, halting increments. An eternity of despair rushed through Door's seat, dissipated down his legs, and fled into the ground.
"Thank you,” said the man, after a moment, each word a choked sob. “Oh, thank you. Thank you."
"You are very welcome,” said Door. There was a something welling within him, a lovely warmth, a completeness. He had not known its like in a long, long time.
* * * *
"Who is that?” said Disembowelebub, peering into the grid. A small gray figure stood beside the Square of Eternal Walking, screaming and gesticulating over the fence.
Habakkuka looked, and frowned. The man was clearly not part of Disembowelebub's realm. Neither was he part of her plans. “I do not know, milord."
"He's making a great deal of noise,” said Disembowelebub.
"Yes he is.” Habakkuka was becoming concerned.
Disembowelebub sighed. “Well. Let us go see what he wants."
He waved his hand. Habakkuka felt herself rise off the ground, and the realm began to slide beneath her feet. The Square of Eternal Walking rushed toward her. In a moment, they were upon it. She drifted gently to the ground.
The old man stopped screaming. He turned to her, then shifted his eyes to her side, and followed Disembowelebub's legs up into the sky. “Are you Disentowelenbug?” he said.
Disembowelebub frowned. “I am Disembowelebub, the Eternally Enraged, Father of Pain, Lord of—"
"Yes yes,” said the old man, waving his hand impatiently. “I require two services of you. First, you will remove my familiar from that stinking pit of perambulators. Second, you will direct me to the nearest alehouse.” He shook his head. “I must tell you, I have never seen an infernal realm more bereft of the basic necessities."
Habakkuka felt something burgeoning beside her. She looked up at the demon. He had grown huge again, but there was something authentic about his menace now. Something profound and deep-seated.
"Come, milord,” she said. “Let us leave this impertinent man to his own devices."
"Still your tongue, woman,” said the old man. “You are in the presence of Epidapheles."
"WHO?” Disembowelebub towered over them, his head abutting the sky. He hands were curled into claws, each the size of a small mountain.
"Epidapheles!” cried the old man. “Mage of mages, scourge of....” He paused, considering. “Scourge of many things,” he said, at last. “Many, many things. There is very little that I am not scourge of."
"SILENCE, MORTAL. YOU WILL LEAVE MY REALM IMMEDIATELY."
"I will leave your realm when I am ready to do so, Disenterthethong,” said Epidapheles.
Habakkuka stepped back and looked up at the demon. He was fully enraged now. The sky had darkened around him. The damned paused in their suffering to cower away from their overlord's mounting wrath. She watched all of her years of patient coaxing, gentle palliatives, quiet magic dissolve into nothing.
"THE SONG OF YOUR DEATH WILL BE SUNG THROUGH THE AGES, MORTAL,” rumbled Disembowelebub. “MOTHERS WILL WEEP FOR YOU. CHILDREN WILL LIE TREMBLING IN THEIR BEDS AT THE THOUGHT OF THE PAIN THAT I WILL—"
Epidapheles raised his arms, and pointed at the demon, and cried: “Enbugularium!"
There was a silence.
"Soon,” said Epidapheles, “when my magic takes effect, you will be transformed into a beetle."
There was a little more silence.
"At which point you will be very small and harmless,” said Epidapheles.
Silence. Various things failed to occur.
"Any moment now,” he said.
A teacup appeared in the air, between the demon and the mage. It hovered there for a moment, looking confused. And then it fell to the road and shattered.
"But first,” said Epidapheles, after another uncomfortable silence, “I will summon a teacup."
Disembowelebub raised his arms. Habakkuka felt the sum of all malice gathering above her, an infinitely dense distillation of all the rage that ever was, all the rage that ever would be.
* * * *
Door looked up at the demon, and then down at Epidapheles, who was squatting in the road, inspecting the shards of a teacup.
He sighed.
"Excuse me,” he said. “I'm afraid I need to tend to my master. He appears to be enraging a demon again."
"Oh,” said the man. “I am very sorry to hear that."
"It'll just take a moment. I'll be back. I promise."
"Yes, of course.” The walker stood with a grunt, then turned around, and bowed. “I thank you,” he said. “You cannot know how much this has meant to me.” And then his face stiffened into a rictus of torment, and he rejoined the shuffling throng.
Door watched him until he disappeared, then turned and sprinted toward the fence, vaulted it in a single leap, and tore down the road toward Epidapheles.
He arrived just as the demon, roaring, burst into flames and sent a giant bolus of rage screaming down the sky. Door charged headlong into the old mage, knocking him off the road an instant before the bolus arrived. It plowed into the ground and burrowed down, down, throwing up great gouts of dirt and brimstone.
The Earth screamed.
And then there was silence.
Door, collapsed in a tangle of Epidapheles's limbs on the side of the road, looked up. He saw a giant crater in the ground, and beside it a lovely woman in white robes, and beside her a man of average height and average demeanor. The man was looking about: first at the crater, then at the nearest square, and then the next square, and then the next, his face contorted in horror.
* * * *
Habakkuka studied the man beside her. She saw the barest traces of the demon Disembowelebub in his features, but that was all: he'd expended the entirety of his rage on that disreputable old wizard, and all that was left was the man he'd been, long ago.
"Gods,” he breathed. “What is all this?"
"This is your realm, milord."
He turned to her. “All this suffering,” he said, “is my doing?"
"Yes,” said the woman. “You have been the scourge of the dead for many aeons. Do you not remember?"
He shook his head. “I was a mage,” he said. “I remember I was...angry. I experimented with the fell arts. I communed with demons. But I did not...” He broke off. “I did not intend this."
"I have tried for many years to drain you of that anger. It has been a slow process. Too slow.” She watched him. “You must undo all of this, milord. Now. Before the rage returns to find you."
He nodded.
"Hurry, please."
He nodded again, and closed his eyes.
The fences disappeared first, and then the roads, and then the agents of excruciation: lye and chihuahua, fire and brimstone, rack and thumbscrew and iron maiden—all of it, suddenly gone.
The damned, freed of their agony at last, crawled out of their holes, paused in their endless flight, came off of their pikes. Sat down.
A great sigh of relief rippled through the realm. And then all the dead souls rose into the sky and misted away.
And they were alone: Habakkuka, and the demon, and the old man. And someone else, nibbling at the edge of her consciousness. Someone oddly chair-like.
The demon was shaking, and his skin was beginning to redden. The buds of horns were forming on his temples. “It is coming back,” he said.
"Yes, milord,” said the woman.
"It must not,” he said.
She nodded.
He looked at the crater, its irregular borders still sizzling with molten rage, and then turned back to her. “Thank you,” he said, taking her hand. He walked slowly to the edge of the pit, then looked into its endless depths. He closed his eyes and took one more step. And fell.
* * * *
Epidapheles peeked up from his cower. “Did I defeat him?” he said.
Door disentangled himself from his master's legs and stood up. “If by ‘him’ you mean ‘common sense,’ then yes,” he said.
There was a shout in the distance. Door turned, and saw the small, bent figure of Lord Fuddlesworth cresting a hill. “Habakkuka!” he called. “My love! I have found you!"
The old man hurried down the hill and fell into the arms of the woman in white. She embraced him, smiling. “It is good to see you again, husband,” she said.
Epidapheles struggled to his feet, grumbling loudly. He was in the act of straightening his robes when he noticed his surroundings and froze. He turned in a small circle, surveying the empty wasteland about him.
"I seem to remember,” he said, presently, “there being a demonic realm here."
"There was,” said Door. “It's gone now."
"Ah.” Epidapheles looked at the endless chasm yawning down into forever at his feet. He looked at the woman in white, and the tiny lord in her arms. He snuck another peek at the barren wasteland. He looked at Door.
"Sometimes,” he said, in a confidential whisper, “I find the world entirely bewildering."
Door was looking at the empty space where the Square of Eternal Walking had been. He said nothing.
* * * *
Door and Habakkuka stood outside the manor of Lord Fuddlesworth, watching the sun set over a line of trees in the distance. The sounds of revelry came to them from within the manor: Lord Fuddlesworth and Epidapheles in their cups, singing bawdy songs, clattering from room to room, overturning flower pots, dancing on tables, terrorizing the house staff.
Habakkuka rested her hand on Door's back, and said: “I hope you know that you are welcome to stay for as long as you'd like."
"That'll change,” said Door. “The old man will probably insult your husband soon, in a profound and unforgivable way. There'll be an argument, and he'll cast some angry bit of magic that'll go awry and cause a priceless family heirloom to sprout legs and totter away, or a volcano to appear in an inconvenient place.” He paused. “Somewhere in the middle of all that, he's very likely to stagger out here and say something outrageously salacious, and then try to grope you."
"Oh dear,” said Habakkuka.
"I expect to be fleeing from armed men by evening. Tomorrow morning at the latest."
"But you can stay,” she said.
"No. I'm bound to him."
She was looking directly at Door now. She couldn't quite see him, but she could sense his presence, and he found that oddly comforting—to be known by someone other than the old mage. “I saw what you did for that poor soul in the Square of Eternal Walking,” she said. “It was very kind."
Door shrugged. “Moot now,” he said, and looked at her. “You seem tired."
She nodded. “I have spent most of the past ten years following that demon around his endless realm."
"You should get some sleep, milady."
"Yes, but not quite yet. I have not seen a sunset in a very long time."
Door looked up at her. “If you want,” he began, and stopped. “If it would please you,” he said, and stopped again. “I would be happy to be of assistance,” he said.
She smiled. “It would not be an imposition?"
"Not at all, milady."
"Thank you,” she said, and eased herself gracefully down. He felt her weight settle onto him, and the warmth ran through his frame again, stronger than before.
Together, they watched the sun sink into the night.
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Novelet: THE LOST ELEPHANTS OF KENYISHA by Ken Altabef
Ken Altabef contributed “Pleased to Meetcha” to our Aug. 2006 issue. He says he's working on a fantasy novel trilogy right now. His new story takes us to East Africa, where conservationists face hard choices.
Merrian Aprilwood placed the photographs on the desk facing outward so Dr. Falconer could more easily see them. She wondered briefly how they might best be arranged for maximum impact, but it didn't matter. Any way you looked at it, the destruction was impressive. A wealthy Tanzanian estate, half the buildings ravaged by a tornado's fury, kraals shattered, thatch and beam scattered wide, farmland ripped up as if a berserk bulldozer crew had run amok.
"These were taken in Kenyisha,” she said, “a small Tanzanian province just south of the Park."
Dr. Falconer regarded the photographs carefully. He passed a slender, sharply pointed index finger along the surface as if to divine some deep significance perhaps hidden from the casual or untrained eye. The motion struck Merrian the wrong way, giving too much the impression of a sideshow charlatan. Falconer lifted one of the photos and held it up closely before his face, his careworn brow rumpling just above the wire-frame glasses.
Merrian repressed a snicker. She had to admit, she thought rather poorly of this man so far. It might have been different had his first words in her office not been, “Good Lord, I'd forgotten how much I hate Africa.” His principal objection, it turned out, was to the number and variety of annoying insects, coupled with an overblown fear of contracting some ghastly but unnamed disease from them. How was she supposed to take that, she who had spent the better part of her life on the continent and knew it to be one of the most beautiful, graceful places on Earth?
A native Californian, she had come to Kenya as a curious biologist whose casual safari led to an attachment to the Kenya Wildlife Service to study lions, and then eventually, elephants. Twenty years later, she was director of the Amboseli Elephant Project. Her return ticket to L.A., now as withered and yellow as any ancient parchment, hung among the photos pinned to the wall behind her desk, right between the hippo and the lion cub.
"Elephants caused all this?” Falconer asked. His voice was surprisingly deep for such a tall, thin man. A substantial amount of gray peeked through his close-cropped hair, appearing in a random haphazard fashion instead of a determined march up toward his temples. His eyes were sharp, making the creases and wrinkles at their edges seem as if they didn't quite belong, all of this giving the impression of a relatively young man aged prematurely rather than an old man with a twinkle still in his eye.
"The damage is consistent with a herd rampage, yes, but with no reliable witnesses—"
"You can't be sure,” said Falconer, “and you consider it unlikely."
"Merrian likes to think of the Park's pachyderms as her friends; I guess she's hard-pressed to admit any of her charges might be misbehaving.” This came from Ian Hartwick-Corning, a senior research associate at Amboseli National Park, a very handsome and congenial man, and a world authority on elephants. Up until now, Merrian had found his help indispensable. However, this whole ludicrous scene was entirely his fault. It had been Ian who suggested bringing in Dr. Falconer, an old acquaintance from his Oxford days. “I feel the same way, I suppose,” Ian continued. “After living with these elephants for so many years, studying them, interacting with them on a daily basis, you can't help but form an emotional attachment. They're very gentle beasts, actually."
Falconer paused to scan the cramped interior of Merrian's office. An overstuffed file cabinet and cluttered bookcase; the Save the Elephants calendar tacked on the back of the door; the photos, framed and unframed, forming a haphazard mosaic of wildlife on the wall behind her little desk; the pair of worn rattan chairs in which Falconer and Hartwick-Corning were seated.
Merrian watched his gray-green eyes run their gaze over all the things that encompassed her life, and wondered what he saw when they rested once again upon her. She knew what she looked like—a pudgy middle-aged woman, skin tanned by an outdoor lifestyle, her hair a rough-cut pageboy bleached blond by the African sun and streaked unabashedly with gray. Which Merrian Aprilwood did he see? Was it the strong, self-fulfilled woman she believed she had become, or a misplaced Californian who had sacrificed her entire life in an effort to preserve a dying species?
"Right. Let's assume there is a herd of bull elephants ripping up the countryside south of the Park,” suggested Falconer. “Aside from the property damage, has anyone actually been hurt?"
"Luckily not,” answered Ian. “It seems the villa's owners were on holiday and the house staff all put up in the servants’ lodge.” He gestured idly at one of the undamaged buildings in the photo.
"They didn't hear anything suspicious?"
Ian grunted softly. “Oh, they heard it all right. Sounded like the Hand of God thundering down from On High. But that kind of racket doesn't necessarily make you want to stroll outside for a look-see."
"The damage to the estates and farmland is apparent,” Merrian explained, “but what you can't see in the photos is the damage to the political situation here. Amboseli National Park borders on Tanzania to the south. For a long time, the hunting of elephants for sport was allowed in Tanzania. I've fought long and hard, backed by the Kenya Wildlife Service, to get the Tanzanian government to impose a moratorium on hunting, but now with these...incidents...the killing has begun again. Any bulls that stray outside the Park, as they often do—we're only talking about a five-mile variance here—are in mortal danger."
"And not just the bulls,” added Ian, his congenial features taking on a serious cast. “Cows too. Last week we lost two long-time friends—Big Ben and Feather Head."
"These elephants were senselessly slaughtered, brought down by machine-gun fire in Longido,” fumed Merrian. “That's more than fifty miles from the site of this supposed rampage. Feather Head was a lovely female, sixteen years old. I'd known Big Ben for twenty years. He was fifty, and in his breeding prime.” Her voice quavered embarrassingly at the last, betraying the depth of her sorrow at the recent loss of a friend. “We don't have many breeding males left here. We can't afford to lose them."
"I see,” said Falconer. He brushed his hand dismissively over the photos on the desk without actually touching them. “Well, what steps have you taken to control the errant herd?"
Merrian practically jumped up from behind the desk. “None, because there is no errant herd! We keep strict tabs on all our major players. They're tagged and tracked. We know their whereabouts within a mile or so at all times. That's a big part of what we do here—we study their movements. There simply haven't been any elephants in that area."
"You think this kind of damage could have been faked? Perhaps the government—"
"We're dealing with two different governments here,” said Merrian. “Kenya's backing me all the way; they realize the scientific value of these elephants. But Tanzania is a different story. With this as evidence, they've lifted the ban.” The pain had crept back into her voice. Her research was in jeopardy, her animal friends in danger, the hard-fought political victories of the past few years fading quickly before her eyes. The situation was disastrous, and as much as she didn't want to appear desperate to him, she was desperate. She must have been, to allow Ian to convince her that someone like Falconer could possibly help.
"The Tanzanians can be difficult at times,” explained Ian. “The ivory trade is still quite important to them. It's far too easy for opportunists to use this ‘Mad Bulls on the Loose’ story as a convenient excuse to make more kills."
"I sympathize,” said Falconer, rather unconvincingly, “but I feel constrained to point out that I've come quite a long way on your say-so, Ian. After a sixteen-hour flight, half a dozen vaccinations, not to mention a particularly grabby pair of immigration officials at Jomo Kenyatta, both of whom seemed eager to prove that courtesy is as near to the verge of extinction as your elephants, all capped off by a three-hour combination sauna and cab ride from Nairobi, this had better not be all you have. You said there was an eyewitness."
Merrian felt competing pangs of pity and a guilty sort of glee as Falconer turned his annoyed, incising gaze toward Hartwick-Corning.
"Yes, of course. An eyewitness...of sorts. A man called Parsitau, a bushman, drives a minibus for us, doubles as tour guide. He knows this land as well as anyone, I guess. He was camped out nearby, and heard all the ruckus when the lodge got hit—"
"Sleeping it off in the bush, you mean,” added Merrian. “The man's an inveterate drunk."
"Not the most reliable of sources, I take it,” commented Falconer dryly. “Did he see any elephants?"
"No, he may have gotten there too late for that. The remarkable thing was what he didn't find. He insists there were no elephant footfalls. He couldn't possibly be mistaken—elephant tracks are large and quite distinctive, as you can imagine."
"How about signs of heavy machinery?"
"None. He also says he could smell something ... well, elephants of course, but also something else. Vodun jusu bota. Angry spirits, to be more precise."
Merrian snickered. “Are you sure that isn't just the Tutai expression for hangover?"
"Is he a sensitive?” asked Falconer.
Ian nodded vigorously. “Quite possible. He claims to have come across more than a few strange happenings in the wild, including vengeful spirits. I know him well. He's reliable, at least on this point."
"They are a deeply superstitious people,” added Merrian. “Spirits and ghosts are in some ways more real to them than, say, California. While they will probably never see America, they personally know many people who claim to have had encounters with spirits."
"You seem rather unconvinced, Ms. Aprilwood,” said Falconer.
Merrian appreciated the serious manner with which Falconer was treating the situation, but the expression of that same seriousness, etched into the already grim lines of his face, made her uneasy.
"Look,” she said, “I don't know what pretense Ian used to draw you into this, Professor, but I assure you there are no ghosts in Kenyisha. There's a certain sound in the jungle at night. An eerie high-pitched wail, very much like a tortured screaming. Locals say it's the tormented soul of an old shaman, his bloody ghost paying penance for the tribesmen he'd cursed. But you know what? It's just the mating call of a night bird, the Spotted Dikkop. Genus and species, Burhinus capensis. I don't believe in ghosts, Dr. Falconer."
"They probably don't believe in you either."
"That's very amusing, I'm sure. But I am not amused. I've invested eighteen years in this project, trying to save these dear animals, to pull them back from extinction. And every single thing I've accomplished, through sweat and strain and tears, can all be whisked away in a heartbeat. It won't take much, it won't take much at all. Just when we've begun to see an increase in the herd, I can't watch it all go down in flames. So I'm willing to suspend my disbelief for now. I'll do anything to get this situation under control."
"Do you really mean that?” challenged Falconer.
Merrian didn't answer. No, of course she didn't. Hers was a world of statistics and logic and natural law. The jungle was dangerous enough as it was; there was no place in it for ghosts and goblins. In Africa, there was no Halloween.
Merrian bit back her anger. It hadn't taken long for Falconer's abrasive personality to worm its way under her skin, but there was little reason, outside of her own frustration, for snapping at him like a hyena. Her current predicament was not his fault. Ian had said he was a man who knew about “this sort of thing,” although what credentials there could be in “this sort of thing” she had no idea. He said Nicholas Falconer held a Ph.D. from Oxford, a doctorate in Psychical Studies. Upon hearing that, Merrian had remarked that she wasn't aware Oxford had a Department of Paranormal Studies. Ian chuckled softly, saying, “You're not supposed to know."
Was he kidding?
Falconer went on, “This fellow Parsitau, I'll need to speak with him. But you haven't convinced me there's anything out of the ordinary at work here, Ian. I certainly hope this isn't all just a waste of my time."
* * * *
Just so it wasn't all a waste of his precious time, Merrian suggested she take Dr. Falconer on an aerial tour of the Park and its inhabitants. Having spent the past three days in meetings with Tanzanian Wildlife officials in a futile attempt to stall the spate of renewed hunting, she couldn't bear the thought of passing the afternoon cooped up in her office. Besides, she never missed an opportunity to show off her animals.
She took an exquisite relief in piloting her Cessna 185 up into the clear afternoon sky. The long rains of spring had infused the grasslands with much-needed moisture, sparking the scintillating splendor of renewal. The patchwork mosaic of open plains, woodlands, and swamp that is southern Kenya draped out below them as a giant crazy quilt. Merrian made for the southwest, where the rich swamp land was best for viewing wild game. They were soon rewarded with a splendid view of a zebra herd on the move, fifty strong, rippling gracefully across the plain as one against a verdant backdrop of long green grasses.
Not long after, they sighted a multitude of grouse and bushbucks, a few wayward giraffe, and a small family grouping of elephants. From the air, the elephants looked characteristically unimpressive—gray, slow-moving masses easily mistaken for lumps of lifeless rock. Merrian guided the small plane toward the west, buzzing low over a group of Maasai herders illegally grazing their cattle on the fertile Park savannah.
She set the Cessna down on a makeshift airstrip just outside Tortabolis Camp, a cluster of huts and a long house the Project used as a monitoring base. No one came out to meet the plane. Merrian guided Falconer into one of a pair of battered Land Rovers waiting on a small circular driveway. The drive connected with a long, long dirt road stretching out to the endless east, but Merrian took them off-road in pursuit of the elephants they had seen. It would be easy to find them.
Lapsing into a casual but well-practiced speech usually reserved for fundraisers, Merrian tried to impress upon her guest the highly intelligent nature of elephants. They were, after all, among the world's most perceptive animals. The number of similarities between the giant pachyderms and humans was striking, including a similar life span, close-knit familial groupings, and complex social interactions. Her efforts to interest the professor in her most intriguing topic, the ceremonies and rituals she had discovered among the wild elephants, had little effect on Falconer. He nodded often but said little.
"I've found them to have very subtle, individual personalities,” she continued.
Falconer offered a probing stare. “Do they have souls?"
"What?"
"I am asking, in your expert opinion, do they have souls?"
Merrian was flustered by both the nature of the question and the unpleasant way the Professor was trying to push her buttons. Worse yet, she had no pat answer. She had never seriously considered the question before. Her mental flailing was paralleled by a sudden wild swerve of the Rover in order to avoid a ditch. She had forgotten she was still driving the vehicle. “If we do,” she finally said, “and I don't necessarily grant you that point—but if we do, they do."
They found the elephants, two adult females and four young, grazing lazily at the edge of the swamp. Merrian stopped the Rover at a hundred yards, safely downwind, and suggested Falconer get out. She watched him unfold his gangly legs from the car, his lightweight suit of charcoal gray a poor choice of color in the heat.
"Be careful and slow,” she insisted, “and stay near the truck. The cows protect their young as fiercely as any human mother. One of those calves is very young and we don't want to risk an attack response."
Merrian recognized a torn ear here, a particular slope of tusk there.
"Let me introduce Belle,” she said grandly, pointing to a ten-foot behemoth, “and we call this other female Miss Daisy. Isn't she just beautiful?” Merrian couldn't say whether it was her proportions, or the set of her magnificent ears, or perhaps the haughty carriage of her massive head, but Miss Daisy was a particular favorite. “All these calves were fathered by Big Ben, the bull who was killed last week in Longido."
Silently, they watched as the elephants uprooted large clumps of dactylon grass with their trunks, knocking the dirt loose against their legs before stuffing the foliage into their mouths. Those long, writhing organs seemed so wonderfully alive, Merrian could readily believe the other ten thousand pounds completely inconsequential. The dull thuds of elephant footfalls were accompanied by soft rumbling noises of satisfaction as they shuffled off toward a small inland stream. The smallest calf, still as yet unable to maneuver the water into his mouth by way of his tiny trunk, knelt down at the water's edge and drank with his lips. When he'd had his fill, he rubbed himself contentedly against his mother's sturdy leg.
Merrian wondered how she could possibly convey to this stodgy Oxford professor all these magnificent creatures meant to her, their gentle power, the shows of genuine affection and sorrow she had witnessed, or what it felt like to watch a five-ton mother frolicking gaily with her young. As for the latter, fate provided them with a demonstration when the calves discovered a mud wallow in a small ravine adjoining the stream. Within moments, the calves were merrily rolling in the black mud, and the adults joined in, playfully flinging gouts of cool mud at each other with their trunks.
Sidestepping the formidable piles of elephant dung that marked their way back to the car, Merrian saw the impassive face of Dr. Falconer transformed with a sheepish grin. She thought perhaps there was hope for him after all.
"Let's hope tomorrow brings something more productive,” he said. “A visit to the zoo is not what I came here for."
* * * *
A few weeks earlier, she would have burst out laughing at the idea of such a scene, but the next day found Merrian Aprilwood winding her way through the bush south of Lake Amboseli in search of a phantom herd of elephants. This time of year the lake was dry except for its central depression, but the recent rains had left countless pools of muddy water in the shallow marshlands surrounding. The Land Rover crept along, its stuttering advance punctuated by frequent stops to check the bush. Their party consisted of Merrian, Parsitau, Ian Hartwick-Corning, and Dr. Falconer. Ian carried a Capchun rifle which fired gas-propelled tranquilizing syringes loaded with enough succinylcholine to take down a big cat if they ran into one. They might have been scientists, bushmen, and Rangers, but out of the car, on the long wilds of the savannah, they were potential prey.
Parsitau looked as though he'd just come off yet another rough night. His spindly legs were trembling merely from the exertion of getting in and out of the Rover, and every time he bent to inspect the bush he arose with a familiar weary groan. Merrian knew only a little about him. He was Tutai, acclimated to modern culture by the lure of a steady paycheck. He wore typical Kenya tour guide dress, knee-length khaki shorts, the green cotton shirt that was standard issue for Park employees, and a red bandanna sweat-catcher circling his neck. He spoke letter-perfect Queen's English with the identical North Country accent as Hartwick-Corning, which was no coincidence. The two had long been friends.
Elephants never stray too far from water, and Parsitau was betting that his ghosts held to the same standard of behavior. Early on, he expressed some excitement at finding a pair of demolished termite mounds, but Merrian was not impressed. An hour later they ran into a pair of disgruntled buffalo whose culpability in the matter was confirmed by a sheen of fine white powder dusting their hides. The buffalo became greatly interested in the truck, and only with much honking of the horn and a few well-aimed stones were they ultimately convinced to pass on.
A small Piper Cruiser on loan from the Kenya Wildlife Federation circled periodically above, and each time it passed she was reminded what a waste of a day this was. The heat was building to an intolerable incalescence, and despite heavy-duty repellant the swarms of mosquitoes erupting from the folds of the swamp were an unbearable nuisance. Falconer, initially apoplectic at the sight of them, sat hunched down in his seat, determined to keep them off by virtue of his burning gaze alone. He was not enjoying much success. Merrian was just about to insist that they had done enough damage to their skin for one day when Parsitau cried out.
The tracker, who had been putting on quite a show of exaggerated attention to every broken twig or displaced branch as if elephants could possibly be so subtle, called the group over to a lightly wooded area. Merrian followed the others, looking closely for elephant footmarks but finding none. Yet here were definite signs of elephant activity—baobabs knocked over, acacia stripped to the naked white trunks with shreds of bark hanging like flags of passage. Scattered about the ground were the characteristic fibrous balls of pulp the elephants had chewed and spat out. As per routine, Merrian radioed the main relay station at Amboseli Center to verify if any radio-tag transmitters had indicated known elephant activity in the area.
Before she could get a reply, an eerie whining caught her ear.
"Somebody's hungry,” she said.
The stomach rumblings of foraging elephants, audible as far as a mile away, filled the air. As searching eyes were denied, a more alarming set of sounds rattled through the bush—the loud snapping of wood as trees were tossed aside like fluff, the ponderous thundering of cyclopean feet, an occasional warning trumpet. It was certain. Elephants were coming this way and in quite a hurry.
"There isn't much that makes a herd move like that,” said Merrian. She thought someone might be driving the animals, perhaps luring them over the border to make a kill. Infuriated by the thought Merrian plunged forward, ready to take some drastic, ill-conceived action and angry enough to challenge an armed party of poachers. Just as quickly Ian Hartwick-Corning was shouting at her, warning her back.
The uproar had now risen to a deafening torrent, making speech impossible. Nonetheless Merrian, suddenly reversing her course, shouted back that they had best make a run for it. Their vehicle was only twenty yards away. As one, the party raced for what little shelter the Land Rover could offer. Except for Falconer. He stood transfixed, gazing quizzically toward the source of the elephant sounds. Maybe he didn't realize the danger of being squashed into pulp by enraged elephants, but Merrian certainly did. Even so, she ran back to him.
As she yanked his arm, she knew it was too late. Trees within their line of sight snapped and were tossed aside. A great cloud of gray dust rose up, but no elephants; a loud trumpeting not twenty feet ahead, but no bull. Foliage whipped about in a frenzy as the overbearing smell of elephant musk bore down on them. Though she still could see no elephants, Merrian didn't dare run for the Rover. Falconer seemed content to stand his ground, remaining unruffled and quizzical.
Merrian closed her eyes and they were all around her, flapping ears and snorting trunks. The ground trembled. She felt the mammoth thud of pulverizing feet as they came on. Her hair blew wildly about her face. She staggered one step backward, driven by the sheer tonnage of animal momentum rocketing invisibly past. She could almost feel the rough elephant hide grating along her skin. Falconer's hand closed tightly about her forearm to steady her, but she felt no reassurance.
Her heart thudding in her chest, she opened her eyes. Nothing. The two were standing alone in the clearing amid a multitude of tiny balls of yellow fluff drifting down from the acacia, still swirling with the commotion.
Around them the deluge of broken branches and bowled-over trees made it seem as if a tornado had whipped through the copse. Falconer was bending over, spitting profusely into the bush. Merrian had swallowed a pungent bit of Africa herself but saw no need to replicate Falconer's comically undignified display.
When Falconer stood up, he was beaming.
"Glorious!” he exclaimed. “Absolutely glorious! I've never experienced anything remotely as powerful as that."
"Neither have I. I feel like we should be squashed flat."
"We're in luck. Your skepticism is apparently reciprocated. Those ghosts don't believe in you, either."
Merrian laughed with him for a moment, but her hands were still trembling.
"Or perhaps,” added Falconer seriously, “the situation is quite the opposite. Perhaps they think rather highly of you."
Merrian refused to answer, turning instead to inspect the forest dynamic. After taking a few minutes to settle her nerves, she said, “There aren't any tracks. It's possible some kind of funneling activity was forcibly propelling wind current through the area, carrying the scent of a nearby herd—"
Falconer inclined his head, casting a caustic look over the tops of his glasses. “Ms. Aprilwood, if you try hard enough I'm sure you can concoct some pseudoscientific explanation, no matter how wildly improbable it may be. And having done so, you will fixate on that theory rather than accept a truth that disrupts your organized little view of the universe. Please don't do that. You stood here right next to me. Don't rationalize this wonder away. Accept what you have just witnessed, or we'll get nowhere with this."
He was absolutely right, of course. All protective self-delusion and denial aside, she had stood there. She had stood there, and that was enough.
The radio, hanging clipped to her belt, crackled to life. It was the pilot of the Piper cruiser returning her call. He confirmed there were definitely no elephants in the area, then began grousing over his wasted time and could he please head back to base camp now?
* * * *
"I need a drink,” mumbled Parsitau, for what must have been the third time, as he propelled the Rover along the dirt track. Even at their moderate pace, the best the rough terrain would allow, they were treated to every jounce and bump as they raced nightfall back to the camp.
"And I'm buying,” said Ian. “I've got a fresh bottle of Glenlivet primed and waiting on my desk.” He sat beside Merrian in the back seat, the Capchun rifle trained lazily out the open rear of the Rover. Not many beasts would bother a moving vehicle, but an overly aggressive lioness had occasionally been known to attack from the rear. Ian leaned toward the front seat, placing a hand on Falconer's shoulder. “Is it true they passed right through you?"
"Oh, yes,” he said. “Imagine a locomotive bearing down on you, and you stand helpless, certain to be killed, and then it hits. It hits, and you're still left standing! Unbelievable."
"Picture us running for our lives.” Ian chuckled. “Seemed a good idea. Now I'm sorry I missed out on all the fun."
"It was anything but fun, Ian,” Merrian said flatly.
"I told you they were angry,” grumbled Parsitau.
Falconer grunted his dissent. “I wouldn't say angry. More like truculent. There's a difference. It's important we define their emotional state as precisely as we can in order to get a handle on this. I'd appreciate as many impressions as possible. We each see ghosts differently, like individual facets in a prism. I'd especially like to know what our resident skeptic thinks?"
"I don't know what to think,” said Merrian. “It's like some bizarre kind of wrestling match going on in my mind. I keep trying to pretend it never happened, that I haven't just witnessed proof of the definite existence of ghosts.” She pouted at her own silliness. “I've long been a confirmed atheist. Now it's as if I've been tossed into a tankful of angry piranha, with theological conflicts and unreasonable implications nibbling at me from all sides. If ghosts exist, do they also necessitate belief in a heaven and hell and all that other religious window dressing I've already dismissed?"
"If it helps,” offered Falconer, “rest assured that nothing we've witnessed is metaphysical, nor even supernatural. These were passive ghosts, not active spirits. There's a difference. As an expert in the so-called paranormal, the scientific basis for passive ghosts is well known. They are best described as persistent echoes in space-time, extensions of consciousness that linger beyond death. Not souls."
Merrian found this to be a steadying concept, as Falconer had no doubt intended. Space-time echoes. This much she could accept. Heavens, hells, immortal souls, and avenging gods were on their own.
"All right, Dr. Falconer, I'll grant you the ghosts are real,” said Merrian. “A real pain in my ass. Now how do we get rid of them? Can't we send them trundling off to wherever it is that spirits go off to, and everybody's happy?"
"Persistent space-time echoes generally represent an unfulfilled emotional need,” he explained. “Such a void is best canceled out by supplying the polar opposite."
"You give them what they want,” suggested Ian. “Ah, but what if it's revenge they're after?"
Falconer shook his head. “I don't think so. You said they haven't hurt anyone, and they certainly could have. Anyway, it's not very likely we're going to be able to give them the poachers, is it?"
"No,” Merrian conceded, wishing it were otherwise. “Now that the ban on hunting has been lifted, we can't even pursue them legally. So we'd better find another answer."
And if I stand any chance of getting rid of them, thought Merrian, it would sure help to find out what they want. She felt put on the spot here. She was the expert on elephants and their behavior, yet she had no inkling as to what they might be after. Second-guessing ghosts was just not her business.
A thought came, completely unbidden, in the ensuing silence. A scene she had witnessed several years earlier, a poacher kill. A group of slain elephants lying about, their tusks and feet hacked off.
"The ivory,” she suggested, “if their ivory was taken from them, perhaps they want it back."
"That's a good thought,” said Falconer. “What happens to the ivory?"
"Smuggled out of the country. Cut up. Distributed to retailers and craftsmen across the globe."
"Then it's not likely we're going to return their ivory to them, is it?"
Merrian let out a weary sigh. The situation felt hopeless. “What else can we do, Dr. Falconer?"
"I'm not sure. I've never dealt with anything quite so....” He paused, bringing a tightly knotted fist to his jaw. His eyes, sharp and bright within their time-worn sockets, roamed uncertainly across the dusty plain. “Well, so huge. I'm afraid you have me at something of a loss."
They sat in silence for a moment. Merrian tried again to think of what an elephant's ghost might desire, what unfulfilled need could keep a spirit angry even beyond death. She kept coming back to the image of a huge bull, defiled by a poacher's chainsaw.
"And you haven't answered my question yet,” said Falconer. “Can you describe their emotional state? It's important."
Merrian sighed. “Desperation."
* * * *
The next day brought two dreadful bits of news. Another estate in Tanzania had been wrecked by a presumed elephant rampage, the chickens and cattle scattered with fright. The property damage was formidable.
Even worse, another young bull had been killed. That made two prime breeders lost in one week, out of only thirty males of reproductive age—a severe blow to the Amboseli herd. Worse yet, the bull had been brought down inside the Park itself. Merrian rushed to the scene to find Broken Tusk, a five-ton giant, lying crumpled over on his side among the leafy suaedas like some twisted version of a deflated Macy's Thanksgiving Day Parade balloon. The sight sickened her. Broken Tusk had been one of the friendliest bulls in the herd. He was well used to humans and their vehicles, and was even known to roll a beach ball playfully back and forth with Merrian and her staff on occasion. She could not help thinking that his timidity had ultimately caused his destruction.
The killers had tried to conceal their work by slicing open the elephant's hide, which encouraged lions to feed and obscure the site. A killing within the boundaries of the Park was clearly illegal. Merrian would alert the National Park authorities as soon as she made it back to her office, but she knew damn well the perpetrators would never be caught.
She slowly circled the lifeless wreck, moving away from the shredded meat and thick tubes of exposed intestine. When she noted his tusks had been cut from him, the irony was not lost on her. She had dubbed him Broken Tusk because early in his rough and tumble, misspent youth, both his tusks had been snapped off fairly close to the jaw, leaving only two jagged stumps. This bull would certainly not have been a target of ivory poachers; he was infinitely more valuable to them as a breeder. This had been an act of retribution.
Damn the ivory trade, she thought, though she knew the ivory quotas were only part of the problem. In truth, the acacia and fertile grassland were being depleted by the animals themselves at an alarming rate. With the wholesale destruction of their habitats and the expansion of human settlements, there just wasn't enough available land to support wild elephants anymore. Merrian felt the inevitable crush of hopelessness. She would never save them.
Merrian cried over the body of Broken Tusk, as she would for any old friend.
For the next few days, she found some measure of solace by drowning herself in a backlog of paperwork. Hartwick-Corning took his friend on a field trip to interview some of the local tribal elders, but when the two returned they had no new ideas. The situation seemed unsalvageable from any quarter, and Merrian could not conceal her frustration and bitter disappointment. Falconer's gaunt figure haunted her office, riffling through her files at odd hours with particular interest to photo references of the elephants that had been slaughtered in Kenyisha. Merrian felt as if he was not only intruding upon her privacy but dredging through what amounted to old family wounds as well. Unmarried and childless, she had no one else. She wished he would just go away. Falconer, however, was not yet ready to quit. He needed more information, he said, and suggested another intimate contact with the spirits to try to find an answer. He was understandably reluctant to face the charging herd again, but asked Merrian about the possibility of an elephant graveyard.
She pointedly informed him that such a concept was the stuff of childish fantasy. Elephants were sometimes known to bury their dead with twigs and leaves, lingering at the makeshift grave site for hours, and she had personally witnessed behavior that could only be interpreted as grieving, but there were no such things as elephant graveyards. Then she remembered the next best thing.
* * * *
This was the absolute last place Merrian would ever want to be, given the desperate state of mind into which she'd recently fallen. The site was just as she remembered it from seven years earlier, a strip of dusty plain in Northern Tanzania, peppered with thorny balanites resting in the misty shadow of Kilimanjaro. The province of Kenyisha. To one side rose a steep escarpment of mountain lava, and perhaps a hundred yards across the plain there was a deadly near-vertical drop into Kraavara Ravine and its thick jumble of sage brush and tamarinds below. This grassy corridor was a perfect place to ambush bull elephants as they migrated through, and had been used for such purpose for hundreds of years. In the past, this approach had required a fair bit of courage on the part of the poachers. If an enraged elephant attacked their vehicle along this passage it could easily knock the car down into the gorge. But of course, with blazing automatic weapons, modern poachers bought themselves a firm measure of security.
They reached the site late in the afternoon of a cloud-haunted and drizzling day. Here between the lava boulders lay the skeletons of six adult elephants, sun-bleached a perfect white, tusks carved out of skulls, feet hacked off. The skeletons remained remarkably intact. Too heavy for lesser scavengers to scatter around, they lay just where they had fallen. The damp weather had left a thin gray mist threading itself along the bones, which had all been picked clean by the hungry plain long ago.
Falconer sat cross-legged beneath the stunted branches of a lone baobab in the center of the strip. Merrian thought she saw an expectant glimmer in his old man's eyes. She watched him for a time, before settling herself beside Hartwick-Corning at the side of the ravine. This place of death fostered a dark, contemplative mood that brooked no conversation. The two of them sat in silence, legs dangling over the edge of the abyss.
When she looked again at where Falconer sat, she saw through her tears that he had arranged some of the loose bones into an intricate circle. He sat as still as some graven jungle totem, completely motionless and in deep concentration.
A distant rumble nearly startled Merrian off her perch. Ian shot her a worried glance, hefting the dart gun to his shoulder.
"Steady, Ian,” she said. It was merely thunder echoing down from the lofty crags of Kilimanjaro, bringing an unwelcome visitor of a different sort. The thin mist that wrapped the base of the mountain rose a little higher, and a light rain came quietly down. A chill clawed at the back of Merrian's neck. Was it just a draft of cool air, she wondered, or something more?
She had noticed no break in the dead calm of the place, when Falconer suddenly leapt up and began hopping about, cursing and spitting profusely.
"That's a nasty habit you're picking up,” she said.
"It's called an aura,” Falconer returned, “which I often experience as a taste in the mouth upon contact with a spirit.” Merrian thought again of Victorian-era charlatans she had read about and the way they preyed upon the grief of hapless believers. She was tempted to grab the dart gun and shoot him herself, except the analogy fell flat. She could not see herself in the role of helpless rube.
Falconer spat again into the tall grass. “Tastes like what you'd scrape off the bottom of your boot after a walk through a circus tent."
"So, you made contact with the spirits, I take it?” asked Ian.
Falconer nodded, still a bit distracted.
"Do you know what it is they want?"
"Yes.” He sighed. “It's not the ivory or the poachers, I'm afraid. It's something even more impossible."
"What do you mean?"
"It seems they don't want to go silently into that great good night."
"What?"
"They know what's happening. They've figured it out. They know they're being driven to extinction, and they don't like it."
"But they aren't going to become extinct, Nick,” said Ian. “Not if we can help it."
"Can you?” Falconer shot back. Merrian recognized the skepticism in his voice.
"I think so,” said Ian, with an indignant snap of his head. “We've come a long way toward an understanding of the problem. The endangered list, the moratorium on hunting, steps to preserve their habitat...the National Parks and game preserves...the African Wildlife Foundation...."
Merrian might have chimed in and touted her own research and efforts, but she had now come to a different realization. “It's no use, Ian."
"It's a chance,” he returned sharply, annoyed at suddenly having to defend wildlife conservation to the head of the Amboseli Elephant Project. “The only one I can see. Say, there's an idea—if only we could communicate that to them somehow, convince them we're going to keep them from extinction—"
"But we aren't,” she said softly. She gazed down along the narrow mountain corridor at the shattered bodies of elephants cut down in their prime, and saw it all. The destruction of their habitat, the encroachments of human agriculture on their already diminishing ranges, the poachers, the ivory trade, the steady downward trend. The doom of the elephants was a juggernaut that had been in motion for three hundred years. Her cause was hopeless, and the situation with the phantom herd even more so.
"Let's get out of here,” she said to Falconer. “This place gives me the creeps."
* * * *
Two days later, their Jeep's diesel engine crunched and complained as it hauled them up the steep incline of the narrow road to Nyahururu. Lush, cool, green forest hung silently on either side of the road's cratered surface, a coarse macadam so rutted and pocked with hidden sinkholes that it crumbled beneath the Jeep's tires with a sickening slushy murmur. Merrian and Falconer had flown the Cessna a hundred and forty miles north to Kisumu, rented the Jeep, and begun the long, dusty drive to the province of Nyahururu above the Great Rift Valley. At two thousand feet above sea level Nyahururu was the highest town in Kenya, composed mostly of ramshackle marketplaces and small farming communities scratching out a living against the mountain.
They intended to see a man who lived in a town called Ursai, whom Falconer believed to be their only chance to lay the ghost elephants to rest.
Falconer supposed Hartwick-Corning's idea was on the right track, though running in an opposite direction. For better or worse, they would have to show the spirits the future, not in the service of false promises but instead to reconcile them to their inevitable fate. In order to do that, he had contended, they would require the services of a powerful psychic.
"But no one can see into the future,” Merrian had said.
"Don't be ridiculous. I've done it myself on any number of occasions. The future is accessible. It's right there,” exclaimed Falconer, clutching with a clawed hand at the air just in front of his face, “if one only knows how to grasp it.” His grand gesture lost all dramatic tension as it transformed into a panicked swatting of a huge metallic-green beetle that was dive-bombing his face. “Bugger off! Good Lord, what an abomination."
"Psammodes sulcicollis. You were saying?"
"As I was saying, it's all a matter of the proper delta waves. Certain individuals generate a freak bioelectric wave that carries over into the temporal field."
To Merrian Aprilwood, this statement had seemed utterly preposterous. At first. But as she had recently come to believe in ghosts, she ultimately felt constrained to allow for the possibility that someone with a special talent might be able to predict the future.
"Well, if you can do it, why do you need the psychic?” she had asked.
"I've only been able to do it on a limited scale—just small distances—the outcome of a coin toss or a horse race, if it's a short one."
"That sounds like a hunch."
"Just so. We'll be needing much more than that. Someone who can see a lot farther up the timestream. Our psychic must also be able to reveal his vision to the spirits. We need a channeler."
"And where could we possibly find someone like that?"
"Kenya, of course. The Africans may lag in technology but their knowledge of the mystic arts predates any other culture on Earth. I know a fellow who could probably manage it. He lives near Nyahururu."
And so to Ursai, a grubby little town centered around a cement factory and quarry, and composed of a crumbling jumble of mud and straw buildings in the tradition of the Maasai manyatta. The landscape was a dull brown and treeless plain, in sharp contrast to the lush conifer-laden hills of Nyahururu, but Merrian found the high mountain air delightfully crisp and clear.
With great difficulty they came to M'Bengai's house, as it lay on an unmarked dirt road several miles removed from what passed for Ursai's main street. There was a man on the veranda dressed in modern khaki shirt and trousers, dark green bush jacket, and knee-length jackboots, brandishing a traditional Maasai spear. Falconer asked Merrian to remain in the car and approached the veranda, patting away the thin layer of white volcanic dust that had settled on his clothes during the drive. By his threatening expression she could tell the sentry did not recognize Falconer, and when he began gesticulating that Falconer should leave, Merrian found herself hoping the spear was merely for effect.
For his part Falconer appeared relaxed, and kept talking cordially even at the point of the spear. He produced a sizeable roll of banknotes, but the guard did not seem willing to soften his posture even in the face of such a generous show of cash and swatted them away. Falconer kept talking, his hands making gentle circling motions in the air that suggested to Merrian she might have to add mesmerism to her mental list of his talents, especially when the guard eventually cracked a vacant smile and led them around to the back of the main house.
They found the man they had come to see on the rear porch, beneath a canopy of thick mosquito netting rigged up in the shade of a gardenia tree. There were at least three hundred pounds of him, stuffed into an enormous white chambray shirt and soiled linen trousers. He sat on a bench overlooking the plain behind the house, where a woman wearing only loose sandals and a flimsy khanga tended a good-sized garden. The huge man was idly watching a pet mongoose as it ferreted grasshoppers out of the long grass and bit off their heads. On a small table next to him rested a bottle of beer, in his massive hands a newspaper. Falconer approached him, grinning.
"Nice setup."
M'Bengai lowered his paper, the broad lines of his dark face arranged into a distinct air of surprise as he saw Falconer, surprise which quickly melted into distaste. He said nothing.
"Good to see you, old friend. You're looking well,” said Falconer.
M'Bengai's massive head allowed a slight nod, but no smile crossed his thick, down-turned lips.
"Sorry to barge in on you like this, but we need your help."
M'Bengai remained impassive. Merrian noticed a sizeable collection of desiccated hides and bones of small plains mammals under the gardenia tree, and she spotted at least one elephant skull among them.
"Oh, come on,” said Falconer caustically. “When was the last time I asked you for something...?"
M'Bengai rolled his eyes.
"Listen,” said Falconer, “You really ought to help me. No heavy hitters, or anything. I'm just talking about a couple of wayward ghosts. You owe me, Raymond."
M'Bengai's eyes widened more than a little. His gaze darted toward the woman in the garden.
"Yeah, that's right,” said Falconer. “I know you don't want to get involved. But this nice lady is involved. Lady in distress and all that. I know how you like that sort of thing. Besides, if you'd seen what I've seen—hell, you must have some inkling of the disturbances in Kenyisha."
Falconer turned abruptly and began ushering Merrian back to the car. “Let's make some room in the Jeep. He'll do it."
"He said that?” Merrian asked, thinking she must have missed something.
"Oh no, he never talks. He can't chance it. He's seen too much."
* * * *
They returned to Kenyisha, and its mists and bones. M'Bengai's technique appeared to be a more elaborate version of Falconer's basic method, making use of a complex and carefully crafted octagonal pattern of the elephant bones. He lit a pair of small silver braziers he had brought along, adding streamers of foul-smelling incense to the arrangement. M'Bengai went shirtless, and Merrian marveled at the intricate patterns of scarification etched along his voluminous arms, shoulders, and the great expanse of his chest. His skin was literally crawling with keratinous snakes, his entire body a magnificent ouroboros.
At the center of his circle of bones, M'Bengai lit a thick, solitary candle of pink wax that had a disgustingly oily, almost fleshy appearance. It smelled even worse than the incense.
Merrian wrinkled her nose. “I can't see what all that stink has to do with tapping into this so-called temporal field of yours."
"It's a state of mind sort of thing,” replied Falconer. “It's all in the delta waves. Besides, you have to expect a certain amount of showboating with this guy. It's just the way he is. Aside from that, I'm in favor of anything that stands a chance of keeping these wretched mosquitoes at bay."
"I just hope he can do what you've promised,” she returned.
As the dusk settled about them, M'Bengai began to mutter rhythmically in a deep, sonorous voice. Merrian could not determine the language; the words were clipped and guttural. His skin covered with a pale sheen of sweat, M'Bengai took on a monumental appearance in the failing light, a bodhisattva of chiseled basalt. He motioned to Falconer and Merrian to sit in the dirt beside him.
Slowly, Merrian felt a tension building up. She was painfully aware of how vulnerable they were, sitting out in the open, so near to dark, when the real monsters of the serengeti came out to play. And then there was something else, the air around them crackling with static electricity. It was hard to see anything clearly in the gathering gloom, but she began to make out large hulking shapes moving toward them from between the acacias. The dark outlines drew closer, slowly and ponderously, bearing with them the reassuring musky scent of elephant. M'Bengai's pitch rose higher, in a cadence grown unnaturally shrill and quick, his bulky arms raised up over his head, hands waving pointedly as they grabbed great handfuls of the dark African sky.
Merrian strained her eyes by the flickering light of the lone candle, trying to pick out detail among the looming forms now joining a huge circle around them. She felt very, very small. She was reminded how easy it would be for one of these giants to crush them in a heartbeat, even by mistake. And she was afraid.
The elephants made no sound. Merrian recognized the massive silhouette of Big Ben outlined against the indigo dusk. His head was swaying from side to side, a nervous habit he had displayed all his life.
"Space-time echoes, my ass,” she whispered. And then, “I'm sorry, Ben. I'm so sorry."
She could hardly bear the sight of his majestic shadow, his head gently rolling between gigantic shoulders. She let out a long, weary breath and all the fight went out of her with it. She didn't feel she had wasted her time here, she could not regret one moment of the last twenty years. But it was over. She would see these tortured souls laid to rest, and then she would leave Africa. It was time. There was a studio in San Francisco waiting on her to put together the documentaries she'd been filming over the years. And when the wild African elephants were finally gone it would be her research that stood to tell their tale.
As M'Bengai's song reached its crescendo—for song it was, the song of the far future—the phantoms began to stir and rustle. And then, to disappear. The figures faded softly, with only a snort or a timid grumble as farewell. One shape in particular stamped its huge feet and let out a final truculent blast from a waving trunk before it dissolved into the mists. Merrian could have sworn she recognized that blast as the familiar jovial bellow of Broken Tusk.
The candle blew out.
They sat in silence, as the elephant smell was whisked away on a light mountain breeze. It's over, she thought, they're gone. She heard Falconer's voice.
"Come on, Raymond. Just this once. I have to know. What did you show them?"
It was too dark to see anything. Merrian was groping for her flashlight when she first heard M'Bengai's deep, sepulchral voice.
"The far future. No elephants."
"Yes, but there had to be more to it than just that,” pressed Falconer. “What else?"
"No people."
"How far?” asked Falconer. “Just how far are we talking about here?” His question went unanswered by the enigmatic M'Bengai who lowered his eyes and solemnly mimed turning a key across his locked lips.
Falconer huffed. “Oh, come on, Raymond!"
M'Bengai tossed the imaginary key away.
Merrian didn't turn on the flashlight, staring instead into the darkness at the now empty ring where the spirits of the elephants had stood, moments before. They had been, briefly, and were gone. Forever.
She glanced over at Falconer. The ghosts had left their bad taste in his mouth again, and now there was a bad taste in hers as well. The elephants had accepted the inevitable. They had come to terms with their fate, leaving the woman who had devoted so much time and energy to their lost cause, to ponder the fate of an entirely different species.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap15]
Department: SCIENCE: HOW LOW CAN YOU GO? by Paul Doherty & Pat Murphy
Pat's interest and confusion about cold dates back to whenshe was a little girl—maybe eight or nine years old. Her father told her that heat could not be created nor destroyed. She doesn't remember a context for the remark, but she does remember the discussion that followed.
"Suppose you took some heat and put it in the freezer,” she remembers saying. “That would destroy it."
No, it wouldn't. Dad explained that the heat would warm up the freezer a little bit. The heat would spread out, but it wouldn't go away. Heat always flows from hot to cold, evening things out.
Pat now understands that Dad was talking about the conservation of energy—and that the flow of heat would ultimately lead to the Heat Death of the Universe. The Heat Death of the Universe, for those of you who skipped that day in physics class, is when all available energy has been distributed evenly throughout the universe. Nothing is hot and nothing is cold. Everything is the same temperature. Everything has reached maximum entropy or disorder.
When everything's the same temperature, you can't get any more work from heat transfer—which is what runs our cars and factories. All kinds of energy will reach the same equilibrium state—spread evenly all over everywhere. And that's it. The End of the Universe.
Such a bleak scenario! We won't talk about that today. But we are going to talk about the nature of cold, about how temperature can be measured, and about some of the really strange stuff that happens at low temperatures.
Of course, we should mention that many great science fiction stories relate to heat and temperature—tales of ice planets and hot planets, of the cold of space and the heat of stars. But Pat's favorite story related to this column is Pamela Zoline's “The Heat Death of the Universe,” which deals with entropy in the suburbs.
* * * *
It's Frigorific!
Paul is ready to plunge into a description of the fascinating weirdness you find at super-low temperatures, but Pat can't resist a detour into the history of our understanding of cold.
Consider, if you will, the “frigorific particle."
In the first half of the seventeenth century, French scientist and philosopher Pierre Gassendi theorized that cold was caused by frigorific particles that bodies took in as they got colder and released as they warmed up. Search online for “frigorific particles,” and you'll turn up some wonderful discussions about the action of these particles and how they tended to settle at the Poles and how they wedge themselves between molecules of water, pushing them apart and causing the water to expand when it cooled and froze.
A decade or so after Gassendi's death in 1655, chemist Robert Boyle did some experiments that convinced a lot of people that the frigorific particle didn't exist.
In one experiment, Boyle carefully weighed a barrel of water. He left it outside in the winter cold until the water froze—and then weighed the barrel of ice. If the water froze because of the addition of frigorific particles, he thought, then surely the ice would weigh more than the water. But the frozen water weighed the same as the liquid water. That was a pretty convincing argument that no frigorific particles had jumped into the water barrel.
* * * *
Feeling Cold
One thing that would have helped Boyle and others who did early research into the nature of cold was an accurate thermometer. The human body is just not very good at judging temperature. Without a thermometer, it's pretty tough to tell what's hot and what's not.
You don't believe us? Then check out the experiment on page 220—or try this simple thought experiment.
Suppose you have an urgent need to visit an outhouse on a very cold night in winter. Your particular need dictates that you must sit. This outhouse is a two-seater, with a metal toilet seat and a wooden one. Question #1: Would you rather sit on the metal seat or the wooden one? Question #2: Which one is colder?
While you ponder those toilet seats, we'll tell you of a South African man Paul met when he was in Zambia to watch an eclipse. The South African insisted that it must get colder as one descended into the Earth. This fellow said that he had been down into deep gold mines in South Africa. When he felt the walls of the mine, he found they were cold to his touch.
The rock at the deepest part of the gold mine was at 60 degrees C (140 degrees F). To make it possible for people to work down there, the air had to be cooled to 32 degrees C (90 degrees F). The air in contact with the wall made the wall surface 32 degrees C as well. The man admitted that the air temperature felt hot and humid. But he said the wall felt cool.
That wall felt cooler than the air in the mine for the same reason that the metal toilet seat in the cold outhouse feels colder than the wooden one. We suspect your answer to question #1 was the same as ours—you'd choose the wooden seat. But many people get the answer to question #2 wrong. The toilet seats (like the air and the wall in the mine) are the same temperature. But they sure don't feel like it. Why not?
The temperature-sensitive nerve endings in your skin detect the difference between your inside body temperature and your outside skin temperature. When you touch something and your skin cools down, your temperature-sensitive nerves tell you that the object you are touching is cold.
But temperature alone does not determine whether your skin cools when you touch something. To cool your skin, an object must meet two conditions: it must be colder than your hand, and it must carry your body heat away.
Though the metal and wood are the same temperature, they carry heat away from your body at different rates. The metal seat and the rock wall of the mine are good conductors of heat. When you touch them, heat flows from your bare skin to the metal or rock, where it is rapidly conducted away. This leaves your skin cold—and therefore the object you are touching feels cold.
The wooden seat and the air in the mine are poor conductors of heat. Because heat is not conducted away quickly, the surface of the seat and the air near your skin soon become as warm as your skin. After this happens, little or no additional heat leaves your skin and the object feels warm.
* * * *
Back to Boyle
To understand temperature (and how to measure it), Pat finds it useful to begin with how freezers work. That brings us back to Robert Boyle, the guy with the barrel of ice. Today, Boyle is remembered best for Boyle's Law, which describes the relationship between the pressure and volume of an ideal gas at a constant temperature in a closed system.
Here's the deal. Let's say you have a fixed amount of an ideal gas. Squeeze that gas into a smaller volume and the pressure goes up. Expand the size of the container (without adding any more gas) and the pressure goes down. Boyle figured out that if you multiply the pressure of the gas by the volume of the gas, you always get the same constant. That is—you get the same constant as long as the temperature doesn't change.
Boyle's Law was followed by a trilogy of ideal gas laws—all of which were combined in a single law that states the relationship between pressure, volume, temperature, and number of molecules of gas. (For those who prefer equations to words, the combined ideal gas law is PV=kNT, where P is pressure, V is volume, N is the number of molecules, T is temperature, and k is the Boltzmann constant.)
Like so many phenomena, the details get a little tricky. But the bottom line is this: when gasses expand, they cool. You can feel this when you let air out of a bicycle tire. The expanding air from the tire is cooler than the surrounding air.
And that brings us to how freezers work. In the coils of the freezer, a compressed liquid expands and evaporates as it passes through a small opening. When a liquid evaporates, it absorbs energy from its surroundings, cooling the gas and the remaining liquid. (That's why evaporating sweat cools you off.) In addition, the expansion of the gas cools it. The result is cold air in the freezer.
* * * *
How Cold?
How cold is the air in that freezer? For that, you need a thermometer.
A thermometer has a visible and consistent response to temperature that can be measured on a scale. Mercury, like most materials, expands as it gets warmer. If you have a bulb containing mercury at the bottom of a glass tube of a constant diameter and you warm the tube, the mercury will rise with an increase in temperature.
Early thermometer makers Daniel Gabriel Fahrenheit and Anders Celsius had to figure out how to calibrate that rise. They had to come up with a scale that they could use to measure temperature.
Back in 1724, Fahrenheit established a temperature scale. He made a mixture of water, ice, and salt to create the lowest easily reachable temperature and made this his zero. He then measured human body temperature and made this 100. (We now know that the average human body temperature is 98.6 on his scale.) On Fahrenheit's scale, most everyday temperatures were positive numbers.
In 1742, Anders Celsius created a different scale. His zero was the boiling point of water and his 100 was the freezing point. That's right—his scale was upside down from our modern scale. Right after his death, Swedish botanist Carolus Linnaeus flipped Celsius's scale over, making a thermometer where zero represented the melting point of ice and 100 represented water's boiling point.
* * * *
Scientific Science Fiction
Mercury will freeze at -38.83 degrees C (-37.89 degrees F); pure ethanol alcohol freezes at -114 degrees C (-173.2 degrees F). So if you want to measure really low temperatures, neither a mercury nor an alcohol thermometer will work for you.
For lower temperatures, scientists came up with the ideal gas thermometer—which is a bit of science fiction right there. You see, there are no real ideal gasses. In an ideal gas, the molecules don't interact with each other at all; they bounce off each other and off the walls of the container without losing any energy.
But scientists are capable of stretching a point when they need to, and ideal gas behavior can be approximated using a dilute inert gas such as helium. Helium that's at a constant pressure changes volume as temperature rises. In a helium thermometer, the volume of the gas is calibrated to correspond to temperature.
* * * *
Defining Temperature
Now, maybe you're wondering what the thermometer is actually measuring. What is temperature, anyway?
Pat says it's a measure of how much the molecules of something are bouncing around. When you add energy (maybe by lighting a fire under the object in question), the molecules bounce around faster and the temperature increases.
Paul has a much more rigorous definition of temperature. Being more rigorous, he needs to be more specific as well. He says you get the temperature of a gas by measuring the average random kinetic energy of translational motion per molecule, then dividing by a conversion factor. (For those of you who like equations, the conversion factor is k, the Boltzmann constant from the ideal gas law.)
Paul and Pat don't talk about temperature the same way, but we agree that temperature relates to the movement of molecules. And since temperature relates to molecular movement, the zero point might be defined as the point at which all molecular motion stops.
That brings us to yet another temperature scale. This is the Kelvin temperature scale, named after Lord Kelvin, a mathematician, physicist, and natural philosopher. Back in 1848, Kelvin published a paper about the need for a scale on which “infinite cold” or absolute zero was the zero point. He figured that absolute zero would be -273 degrees C—and he was pretty close to right. Absolute zero is -273.15 degrees C. On the Kelvin scale, water freezes at 273.15K. Since kinetic energy is always greater than or equal to zero, there can't be negative temperatures on the Kelvin scale.
Just to keep things interesting, the possibility of a temperature at which all motion ceases raises a slight problem with quantum mechanics. Werner Heisenberg discovered that it was impossible to know the position and velocity of a particle exactly at the same time. So if you have a particle in any sort of a box (and the universe counts as a box!) it must have some uncertainty in its velocity—which means that its velocity can't be zero.
Consequently, at absolute zero atoms and molecules are still in motion. This motion is large enough that helium atoms at atmospheric pressure will not form a solid even as they approach absolute zero! This so-called “zero point motion” keeps them moving enough to make them a liquid.
What absolute zero means then is that the atoms have the minimum possible motion. This energy of this minimum motion cannot be extracted. (So Paul suggests you save your money and do not fall for the Web scams that claim to harvest zero point motion.)
* * * *
Cold Space
In the darkness of space, temperatures get close to absolute zero. An object in space cools off as energy radiates away it and is not replaced. Anyone who has been in the desert at night understands this cooling effect well. When the sun goes down, you radiate your heat and cool off fast.
For a more extreme example of cooling by radiation, suppose you take an ideal gas thermometer out into space and shield it from nearby stars. Its temperature drops as it radiates away energy and receives little in return. (Pat insists on pointing out that this method helps advance the Heat Death of the Universe. Thermos bottles and cozy blankets, which prevent the dissipation of heat, fight against the Heat Death of the Universe. People who leave the heat on and the front door open or abandon their ideal gas thermometers in space encourage the Heat Death of the Universe.)
The temperature of that ideal gas thermometer would eventually stabilize at 2.725 Kelvins. That is the temperature of space, maintained by the cosmic microwave background radiation that's constantly striking the thermometer.
What, you ask, is cosmic microwave background radiation? Paul is very glad you asked. Cosmic microwave background radiation is left over from the “Big Bang.” An absurdly long time ago, that radiation started out as orange light at a temperature of 3000 Kelvins. As the universe expanded, the wavelength of the electromagnetic radiation traveling through the vacuum of space expanded along with the vacuum itself. The light changed from orange to red to infrared and is now stretched a thousand times into the microwave region of the electromagnetic spectrum. The microwave spectrum of this radiation from the big bang warms our thermometer all the way up to 2.725 Kelvins.
But you remember, of course, that we mentioned the ideal gas thermometer was science fiction. We've had to fake an ideal gas by using an almost ideal gas—helium at atmospheric pressure. But at very low temperatures, we get caught in our web of fabrications (Pat, as a fiction writer, is quite familiar with what can happen in a tangle of fabrications—at any temperature).
Anyway, here's the problem: helium gas liquefies at 4.22 K. So our (almost) ideal gas thermometer is no good at all in space.
To measure the very cold temperature of space, scientists had to create a new way of measuring temperature by noting how the spectrum of light emitted by an object depends on temperature. By noting the light emitted by objects of known temperature, scientists have calibrated a virtual “blackbody spectrum thermometer."
This means we can measure the temperature of an object just by analyzing the radiation it emits. In fact, you may have had this method of temperature measurement used on you. Have you ever had a doctor take your temperature by pointing a thermometer at your forehead or in your ear? That thermometer measured the infrared radiation you were emitting—your own personal blackbody radiation—and used that to calculate your temperature.
The dark “surface” (where surface could be the cloud tops) of a planet will cool by radiation. This is why the bottoms of craters near the poles of the Moon and Mercury, where the Sun never shines, are extremely cold. On the Moon, which lacks the Earth's insulating blanket of atmosphere, temperatures as low as 26 K have been discovered.
* * * *
Super-cool Superconductors
At very low temperatures, strange stuff happens.
In 1910, Heike Kamerlingh Onnes was looking into the behavior of metals at low temperatures. He cooled mercury down to a couple of degrees Kelvin in a magnetic field. As he cooled the mercury, his very expensive glass apparatus suddenly blew apart.
So he tried it again, destroying another expensive set of glassware. A lot of broken glass later, Onnes realized he had discovered a new property of matter. At low temperatures, the mercury had no resistance to the flow of electric current. In the presence of a magnetic field, the electrons moved inside the mercury. When the magnetic field pushed on these moving electrons (as magnetic fields do), it shoved the mercury sample so hard it broke through the walls of the glass vessels used in the experiment. Onnes had discovered superconductivity.
Here's what's going on in a metal that's supercool. When electricity flows through a metal (let's say a copper wire), electrons flow. Atoms in a solid copper wire are in motion. As the electrons flow through this array of copper atoms, the vibrating atoms get into the way of the electrons, slowing their motion and turning some of the energy of the electron motion into increased motion of the copper atoms. As a result, the metal gets warm. We say the metal has electrical resistance.
When we cool copper down the vibration of the atoms decreases and its resistance decreases. At temperatures near absolute zero, resistance in some materials also drops to zero. (Paul notes that a more complete understanding of zero resistance requires quantum mechanics—and we aren't going there right now.) Because these materials have no electrical resistance, electrons can travel through them freely. They can carry large amounts of electrical current for long periods of time without losing energy as heat. In demonstrations, superconducting loops of wire have carried electrical currents for several years with no measurable loss.
Today we make superconducting wires to carry electricity without loss. These wires are used in underground transmission lines connecting power plants in Detroit and also to make the magnetic fields that steer the electron beams in the accelerator at CERN, the European Organization for Nuclear Research. (CERN suffered tremendous damage when one connector in the superconducting circuit warmed up enough to become non-superconducting. A small city's worth of energy was suddenly deposited into a piece of metal, and the resulting heat vaporized a cubic meter of the accelerator.)
* * * *
Super-Cool Superfluids
There are other strange properties that appear at low temperatures. Cool liquid helium to 2.17 K and it becomes a superfluid, a fluid that can flow without viscosity.
Take an empty beaker and lower it into a normal fluid like water. As long as you keep the top of the beaker above the top of the water, the beaker will remain empty.
Lower the beaker into superfluid helium and the helium liquid will flow up and over the rim of the beaker filling the inside of the beaker to the same level as the outside.
How can this happen? The water and the superfluid helium wet the beaker and rise up making a meniscus. Look closely at the place where water meets the inside of a glass and see this for yourself.
The meniscus forms because the fluid sticks to the glass. It stops rising because the fluid sticks to itself. Water, which sticks to itself very well, doesn't rise very far. But superfluids, which flow without sticking to themselves, just keep rising, crawl over the lip of the glass, and down the other side.
These superfluids are also called “quantum fluids.” At these low temperatures, the rules of quantum mechanics dictate behavior at macroscopic scales. Superfluids can flow freely through infinitesimal holes, move around a closed loop forever, and climb up the walls of their containers.
* * * *
Absolutely The End
Pat and Paul both prefer the excitement of the super cool (and the super hot, which we might deal with in another column) to the bland sameness of even temperature at the Heat Death of the Universe. But we are aware that the Heat Death of the Universe is inevitable. We are also aware that thermometers (unlike thermos bottles and cozy blankets) actually contribute to the Heat Death of the Universe.
The zeroth law of thermodynamics (yes, really—the zeroth law) says that the temperatures of two objects in contact with each other for a long enough time will be the same. When you touch a thermometer to an object, heat flows from whichever one is warmer to whichever one is colder until they are both the same. Then you can read the thermometer to find out the temperature of both.
Of course, you have changed the temperature of the thing you are measuring—however slightly. And you've helped spread heat around a little more evenly, bringing Heat Death just a little closer.
Even the simple act of measurement can change the universe.
The Exploratorium is San Francisco's museum of science, art, and human perception—where science and science fiction meet. Paul Doherty works there. Pat Murphy used to work there, but now she works at Klutz (www.klutz.com), a publisher of how-to books for kids. To learn more about Pat Murphy's writing, visit her web site at www.brazenhussies.net/Murphy. For more on Paul Doherty's work and his latest adventures, visit www.exo.net/~pauld.
* * * *
Sidebar: Experiment: Hot Hands
Here's an experiment that demonstrates that the human body isn't very good at judging temperature by touch.
Gather a group of ten or so friends. Have each person shake hands with everyone else. Some people's hands will be hotter and some will be colder. Work together to form a line with the person with the hottest hands on one end and the person with the coldest on the other.
Have the people with the coldest and hottest hands walk down the line shaking hands with everyone. As they approach the end farthest from where they started, people will be amazed by how hot or cold their hands feel. When they shake hands with the person at the center of the line, the hot-handed person will think the center person has cold hands while the cold-handed person will think the center person has warm hands.
If you happen to be at a party, you might want to try this at the start and again at the end of the party. Alcohol consumption dilates capillaries, leading to warmer hands, while smoking constricts capillaries, leading to colder hands. By the end of the party, people's places in the line may change with their vice of choice.
* * * *

"The time machine works! Now I have to plus it in, and go right back."
* * * *
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Short Story: INTRODUCTION TO JOYOUS COOKING, 200TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION by Heather Lindsley
Heather Lindsley moved from Seattle to London about three years ago, but she says this story is her first directly influenced by living in the United Kingdom. Those influences are the culinary lunacy of Heston Blumenthal's television series Feasts, some excellent conversations at Eastercon (the British National Science Fiction Convention), and, of course, room temperature beer. She recommends all three highly.
When the widow Edna T. Leidecker wrote the first slim volume of Joyous Cooking in 1932, she could not have guessed that her self-published effort to transcend personal tragedy and the First Great Depression would still be invaluable to home cooks two hundred years later. In retrospect, however, its enduring success is no surprise. By offering advice for managing food rations in the 1944 edition, recommending decontamination techniques in 2056, and illustrating the best way to skin a squirrel (1932-1987, 2022-2075, and the current edition), Joyous Cooking has evolved to meet the needs of its readers and so has become a fixture in homes, hearts, and minds. With over seventy million subscriptions accessed via mPlant and nearly one hundred fifty million copies sold in more archaic formats, Joyous Cooking has remained the cook's first—and sometimes only—guide for generations. The history of cooking reflects the history of human culture, and in a world where so much cultural continuity has been lost, Joyous Cooking stands as a proud exception.
Like culture, cooking has never been without controversy, whether in matters of seasoning or the use of endangered ingredients. While the bloody actions of the short-lived extremist group Taste First! in 2015 briefly raised both the profile and consequences of indiscriminate salting, the longest-running controversy in the history of Joyous Cooking concerns Turtle Soup. Green Sea Turtle Soup, which first appeared in the 1952 edition, remained in the 1977 edition, the same year its main ingredient was added to the endangered species list. The recipe was removed from the 1996 edition after protest, but returned in 2005 using non-threatened freshwater species, only to be challenged in subsequent editions as one after another turtle species was consumed to extinction. The soup's controversy did not end with the turtles, and the 2022 edition's popular Soy-Lentil Green™ Mock Turtle Soup recipe raises troubling ethical questions even now.
These days, of course, a drop in the population, lab-regenerated plant and animal species, and the conversion of sports stadia to terraced garden allotments make it easier to find fresh ingredients. While most of the pill- and paste-based recipes of the mid twenty-first century were removed in the 2082 edition, they were replaced by a hodge-podge gleaned from the remnants of the Third Wiki War. These reflected decades of stagnant culinary activity and offered difficult-to-follow recipes like Chicken-Fried —Steak— —Chicken— —Squirrel— —Steak— Chicken. Thus, we've restored many of the recipes from earlier editions, including Apple Pie, Tabbouleh, Chile Relleno, Zong Zi, and even a variant on Turtle Soup featuring green algae and an early twenty-first century formula for industrial-strength artificial turtle flavoring.
With this edition, Joyous Cooking extends the boundaries of its time-honored commitment to global cuisine and introduces a few favorites from our new neighbors, the Gak-Glorians. Mouth- and proboscis-watering dishes like Ca'ow, Sha'ep, and Ma'an are accompanied by helpful notes about Gak-Glorian culture (Ma'an, for example, is traditionally served only on holidays). These recipes have been translated into local ingredients: if you can find pears and beef jerky, you can cook Gak-Glorian. We've also added a special appendix listing all known Gak-Glorian biochemical and psychosexual responses to various Earth foods, an obvious necessity for anyone planning an interspecies dinner party.
This edition also recognizes diversity with an expanded section on regional cooking, acknowledging that several members of the global community can now achieve delicious slow roasts simply by leaving food outside. Space station dwellers will find the addition of home vacuum packing and absolute zero freezing techniques particularly useful when the hydroponics bay produces the inevitable bumper crop of zucchini.
And while we have tried to avoid exotic ingredients and gadget-intensive recipes, we've continued the Joyous Cooking custom of embracing beneficial developments in technology. With this edition, the countertop teleporter joins the pressure cooker, microwave, and nanoblender as a standard appliance in the home kitchen. We've accommodated this exciting newcomer by updating the preparation of classics like Stuffed Peppers, Deviled Eggs, and Turducken, while also introducing dramatic variations like Amalgamated Nachos and Pineapple Inside-out Cake.
Nevertheless, the full and lasting impact of commercial teleportation on cuisine and culture must be left to future editions of Joyous Cooking. The military-inspired haute cuisine craze for teleporting food directly into the stomach is already passing out of vogue, as the novelty has proven to be no match for even the virtual sensory experience of fine dining, let alone the real thing. Whether the fledgling “faster food” industry faces a similar fate remains uncertain, especially while the range of equipment available to civilians limits home delivery to a one-mile radius. We have noted the appetizer recipes that best accommodate main course targeting pellets for cooks interested in the technique, though we doubt it will become commonplace in the home. It can never truly replace the joy of eating.
—Gwen Leidecker Tilman Alvarez Pax & Kal XI Gak-Glor
Editors, Joyous Cooking, 200th Anniversary Edition
October 7th, 2132
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Novelet: THE PRECEDENT by Sean McMullen
Sean McMullen recently adapted a 1958 play called The Matriarchy of Renok by the pioneer Australian SF author Norma Hemming. It's slated for performance at the World SF Convention in Melbourne this September. He says it is quite a classic space opera. 
"The Precedent” found its inspiration one evening when a documentary about global warming was followed by another about war trials and then capped off by the movie The Seventh Seal. As you might expect for a story with such roots, this story is not about to rival Epidapheles for silliness; a little sobriety makes for a good finale for this issue, yes?
Even when the climate crime is so serious that death is not punishment enough, one still gets an audit. We were being taken to a mine in the desert to be audited, and a third of the tippers who had begun the journey had already died. Their bodies had been staked out by the roadside to desiccate. We pulled wagons that were loaded with our water and food, wagons that were SUVs stripped of their engines, doors, and seats. No fuel resources could be consumed on our journey.
There was no clear pattern to the deaths in our grisly and geriatric column. Some fat tippers died within the first ten miles, but others just got thinner and survived. I was quite fit to begin with, so I was better prepared than most. Red sand made the ground look red hot, and magnified my unending thirst. The surface of the road was appalling, but nobody tried to repair it. A good road would make it easier for us, and we were meant to be stressed. If some of us died, so much the better.
In the Midsouth Consolidation, they practiced desiccation. Once dead, the tippers were flayed open and left to dry in the sun. When there was only bone and dried flesh left, their remains were brought to the mines and buried. Thus the carbon of the guilty was returned to the Earth, rather than stressing the atmosphere.
* * * *
At nightfall we stopped where we were, shuffled to the roadside, and fell asleep. Each night I had the same visitor. He was just a denser patch of darkness in the gloom with a pale oval for a face, yet his voice was perfectly clear.
"So you survived to the mine,” he said.
"Not there yet,” I replied, sitting up.
"You arrive tomorrow. The odds favor you."
"You talk as if this is good."
"What is wrong with being alive?"
"It's 2035 and vengeance is upon us, is that good? We tippers were born before the Millennium Year, and so are guilty until pardoned. Is that good? I was born in 1955, so I'm guilty. For me, that's bad."
"You could plead guilty, then appeal for a merciful death."
"I intend to beat the audit."
"The Audit of Midsouth has a perfect record for tipper convictions."
"I'm used to standing alone."
* * * *
Those of us who reached the mine had to camp in a vast holding ground of red sand, awaiting our turn to be audited. Some had been there a long time. These were the borderlines, those tippers who had difficult audits and were holding up the executions. Every execution meant a lessening of the burden on the ecosphere, so large numbers were important. Meantime the borderlines were assigned to service, where they did the flaying, the desiccation, and the dropping of bodies down the mine shaft.
The miners were too guilty to die. They were lowered into the mine, there to live out what remained of their lives dragging corpses away from the drop shaft and packing them into the abandoned tunnels. Miners first class had no light, their only food was what they could gnaw from the corpses, and they had to drink the artesian water that seeped into the tunnels. It was a poor alternative to death.
Because those pending audit were already considered guilty, we were made to assist with disposals after executions. This began the day we arrived. Hot, parched, weary, and coated with red dust, we simply dropped our harnesses and joined the execution parade. The first convicted man was my age, and I was eighty. The executioner had been chosen by ballot from the pool of wardens. She was about twenty, and was lean and muscular. Her recreation was probably fitness, which was very climatically correct.
"What's your charges?” asked an older borderline as we shuffled along.
"Squandering and display,” I replied mechanically.
"Yeah? Me, I got greed. The audit went for death, second class, but I got adjourned. Name's Chaz."
"I'm Jason, my audit's tomorrow."
The wardens did not care if we tippers talked among ourselves. What we said was no longer important to anyone but us. The condemned man was walking with his hands tied behind his back. He turned as he heard us.
"I got denial, squandering, and greed,” he announced proudly. “Death second class on all three."
"What was your line?” I asked.
"Morels."
"As in the mushrooms?"
"Yeah, and I was good, too. Hunted them for a living, back in the States. I just loved the wilderness. Used to teach folk the tricks, like how to get ‘eyes on’ in snow and burned pine forest, then to look for the ‘pop-out’ effect. That's when the morels suddenly start jumping out at you."
I was to hear that sort of spiel depressingly often in the fortnight to come. Tippers often tried to leave a little of their art or passion to those who might survive them. How to tune a motor, ways to score in a nightclub, tricks to beat the trend in a share market, or even the art of arranging Christmas lights. But there were no more gasoline motors, nightclubs and share markets had ceased to exist, and proof that you had ever displayed Christmas lights would get you death, second class.
"How does a mushroom hunter get denial, squandering, and greed?” asked Chaz.
"I drove an SUV to reach the best spots."
Denial, because he said he loved the wilderness yet drove an SUV. Squandering merely because he drove an SUV. Greed, because he took from nature without giving back. Death, death, and death. Having spoken, he looked more relaxed, perhaps because he had left something of himself in our memories. Shepherded by the executioner, he walked out onto the tipping plank. The gallows were built of timber even though the old mine site was littered with steel pipes and beams. That was climatic symbolism. The Auditor General stood waiting.
"James Francis Harrington, you have been found guilty of denial, squandering, and greed,” she declared. “For this you are sentenced to death by merciful means. As you did take from the Earth, so now you must give what remains to you back to the Earth. This by my tally, the Twenty-Fifth day of March, 2035. Wardens, reclaim his carbon."
The executioner arranged the noose to snap Harrington's neck as he stood on the tipping plank. This was a length of pinewood that extended out over the drop. The other end was held down by a pile of coal. Now a procession of wardens filed past. Each took a lump of coal from the pile. The plank began to teeter. I counted fifteen seconds of teetering, during which Harrington's dignity and composure fled. He began to scream as the tipping point approached; he pissed his pants to try to lighten himself and gain a few more moments of life.
Relentlessly the hands removed coal from the pile, as relentlessly as coal had once been dug out of the Earth and burned. Abruptly the tipping point was reached, and a shower of coal catapulted over Harrington as he fell. The gallows creaked. The wardens applauded.
"Now that was a great piece of work,” said Chaz. “Harrington didn't want to give the scream of repentance, but they got it out of him."
A long line of condemned tippers was waiting as we took the body down. A woman began to shriek and struggle. She was next. Her executioner was a youth of about seventeen, and he looked nervous. Nervous about killing someone, or nervous about screwing up? The wardens collected the coal and piled it back onto the tipping plank.
The executions went on for a long time. The lumps of coal became coated with red sand, so that they seemed to glow hot. I was made to brush them, to keep the symbolism clear.
"So what were you?” asked one of the few friendly wardens as we were finally led away.
"I was a climatologist,” I replied.
"A climate change denialist?” she gasped, as if I had just admitted to being the devil himself.
"No, I was actually one of the first to warn about climate change, back in the 1980s."
She thought about this for a moment, then shook her head.
"Why would a climatologist get audited?” she asked.
"Every tipper gets audited,” I replied.
This was the flaw that underlaid the World Audit. Was any tipper innocent? Up to a point the answer was easy. Everyone who had squandered resources for recreation or greed was guilty, but what about those who burned fossil fuels for a living? Not quite so clear, because these included cab drivers, airline pilots, and the like. Such cases were adjourned, but the backlog of marginal offenders was becoming quite a burden worldwide. Just what did make a tipper a climate criminal? A standard was needed.
"What was your line?” I asked the warden.
"Name's Olivia, wanna do some climatically correct recreational sex?"
I put a hand to my face and shook my head.
"I meant your job before you became a warden."
"Computers, systems administration. Then I got audited."
She lifted her kilt to show the brand on one thigh: “S” for squandering.
"It hurt like hell, but I deserved it."
I noticed Chaz staring at her thigh with as much admiration as someone in his seventies could manage.
"To me that's squandering a mighty fine leg,” he said, and the three of us laughed.
Sometimes survival was who you knew, and Chaz went out of his way to be liked by the right people.
"Not many tippers beat the audit,” I said.
"I was born in 2001, so I'm not a tipper,” she explained.
"Ah, a victim."
"Yeah. We get leniency for climate crimes."
"What did you do?"
"I was two-sixty pounds back in 2023, can you believe it?"
"And you got squandering, not gluttony?"
"I wasn't greedy, just a slog living on Coke, turkey stuffing, and fries. Now I'm under one-thirty pounds. That's why I got just branded second class. I was lucky. The Retributor wanted service, first class."
* * * *
That night I lay on my back, looking at the stars and thinking about how rapidly the world had changed. The victim riots had caught the authorities by surprise, but trends could grow exponentially thanks to the Internet. Going lateral was another movement that began on the Internet. The lateralists worked out that they could actually live way better by detaching themselves from the economic systems of derivatives, leverage, optionality and toxic assets. In just months the lateralists ranks swelled from thousands, to millions, to hundreds of millions. This generated a crisis in confidence that triggered the biggest financial collapse in history, and very soon the people who had formerly worked at generating meaningless wealth were out looking for real jobs. By then it was too late because the climate was severely screwed, there were famines in Western democracies, the trillions of dollars based on derivatives and options were fast becoming meaningless, and economic growth was considered about as healthy as cancer.
Democracies did particularly badly against lateralism, because their politicians were working to very short agendas. They did nothing decisive to save the ecosphere, as everything had to be balanced to appease competing interests. Lateralism ignored wealth. Soon there were only guards, goods, and obscenely rich people left in conventional economies. Dictatorships did not last long when entire populations became lateralist terrorists. What did citizens have to lose? They were starving and the world seemed to be ending anyway. As the surviving nobles of Europe found out when the Black Death swept across their estates in the fourteenth century, however, you need peons as the foundation of any economy.
"You summoned me?” asked a familiar voice.
"I never summon you,” I muttered.
"Of course you do. Enjoying the night sky?"
"The end of the world is close, the sky is all that's worth looking at."
"Not the end of the world, but your world,” said my visitor. “The world will go on, but your world has been unsustainable for a long time."
"Funny, I thought the police and armies would hold things together for longer,” I admitted.
"The World Audit promised order and organization, so the police and soldiers signed up very quickly. They annihilated the armed urban gangs and survivalist warlords. That earned a lot of support, almost as much as auditing and executing the rich."
"So, Death is an auditor?"
"No, but an auditor is Death."
"That makes no sense."
"It will, soon."
The most annoying thing about Death was that I kept catching myself agreeing with him. We seemed to have a lot in common. Did he want to be friends? I drifted into a proper sleep.
* * * *
Our audit consisted of eight auditors and an Auditor General. They sat on a bench, each shaded by an umbrella held by a borderline. The Retributor, Advocate, and Wardens all wore top hats. This was highly symbolic. The indulgence generations had gloried in being casual and individual. Now was the age of formality, unity, and sacrifice. Black robes and black cloaks were the uniform. Black hats were for the important people, and black cowls for the really important. The latter were the auditors. Just three decades ago it would have looked ludicrous, but three decades ago the Earth was three degrees cooler. The black robes were uncomfortable to wear in the merciless heat, and symbolized the suffering that had been caused by the tippers who had burned too much fossil carbon.
We tippers sat exposed to the sun, whose effect we had enhanced so much. There were nine circles of tippers. Nine circles of hell. Nine degrees of warming that were predicted by 2100. We had been heating the world during a natural cooling cycle. When the next warming cycle kicked in, things went straight to hell in every sense.
The audits began as the sun's disk rose clear of the horizon. We were meant to suffer.
"Audit of Jason Hall, climatologist,” the Clerk of the Audit announced.
There was a quota of audits for each day, so no more than minutes could be given to any one. For most, it was the work of less than a minute to confirm guilt and pass sentence. I was escorted to the dais by a warden as the Retributor climbed the three steps to the lectern. Without using notes he began.
"Worthy victims, I have records, confirmed by the defendant while wired to a veritor, proving that he squandered the resources of the Earth to acquire a second doctorate. I maintain that he did this for sheer vanity, and so is guilty of display and squandering."
"Defendant?” asked the Auditor General.
"I did my second doctorate in history to get credibility. It was not display or squandering,” I responded.
"Credibility for what?” the Retributor asked with smug confidence.
"I was studying links between the Little Ice Age and witch burnings from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries."
The Retributor opened his mouth to scoff, failed to find suitable words, and closed it again. He had been caught unprepared. A buzz of speculation rippled through the circles of tippers and borderlines, and even the auditors whispered among themselves.
"Ridiculous,” said the Retributor, resorting to bluster. “The topic is frivolous."
"Not so: my research showed close parallels with the World Audit before—"
"Moving on to your use of motorcycles—"
"Objection!” called the Advocate. “My honorable colleague has made a statement, but not allowed the defendant to refute it."
"Objection sustained,” said the Auditor General. “The honorable Retributor must either withdraw his statement or allow the defendant to address it."
That was the first objection that had been decided in favor of a tipper within anyone's memory. Anger clouded the Retributor's face for a moment, then it cleared.
"I stand at your honor's pleasure,” he said.
"Defendant, you will continue,” said the Auditor General.
I now had the undivided attention of everyone. This was not just some boring accusation of SUV rallies or ten-kilowatt Christmas light displays.
"During the fifteenth century, around the time that the climatic event known as the Little Ice Age became really severe in Europe, the number of witch trials and burnings suddenly increased. Witches were said to call up storms, cause frosts, and induce other meteorological disasters."
"Point of clarification,” said the Auditor General. “Are you suggesting that witches caused the Little Ice Age?"
"Absolutely not, but records show that people believed them to be responsible."
"Point taken. Proceed."
"As bad weather became more frequent and severe, people began to look for someone to blame. Supposed witches were plausible and vulnerable targets."
"Are you suggesting that audits such as yours, here, today, are witch trials?” asked the Auditor General.
"No, your honor."
For a moment my life seemed to hang by a thread as she paused to discomfort me.
"Proceed."
"When I began my second Ph.D. in 1997, I wanted to get credibility as an historian. As an expert in both history and climatology I thought my warnings would be taken more seriously."
"Warnings?"
"Warnings to polluters and squanderers that when human-induced climate change gripped the Earth, their descendants might want revenge. There would be whole generations of old tippers to provide guilty and vulnerable targets."
"Surely the Christian church initiated the medieval witch trials, not the general population?"
"Actually, most witch trials were secular, and at the village level."
"Interesting. That is how the World Audit operates."
"True."
"Then what are you suggesting?"
"I am only relating history, your honor. My Ph.D. was about instances of popular anger in response to severe weather. In the fifteenth century, anger was foolishly directed against witches. Popular anger has now revived, this time due to induced climate change. I make no judgment about whether it is just or unjust."
"Enough, enough,” said the Auditor General. “You have demonstrated to my satisfaction that your second doctorate was in defense of the ecosphere. Retributor, do you have any further accusations?"
"Oh yes, multiple accusations of squandering."
"Then I declare this audit of Jason Hall, climatologist, adjourned. Clerk of the Audit, what is the next audit?"
"Audit of Kieran Harley, who owned and operated a jet ski."
"For recreation?"
"Yes."
"Guilty as charged. Death, second class. Those in favor? Against? Confirmed. Next audit?"
My audit had been adjourned! I was borderline. I would join the ranks of those considered guilty, but too difficult to waste time on. After all, millions of undeniably guilty tippers could be audited and executed easily.
* * * *
Religious services were not as popular with the tippers and borderlines as one might have expected. Religion had not seriously challenged the World Audit, just as in the mid-twentieth century the major religions had made no effective protests when American and Soviet politicians had threatened the world with thermonuclear annihilation. The World Audit promised action and revenge for what had been done to the planet. Unlike religions, it delivered.
Thus there were services to prepare people for death at the camp, but not much more. There was no shortage of entertainment, however.
Among the borderlines there were tippers who had memorized their favorite movies and television shows, word for word. Over my two weeks in the adjourned backlog I sat in the audience while episodes of Cheers, Star Trek, Buffy, and Seinfeld were acted out in the dusk and moonlight. The performances were a little stiff and arthritic, the props were minimal, and the theme music had to be hummed and whistled by an aged orchestra, but the dialogue seemed accurate.
On my second night there was an extravaganza performance, in the form of The Rocky Horror Picture Show. At the center of the stage space were the actors, along with those playing the parts of chairs, tables, doors, and a bed. Flanking them was a chorus of singers to the right and an orchestra of hummers to the left. Surrounding all this was the participating audience, who sang, danced, and called responses at the actors. The rest of us merely watched, although some tippers born after 1990 seemed a bit bewildered. The wardens looked on, impassive.
Apparently a suicide wave had been not only planned, but coordinated with the wardens. At the end of the show the audience participators charged the wardens, shouting lines from the show, hurling rocks, and waving walking sticks. Everyone else dropped and flattened themselves against the sand as the wardens’ assault rifles chattered into life and bullets whined overhead.
"Don't move,” said the man beside me.
"Who's moving?"
"They're tippers facing greenhouse or mines. A bullet is way better than that."
The firing died down to the occasional sharp bark of a pistol shot.
"That's the Inspector of Wardens,” said my companion. “He's finishing them off with a Smith and Wesson 1006. Beautiful gun, real classic."
A gun fancier. He was sure to be up for squandering, display, and possibly greed.
"Now, those wardens, do you see what they got?"
The wardens were carrying guns with curved magazines. They were very good at killing people, and that was about as much as I understood.
"Assault rifles?"
"Yeah, and they may be made in China, but they're still AK-47s."
"Er, that's Russian,” I said, recalling television news items about terrorists and guerrillas from a lifetime ago.
"That's right, developed in the forties but perfected in nineteen-fifty-nine. The M16, now that was a better gun, the old AK couldn't shoot as fast or far. Mind, AKs could take way worse treatment and keep firing, and were cheap as chicken feed to make."
He kept talking, but my thoughts had already wandered. The AK-47 design was ninety years old, yet it still did the job. It also needed little maintenance and was cheap to build. That symbolized the modern world. Everything was merely good enough, rather than optimized to have a slight edge. All things being equal, a slightly better range or rate of fire at twice the cost was no advantage because all things were never equal. The victims had new values, and better was seldom desirable. Good enough meant a softer ecological touch. The Chinese-made assault rifles designed in Russia were good enough, so good enough was perfect.
"All stand!"
The inspector's command meant that everyone was dead who was meant to be dead. I was put on a stretcher team, carrying away dead, bullet-riddled men and women painted with fishnet stockings and suspenders.
* * * *
Hours later I awoke beneath a sky that blazed coldly with stars. For someone who had spent so much of his life studying the atmosphere, I knew surprisingly little about the constellations above it. In desert skies the stars are so numerous and intense that even the most familiar patterns are almost overwhelmed. I sat up and looked around.
Wardens patrolled the perimeter of the camp, no more than deeper shadows in the shadows and moonlight. The snores and wheezes from those nearby had stopped; in fact, all sounds had ceased.
Suddenly he was before me, a figure now in the black robes of a climate penitent. None of the wardens reacted to him; perhaps he had no warmth for their thermal imagers to detect. I thought that I should be visible, but nobody paid me attention either. Perhaps I was not alive when he came to see me.
"Don't try to say I summoned you,” I snapped.
"Still, it's true."
"So now what?"
"Come along."
His voice was cold and remote, but free of malice. I fell in beside him as he glided along through the darkness. The audit space was just a long bench for the auditors, a lectern for the speaker, a dais for the accused, and a desk for the clerk. Everyone else sat in the sand, in the nine great circles.
"When does the audit begin?” I asked.
"This is not an audit."
"Then why bring me here?"
"You summoned me."
"I did not!"
"Everyone summons me, eventually."
"Everyone? Then you really are Death?"
"Close, but not quite."
"You keep denying it, but who else could you be?"
"That is for you to discover. Yesterday, how would you have audited James Harrington?"
"He was just a fool who never looked at his carbon footprint."
"But how you would have audited him—as an auditor?"
"Death, second class. He chose to ignore the plight of the wilderness he loved. He was like a doctor fondling a woman's breast, yet not telling her she has breast cancer."
"How would you audit him, this time as Jason Hall?"
"Service, second class, in wilderness restoration."
"What of Ellen Farmer, the woman who followed him onto the tipping gallows?"
"She built a fourteen-room house just to impress her friends, and vacationed on cruise ships three months out of twelve. Guilty, for aggravated display and squandering."
"How would you sentence her—as Jason Hall?"
"Service, first class. Half a lifetime of healing the ecosphere in return for half a lifetime of screwing it."
And so it went. Two hundred people had faced the audit that day and the day before, but only a dozen cases had been adjourned. Mine was one. The specter knew every name, and so did I. I have a very good memory.
"Craig Brand?"
"He built supertuned engines for street racers and was a paid-up Climate Denier. Guilty, death second class."
"Jason Hall?"
"Innocent."
"There is no such verdict. Pardoned is the most lenient."
"Then pardoned."
"You are less severe than the Retributor. Only three deaths in two hundred sentences. Do you feel compassion for them?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"Most were fools, not monsters."
"The fool kills just as dead as the monster."
"True, but some fools are harmless. The audit has a perfect record, it's always death or mines for tippers, yet some deserve service, branding, or even pardoning."
"Many audits are adjourned. Yours was."
"And I'm eighty. I will probably die in the borderline backlog."
"Would you abolish the World Audit?"
"No. The Audit is all we have, but it must be seen to be fair, otherwise the auditors will look like a pack of Nazis."
"The auditors think of themselves like the judges in the Nuremberg trials."
"Perhaps, but to them, everyone born before 2000 is an eco-Nazi, guilty of climate crimes."
Suddenly I was alone. I felt no chill on the night air, and when I put my hand up, I could see stars through it. I would have been convinced that I was dead, yet I knew I would awake alive.
* * * *
To everyone's surprise, I was called back to the audit the following morning. The Retributor said that I had commuted on a motorcycle when I could have used public transport. I quoted well-memorized figures proving that my motorcycle had a smaller carbon footprint per passenger mile than the public transport then available. Again my audit was adjourned.
I was put on cart duty after the morning audits. Thirty of us were harnessed to a stripped-out Sports Utility Vehicle and made to draw it out to the north greenhouse fields. Death, first class, was performed here. Sector five was where we were going, but we had to pass through other sectors first. In sector two they were performing executions.
Our team moved slowly. Ahead of us I saw a strong, fit-looking man of about fifty being forced to the ground by the wardens. With the skill of much practice they spread-eagled him on his back and chained him to a wooden frame in the shape of an X. All the while he was shouting about his rights, demanding a retrial, telling the wardens he had right of appeal, and calling for a proper lawyer.
"Your turn will come. You'll pay for this!” he screamed. “This is a concentration camp."
"You helped run the concentration camp called the global economy,” replied a warden. “You kept Mother Earth in there until she was a living skeleton."
They took two large glass panels and clamped them over him in a tent shape. We were level with them as they fitted a pair of glass triangles over the ends.
A greenhouse. For causing the greenhouse effect, death by greenhouse. It was a hideous way to die, roasted slowly in a glass oven. The unlucky ones lasted to evening, got the respite of night, then had to face a second day. As we trudged on, straining at our harnesses, we passed the glass tents that had already been set up. There were muffled screams and groans from these, but most were already weakening.
The next sector was at stage two of the greenhouse cycle. Here teams of borderlines were slicing open the skin of the recently executed, so that the sun could evaporate their bodily fluids. We moved on through the sector where bodies were drying out within their little glass tents. In sector five the greenhouses were being dismantled, and bodies stacked in neat piles. We stopped. Service borderlines loaded the desiccated dead into our SUV. The bodies were quite stiff, as if carved out of wood.
As we returned with our load, people began talking at last.
"Remember the old days?” said the man beside me.
"I've only been here two days."
"Yeah? In that case, welcome to hell. I been here since the start. I got service, second class."
"I didn't think tippers ever got off, except to be put in the backlog as a borderline."
"I'm a victim."
"Ah."
"Fifteen years to go."
"Fifteen years of this?” I said, shaking my head.
"It's job security. I'll be fifty when I'm released. Then I'm back to work. “
"Back to work. What was your work?"
"Landscape gardening."
"And for that you got service, second class?"
"I drove a big off-roader. I got it free, so it seemed like a good deal back in twenty-nineteen."
"That was after the tipping year. Bad time to be seen in an off-roader."
"Yeah, but I was nineteen and stupid. The audit found that all my work was urban, so I should have driven a fuel-efficient utility."
"You were lucky. Not many people who drove off-roaders get less than death."
"I never drove mine recreationally, that was the trick. I love growing things, so gardening was all I ever did. Big demand for people who grow things now, so I got a future."
We trudged along in silence for a while. He had his sentence; mine was not decided. Because I was guilty until proved worthy of pardoning, I had to do service.
"Do you watch those nostalgia shows?” I asked presently.
"I just attend. All that toxic fast living, never liked it. I only watched renovation and gardening shows, and the environment docos. That counted when the audit examined me."
"I saw a nostalgia show last night. It was bizarre."
"You want a word of advice?"
"I'm listening."
"Go along, but try to look bored. You see, if you don't go, the borderlines will kill you for not being one of them. On the other hand, the wardens watch you too. If you seem to be enjoying the shows, they'll report that to the Retributor. That gets you a verdict of guilty-and-unrepentant. You know what that means?"
"Death, first class?"
"Wrong. Mines, first class. That's way worse than dying."
* * * *
Every morning the audit would call me up for the first hearing of the day, and I would spend ten minutes refuting a new charge. Normally the accused were made to bear the full force of the sun whose power they had enhanced so very much, but because I had established provisional doubt, I was now permitted to wear a broad wicker hat. This was also the source of much rumor among the borderlines and unaudited tippers.
The second class executions were at noon and just before sunset. Until then there was nothing to do but listen to the Retributor accuse people of taking Sunday afternoon drives, having central heating, using leaf blowers instead of brooms, and flying to Europe for annual vacations. All brought Death. The really severe sentences were for the climate-change deniers. They got mines, first class.
"You beat the Retributor again."
I knew that I was asleep, I was always asleep when Death appeared.
"You must love this place. Do you claim all the souls of the condemned in person?"
"They are already mine."
"Then why are you here?"
"Because you call me, and you are important."
"Me? Important? My life's work was predicting climatic catastrophe—you know, most of China, Australia, and Africa turned into searing deserts, U.S.A. and Europe snap-frozen because the Gulf Stream is screwed, accelerated polar melting, sea level up two feet, and force seven hurricanes. In case you hadn't noticed, that's all happened, so I'm out of a job."
"You are important because you threaten the auditors, Jason Hall. The currency of the century is position and power. You threaten their power."
"Me? Threaten the auditors? Get a life."
"I get a great many lives. Do you know how very rich men used to become rich?"
"By third-level greed and second-level squandering."
"Not so. They just became good at gathering money. You don't have to earn money to accumulate it. Some means were legal, but few were ethical."
"So? Thanks to lateralism, wealth and growth are unfashionable."
"The Retributor is good at accumulating convictions, and he has a perfect record getting death or mine sentences. He is the new type of rich man, and the rich like to hold on to their riches."
* * * *
The audit of Peggy-Anne was over very quickly. Records showing seven hundred thousand dollars in cosmetic surgery and implants were presented. Although in her late nineties she looked less than forty, but when she moved she was slightly stiff. She was convicted of squander and display, and received a double death sentence, second class. Killing old people had once seemed abhorrent, but now it was considered just. The Earth had gone to the pack, and the victim generations wanted revenge on the squander generations for turning the pack loose.
Peggy-Anne got the tipping-point gallows. As the pile of coal diminished and the plank began to teeter she started to cry. None of the wardens or auditors seemed moved. Moments before the end she began to pray. Hers were not formal prayers, just pleas to her god to end it all and have mercy on her. When the plank finally tipped it was profound relief for me.
"She was a lot of fun,” said Chaz as we walked back.
"Nine decades of being a party girl,” I observed. “It must have been like being immortal."
Chaz had shared Peggy-Anne's bedding the night before. I tried to tell myself that in a real sense she had stopped living at some time during that night, in the arms of a man she had picked up during the show. The terrified, whimpering shell that had shuffled out onto the plank had not been Peggy-Anne.
* * * *
There were car races at the camp that evening. Many wheelchairs had accumulated there, now superfluous to the needs of their owners. Names of famous models of cars were written on the sides, along with brand names of long-defunct sponsors. Cardboard clappers were attached to make engine noises against the spokes, and with one man to drive and another to push, they were a faint but distinct echo of the squander decades.
The entire company of tippers and borderlines watched, most tippers cheering and clapping, as the fifteen wheelchairs were driven around an improvised track. There were pit stops for pusher changes, crashes, and even aged cheer squads. A few of us had the sense not to cheer. The wardens looked on, scanning the audience for signs of enthusiasm among borderlines. The wheelchair pack rattled past, raising dust and cheered mightily by the crowd, then a pusher collapsed and fell dead in the dust. There were five such deaths from cardiac arrest during that race. Most participants were probably hoping for death on the raceway, because they were tippers facing serious charges. Dying of a heart attack was vastly preferable to death in the greenhouses or life in the mines.
The race ended with the winner and place getters being presented with double rations of water in bottles that had held champagne decades earlier. This they splashed on each other and the onlookers in a defiant show of squandering, then there was a concert of Jan and Dean driving and surfing songs by various singers and a humming band. It was all pale and tenuous ghosts of cultures past, rude but futile gestures against the victim generations. I concluded that most of these people were actually beyond hope, help, or reason. They were not ashamed of what they had done, and they probably thought it very unreasonable of the Earth for running short of resources and warming so alarmingly fast.
* * * *
By the end of the second week of my audit I had broken all records for survival. The Retributor had exhausted any scope for finding serious climate crimes in my past, so he was pursuing me for minor neglect.
"Now explain why you did not do more,” he said as the sun appeared on the eastern horizon for the fifteenth time.
All he could ask for now was branding, second class. I was holding out for pardoning.
"More relative to what?” I asked.
"More as in driving spikes into logs to be woodchipped, sabotaging oil rigs, smashing car windscreens, or spraying oil on auto race tracks?"
"I believed that such extreme actions alienated the public of the time from the message of climate change. Instead I lived the sort of environmentally correct life that everyone could have managed. I turned off my television, DVD, microwave, stereo, and computer at the wall sockets when I was not using them, installed energy-efficient light globes, used solar cells and rechargeable batteries where I could, had two-minute showers, and washed my clothes in shower water. If everyone had lived like me, resource use would have dropped by sixty percent."
"That would not have saved the Earth."
"Not by itself, but it would have postponed the tipping year."
"You should have publicized what you were doing."
"I did! Whenever I spoke in conferences or to the media about climate change, I always talked about how I was moderating my personal behavior."
My trial was adjourned for the fifteenth time. The Retributor would check on everything I had said. He would send his research assistants to their solar-powered web portals to twitter, tweet, gryp, snatch, surf, scan, riffle, and drill for old power bills, conference proceedings, and even photographs taken in my apartment. I knew what they would find, so I was not worried.
* * * *
Those who died while awaiting audit were declared guilty post mortem. There were many such deaths, mostly from exposure. We slept in the open, with blankets made from the discarded clothing of the dead. There was never a shortage of blankets. Aside from the big shows and races, we had to amuse ourselves without gadgets, so singing, storytelling, gossip, and dancing were very popular. By a couple of hours after sunset the activities were reduced to sex, for those who could manage it. The wardens made no attempt to stop any behavior that did not involve trying to escape.
"Way I see it, the woodlands near the coast been gettin’ back to normal,” said Chaz as we lay looking up at the stars on the moonless fifteenth night.
"They were national parks before the tipping year,” I replied blandly, ever wary of saying anything that might incriminate me.
"Full of game, as I hear."
"Probably due to the ban on hunting."
"You know, I saw this coming."
"So did I. I wrote a lot of articles about it."
"No, I mean I prepared. I buried some guns and three thousand rounds in the woods, all wrapped in grease and plastic. Old M16, a couple of Glock pistols, and a great hunting rifle. Figure we could live pretty well in the woods."
"That sort of talk would earn you death first class for greed and squandering."
"So you're not in?"
"I've heard nothing."
"But we'd be free."
"They would hunt us down in a day. Probably less."
"Hey, I'm a bushman. They'd never find us."
"There's no bush! We're in the desert, a thousand miles from the coast. Besides, the ranger wardens have rifles, image enhancers, acoustic scopes, geopositioning, and satellite feed. Oh, and tracker dogs."
"Those greenie ferals don't cut it."
"Feral animals are great hunters, and they have a nasty bite. Victims still launch satellites and build weaponry gadgets, remember? They just do it with renewable tech."
"I'm serious, and I'm armed. I got a dozen twenty-two rounds, kept ‘em up my arse during inspections. With all the metal scrap around here it was a no-brainer to rig up a zip gun and silencer."
"I stay here."
"Listen, this isn't a sus proposition. I got a girl coming with me, that warden with the brand."
"No."
"Why not?'
"Because I want to beat the Retributor."
"What planet are you on? Nobody's ever beaten him."
"Nobody's escaped from here, either. You fight your way, and I'll fight in mine."
He gave up on me around then. I knew he would be gone before dawn.
* * * *
I awoke to the silky silence of Death's presence, and as I sat up I saw the dark figure before me. I stood up uneasily, for I could never get used to the wardens not being able to see me.
"I thought you would have been away, claiming Chaz,” I said as we began to walk between the rows of sleeping bodies.
"I already have him."
That did not surprise me.
"Bushmen are so condescending about their enemies,” I said. “They forget that victims also know bushcraft. Where did he try to get out?"
"A greenhouse desiccation field."
"Makes sense. Nobody alive, so no wardens. Was he shot?"
"It was the woman he chose to escape with. She played along with him, then led him into a trap."
"Olivia?” I gasped, remembering how friendly she had seemed.
"Yes. She has been commended for preventing an escape without wasting a bullet. Do you really want to beat the Retributor?"
"Yes."
"Why?"
"It will save lives."
"Explain."
"In the last century, the Nazi Holocaust against the Jews was indiscriminate. The genocide of the Hutus against the Tutsis in Rwanda was indiscriminate too. Go back to the seventeen-nineties, and the French Terror guillotined aristocrats just for being what they were. The World Audit claims to be different. Everyone born before the tipping year is guilty, but everyone gets an audit. The problem is that the Retributors want tippers to get death second class even for buying their kid a battery-powered Buzz Lightyear toy. That looks ridiculous, so the case is adjourned and the tippers become borderlines."
"There are millions of borderlines."
"Yes, all of them doing indefinite service. If there were a precedent, many could be pardoned, branded, or at least sentenced to a fixed period of service. I want to be that precedent. My audit has already set precedents for service and branding sentences. Some tippers of good will can be saved, and the Earth needs all the good will it can get."
"You are a hard act to follow, Jason Hall."
"Thank you."
When Death was with me there were no sounds but our voices. The farts and bodily reeks of those around me vanished, fleas and lice no longer bit and itched, and my muscles did not ache with fatigue. There was only the desert night, cloudless, windless, and brilliant with stars. In a way I enjoyed his visits, because I could step out of myself. Suddenly I was thirty years in the past, servicing a remote observing station in the desert, enjoying the serenity of the night.
My companion's face was visible, even though there was nothing to illuminate it. One might have said that it was in daylight, while everything else was smothered in night. Until now it had been indistinct and unfocused, but suddenly it seemed to be resolving into clear lines. I noticed something very familiar about his features.
"You look like me,” I remarked.
"Thank you."
It was true. Months ago his face had just been an oval that floated above a greater blackness. He now defined himself to wear my robes and dust cloak. His manner of speech and tone of voice were even becoming echoes of mine. The transformation should have made him more familiar and agreeable, yet I found it disturbing.
"Do you always take the form of those you are about to claim?"
"No."
"Then why take my form?"
"You have two doctorates. Surely you can work it out."
To me it was not obvious, and I was not in a mood for games.
"The Retributor has no more charges, so tomorrow is the verdict,” I said, steering the subject onto my own agenda. “Is that what you're here for?"
"No. You will get pardoned."
Pardoned. Even this word now carried a chill.
"You already know? Then why bother coming for me?"
"I am not here for you."
* * * *
"Doctor Jason Hall, you are found pardoned of both squandering and display,” declared the Auditor General.
For a moment there was no sound at all, then came a huge, collective gasp for air. A mighty cheer rolled over the benches of the auditors, across the greenhouse fields, and into the desert. Chaz had lost, but I had won.
I knew that the Retributor would not appeal. This was the sixteenth day of my audit, which was four times longer than any other since the World Audit itself had begun. To prolong it would attract a charge of squandering to him, and that was a very bad idea. I bowed to the auditors on the bench, then waited to be dismissed.
"You are the standard that your age should have lived by,” continued the Auditor General. “You lived as responsibly as an ordinary twentieth-century tipper could have. Had everyone else behaved as you did, minimizing their burden on the ecosphere and teaching others to do so, the world could have pulled back from the Tipping Year. Everyone born before the Millennium must be audited against your example. Members of the Audit, those of you in favor of appointing Doctor Jason Hall to the bench in the new position of Precedent, be upstanding."
The Auditor General got to her feet before my brain caught up with what was happening. To her right and left the other members of the audit bench were standing up as well. At the extreme left the Advocate stood, and to my surprise, at the other end of the bench, the Retributor was already on his feet by the time I turned.
I'll never escape! screamed in my mind.
"Doctor Hall, the bench has voted unanimously in favor of admitting you,” the Auditor General concluded.
"But—but surely others are more worthy,” I heard myself say. “Many environmental activists were far more extreme and militant."
"Not everyone needs to be a warrior, you have demonstrated that. You set a standard that all those born before the Tipping Year could have met, had they but bothered. In the audits to come in the days, months and years ahead, you will provide the precedent to be met by everyone who stands before us, and even worldwide."
"But what about my work in climatology? Surely the Earth needs climatologists more than auditors."
"The Earth needs both, to heal its wounds and punish the guilty. However, while there are now many climatologists, there are few good twentieth-century role models."
The Retributor was smiling. Now I was in his position. If I refused, I would be guilty of squandering a nonrenewable resource. Myself.
"I am honored to accept,” I said, then bowed with my heart sinking.
"The precedents established in your audit have already been applied to all those in the national borderline database. Clerk of the Audit, have you run the program over the backlog of borderline audits as yet?"
"I have, your honor."
"Can you give us a summary of results?"
"Verdicts drawing sentences of death or mines have been returned in ninety-nine and three quarters of a percent of cases."
"Auditor Hall, it seems you are a hard act to follow,” said the Auditor General, turning to me with a very sincere smile.
* * * *
The rest of the day's audits were canceled. Ceremony and procedure were important in this new world, and there were few occasions more important than the appointment of a new auditor. The entire encampment was assembled to watch. The hatred in the eyes of the two thousand borderline tippers glared hotter than the sun as I stood before them. Only five would get service, branding, or pardoning. Worldwide ... my brain shut down when I tried to make an estimate. With a tipper on the bench, the audit became justice for the guilty, rather than mass slaughter.
I was dressed in the black robes of an auditor by the wardens, who also shaved my hair and beard. The Inspector of Wardens presented me with a pair of red leather gloves.
"From this day, the blood of the guilty will be on your hands,” he said as he went down on one knee and raised the gloves on his upturned palms.
The Retributor now stood before me, bowed, and gave me a pair of sunshades.
"From this day, there will be no frailty, pity, or mercy in your eyes,” he declared.
The Advocate had a staff, which she put into my hand.
"From this day, you will strike down the guilty but spare those tippers who are in truth victims."
Only one in four hundred passed through my mind.
Last of all was the Auditor General with my cowl.
"From this day you are an auditor, shielded from the sun because you are without blame for its ravages."
* * * *
That night I was exhausted at many levels, yet dreading what would come with sleep. I was given a tent in the victims’ enclosure, but I could not relax in it. I had slept in the open for too long, so now I went outside to try to sleep. The wardens did not like the idea, but nobody argues with an auditor.
Even lying on the sand beneath the new moon and first stars, I could not sleep. I got up and paced around my tent. At last I had the answer to the many puzzles that my dark visitor had been posing, yet he did not appear. A warden came over and asked if I was all right. It was Olivia.
"Can't sleep,” I replied curtly, now suspicious of her smiles and concern.
"I can call a counselor,” she suggested.
"No. No, I...I'm just a bit edgy about being on the other side of the audit tomorrow."
"Why not rehearse?"
"Sorry?"
"Others do it. Walk down to the audit bench and sit there for a while. Practice speaking, like you're in a real audit."
"That's a good idea. Thank you."
"I'll make sure you're not disturbed. Just don't wander any farther out."
She escorted me out of the victims’ enclosure and away to the audit space. She then left me and walked on to the outer perimeter to make sure that I went no farther. I was an auditor and could go where I liked, but shadows in the wrong place got shot, no matter who they were. The bench was empty and unguarded. I sat down. Out in the glasshouse fields someone was still alive and screaming. A figure in black came walking toward me from the victims’ enclosure. As he got closer I could see his face in the weak moonlight. As I expected, it was my face.
"So, do you understand yet?” I asked.
The figure nodded unhappily.
"Death was not coming for me, I was becoming Death,” he said.
"True."
"Death will sit among the auditors on the bench tomorrow. Jason Hall is Precedent, the standard by which they will audit. Jason Hall is Death."
"That is what you wanted—"
"No! I didn't realize that being Precedent means providing instant, brutal decisions. Instead of giving borderline tippers a proper hearing, the auditors will just check if they measure up to Jason Hall. Thousands of borderlines who would have died of natural causes will now be re-audited and executed."
"Some will get service, branding or pardoning."
"Handfuls out of thousands. Dozens out of millions. This is not what I wanted. I wanted to give hope to tippers."
"You have done that."
"You told me I was a hard act to follow. Now I understand. Hardly any tippers measure up against what I did. I can already see millions of frightened, desperate, pleading eyes staring at me."
The horned moon touched the western horizon, then sank out of sight. Jason became just a dark shape.
"I can't take it,” he said. “I can't live with that."
"Can Death claim himself?” I asked.
"I can, and I will."
I now saw that he was merging with the shadows around him. His voice was becoming faint, and the white patch that was his face had lost focus.
"You fought so hard against the Audit, but now you give up?” I said, suddenly afraid of losing him.
"This world is no place for tippers,” said his fading voice. “Even those who are pardoned must kill themselves by abandoning their pasts, values, lifestyles, achievements, attitudes...."
"Wait!” I called. “Without you I will not be human."
There was no reply. He was already gone.
"Sir?"
It was Olivia's voice. I shook my head and looked up.
"Sir, you were asleep. We should get back to the victims’ enclosure."
We began to walk through the darkness. Olivia's goggles were enhanced for night vision, so she guided me along the path.
"Did you rehearse well, sir?” she asked.
"Not really. I was thinking about tippers, and the danger that their story might soon be lost and forgotten."
"No bad thing, sir."
"Forgetting what the tippers did to the Earth means forgetting the lessons they left us, warden. We need to remember what not to do, or it could all happen again."
She did not reply. The tippers had not left much to the world that was worthwhile, but they had to be remembered. The thought was not a palatable one, but the alternative was more terrifying than death.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap18]
Department: FANTASY & SCIENCE FICTION MARKET PLACE
BOOKS-MAGAZINES
S-F FANTASY MAGAZINES, pulps, books, fanzines. 96 page catalog. $5.00. Robert Madle, 4406 Bestor Dr., Rockville, MD 20853
* * * *
20-time Hugo nominee. The New York Review of Science Fiction. www.nyrsf.com Reviews and essays. $4.00 or $40 for 12 issues, checks only. Dragon Press, PO Box 78, Pleasantville, NY 10570.
* * * *
Spiffy, jammy, deluxy, bouncy—subscribe to Lady Churchill's Rosebud Wristlet. $20/4 issues. Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Ave., Northampton, MA 01060.
* * * *
Winner of the 2009 National Indie Excellence Award for best S.F.! In Memory of Central Park, a green novel set in N.Y.C. circa 2050, is as bleakly terrifying as George Orwell's 1984. www.CentralParkNovel.com
* * * *
The Visitors. $14.95 Check/MO
OhlmBooks Publications
Box 125
Walsenburg CO 81089
* * * *
The Star Sailors (Gary L. Bennett). Prometheus Award nominee. “Highly recommended”—Library Journal. $15.95 trade ppb. Major bookstores or 1-800-AUTHORS (www.iuniverse .com).
* * * *
C.M. KORNBLUTH major new biography; 439 pages; photos. $44.95 postpaid. McFarland Publishers, 800-253-2187, www.mcfarland pub.com
* * * *
Dancing Tuatara Press supernatural series, hard-to-find titles introduced by John Pelan. www.ramblehouse.com
* * * *
Autographed New and Used First Edition Speculative Fiction, Fantasy, Murder/Mystery/Thriller, Action/Adventure, Horror. Plus Audio Books and Ephemera. See my site—www.ABNormalBooks.com or email to info@ABNormalBooks.com or write to PO Box 414, Groton, MA 01450 USA.
* * * *
BIRTH OF A CHILD
FATE OF A WORLD
Think You've Heard Before...?
Think Again!
THEDA-MAISAGA.WEBS.COM
Or Place Orders At
THEDAMAISAGA@YAHOO.COM
Book 1: The End of All Peace
* * * *
MISCELLANEOUS
If stress can change the brain, all experience can change the brain. www.undoingstress.com
Space Studies Masters degree. Accredited University program. Campus and distance classes. For details visit www.space.edu.
Dragon, Fairy & Medieval decor and collectibles. Huge selection of statues, swords, wall plaques and more. www.paperstreetgiftco.com
* * * *
Written a Book?
Publish, Promote & Sell Your Book. Get Your Free Publishing Guide Now! www.AuthorHouse.com
'YOUR ATTENTION, PLEASE! You are cordially invited to a distant galaxy for an action-packed space adventure. Buckle your safety belt and find out more at ... www.crystalship.info/'
Five Star Protective Services: Live or dead, we'll keep you safe.
F&SF classifieds work because the cost is low: only $2.00 per word (minimum of 10 words). 10% discount for 6 consecutive insertions, 15% for 12. You'll reach 100,000 high-income, highly educated readers each of whom spends hundreds of dollars a year on books, magazines, games, collectibles, audio and video tapes. Send copy and remittance to: F&SF Market Place, PO Box 3447, Hoboken, NJ 07030.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap19]
Department: CURIOSITIES: BUT FOR BUNTER, by David Hughes (1985)
Before Harry Potter, Billy Bunter was Britain's best-known schoolboy hero—or antihero. Created by Frank Richards for The Magnet in 1908, the bespectacled “Fat Owl” of Greyfriars School lied, cheated, stole, indulged in huge gluttony, and left any heroics to braver schoolmates.
David Hughes's comedy unveils a secret history in which the Greyfriars boys are real people: Frank Richards himself, Field-Marshal Montgomery, Pandit Nehru (the comic Indian lad), Oswald Mosley (the school rotter), novelist J. B. Priestley, future Prime Minister Anthony Eden, the Prince of Wales (later, briefly, King Edward VIII), and more.
Bunter himself—real name Archibald Aitken—has left his sticky fingerprints all over the twentieth century. In the world as it would be without his bumbling intervention, the noted murderer Dr. Crippen escaped, the Titanic never sank, World War I ended two years sooner with millions of lives saved, Edward VIII didn't have to abdicate after meeting a certain lady through Bunter, Mosley's UK Fascist party lacked its trademark black shirts—a specialty of Bunter's tailor—and D. H. Lawrence failed to write Lady Chatterley's Lover.
The narrator, a nostalgic fan of Bunter's fictional exploits, is jolted to learn that Aitken/Bunter is still alive. Incredibly aged, the Fat Owl has a vast fund of stories (some very tall) about his impact on society. Relevant papers were suppressed by the British government because “they embarrass the entire century. They make history itself look ridiculous.” Can our hero expose the truth? Perhaps not....
—David Langford
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Department: COMING ATTRACTIONS
In our next issue, we'll celebrate our sixty-first anniversary in fine style.
Richard Chwedyk returns—has it really been six years?—with a new story concerning the saurs Agnes, Tibor, Axel, and the late Diogenes, whom readers might remember from “In Tibor's Cardboard Castle” and “Bronte's Egg.” It has been too long since these saurs graced our pages; fortunately, the new story is worth the wait.
And speaking of long times between visits, we'll also be running a new tale by Richard Matheson, whose last new story in F&SF appeared in 1963. Appropriately enough, “The Window of Time” is a walk down the memory lane.
We've also got Ken Liu's “The Literomancer” on tap for next issue, an affecting story of magic and politics in China in the early 1960s.
What's more, we've got new stories by Terry Bisson, David Gerrold, John Kessel, Michael Swanwick, and Kate Wilhelm coming soon. Use the reply card in this issue or go to www.fandsf.com and subscribe now and you'll get these stories and lots more.
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